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Occupational Stress in the United Kingdom

Occupational stress refers to the development and continued stress that is experienced by an employee of a professional organisation because of pressures and demands placed on them at work via a variety of factors. In this article we discuss the different sources of occupational stress that employees face with particular focus on the United Kingdom, how these stresses are measured, and the actions organisations can take to manage them.
Employers in the UK have a ‘duty of care’ which focuses upon the physical and mental wellbeing of employees. The health & safety executive (HSE), an executive non-departmental public body, has been commissioned to overview work-related stress in UK. Occupational stress accounts for 79% of general stress in the UK (Statistica, 2020); and in 2019/20 the HSE reported that work-related stress, depression, or anxiety accounted for 51% of all work-related strain where about 828,000 workers were affected (HSE, 2020). Within organisations, certain departments appear to suffer the highest stress loads. These departments include customer care, senior management, and sales departments. With regards to gender, a study conducted in South Africa, the United Kingdom, United States of America, and Taiwan found that there were differences in the consequences of work stress for male and female managers (Miller et al., 2000). However, work related stress does not appear to affect employees of a particular age as many deals with different types of problems in the work and personal lives objectively.
Findings indicate that the main causes of stress in the workplace may stem from inadequate leadership, lack of social support, supervision style, unrealistic expectations, and lack of empathy. Despite being qualified for a role, the leadership a worker is assigned to may greatly influence their ability to carry out their job to their highest potential which can lead to poor interpersonal relations within a team. Inadequate training will also make the employees unqualified for the job and hinder their development. Another aspect that can occur in the UK given the different geographical and cultural backgrounds of a constantly growing international community is cultural insensitivity; experiences of workers who are not citizens or of native heritage may face language barriers which lead to communication problems and can create a sense of imposter syndrome. Another cause for this work-related stress could include inability to approach and discuss personal problems with management. Lack of empathy may mean that employees are unable to communicate their personal needs for fear of being reprimanded or losing their jobs. 
Another main cause of work-related stress is heavy workload i.e., long work hours, work shifts and unrealistic time pressures. Job insecurity work overload (Henrik, 2014). Many industries tend to set unrealistic expectations on workers, where employees often spend more time beyond working hours in efforts to complete an assignment. Whilst these workloads may be tolerable on a short-term basis, prolonged periods of occupational burdens could lead to stress, anxiety and depression, and also overall fatigue. These heavy workloads also become more stressful when workers are not receiving adequate compensation and benefits that allow them to have a good quality of life. Some benefits of interest to employees include provisions for childcare and maternal/paternal leave. There is also stress that can arise from the negative effects of parental leave on carrier advancement if they are not addressed by the organization they work for. Work related politics are another source of stress, with 38% attributable stress among women and 35% among men. Very often, employees will carry their own performance pressures which has been recorded in about 30% across both males and females. Additionally, minimal annual work leave, sick leave and bereavement management will also cause strain to an individual. Another form of stress can occur from an employee’s health status. Those who suffer from certain health conditions may be limited in the types of tasks that they can perform or may be forced to take a number of days off work in order to recover.
These different stresses can result in a decline in the overall productivity of an employee including low productivity, high staff turnover, Absenteeism; adverse health outcomes such as heart diseases; tiredness/fatigue, physical tension, and sickness. mental and psychological problems including dysfunctional behaviours can also arise, often exacerbated by lack of access to counselling and stress management approaches. Therefore, it is important that organizations provide employees with adequate demands and expectations at work. Failure to do so could result in high demands that employees are not able to bear, resulting in high stress loads and inefficient work. It is also important that employees have control within their job and have a say in the way they do their work. Receiving adequate training, encouragement, and useful resources from the organization, along with support from line management and colleagues helps them to understand their role within the organization to reduce the stress that an employee could potentially face. Providing a positive working environment allows employees to establish good relationships with colleague to avoid conflict and ultimate stress. Intra-company communication of organizational changes also reduces stress associated with the employee adapting to those changes accordingly.
Stress needs to be assessed and managed like any other occupational hazard (Cousins, MacKay et al., 2004). Risk Indicator tools that can indicate whether and in what domain there may be stress-related problems in the workplace can be used. The first part of the Indicator Tool serves as a screen for problems in a particular area such as a language barrier, while the second part examines more specifically the broad nature of the problem in any of the six stress areas such as the effect of the language barrier on the employee’s ability to do their job. Preventative, risk-assessment based approach is effective in reducing stress and goes through two stages. The first stage includes preparation, gaining management commitment, raising employee awareness, defining the current state of the organization, and feeding back results to staff and others. The second stage is carried out by defining problem areas in more detail, staff consultations/ discussions, taking action/ interventions, and finally an overall review. It is very important that the views and opinions of employees are taken into consideration by the organisation throughout the entire process.
The PESTLE analysis of the macro-environmental factors considers political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal aspects. Political Factors include government policies, labour laws, tax laws, race and equal opportunities; while economic factors are determined by pay disparities such as gender differences in pay, workload indicators, inflation and lack of over time compensation. Social Factors at work can be defined by team spirit, conflict resolution and work life balance; whereas stress due to technology may be brought by the types of technology used for work and social media stress. The work environment is also to be considered, where things like workstation set up, air quality, climate change and erratic weather patterns will affect the employee’s ability to work productively. There is also strain brought on due to legal litigation, government policies and legislations and gender-based violence.
Organisations must also provide the employee with a positive approach to stress management at work. Workplace interventions such as organisational psychological training, job crafting in order to prevent stress; concept that focuses on employee job re-design, as well as fair and just treatment at the workplace. Good communication and advice on how to practice work life balance will be beneficial. It is also advised that employers are mindful of the teams of people they put together, to ensure that people of different personalities can work together successfully. In addition, advice provided by the company may include coping strategies such as self-distraction, positive reframing, and organisation management commitment. The organization must ensure systems are in place to enable employees previously away on sick leave and/or parental leave are able to meet their career progression and development goals or adjust them according to the worker’s ability and personal needs. Having strict working hours and encouraging workers to take regular breaks can also minimise work related stress and reduce overworking culture which is seen in some organisations. 
Risk management is the systematic and most recommended approach for preventing and managing work related stress. It involves identifying potential causes of work-related stress, assessing the work-related stress risks, designing an action plan to control them and implementing the action plan and continuous improvement to the action plan. Rewarding employees for their contributions and hard work will also positively encourage employees and allow them to continue to carry out their jobs with minimal stress.
Whilst we have discussed a number of causes for work related stress in the UK, these factors are not exclusive to the UK alone. However, given that the UK is home to some of the largest and most progressive industries in the world, there will continue to be higher demands on companies and organisations to outperform themselves and each other, leading to more strain on workers. In conclusion, employers need to address and effectively tackle work-related stress, and subsequently reduce both its incidence and prevalence. Given the diversity of employees working within different sectors and organizations in the UK, it is important that inclusion diversity and equality training is offered to all members of an organization. It is advised that members in management positions take the appropriate managerial training, and the organisation also ensures that employees are well trained on how to carry out their roles to reduce the stressful implications for performance. There has been a lack of proper stress management programs; therefore, it is also advised that organizations provide workers with access to stress management platforms including counselling and/or access to sports and exercise programs that will allow them the relieve stress. Preventing, monitoring, and managing job stress is extremely important. It is the responsibility of organisation, manager and individual to ensure the overall work-related stress is avoided in all aspects to ensure longevity and wellbeing in the workplace.
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