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In A Week
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Stephen Evans-Howe is a Chartered Safety Practitioner and has held a number of senior management and executive roles in a variety of engineering and service environments: petrochemical, aviation, theme parks and defence. He continues to work in industry, leading the implementation of people-based programmes, supporting safety and organizational culture change.




Introduction


It has been said ‘employees join great organizations but leave because of bad managers’ and from my own experience I can testify to the truth of the statement.


A number of factors, such as recognition, variety of work, achievement and prospects for promotion play an important role in job satisfaction and help good managers retain their staff. However, stress can be one of the most significant reasons for employees leaving or if not in a position to leave, at least wishing they could.


Some see stress as a problem for the individual or even a sign of some defect in character. Yet most forward-thinking managers and organizations see the effective management of stress as an essential part of their business practice, benefiting both employees and the business or organization.


This book is written for managers as a simple, practical guide to the principles and techniques for managing stress at work. It looks at stress from an organizational perspective as well as highlighting practical steps individual managers can take to enable them to gain competitive advantage through effective management of their most valuable asset – their people. Even if you have no direct line-management responsibilities now, you can use what you have learnt to influence decision-makers, perhaps even your own line manager, to better manage stress in the workplace.


Arguably anyone who comes into contact with another person needs to manage stress. Whether in the workplace, socially or at home, human interaction can create pressures, conflict and stress. Even when free from the influence of others we can often generate our own stress through our own desire to succeed or through innate fears and concerns.


Over the years I have worked in a variety of safety critical environments, including petrochemical, aviation and theme park industries, and while stress can have a detrimental effect on morale, staff recruitment and retention I have seen how failure to effectively manage stress can lead to human error with catastrophic consequences.


This book will help you understand what stress is, why we get stressed and some of its physiological and psychological symptoms. You will learn about some of the background research into the psychology of stress and consider a variety of theories and models. More importantly, with this simple guidance, practical techniques and some relevant examples you will be able to create a challenging and supportive environment where people know what is expected, work hard, avoid burnout and make a real impact in your organization. You will also be able to spot issues and resolve problems before they become significant. By effectively managing stress at work you will be able to reduce the burden of sickness absence, poor productivity, high staff turnover and workplace injury and liability claims.


As well as managing the stress of others at work, you will also find some useful tips and suggestions that you can adopt to take personal charge of your own stress levels, allowing you to relax, keep healthy and stay on top.


Ultimately how you handle stress personally and as a manager will vary depending on a number of factors: types of people, the organization, inherent pressures of a job and specific economic factors. This book aims to provide you with information that you can use in assessing what is appropriate for you, your team and organization.


At the end of each chapter you will find ten multiple choice questions. Their aim is to support your learning rather than act as a pass or fail test, and I do encourage you to try them.


I hope you enjoy reading this book and I wish you every success in applying what you learn.
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We have all heard people saying they are stressed – you may even have said it yourself. Perhaps you have had a lot on at work or too much to think about or maybe others are making unreasonable demands on your time. In this chapter you will learn that the response to stress is hard-wired into our biology and has played an important role in the survival of the human race. We will look at how the modern world can confuse or trigger our natural response to danger and understand that what we call stress today isn’t always bad, isn’t the same for everyone and that stress can exist even if there are no visible signs of it.


We will also look at how to assess stress in the workplace, consider the causes of stress that can be generated by organizations, other circumstances in our lives and even by our own outlook and expectations. Finally, we will examine some of the impacts stress can have on both individuals and organizations and in turn demonstrate the real value of the effective management of stress.





What is stress?


If you ask a group of individuals what they mean by stress, you will find some people talk about the causes of stress, giving responses such as ‘too much work’, ‘too much pressure’, while others will respond citing the effects of stress, with responses such as ‘feeling tired or depressed’. For clarity, throughout this book we will refer to the causes of stress as stressors and the effects as the response.


The stress response


Stress is a commonly used word but one that means different things to different people and lacks a single coherent definition. At a basic level stress relates to the biological response of our body to certain situations.


Throughout pre-history people faced life and death situations on a daily basis with strong competition for survival. Since the earliest days of the human race, an inbuilt stress response has proved to be an effective means of protection in situations of extreme danger.
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So from a biological perspective, stress is the natural physical reaction to events that make an individual feel threatened in some way. Sometimes the threat is real, such as coming face to face with a predator, or sometimes the threat is imagined – e.g. the wind moving the bushes may cause you to believe there is a predator hiding, ready to pounce. Stress is the body’s way of helping to deal with the situation. In the emergency situation stress can save your life as your body automatically adapts to stay focused, alert and highly energized. This acute stress response, often referred to as fight or flight (or sometimes the ‘fight, flight or freeze response’), prepares the body for fending off an attacker or rival or for running away. The response can also result in freezing to the spot, unable to move.


