[image: image1.jpg]University and College Union






[image: image1.jpg]Dealing with stress at work

Occupational stress is increasingly recognised as a cause of serious personal injury in the workplace. 

The modern teaching and research environment is a stressful one. Even those who have always felt able to cope at work may find that the pressures and demands made on them are such that they gradually find it more difficult to manage. Individuals who have always regarded themselves as being of a robust nature can fall ill and suffer adverse effects.

In some instances, the employer may be legally responsible if this happens. However, obtaining legal redress is difficult and often stressful in itself. The legal process can take years and the result is invariably uncertain.

As a trade union, UCU’s aim is to ensure that injuries brought on by occupational stress are prevented or reduced by raising awareness of the factors that potentially give rise to personal injury and the steps which individuals and branches can take to ensure that the employer addresses the causes of workplace stress before injury results.

What is stress?

‘Stress’ is not a medical condition. Rather, it is a description of a state of affairs in which demands are placed on a person. Pressure is part and parcel of work and can have a positive effect that helps to keep us motivated. But excessive pressure can lead to dangerous levels of stress, which undermines performance, is costly to employers and can make people ill. The Health & Safety Executive define stress as 'the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of demand placed on them'.
Effects of stress

It is usually recognised that stress can affect the body in three different ways, physically, behaviourally and emotionally.  Individuals can suffer from one, or a combination of these symptoms, for both short-term or long-term periods.
Physical symptoms include:

· Backache

· Fatigue

· Muscle tension

· Skin rashes

· Breathing difficulties

· Headaches

· Chest pains

· Changes in menstrual patterns
· Sweating palms, dry mouth, nervous twitches etc
Behavioural symptoms include:
· Absenteeism

· Erratic moods

· Apathy

· Increased use of alcohol/tobacco 

· Increased use of tranquillisers

· Indecision

· Unusually emotive or impulsive

· Accidents

· Loss of appetite

· Evading duties responsibilities
· Complaining
Emotional symptoms include:
· Anxiety

· Irritability

· Low self-esteem and confidence

· Depression

· Loss of libido

· Guilt

· Fear and panic

· Poor sleep

· Aggression

· Inappropriate behaviour

· Withdrawal from social contacts
· Mood swings
Preventing stress

Employers often portray stress as an individual problem, questioning an individual’s capacity to cope, rather than an issue affecting the whole workplace. But ever increasing workloads, hours of work and lack of control over the pace of work and demands on staff all contribute to a ‘stressed out’ workforce.

The approach taken by UCU and the HSE is to emphasise a preventive approach to work related stress. A preventive approach requires the employer to carry out risk assessments to identify, control and reduce employees’ exposure to work related stress factors at the workplace. Your safety rep should ask for copies of the key points of the risk assessments undertaken on the member’s job. The employer is required by law to provide a copy if a safety rep requests one. Having done the assessment, employers have to put measures in place to eliminate or minimise the risks identified.
If there is no mention of either stress or fatigue in the risk assessments, your safety rep should challenge them and ask for a review which should include both stress and fatigue as potential hazards to health, thus identifying them as risk factors. If there are members who have complained, the rep should bring the complaints formally to management's attention (staff needn't be identified directly) as these demonstrate that a problem exists. Your safety rep might consider doing a workplace inspection or survey, to find out more about the problem, how widespread it is, and so on. 

If you are concerned about stress at work talk to your local representatives or safety reps about what policies or measures have been agreed with management to prevent stress or to tackle it as soon as staff have concerns. Check what your employer’s policy says it should be doing to prevent stress.

If you are already stressed at work

Where you are experiencing a stressful environment and related ill health but are still at work, there are a number of steps that you and your UCU branch/LA officers can take.

· Always tell someone if you think your health is suffering from workplace stress or stress brought on by external factors.

· Keep a written record of any problems, and to put things in writing to management, so that there is evidence of any problem and that management is aware of them.


· Ask your rep to take up the case with management on your behalf. You rep should ensure that you are not any discrimination or penalties as a result of our ill health. 


· Ask your UCU safety rep to use the hazard reporting procedure to raise general stress related problems and potential ill health with management. Your safety reps can use their rights to assess whether other members of staff in the same area or grade are experiencing similar problems.


· Visit your GP and tell him or her how you are feeling and what you think the causes are. Retain evidence from your GP about stress related ill health, if this available or appropriate. This will be important if your employer refers you to an occupational health practitioner for assessment. While there is no obligation for you to comply with this request, a refusal of assistance might count in the employers favour in any subsequent civil legal proceedings. All medical records are confidential and should only be released with your written permission.


· Your rep can ask for a safe working practices audit to be carried out. The audit should identify the different stress ‘factors’ that have contributed to your ill health, and agree measures to control or remove the risk to the individual. A manager should carry out the safe working practices audit with you, supported by your UCU representative. The control measures identified as part of the audit process could include:
- agreed changes to your workload
- a reduction in working hours/workload
- re-allocation of job tasks and/or re-appraisal of job roles
- additional support measures, eg offsite working / weekend working
- additional admin support
- tackling bullying/harassing behaviour
- in certain cases relocation within the institution may be appropriate
- employee assistance measures such as confidential counselling.

· You may find the UCU supported College and University Support Network very helpful. It provides an excellent counselling service for UCU members experiencing stress, among other issues. More details of the service can be accessed at www.cusn.info. 
If you are absent from work due to stress

If you have not already done so, your employer needs to be informed that the underlying cause of your absence is stress. Irrespective of the source of your stress, you should speak to your manager or someone else you feel comfortable talking to in your organisation. If it is work-related, your employer has a duty to take reasonable steps to try to resolve the problem. If it is not work-related they may be able to support you in some way or help to take some pressure off you at work while you resolve the stress in your personal life.

Many employees are reluctant to talk about stress at work, due to the stigma attached to it. They fear they will be seen as weak. But stress is not a weakness, and can happen to anyone. Remember: no employer should subject their employees to work-related stress, and this is an issue both you and employer should take seriously. The effects of stress, such as apathy, indecision, lack of confidence, anxiety etc, can themselves make it difficult for you to communicate with your employer in an effective way. You may find it easier to talk initially with your UCU rep who can to support you and liaise with the employer.

If you have already informed your employer that you are suffering from stress, make sure you keep a record of any discussions you have had, a record of the causes and effects of the stress and any documents which may be evidence as to the caiuse or the effect of the stress you suffer.

Do NOT discuss the causes or the effects with your employer without taking advice from your union representative and/or safety representative. If necessary your local reps can take further advice from UCU’s regional office.

In particular do not attend any meeting with your employer to discuss your sickness absence without taking advice and being accompanied.

You may find the UCU supported College and University Support Network very helpful. It provides an excellent counselling service for UCU members experiencing stress, among other issues. More details of the service can be accessed at www.cusn.info. 
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