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MANAGEMENT OF WORKPLACE STRESS - 

A SURVEY

1.

INTRODUCTION

UNISON Scotland has carried out a major investigation into workplace stress across the Public Sector in Scotland, by firstly issuing a Freedom of Information (FoI) request to all of the employers where UNISON has members.  This included local authorities, health boards, universities and colleges, police forces, Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs) and other public bodies.

Secondly, we undertook a snapshot survey among a cross-section of our members in Scotland, to ascertain how individuals felt about their own workplaces, and whether they appeared to be suffering from workplace stress.  We based our survey on a truncated version of the HSE’s standards.

In the FoI request, we asked for information on any statistics on sickness absence due to workplace stress that were held by employers and in addition, sought information on how they had complied with the Health & Safety Executive’s Stress Management Standards and what results or responses they had had.

We also asked them to supply any policies they had which covered how they had dealt with the Standards.

UNISON welcomed the introduction of the Stress Management Standards by the HSE and wished to carry out a survey across public sector in Scotland to try and see what levels of stress were being experienced; to gauge how employers were engaging with the Standards and to ascertain what   contribution they were making to the way in which stress was being managed.  

2.
HSE STRESS MANAGEMENT STANDARDS

The Stress Management Standards have been developed by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in an attempt to reduce the levels of work-related stress reported by British workers.  From their inception their overall aim has been to bring about a reduction in the number of employees who have to take sick leave, or who cannot perform well at work because of stress. The HSE wants employers to work with employees and their representatives to implement the Stress Management Standards to introduce a process of continuous improvement, which they emphasise will be good for employees and good for business.

The Management Standards approach gives managers the help they need to achieve these aims. Use of the standards enables them to demonstrate good practice by for the first time, introducing an objective risk assessment for stress, which, together with the use of workplace surveys and other techniques, along with active discussion with employees can all help them to implement practical improvements in the workplace.  

The Standards and supporting processes simplify stress risk assessments, enable action plans to be drawn up and provide monitoring techniques so that organisations can gauge their performance in their endeavours to tackle workplace stress.

3.
INFORMATION FROM FREEDOM OF INFORMATION REQUESTS

As a result of our survey, we received responses from 24 local authorities, with partial responses from two others, 9 health boards, 7 police forces, 9 universities, 11 colleges, 2 NDPBs and several other public bodies.

3.1 Statistics on Work-Related Stress as a Factor in Sickness Absence

The main finding of the request for statistics on work-related stress was that very few organisations differentiated between workplace and other types of stress factors in their figures provided.  Many had a general heading of a combination of stress, debility, anxiety and depression, or just a general “mental health issues” category.  The statistics compiled in most health boards, where some used a “SWISS” system for recording absences, all fell under a general heading of a combination of various aspects of mental illness.  Some, again, mainly health boards, argued that stress was not an illness, but rather a symptom of some of the other illnesses mentioned and believed that some people hid their actual illness, if they had a stress problem, meaning that accurate figures could not be given.  Some employers just said that they did not hold statistics for workplace stress and offered no further explanation; some did not appear to break down their absences at all, which was very hard to comprehend.

Another difficulty in gaining an overall figure for stress was that most organisations presented their statistics for stress as a percentage of either the possible working days or of sickness absences as a whole.  Where actual figures were given, they appeared to be very high, e.g. over 10,000 days lost in one year in a medium sized council, and over 23,000 in one, again medium sized, but rural council.  Of those employers who presented their figures as a percentage of total sickness absence rates, in the main these appeared fairly low, e.g. 1-3% although one was as high as 19%, and a few were around 10-12%.

The figures as presented make it impossible to assess what levels of stress pertain across the public sector in Scotland.


3.2
Use of Stress Management Standards

If the stress figures were disappointing, the use by organisations of the Management Standards was much more positive.

Almost all of the responses showed a wide knowledge of the Management Standards and of the approach recommended by the HSE for implementing their stress management programmes.  Many councils and health boards in particular, followed closely by police forces and colleges, had been visited by HSE personnel in the last 18 months, who had assisted in drawing up proposals, or where already in place, had audited their systems and in many cases given very positive feedback.  Many employers had carried out risk assessments and had surveyed all of their staff, with some sending in the results of their assessments.  Many appeared to be very active in promoting the Standards. Almost all knew about the Standards and how to implement and monitor them.  Of those who had not yet set up systems, most were considering them, or were in the process of organising the first steps towards implementation, by, for example, developing pilot surveys.

