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NORTH WEST REGIONAL COLLEGE
STRESS POLICY
1
Policy Statement

1.1
The North West Regional College is committed to protecting the health, safety and welfare of its employees.  The College recognises that workplace stress is a health and safety issue and acknowledges the importance of identifying and reducing workplace stressors.

1.2
This policy will apply to all employees in the College.  Line managers are responsible for implementation.
1.3
This document aims to establish guidelines for managers and to encourage employees who are experiencing stress to seek assistance and receive the advice and support they need, when they need it.  The College believes that its employees are its most important asset and that their well-being is essential to effective work performance and the provision of a high quality service.

1.4
The College is committed to promoting equality of opportunity and good relations in accordance with Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998.  This policy should be interpreted in a manner consistent with the aforementioned legislation.
1.5
The College will provide this policy in alternative formats on request where reasonably practicable, eg, Braille, Large Print, Computer Disk, Audio formats, etc, and/or alternative language

2
The Legal Case

2.1
The law requires the College to tackle work-related stress.  In part, health and safety law requires this action, but stress is not just a health and safety issue.  There are many pieces of law that may apply to stress.  For example:

· The Employment Rights Act 1996;

· The Public Order Act 1986;

· The Protection from Harassment Act 1997;

· The Working Time Regulations 1998; and 

· The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 
3
Definition of Stress

3.1
The Health and Safety Executive defines stress as “the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand placed on them at work”.  This makes an important distinction between pressure, which can be a positive state if managed correctly, and stress which can be detrimental to health.

3.2
There is no such thing as a pressure free job.  Every job brings its own set of tasks, responsibilities and day-to-day problems, and the pressures and demands these place on us are an unavoidable part of working life.  The College has no control over external factors, but it is committed to identifying sources of stress in the workplace and will take action to reduce or, where possible, to eliminate those causes of stress within its control.  

4
Recognising and Managing Stress

4.1
The College will conduct risk assessments to eliminate stress or control the risks from stress.  These risk assessments will be regularly reviewed.  The recognition and management of stress are integral to the College’s responsibilities towards its employees and form an important part of the role of managers and supervisors.  This policy is therefore primarily concerned with stress arising from the workplace.  However, it is recognised that stress may be influenced by a variety of factors and that no one cause may necessarily be identified.  

4.2
The College will consult with recognised Trade Union Health and Safety Representatives on all proposed College wide action relating to the prevention of workplace stress and will consult with local trade union representatives (if appropriate) in relation to actions relating to indicators.
4.3
The College will provide training for all line managers and supervisory employees in Health and Safety Practice.  The emphasis of this policy is to encourage and assist employees and all those with responsibilities for their management to identify and deal with stress themselves.  Nevertheless, there may be times when employees require professional help or support.  For this reason, the College recommends that employees seeking help should normally approach their line manager in the first instance.  The Director - HR and Learner Services is also available to provide guidance and assistance, which may include utilising the professional service provided by Occupational Health Advisor.
4.4
The College provides an independent confidential counselling service to all employees and this service can be accessed by staff affected by stress.  
4.5
The College wishes to encourage greater awareness amongst its employees of the issues and objectives discussed in this document.  For that reason, this policy will be available to all College employees and will also be published on the College’s intranet.  
5
Responsibilities

5.1
It is essential that line managers undertake an active role in considering the best way to maximise the ability of employees to contribute to the success of the department and North West Regional College. 

5.2
To enable this to be achieved, line managers should take all reasonable steps to ensure that:

a)
They identify and manage the factors in their departments that may cause excessive stress.  Thought must be given to stress-related issues when carrying out risk assessments;

b)
All employees receive appropriate induction and training in their work, linked with the employee’s appraisal if appropriate, including health and safety briefings;

c)
Information relating to North West Regional College health and safety arrangements is passed on to their employees and that employees comply with any policies in these areas;

d)
Communication within their department is effective and employees are aware of the importance of effective communication with each other;

e)
Employees are aware of the independent confidential counselling service available;

f)
Working hours and overtime are monitored to ensure that employees are not overworking.  Holidays and use of flexitime are monitored to ensure that employees are taking their full entitlement; 

g)
Bullying and harassment are not tolerated within their department, as per the College’s Harassment Policy;

h)
Appropriate support is available to employees who have raised a concern about stress outside work.

6
Role of HR Services  

6.1
HR Services will provide sickness absence statistics to line managers.


6.2
It is recommended that HR Services is consulted at an early stage with regard to guidance for managers on this stress policy.  

6.3
They are there to help and advise managers on appropriate courses of action to take if an employee is believed to be suffering from excessive stress.  They are also available to answer queries regarding terms and conditions of employment and to advise on employment policies and procedures.


6.4
HR Services can also advise managers and individuals on training requirements, where appropriate and can provide continuing support to managers and individuals in a changing environment and encourage referral to an occupational health consultant where appropriate.


