
                                                                                                                                                     

Work-related stress and how to tackle it 

Going to work is generally good for us, but only if our health, safety and welfare are 

protected. Preventing ill health because of work-related stress is part of creating a 

good working environment for staff.   Managing work related stress is also a legal 

requirement and appropriate action includes carrying out risk assessments and 

acting on the findings.  

The Health & Safety Executive (HSE) has designed the Management Standards 

approach to help manage the causes of work-related stress. The Standards refer to 

six areas of work that can lead to stress if not properly managed.  

This guidance aims to help Managers tackle work-related stress using the 

Management Standards approach.  It emphasises the importance of an effective line 

manager and the behaviours needed to successfully manage the causes of stress at 

work, and covers how to carry a Stress Risk Assessment for your Team or 

Department and also for individuals who report work related stress.  

What is the Management Standards approach?  

The Management Standards approach requires managers and staff to work together 

to identify workplace stressors and the control measures require to reduce the 

stressors as far as reasonably practicable, with the aim of promoting health and 

wellbeing. 
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Step 1 Identify the risks  

Understand the Management Standards  

 

There are six areas of work that can have a negative impact on staff health if not 

properly managed.    

The six Management Standards cover:  

Demands – includes workload, work patterns and the work environment.  

Control – how much say a person has in the way they do their work.  

Support – includes the encouragement, sponsorship and resources provided by 

the organisation, line management and colleagues.  

Role – whether people understand their role within the organisation and whether 

the organisation ensures that they do not have conflicting roles.  

Change – how organisational change (large or small) is managed and 

communicated in the organisation.  

Relationships – promoting positive working to avoid conflict and dealing with 

unacceptable behaviour.  

Step 2 Decide who might be harmed and how  

Managers should work through the six areas of work identifying any foreseeable 

hazards based on role requirements and/or from data gathered in other ways.    

When carrying out a risk assessment for an individual member of staff the Manager 

should ask the individual to identify their stressors using the six areas as a 

framework.  

Hazards related to role requirements may be due to role demands such as providing 

Mental Health First Aid to staff and students, or managing extreme peaks in 

workload at certain times of the academic year.    

The analysis of data can also help Managers understand the Team and 

Departmental situation related to potential workplace stressors. 

Durham University carries out an Annual Staff survey and Departmental results 

should be analysed to identify trends in Teams and Departments. 

Additional data to inform risk assessments include:   

■ Sickness absence data  

■ Staff turnover rates  

■ Exit interviews  

■ Number of referrals to occupational health  

■ Information from other staff meetings and forums  

 



                                                                                                                                                     
 

The HSE Management Standards Indicator Tool (a questionnaire available on the 

HSE stress website: www.hse.gov.uk/stress) can also be used to gather the views 

of employees if additional data would be beneficial.  If you use the HSE Indicator 

Tool you can evaluate your data with analysis tool available on the HSE stress 

website.  http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/resources.htm 

Step 3 Evaluate the risks  

Explore problems and develop solutions  

 

The results from Step 2 should be used to help Managers decide what to do in this 

step.  

When carrying out a risk assessment for an individual member of staff the Manager 

should discuss the issues identified by the staff member and look for solutions to 

reduce the risk to an acceptable level.    

For Team and Departmental risk assessments Managers should check the results of 

the analysis with staff through consultation, then identify the appropriate control 

measures to reduce the risk to an acceptable level.   

It is essential to involve employees in discussions as they are closest to the issues 

and best placed to suggest improvements. If the assessment is related to a 

Department or large staff group focus groups can be an effective way to gain the 

information required.  The outcomes of the focus group discussions should be a set 

of suggested actions aimed at addressing specific issues. Information regarding the 

use of focus groups can be accessed via the HSE website: 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/wbk01.htm 

Example Standard: Demands  

Demands covers issues like workload, work patterns and the work environment.  

The Standard here is that employees indicate that they are able to cope with the 

demands of their jobs, and systems are in place locally to respond to any individual 

concerns.  

To reach this Standard, each risk area includes several points under ‘What should 

be happening/States to be achieved’. For Demands these are:  

■ the organisation provides employees with adequate and achievable demands in 

relation to the agreed hours of work;  

■ people’s skills and abilities are matched to the job demands;  

■ jobs are designed to be within the capabilities of employees; and ■ employees’ 

concerns about their work environment are addressed.  

http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/resources.htm


                                                                                                                                                     
Step 4 Record your findings  

Develop and implement action plans  

 

When compiling the action plan, consider how you intend to evaluate each action 

and how you will know whether it has been successful.   

When complete the action plan should be communicated to staff.  

Step 5 Monitor and review  

Monitor the actions in the plan to ensure they are having the desired effect in the 

appropriate timescale.    

Remember, as with all risk assessments, record what you have done. As part of 

your monitoring process ensure the risk assessment is reviewed at regular 

intervals based on the data available or the individual assessment.   

Additional guidance for Departmental stress risk assessments can be accessed 

via the HSE Website: Tackling work-related stress using the Management 

Standards approach - A step-by-step workbook 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/wbk01.htm 
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