Some organisations were using a system called “Work Positive”, which was developed by NHS Health Scotland and the Health and Safety Authority (HAS) in Ireland, to help organisations address stress at work.
Work Positive is a step-by-step process, which assists organisations in taking the necessary action to identify and reduce the potential causes of stress. Work Positive supports continuous improvement against HSE’s Management Standards for Work-related Stress and has been redeveloped and updated to allow organisations to continue to conduct assessments of the causes of stress, as well as easily assess their performance against the HSE Standards.  In conjunction with the Scottish Government, the on-line version of their assessment tool was launched on 5 November, which had been designated as National Stress Awareness Day.

3.3
Stress Policies

Most organisations had policies to manage stress, although a few were quite old and had clearly been drafted prior to the inception of the Stress Management Standards.  Many organisations were in process of re-writing their policies to take account of the Standards.  Whilst some policies were better than others, in the main, most of them did take full cognisance of the Standards, and set out practical methods of implementing the aims of the HSE. 

4.
RANDOM SAMPLE SURVEY OF MEMBERS.

To complement the FoI request, UNISON carried out an online survey of a representative sample of members.  We presented 10 statements based on the HSE Stress Management Standards and asked participants to indicate which most closely matched their experiences of their working day.  

We detail below the results from the survey questions, together with additional comments left by our members:

4.1. “I get up in the morning dreading the working day ahead”
13% of our respondents reported that they often or always woke up in the mornings, dreading going to their work; 46% sometimes did and 38% seldom or never felt this way.  

“Having gone through . . . Work Pay & Benefit Review and being put in detriment, then a take over, then another restructure and overseen for a promotion that has your role all over it  - morale really low.”

“I feel now I am in a job that I really do like. . . working in my previous job where I actually would pray for a car crash on the way to work to prevent me having to go in, I realise just how much I love my job and just how much I was depressed by my previous job!”

4.2. “I cannot cope with the demands of my job and feel pressured into working long hours”
11% of the membership felt pressurised to work long hours, often or always, as they could not cope with the demands of their job; 26% seldom did and 64% never or seldom felt this pressure.

“I work in education and find that, there are times of the year when I have to work under extreme pressure, and find that I am working well in excess of my contractual hrs 17.5 pw (have been known to work 40hrs pw) to meet deadlines . . . This resulted last year in me feeling that I was never free of work as every time I entered my spare room at home it was full of things I had to do for school!”

“In common with many workers, an increasing workload and increasing responsibility, without an increase in staffing also contributes.”

“Too much staff sickness never enough staff to do all the things expected of us - because of shortages we often have to work ten day stretches which is really tiring.”

4.3. “I have unachievable deadlines at work”
Under this category, 18% often or always felt that they had unattainable deadlines; 24% sometimes felt this way and 58% believed they could always or mostly meet their deadlines.  Increased use of target setting was also causing difficulties, especially in the NHS.
“I have been working for 2 different groups so although my work has been varied it makes it very difficult to make deadlines for both sectors.”

“The overwhelming emphasis on targets creates job related stress due to these targets being unattainable.”

4.4. “I have competing priorities, as different groups demand things from me that are hard to combine”
37% of our respondents never or seldom had competing priorities, 38% sometimes did, but 24%, one in four workers, did say that they often or always suffered from this.

“Everyone has conflicting and competing priorities therefore it is difficult to call on colleagues for help and support we are all under similar pressures and strain.”

“As I work across 2 organisations (NHS and Council) this is the main source of difficulty and I would be unable to say that any one organisations impacted more negatively on my mental health.”

4.5. “I am unclear about what is expected of me at work, or where my work fits into the overall aims of the organisation”
62% were perfectly clear about what was expected of them and knew where they fitted into the overall aims of the organisation; 25% were sometimes unclear, and 13% often or always unclear.

“The management never give us any idea of what is going on, in fact I think I have seen them 2 times in the past 2 years, and we have no access to what is going on as line manager does not pass info on.”