6.5
Absences attributed to work-related stress should be managed in accordance with the policy on sickness absence.

7
Role of Employees


7.1
All employees should take reasonable measures to:

a)
Identify any contributing stressors in the work environment and discuss these with their line manager, or in circumstances where they feel unable to approach the line manager the issue should be referred to HR Services or a more senior member of staff;
b)
Comply with North West Regional College employment policies and health and safety procedures;
c)
Respect and show consideration for their colleagues in order to achieve good working relationships;
d)
Use the advice and support from the independent confidential counselling service at an early stage if they are experiencing difficulties, which are affecting their ability to work;



e)
Accept opportunities for counselling when recommended.

8
Role of Occupational Health Consultant


8.1
North West Regional College has access to an Occupational Health Service which mainly deals with employees who are absent on sick leave.  However, employees may be seen if there is any health problem affecting work or any possibility of work adversely affecting health.  The OH Advisor does not duplicate the role of a General Practitioner but can liaise with the GPs and specialists with the permission of the individual.  This is particularly important in the case of long term sickness absence in order to facilitate a return to work.

9
Role of the Health and Safety Officer/Committee


9.1
The Health and Safety Committee will perform a pivotal role in ensuring that this policy is implemented.


9.2
The Health and Safety Committee will oversee monitoring of the efficacy of the policy and other measures to reduce stress and promote workplace health and safety.












APPENDIX 1
This Appendix deals with the factors which may contribute to stress in the workplace and, as such, are areas in which managers/supervisors should be particularly vigilant so as to ensure the wellbeing of all employees.
Factor 1: Culture

Organisational culture is key in determining how successful you will be in managing work-related stress.  Organisational culture is often very strong, rooted in history, and difficult to change.  A healthy organisational culture will be one where communication, support, and mutual respect are the norm.

An organisation has a positive culture when:

· Work-related stress and health issues are treated seriously and the organisation responds positively to any concerns;
· There is good, open, communication between all employees;
· Employees are consulted and, where possible, able to participate in decisions that may affect them;
· Employees are supported in the work environment;
· Employees ‘buy into’ their work, ie they are undertaking the tasks because they understand what they are trying to achieve and are proud of their achievements for personal and organisational reasons;
· Problems are recognised and solved promptly;
· Working long hours is not encouraged; and

· Employees are not encouraged to take work home.
The way you embrace these issues can influence how committed employees feel towards the organisation and how committed they feel the organisation is to their welfare.  It can also affect how willing employees are to talk about matters that are causing them genuine concern.

Factor 2: Demands

Demands on employees are often quoted as the main cause of work-related stress.  This section looks at what that really means and managers and employees can do to ensure that demands do not become unmanageable.

Demands: Work Overload

Work overload can occur when an employee is allocated a great deal of work, but insufficient resources (in terms of ability, employees, time, or equipment) to cope with it.

Broadly speaking there are two different types of work overload.  Quantitative overload is simply having too much work to do in the time available.  Qualitative overload is work that is too difficult for the employee to do, possibly because it is a new area and they have not received appropriate training; or because they do not have the intellectual or physical capacity to do the work; or because they have been set an impossible task (regardless of resource or ability).

Employees faced with work overload may try to cope by working excessive hours, which may lead to health problems and problems outside work.  Working excessive hours can lead to fatigue, which in turn can impact on performance, creating a ‘vicious circle’ of more time and effort being put into the work, with less being achieved.  Employees may also take work home, which can be detrimental to their family and social life.

Work involving a fast pace and the need to resolve conflicting priorities is associated with a higher risk of psychiatric disorder, poor physical fitness or illness.  An example is several managers giving the same employee large amounts of work with short deadlines.

On the other hand, it is important to remember that most employees need to have a certain amount of challenge and pressure to keep them interested in the work and motivated.  The key is to strike the right balance through discussion with all those involved in the work.

There may be occasions when the department has to work at an extreme level to meet a deadline.  When these occasions arise, employees should be told why it is essential to meet the deadline, that their extra efforts are appreciated, and that this will be an infrequent event.  Management should consider how to reward their employees after they have made an exceptional effort for the good of the unit.

Capability and capacity

Regulation 13(1) of the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 2000 requires employers, when entrusting tasks to employees, to take into account their capabilities as regards health and safety.  Paragraph 80 of the Approved Code of Practice on the Regulations says:

‘When allocating work to employees, employers should ensure that the demands of the job do not exceed the employee’s ability to carry out the work without risk to themselves or others…Employers should review their employees’ capabilities to carry out their work, as necessary.’

This includes making sure that employees’ mental health is not put at risk through the work they are required to do.  Providing adequate training for the job is an important ingredient.

You should also pay particular attention to the demands placed on young workers.  Regulation 19(2) of the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 2000 prohibits the employment of a young person for work that is beyond his or her psychological capacity; for example, dealing with violent and aggressive behaviour, or having to take decisions under pressure may be work that is beyond a young person’s emotional coping ability.

Demands: Work underload

The problem here lies with the employee not being sufficiently challenged by work.  Job underload, associated with repetitive, routine, boring and under-stimulating work can lead to the employee feeling dissatisfied and under-utilised.

