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Why line managers can be the cause or the cure
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Stress levels are going through the roof -
and line managers' behaviour often gets
the blame. But new CIPD research points
to ways of reducing tension in the
workplace. Ben Willmott reports

edundancies and
lengthening dole queues
tend to grab the headlines
during a recession. But
growing levels of stress and
other mental health

el problems can b just as
damaging to individuals, employvers and
society in general.

The Warld Health Organization and the
mental health charity Rethink have both
wammed of a surge in these problems as thie
economic crists worsens and people become
increasingly worried about debt, home
repossession and job security. Add growing
work Intensity, change and workplace
conflict to the mix and you have the
Ingredients for a stress cpidemic.

Wik - related stress was, of course, 3 growlng
probilem for emplovers even before the current
economic downturn. According to the Health
and Safety Executive (HSE), the number of
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people in employment experiencing il health
as a result of work- related stress rose from
R20 people per 100,000 In 1974 to 1,620 people
per 100, 000 fn 2007 - 08,

One likely reason for this increase is that
work has become mone inténse in récent vears.
Economist Francis Green has identilled a
number of factors contributing 1o this trend,
inchiding competitive pressures being passed
on to emplovees, the decline of union
representatbon and power amd the growing use
of incentives inking effort 1o pay. Technological
advances have also speeded up the pace of
work, and increasing reliance on the internet,
emails and {nstant messaging hove blurred the
line between work and home, making it
hander for employess to switch off. Worrles
about job security at a time of sharply rising
unemplovment can only make matiers worse.,

The lmpact of rising stress levels on
emplovers ks significant. The CIPD's 2008
Absence monagement survey found that stress
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What is stress?

The HSE defines stress os “the odverse
reaction people have o excessive
pressure of ather types of demand ploced
upan them®.

Of course, a certain kevel of pressure ino
business environment s desirable. [t hedps to
mativate people ond will boost their energy
ond productivity levels. But when pressurne
storts to exceed individuals® obility to cope, it
becomes a negotive rather than a positive
force = in other wornds, stress.

Stress is not in itsetf o medical condition,
but research shows that prolonged exposure
to stress s linked to anxbety and depression,
s well a8 to physicol conditions such as heart
disease, back pain and headaches.

People deal with stress in different ways.
Somi respond by working excestive hours
and nat taking any holidays, while athers will
tokie sick leave of let their time-keeping
deteriomte, Stress also makes people more
likely to lose their termpers and become less
tolerant of criticiem. Many indhviduals
suffering from stress find it difficult to sleep
becouse adrenaline and cortisol - two of the
40 homones produced by the body when It is
stressed - will interfere with their ability to
switch off and reloe
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was the number one ciuse of long-berm
absence for non - mamal emplovees, and the

fourth bigeest canse for mom 1] workers.

Tl

However, absence s anly one of the harmful
consequendces of high levels of stress, which 1=
linked to lower levels of emploves motivation,
commitment and retention. Stress is also one of
the main coeses of confict at work. In additkon,
research by the Sainsbury Centre for Mental
Health found that mental health problems,
Incheding stress, wene 8 major case of
presenteeism (peophe going o wr k whiile il
and not performing ). which annually costs
emplovers mone than £600 per emploves each
year. The government, which is planning o
launch the first national stratesy on mental
health and emplovment later this year, has
clearty recognised the need to tackle these
problbems. But for employers, too, thene's a cast
Tron basiness casae for bovesting in effective
siTess management

Thee troabde 5 that tod few emphiers
understand whal stress ks, how i affects their
people and organisation and how to deal with
i, O af the difficulties they face is that not
all the stress-related problems that affect
employees” attendance and performance are
roated in the workplace. In many cases there
1= 2 complex relationship between the work
andd mon - work - relited causes of stress. 5o
someone with deb problems and a
dereriorating personal relationship, for
example, may find that the demancds of thelr
oty
CIMTUMSTANGes
Emplovers, however, cannot afford to say.,

though perfectly manageable In normal

start to get on top of them

=This i= not a work problem o it s not my

responsibility,” because the chances are that
the situation will lead to changes in the

Individual’s behaviour, altendance of

performance In the workplace,

What, then, should emplovers do o
promote the well - being of their empliovess
and keep stress levels down as the economic
environment becomes tougher? The starting
podiit for managing stress at work atamy fHme s
pood people management - particularly on the
part of front - line managers. They are the people
whio to a large extent can help to prevent and
manage stress al work - or make It worse
Thelr behaviour can often be the reason why
people biecome stressed in the first place.

At times like these, when demands on ling
managers themselves ane growing, thir
sctions can have an even greater impact on
staff well - being than usual. I, for example, a
line manager who ks under intense pressure
1 hit targets stops communicating efectively
with the team, team members are lkely to be
lefr uncertain about whal is r_'\l'h:':'ll'llﬂl
them, how well they are performing and
whether their jobs are secure. These Kinds of
negathve effects on staff can be avalded if line
managers ane able - or lkearn how to - behave
in ways that provent or neduce stress

Given the ke mole of line managers in this
area, the CIPD has been involved in a four - year
research project |,'1.|r|| LN the management
beluviour needed to prevent and manage stress
at work, Funded by the CIPD, the HSE and
Investors in People, the research has identied
the folbowing four broad groups of
competencies that managers need 1o
demonsrrate 1o reduce stress levebs among stafl

Respect and responsibility

This ks abonit treating staff w ith II"\|M'L'|.

and also includes acting with integrity,
managing emotions and being considerate. It
means, for example, that managers must acl
calmly when the going gets tough and behave
with consistency, rther than pankcking o
exhibiting mood swings. Setting realistic
deadlines, giving more positive than negative
feadback and showing consideration (or
emplovees' work - life balance are other ke
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Resources to help HR practitioners manage stress

In response to the growing problems facing
organizations in this chollenging orea, and to help HR
proctitioners bulkd a comvincing business cose for
imvesting in stress manogement, the CIPD hos
produced o new guide, This exploins the impact of
stiess on individuals and the organisations for which
they work. It also highlights the costs of not taking
appropriate oction, and sets out the HR levers that
employers can pull to manoge stress and mitigote its
harmful effects on employee altendance,
engogement and turmnover, Finally, the publication
pravides an overview of employers” legal
responsibilities in relation to stress manogement.