The response is triggered by a threat, excitement, noise, bright lights or temperature and is characterized by physical changes in the body including the release of hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol. Adrenalin regulates heart rate and the flow of blood and air, by altering the diameter of blood vessels and air passages, while cortisol increases blood sugar, suppresses the immune system and increases metabolism. This chemical/hormonal change triggers the physical changes in the body. Once the threat has passed the body returns to its normal state ready for the next time.


The fight or flight response is directly associated with the autonomic system, which controls both the physiological and psychological change in the body in response to a stressor. We will look at this system in more detail tomorrow.


General adaptation syndrome


Stressors lead to stress and some form of physiological or psychological reaction. In 1936 Austrian-born physician Dr Hans Selye defined his general adaptation syndrome (GAS) as comprising three stages.


  1  the alarm reaction stage, where a shock stimulates the body’s defences


  2  the resistance stage, where the body either resists the stressor or adapts to the effects of the stressor


  3  the exhaustion phase, where if the stressor continues but the resistance or adaptation is lost, the body is overloaded, the alarm stage returns and if the stress is prolonged, damage will occur.


Stress in the modern world


Some see GAS as over-simplistic and have developed their thinking to consider a more interactional approach, considering the individual in more detail. Whereas GAS seems to imply an automatic response, research has shown that individuals balance the demands made on them considering a variety of factors and this approach leads to a definition of stress as more of an imbalance.


Factors associated with the interactive model of stress that affect an individual’s response include:


•  cognitive appraisal – an individual’s perception of a situation or event


•  experience – familiarity, previous/historical exposure to similar events, relevant learning or training and any reinforcement or conditioning (what is seen as success or failure to cope)


•  demand – perceived demand, actual ability to meet demands


•  interpersonal influences – background and influencing factors


•  state of stress imbalance – between actual and perceived demand and the ability to cope.


The interactive model provides a useful foundation for the management strategies detailed in later chapters.


Fight or flight evolved for dealing with physical danger in the modern work environment. Today, the situation is more likely to result in psychological danger, anticipation of events such as losing a job, failing to meet a deadline as well as actual danger from bullying or harassment. The world has moved on from the threat of being eaten by a tiger but as yet our biology has not caught up; it doesn’t distinguish between physical and psychological threats – just think back to the last time you went to see a horror movie.
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The interactive model of stress


So from a work or organizational perspective, what we mean by stress today is more accurately described as the negative effects or response to excessive pressure or other types of demands placed on people.


Stress isn’t always bad


Stress can be both positive and negative. Much of this book focuses on management of the negative aspects of stress. However, the benefits of positive stress or pressure should not be overlooked. Positive pressure can be motivating and create a sense of team that helps get the job done.


The effects of positive stress, such as the ‘butterfly feeling’ you get in your stomach, link back to the basic biological response of fight or flight and the response to hormones in the bloodstream. In small doses this can help you perform under pressure and motivate you to do your best. Think of feelings you may have had before a job interview, a critical presentation or a looming deadline or target. Positive stress can make you feel pumped up and ready to succeed. Managed effectively in the workplace it can improve performance and bring a team together and improve overall wellbeing.


Like all stress though, people’s thresholds vary and beyond a certain point stress stops being helpful and can start to damage the body. If you are continually performing under pressure your body and mind will ultimately pay the price.


The human performance curve shows the relationship between stress and performance and is adapted from the Yerkes-Dodson Law, originally developed in the early twentieth century by psychologist Robert M. Yerkes and John Dodson. The law states that performance increases with physiological or mental arousal, but only up to a point. When levels of arousal become too high, performance decreases. The adapted human performance curve illustrates how the same variation in performance is related to the amount of stress to which an individual is exposed.
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Adapted human performance curve


Stress isn’t the same for everyone


Stress can be caused by a variety of stressors, including work situations (e.g. time pressure, fear of redundancy, overwork, bullying, and lack of tools and equipment) or personal experience such as home life or marriage breakdown. No two people react in the same way or to the same degree to a particular stressor. Some people seem to roll with the punches while others crumble at the slightest obstacle.


Earlier we introduced GAS and the idea that adaptation is required to respond to a stressor and that this can be expanded to consider factors relating to the individual – e.g. strength both physically and psychologically, perception and degree of control.


Various psychologists have researched the types and traits of personality or disposition. In Table 1.1 we consider six personality types, their preferred stress state and their vulnerability to the negative effects of excessive stress.


Table 1.1 Disposition and vulnerability to stress
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You might recognize some of the personality types in yourself or your work colleagues, although research concludes that most people combine traits of more than one personality type so this information should only be used as a guide for individuals. Good managers realize that people are far more complex than any single model can show and will use this information to build an overall picture of an individual and wouldn’t jump to conclusions about who fits into which precise category.


Age, gender and a number of other factors influence an individual’s vulnerability to stress. The four important factors of control, predictability, expectation and support provide an initial understanding of what controls might be appropriate to combat stress, and we will consider these further later in the week.