Demands: Physical environment 

Aspects of the physical environment that can affect employees include noise, vibration, temperature, ventilation, humidity, lighting and hygiene.

Some studies have shown that employees make a greater number of errors when there are high noise levels, and noise levels have also been found to increase vulnerability to accidents.  Exposure to noise is associated with reported fatigue, headaches, irritability, and reduced ability to concentrate.

In one study, reported stress levels were increased by a combination of different factors, depending on where people were working and the physical environment they were exposed to.

Vibration is considered to be a powerful source of stress.  It affects brain chemistry and function.

In those exposed to harmful substances, fears concerning the effects of these can increase anxiety.

Demands: Psychosocial environment

Violence

The College should assess the risk of violence to employees.  HSE defines violence as:

‘Any incident in which an employee is abused, threatened or assaulted by a member of the public in circumstances arising out of the course of his or her employment.’

People who deal directly with the public may face aggressive or violent behaviour.  They may be sworn at, threatened or even attacked.  This can be a cause of anxiety for your employees.

Factor 3:
Control

Control is the amount of say the employee has in how his/her work is carried out.  Research has shown that not having much say in how work is done may be associated with poor mental health and a higher risk of alcohol dependency.

Research also suggests that when there are greater opportunities for participating in decision-making, greater satisfaction and higher feelings of self-esteem are reported.  Non-participation appears to be linked to work-related stress and overall poor physical health.

Factor 4:
Relationships

We use the term ‘relationships’ to describe the way we interact with people at work for business purposes.

Other people can be important sources of support, but they can also be sources of stress.  At work, relationships with bosses, peers and subordinates can dramatically affect the way we feel at the end of the day.  There are two particular aspects of relationships that could lead to work-related stress – bullying and harassment. (See separate Policy where applicable). 

Factor 5:
Change

Many Colleges have undergone significant change in the last decade or so.  They have had to adapt the way they work to accommodate, for example, new technology, competition and changing market conditions.  Often their response has included restructuring, downsizing and adopting entirely new ways of working. 
Change can be a stop-start event.  That is, the College may have a clear objective for a change and securing that objective marks the end of the change process.  However, many Colleges make more subtle, frequent, changes that can affect employees just as much as a large-scale change, if not properly managed.

Factor 6:
Role

You can help to reduce stress by ensuring that an employee’s role in the College is clearly defined and understood, and that the expectations placed on them do not conflict.  There are two potentially stressful areas associated with an employee’s role in a College.  They are ‘role conflict’ and ‘role ambiguity’.

Role conflict

Role conflict exists when an employee is torn by conflicting job demands or by doing things he or she does not really want to do, or things which the employee does not believe are part of his/her job.  Workers may often feel themselves torn between two groups of people who demand different types of behaviour, or who believe the job entails different functions.

Role ambiguity

Role ambiguity arises when an employee does not have a clear picture about his/her work objectives, their co-workers’ expectations of him/her, and the scope and responsibilities of his/her job.  Often this ambiguity results simply because a manager or supervisor has never adequately explained what is required of them or because the job has changed without this being acknowledged in the job description.

A wide range of situations can create role ambiguity.  For example, entering a new job or organisation, a promotion or transfer, a new boss, the first supervisory responsibility, or adapting to a change in the structure of the existing organisation.

Factor 7:
Support, training and factors unique to the individual

Regulation 13 of the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 2000 says that every employer should provide adequate health and safety training, but we also recommend that employees receive sufficient training to undertake the core functions of their jobs.

Your employees need to be competent and feel comfortable doing their jobs.  You should provide training (either in-house or externally) to equip employees with the skills they need.  If you take on a new piece of work, make sure that the objectives can be achieved using the skills and competencies your employees have, or that could be developed quickly.

If you are recruiting new employees make sure, as far as you can, that they are matched to the job (in terms of skills, ability, and commitment), receive an induction, and are aware of your policy on work-related stress.

The way you support both new and existing employees is key to reducing, or moderating, work-related stress.  The way you provide that support can vary from offering help in times of crisis, through to informally congratulating a member of the team for a job well done.

Social support at work is also important.  The Whitehall II Study of ‘Work related factors and ill health’ in civil servants” found that low social support at work was associated with poor mental health, poor health functioning and increased sickness absence.  However, high social support at work had a protective effect, being associated with reduced risk of short and long spells of sickness absence.

Even when the work has not been completed to the standard you required, you should attempt to provide constructive and supportive advice on where things went wrong and what you would like to see happen in the future.  Simply reprimanding your employees and doing nothing else is unlikely to be helpful – your employees will not learn anything and are likely to be anxious about undertaking similar tasks in the future.

Finally, you need to take account of the ‘make-up’ of your team.  For example, some members may thrive on working to tight deadlines; others may like to plan their work so that they know what they have to do and when.  Try, as far as possible, to cater for these individual differences by talking to your employees as a team – you might find that there is scope to allocate the work in a way that suits all team members, or that you can manage the work in a different way for different people.

Do not try to train employees to become ‘stress resistant’.  There is little evidence it works, but even so, stress management is not the answer – stress prevention is.
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