The guide, Building the business case for
managing stress. and a set of three guidance
leaflets on line management behaviour and stress
at work can be accessed on the CIPD s website,

www.cipd couklguides

The H5E s management standards con help cut
the cost of workplooe stress in organisations, and
on 25 February it is lounching o new website with
updated advice ond resources. These include the
tooks you need to prevent stress of, work, a rew
competency questionnaire for line manogers and
examples of what waorked well for other organisations.
www hse.gov.ul/stress

Further help for employers i€ available from Shift. o
government-funded initiotive to tockle the stigmio and
discrimination surrounding mental health issues. Shift
by produced a new guide Tor line managers, which
offiers procticol odvice on managing and supporting
peophe who ane experiencing stress, distress and
mental health problerns. The guide, together with
theee short films designed to encourtge employers
and stalf to think about mentol health ot work con be
viewad online. www shift. ongulemployers
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elements. So, too, are honesty and Integrity,
which become all the more important during
an economic downturn, when people tend to
b susplcious of thelr employer™s motives

Managing and
communicating existing
and future work
Thiz Inchudes proactive work management - for
cxample, communkeating job objectives clearly
monitoring workloads, developing action plans
and prioritising tasks. It"s equally crucial for

muanagers 1o deal mtionally with problems and

act decisively. They also need to keep stafl
Informed of what is happening to the business
andd encourage thelr participation when this
Is appropriate, for example, through team
meetings and individual discussions. Effective
commiunication il11i| work I!I'I;ll'lilt[rl!h‘l‘l! are
especially important when the pressure is on to
hit targets and many people feel uncertain,

3 Managing the individual
in the team

This can be as simyple a5 being willing to have
a Laugh and soclalkse with staff, It is about
speaking to people personally, rather than
using emall, and being avatlable 1o talk o
them on a one-to- one basis when necessary
Agzain, these skills become even maone
Impeareant than usual in tough financial
conditions, when individual employess are
likely to need different types of support
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Reasunth;lgt::d managing

difficul tions

This involves dealing objectively with contlicts,
miedlating between the parthes, secking advice
from others whene necessary and fallowing up
caonllicts onee they've been resalved. Managers
must make it clear that they will take ultimate
responsibility when things go wrong. Contlict
and bullyving tend to Increase during financial
downturns, and therelore managers need o

b ready to address incldents early so as not to
let them damage well- belng or performance.

The research findings so far sugeest that the
relative iImportance of each group of
competencies will vary in each situation. The
research also reveals that one of the maln barriers
o mancgers behaving in ways that prevent and
reduce stress for their staff is the pressure that
they themselves ane under. In curment economic
conditions, many managers are facing extra
challenges, not least having to make staff
redundant - a task that they may not have the
confidence or skills 1o perform effectively. L ks
vital, therelore, that they recelve support and
coaching from thelr own line managers or HR
to help them deal with these difficult issoes
For this reasgon, the research team from
Goldsmiths, University of London and the
comsudtancy Affinity Health at Work is currently
exploring how best 1o help managers develop
the positive behaviours outlined above, This ksn't
about asking managers to undertake additional
activities an top of thelr usual responsibilities,

Stress

bt about the way they behove towards thelr
staffl on a day-o-day basis, Glving managers
clear feedback on how their current behayious
s perceived seems 1o be among the miost

elfective wavs of helping them make changes

O conirse, samme poople will sulfer irom stress
regandiess of how thelr omganksation manages
the suwe, 50t is important o help them aocess
apgeopriate support. CIPD reseanch consistently
identifles acoess o occupational health services
and rehabilitation programmes as the most
effective ways of managing long -term
absence. Employes assistance programmes,
wihkch often offer counselling and conlidential
helplines, can provide lurther help.

Even though budgets are becoming
Increasingly tight, employers can’t afford to
Ignore the ssue of stress. Apant from other
considerations, thay have o legal obligation
under health and safety law to conduct a risk
assessment for work - related stress and take
action 1o rermecdy any risks kentilled. The HSE's
management standarnds on stress provide step
by - step guitdance on conducting 2 stress risk
assessment. This can be done in a number of
ways, incheding through staff attitude surveys
and focus groups to determine whether
employess ane under excessive ressune ot work

Assessing the risks and taking action to
reduce stress Jevels - especially by changing
line managers” behaviour - can make a real
difference to emphovess’ well-belng. It could
even help organisations tike advantage of the
opportunities that will no doubi arise when
economibe recovery eventually comes, 538

LINKS |

About the author
# Ben Willmaott is CIPD adviser, employes relotions

Further reading

# F Green, “1t's Been A Hard Daoy's Might: The
Concentration and Intensification of Work in Late
Twentheth Century Britain™, British Journal of
Industrial Refations, 39 (1), March 20017, 53-80

Report
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redlucing stress at work, by Joarina Yarker and
Rochel Lewis fram Goldsmiths, University of
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& CIPD members get a discount on the stress
mind toolkit that poovides a comprehensive set of
resources for monaging warkploce stress
www.cipd co uk/bookstore
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