“Sometimes feel that my boss thinks that I am too strict with colleagues and that I expect too much from them and this is hard to deal with on occasions and causes me stress and this is when I do not know what is expected of me.”

“It would be nice to know what is going on in Social Work instead of it being like the secret service.  Clerical are always the last to know things and sometimes the public know before they do when things are about to change.”

“Job has changed so much in recent years and I feel I no longer do the job which I was employed to do.”

4.6 “I am consulted on proposed changes at work”
Almost half of respondents (44%) said they were never or seldom consulted on changes at work; 33% were sometimes consulted but only 23% felt that they were often or always consulted.

“As a low grade worker I am never consulted prior to changes to my job description and am told as and when to move from section to section in order to cover sickness, leave and short-long term vacant positions.  Sometimes I can be in three different jobs in the one week.”

“Major changes are taking place in my place of work at present, some being done with little or no consultation with the people who actually work in a specific area of change, resulting in very frustrated staff.”

“After the clerical review it was decided that we should get 8 hours per week for a clerical assistant.  As the administration assistant, I was not consulted about which hours would be beneficial to me.  Had I been, I would have said mornings, as they are my busiest time.  Instead, the clerical assistant was given an afternoon post so I still have all the stress of the mornings.”

“Decisions are made at a senior level with little or no consultation with the staff involved in the changes and the staff are expected to carry out the duties with a crystal ball as little or no training is given.”

4.7.
“I receive the help and support I need from colleagues”
54% say they always or often receive help and support from their colleagues; 32% sometimes do and 14% say they never or seldom do.

“Relationships with colleagues are good and helps.” 

“Any stress I have comes from another colleague not doing their job properly rather than from my line manager.”

“In the past four work places I have been I have always felt that I am being victimised by colleagues and some line managers since I am a foreigner.”

4.8. “I am given support and encouragement from my line manager”
44% of respondents say they are always of often given support and encouragement from their line managers; however, 31% disagreed and said they were seldom or never given such encouragement.

“In the last year I have had to retire from work on grounds of ill health. My management structure was punitive and unsupportive in the extreme, often threatening capability.”
“We have a new manager who is in a post for a short time. It looks as if she has boxes to tick and will do whatever she can to make herself look good regardless of who suffers”
“I would like to say that in all my 40 years of working in various fields, NHS is the most uncaring employer towards its employees and staff, with very little support to them.”

“Decisions are often made by senior managers who have no real working knowledge of the job with blame for problems coming down the way and praise for getting it right never or rarely passed on.”

“No support from our senior management team.”

“Work can be stressful and we work to tight deadlines with little notice sometimes, but I always receive support where and when required from my Manager (thankfully).”

4.9. “I receive the necessary training and development to carry out my duties”
39% of respondents often or always receive training and development and 38% sometimes do.  However, 23% say they seldom or never receive adequate training or development.

“I feel that training and opportunities are not very fair and that people with potential are often overlooked because they are not part of the clique.”

“I have repeatedly asked for more training all of which requests have been ignored.”

“Lack of enthusiasm amongst managers to motivate staff and train in proper direction re promotion. Not picking up qualities that individuals can bring to specific jobs.”

4.10
“Relationships at work are strained and there can be friction or 
anger”
46% of respondents seldom or never experience strained relationships at work; 39% have sometimes experienced them but 21% say there are often or always strained relationships or friction or anger in their workplace.

“Relationships at work are strained - often interpersonal friction can occur just due to differing personalities and you don’t always choose who you work with as opposed to friends.”

“Work itself is okay, it's the Technical Officer that is a big problem.  He caused me a lot of stress, shouting at me and in one instance accusing me of having no morals or standards.  I had to involve my line manager, the department manager and a Unison rep to sort out the matter.  I had also been on antidepressants for about a year because of this Technical Officer.  The situation was resolved fairly satisfactorily but relations are still tense.”

4.11. Other Comments

The latter comment raised the question of bullying as a cause of stress, which did come up in other comments.

“There is a culture of bullying and blame within the service I work.  Don’t know if this is reflected in other parts of the council”.

“I have a poorly motivated, wrongly promoted, untrained manager who bullies and bulldozes her way through our working day.”

