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Combatting stress in the workplace

KAREN BELSHAW, Vhi Healthcare’s stress expert, describes the symptoms of stress and provides coping strategies from an

organisational and personal perspective

ork-related stress

(WRS) can be

defined as: “The

result of demands

of the work
environment  exceeding  the
employees’ ability to cope or
control them.” The most common
symptoms are absenteeism, low
morale, feelings of overload,
physical and mental exhaustion,
communication problems and
problems juggling home life and
work life.

The EU Commission in its
report Guidance on Work-related
Stress defines it as: “The emot-
ional, cognitive, behavioural and
physiological reaction to aversive
and noxious aspects of work, work
environments and work organisa-
tions. It is characterised by high
levels of arousal and distress and
often by feelings of not coping.”

Recent research undertaken by
the European Agency for Safety
and Health at Work states that the
experience of stress arises from an
imbalance between the perceived
demands of work and perceived
resources available to the individ-
ual. The effects are not just psycho-
logical in nature but also relate to a
person’s physical health, well-being
and productivity.

Signs of WRS

In order to recognise WRS,
individuals need to be aware of
their body’s symptoms and have
the ability to recognise sources.
Everybody has a weak link. It may
be a mental, physical, emotional or
spiritual weak link, but when the

body is stressed or overtired it is
this weak link that will give the
warning sign that something must
be done to regain homeostasis.

Symptoms include:

Mental:

- forgetfulness

- low productivity
- negative attitude
- unfocused mind
- no new ideas

- boredom.

Physical:

- headaches

- lllllSClE tensions

- insomnia

- frequent colds and flu
- panic attacks

- teeth grinding

- digestive upsets.

Emotional:

- anxiety

- worrying

- irritability

- depression

- mood swings
- crying spells.

Is all stress bad?

Not all stress is bad. There is
positive and negative stress.
Positive stress is short-term, that
lasts for a specific period of time
and you know there will be an end
to it. It gives just enough of an
adrenalin rush to get the job done.
Some people report doing their
best work when they are
under positive stress or pressure.

COPING SKILLS — Organisational

What an employer can do to manage workplace stress

Take adequate action to prevent WRS: provide employees with suitable
training, stress management programmes and open communication

opportunities

Risk assessment: look for pressures at work that may cause high and
long-lasting levels of stress and identify who might be harmed. Evaluate
the risk by identifying what action has already been taken, deciding
whether this is enough and if not, decide what should be done. Record
all findings. Review the assessment at regular intervals and check the

impact of the measures taken.

COPING SKILLS — Individual

What an individual can do to cope with stress in the

workplace

- Develop your sense of awareness and perception

Learn to say no

Audit your demands and resources
Recognise the symptoms of stress
- Prioritise what is really important

Use the three 'ds’: deal with it; delegate it; dump it
Drink more water (at least 1.5 litres per day, it helps flush toxins)
Take 20 minutes ‘time out" every day for yourself

- When things are really tough, remember the bigger picture; don't
lose sight of what is really important to you.
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‘If an individual is experiencing
the stress response on a constant
or long-term basis, then their
immune system will be
functioning below optimum

level and thus they will be

more susceptible to illness’

It is positive,
very natural.
Negative stress on the other
hand is long-term, chronic stress
that builds up without a break or

necessary and

interruption sufficient to let
biochemical levels return to
normal. It is unhealthy and

detrimental to your system and
probably the people around you.
When the body is in the stress
response, the immune system,
reproductive and digestive systems
are temporarily shut down as there
is no use for them during the fight
or flight response. If an individual
is experiencing the stress response
on a constant or long-term basis,
then their immune system will be
functioning below optimum level
and thus they will be more suscep-
tible to illness.

However, it is possible to get the
balance right. Recent research by
the School of Sport and Exercise in

the University of Birmingham
shows that short bursts of stress
may be just the tonic your immune
system needs.

The excitement and adrenalin
rush caused by the stress response,
or similarly it appears, exercise or
mild exertion, seem to prime the
immune system and hence it is
better prepared to deal with
the stress.

A good work-life balance seeks
to find a balance between an
individual’s work and their life
outside work. This balance should
be aimed at maintaining health
and include personal achievement
inside work and personal
enjoyment outside work. Achieving
a healthy work-life balance
involves looking at it from an
individual and organisational
point of view. Recent research
(Drew et al 2003) indicates that
flexitime, working from home and

childcare facilities are the priority
requests by most employees and
the success of a work-life balance
programme is largely dependent
on the examples set by managers.

Sources of work-related stress
can be varied — amongst the most
common reported are:

e organisational culture and
function

e role in the organisation

e career development

e workload

e work pace

e physical work environment

Continuous change in methods,
technologies and staff can increase
the effect of the above factors.

However, regardless of what the
source of stress appears to be, a
person’s perception of the situation
is pivotal in the physiological and
psychological response.

Corporate health makes business sense

Encouraging employees to proactively manage their health has become more important than ever before, writes SORCHA CORCORAN

CORPORATE wellness is one
of the most talked about areas
of occupational health in
recent years and has become a
key organisational objective,
according to Eileen Kirwan,
corporate wellness co-ord-
inator at Vhi Corporate
Solutions.

People are spending more
time in the workplace than
before and the cost of housing
has pushed thousands of
people out to satellite towns
so that commutes have
increased.

As a result, employers are
recognising that, in order to
keep absenteeism down and
productivity up, they need to
think of their staff in a more
holistic way.

“Employers are recognising
that they need to look at the
entire person, both inside and
outside the workplace. It’s also
important to consider out-
side factors that influence that
person’s ability to work,”
says Kirwan.

Win-win situation

Corporate  wellness  pro-
grammes  promote  the
importance of health and
well-being in the workplace
and enable employees to
proactively manage their
health. An effective corporate
wellness strategy should
foster a healthier workforce
thereby enhancing morale
and  productivity and

‘Employers
are recognis-
ing that they
need to look
at the entire
person, both
inside and
outside the
workplace’

reducing  injury and
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absenteeism.

The five elements to be
incorporated in a corporate
wellness  programme  are
employees’ physical, psycho-
logical, economic, environ-
mental and social well-being.

Analyse this

Before introducing E
programme into a company
Vhi  Corporate  Solutions
would discuss the type of
business it is in, the average
age of the staff, the hours
worked, rates of absenteeism
and so on. A calendar of
events is then developed that
is as prescriptive as possible
explains Kirwan.

This can include a variety of
seminars focusing on work-
life balance, coping strategies
for stress, relaxation tech-
niques, advice on exercise and
diet and parenting presenta-
tions (see example).

“Traditionally occupational
health was mainly reactive.
but has become more
proactive. A corporate well-
ness strategy is about promot-
ing health so that people car
make informed decisions. It
aims to help employees to be
prepared for the future,
instead of waiting until it’s toc
late and they experience
serious problems.

“A corporate  wellness
programme makes an organi-
sation more attractive tc
jobseekers and helps to retair
valued staff.”