Control


If you have the ability to influence events (control the stressor) and meet the specific challenge it is easier to handle stress. This may be a result of your position/level of authority, experience and freedom within an organization. Older people with secure finances may feel they ultimately can walk away or not have to put up with the pressure. This in itself allows them to cope better.


Predictability


An individual is likely to feel greater stress if they are unable to predict the behaviour or occurrence of a stressor. For example, bullying is notoriously unpredictable in terms of knowing what the bully will do next. Predictability is linked with familiarity, knowledge and preparation. An effective technique employed by hospitals to reduce patient stress is to provide an option for patients to familiarize themselves with the hospital surroundings and timetable of events prior to an operation or giving birth. Think about the value of fire drills in preparation for a real emergency situation.


Expectation


People have expectations of their own ability to cope, as well as societal pressures. For example, men have traditionally been seen as breadwinners and so men may be more vulnerable to stress relating to financial pressures. Women on the other hand have traditionally been seen as carers so may appear to be tasked with caring for sick or elderly relatives as well as the stressor of raising a family. These expectations may also be impacted by perception of whether things are or are likely to start getting better.


Support


People who feel they have support, including support from colleagues, managers, unions, friends, family or doctors, are less likely to be affected by stress. Those who take comfort from some form of spiritual support, faith or belief system might also find it easier to cope.


Assessment of stress


In order to identify the signs of stress in the workplace and determine the magnitude of its impact, a manager or organization can start by analysing, using existing performance measures such as sickness absence, accident rates, productivity and quality metrics (customer complaints, volume of rework, etc.). Generally a high degree of stress in the workplace will have a detrimental impact on these measures.
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You may also be able to pick up on individuals showing signs of stress such as increased medication, smoking or alcohol use, nail biting or grinding of teeth. People often lose their sense of humour, become touchy or you might sense a general ‘negative air’ or ‘atmosphere’ in the workplace. Personal appearance and levels of grooming or personal hygiene may also get worse.


In order to gain a complete picture it is necessary, and in some countries a legal requirement, to make a formal assessment of stress.


Before an assessment takes place it is important to prepare by securing senior management and wider organizational support and buy-in, explaining the potential benefits and that everyone should be involved in the process. This might be seen as a significant change in the organization and we deal with the issues associated with change management on Friday.


The formal assessment process is broken down as follows.


  1  Identify potential stressors


Think about the potential causes of stress within the organization, using the information from this book but also think specifically about the type of organization you are in and draw on your own and others’ experiences.


  2  Identify who is at risk


Gather data, such as any existing performance measures as described above. Get feedback through a survey or questionnaire. Various templates for benchmarking surveys or questionnaires exist and having read the remainder of this book you will no doubt be able to create something that suits your organization.


  3  Evaluate the risk


Having collected the data, what does it tell you? Do any existing controls or practices have an impact? Which areas do you need to focus on? It is important to focus on preventing stress but you should also consider mitigation when stress does arise. How is stress identified, escalated and managed?


  4  Create an action plan


Create and communicate an action plan showing what will be done, by whom and when. Make sure the actions are followed up and completed.


  5  Monitor and review


Periodically check to make sure actions are effective. Regularly review the sources of data, perhaps redoing the survey if you feel it is necessary. You should review at regular intervals but also be aware of any changes within the organization (e.g. downsizing, introducing new equipment or work patterns) that may prompt an additional review or the need for improved controls.


No signs doesn’t mean no stress


Regardless of what you have already learnt, a critical thing to remember is people are often good at hiding stress. This may be through fear or embarrassment, or perhaps driven by the culture of an organization. Alternatively it may be an individual’s desire not to let the team down or feeling they have everything under control or they may simply be blocking it out.


So just because your organization and the individuals within it may look stress-free doesn’t necessarily mean that is actually the case – more often than not the opposite is true, with a calm façade hiding the turmoil beneath. Think of a swan gliding gracefully across a lake: the calm vision isn’t the true picture as beneath the waters its feet are flapping away like crazy.


Causes and impacts of stress


While an organization and work itself can cause stress, not all stress is work-related and individuals often bring their own stress into the workplace.


Individual stressors from outside work may overlap with those at work, such as financial problems at home linking with reduced hours or pay and job uncertainty. Old style management that says ‘leave your worries at the gate’ is no longer acceptable or effective. Forward thinking employers see the benefit in providing a sympathetic response, some flexibility or additional support for individuals with personal stress.


In the workplace stressors can be categorized into several groups. Understanding these causes of stress by definition will inform the type of controls that may be effective, which we will look at from Tuesday onward.


•  job roles, responsibility and control, i.e. the actual requirements of a job role, level of ambiguity in what is expected, any conflict of interest and the degree of autonomy or control


•  workload and work pressure, the characteristic of the task, the capacity of individuals, equipment and processes and both the amount and type of work being undertaken
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