“There are bullying issues, including racist, sexist and homophobic comments almost on a daily basis. Management (at all levels) appear to be unwilling or unable to challenge.”

One further comment was received on the issue of race, which related to a member from overseas, working in a nursing home.  In the extensive comments made, the following relate to racism and sum up the feelings of isolation and helplessness often felt by overseas workers:

“In my current workplace one of the senior carers is a Filipino and the way the manager speaks to her is terrible - embarrassing her in front of everybody. . . . I have seen this carer crying because of this kind of embarrassment. Its a pity because she is only a work permit holder which means that she has to take everything rather than to be sent home to the Philippines.”


A further issue which emerged in several comments, was the effects that 
cuts

in staff have on levels of stress. The comments alleged that this led

to the increased demands in the workplace and to people being 
pressurised



to work longer hours.

“Underlying issues that have affected the responses are understaffing and management not dealing with this.”

“A colleague retired May 08 and the post has yet to be filled. Interviews were held 29 Oct 08. This feels as if the delay is engineered just to save money. It is very frustrating as the remaining staff have to cope and are expected to provide the same service.”

“Most of the stress from work at present is to do with staff losing jobs - the work from those posts being done by those who are left.”

“Lack of staffing is a big issue and when other wards have the same problem our staff are sent to cover. This usually causes problems as staff are employed under one ward and end up all over the hospital.”

Numerous responses could be clearly identified as referring to the Health Service, in particular nurses in hospitals, who often work 12 hour shifts.

“I work in nursing from 7.45 am to 8.45 pm 13 shifts over month but the days are too long we have consulted with managers to change hours slightly but they won't listen so morale has been rock bottom as long as I can remember.”

“These past 5 or so years nursing has become a profession that really can't be recognised as a caring profession. Senior Management push more and more on the nursing staff with no negotiation and certainly no increase in nursing numbers.”

“My line management in the ward I work in are supportive but the same can't be said for the upper management who "RUN" the hospital. I felt unsupported during recent agenda for change dispute.”

“Working in the NHS even in an admin role can be stressful particularly as we are more results driven having to deliver i.e. Balanced Scorecards, milestones etc.  More and more staff are ending up on Capability.” (Being taken through capability procedures.)
5. CONCLUSION

The responses from employers to our FoI request have shown that very few of them are able to show reliable data to enable an accurate assessment of stress levels, particularly workplace-related, to be undertaken.  Councils in particular do not appear to collate sickness absence statistics which allow any meaningful analysis.  Despite most employers insisting that they are carrying out workplace surveys and displaying elaborate stress policies and procedures, in line with the HSE Stress Management Standards, they do not appear to be translating this into hard evidence about the extent of workplace stress amongst their employees.  They cannot carry out monitoring procedures to assess progress of their policies, without knowing what the figures are on a yearly basis.  

Analysing the survey of members shows that a considerable number are being affected by most of the questions used in the questionnaire.  When looking at the actual work carried out, the fact that 29% of respondents have competing priorities and 18% say that they have unachievable deadlines is a cause for great concern.  The questions relating to support received at work, with 44% of respondents claiming they are not consulted on proposed changes at work and 41% alleging lack of support from their management is very worrying and 23% believing they do not receive proper training and development compounds the problem.  Relationships at work are often dismissed as not relevant to workplace stress, but clearly, the inability to be comfortable at work must affect workers and the figure that 21% of respondents alleged that their relationships at work were strained and that they were subject to friction or anger contributes to the clear evidence that many workers in the public sector in Scotland are suffering from the effects of workplace stress.

The comments received from members confirmed many of the points in the questionnaire, some of which were quite shocking in their bluntness and others making very strong allegations about the situation in their workplaces.

6. NEXT STEPS

UNISON Scotland is committed to taking steps to eradicate workplace stress and is starting by considering the issue at the Health & Safety Conference on 11 November 2008, at which speakers from the Health & Safety Executive and Thompsons Solicitors will make presentations on the issue, following the launch of this report by Dave Watson, Scottish Organiser, UNISON Scotland.

The Scottish Health & Safety Committee will consider further steps at its next meeting and will involve health & safety representatives and branches in taking the issue to the membership.
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