
During a recent employment law briefing on 
‘stress in the workplace’ we were told that we 
can expect an average employee to cope with 
an average amount of stress.  But what is an 
average employee or an average amount of 
stress?

There are many factors that can affect an 
employee’s wellbeing and ability to cope with 
stress; some of these are within an employer’s 
control, others might be influenced by them 
whereas others are completely out of their 
control.

An employer can certainly influence workload 
levels, variety of work and ensure a culture of 
recognition, communication, involvement and 
appropriate behaviour; they may be able to 
influence areas such as salary, status, a sense 
of purpose and offer opportunity for growth 
and development too. 

Employers are unlikely however to be able to 
influence an employee’s past experiences, 
family relationships, friendships, finances, 
general health, lifestyle or life events such as 
having children, family illness, or bereavement, 
yet all of these will almost certainly have an 
impact on an employee’s ability to cope with 
stress at work.

We’re misguided if we believe that employees 
should be able to compartmentalise their home 
and work lives, they’re people and not 
machines and being openly supportive of 
employees who are finding it hard to cope is 
likely to encourage them to seek help sooner 

rather than later and thus prevent or at least 
minimise performance issues or absences.

I have first-hand experienced of having an 
acute stress reaction and as such I know that it 
comes with two stigma that often prevent us 
from seeking help before it’s too late. The first 
is a personal stigma that says, ‘why can’t I 
cope’, and the second is a social stigma that 
says, ‘what will people think of me’. 

I was the Human Resources Director of a 
company that was facing insolvency and in 
trying to avoid making 1,200 people redundant 
in late December 2002 I had worked seven 
days a week, eighteen hours a day for around 
six weeks.

Despite securing a future for the company, I 
know now that there was no reason why I 
should have been able to cope with such 
levels of pressure without ultimately breaking 
and I’m sure that other people would have 
understood why I had the reaction I did, after 
all I was exhausted and had been under 
extreme levels of stress.

Despite this, after a two week break from work 
I was well enough to return and having been 
back for a few more weeks I was back to being 
able to cope with far more than average levels 
of stress, emotionally stronger as a result of 
my experience.

Stress reactions aren’t just the 
domain of high stress situations, 
often the issue is not the level of 
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stress we’re experiencing but instead the 
length of time we’ve had to endure the 
pressure. I can hold an empty paper cup at 
arms length for thirty seconds with little effect, 
but if I try to hold it there for an hour or more 
without a rest, it’s likely that I’ll be in some pain 
or discomfort.

If I had a wish, it would be for everyone, in a 
controlled environment, to experience what it 
is to experience stress; not only because it 
might make people more empathetic to those 
experiencing the symptoms of stress but it 
might also stop people from using the term 
incorrectly. The word stress is too often used 
flippantly by those who are busy or working 
towards a deadline, or by those who don't like 
being challenged by their manager.  

From my own experience, stress is a truly 
debilitating illness, I withdrew completely from 
friends and family and was frightened to leave 
the safety and security of home; it’s not 
something that’s the subject of a throw-away 
line.

It’s perhaps similar to when an employee calls 
in sick with the the flu and yet the following day 
they are back in work with nothing more than a 
blocked nose. If you’ve ever had the flu that 
you’re literally unable to get out of bed for 
several days, the similarity is true of stress.

I’ve had cause over the last few months to see 
a local physiotherapist on a number of 
occasions and in an attempt to distract me 
from the pain he’s inflicting on me he asked 
me about my job and the types of situation I’m 
asked to deal with. 

On one occasion I told him that I’d been 
dealing with an employee who had been 
signed off work for two months with work-
related stress. I explained that I’d been critical 
of both the GP for certifying a prolonged 
absence in the first instance and the employer 
for taking a stance that the employee was now, 
in as many words, irrevocably broken and 
could never be relied on to cope with the 

pressures of the role and as such needed to 
be dismissed.

In response, the physiotherapist told me of an 
article that he’d read recently regarding best 
practice when treating a particular ankle injury. 
Historically medical advice had been 
immobilisation of the joint for eight weeks 
followed by physiotherapy but that recent 
research had shown that immobilisation for 
only two weeks followed by physiotherapy had 
shown significantly faster and more successful 
recovery rates.

The similarities were striking as was the 
realisation that because we often lack the 
understanding and experience of illnesses 
such as stress (but also anxiety, depression 
etc) we find it hard to empathise and as a 
result reach incorrect assumptions. 

When an employee breaks their ankle, we 
understand that they’ll need some time off 
work and then some time off perhaps for 
physiotherapy but then assume that they’ll 
return fully fit. We don’t assume that they will 
be a permanent weakness in their ankle and 
that the slightest movement will result in 
another break.

My own experience and that of many others is 
proof positive that simply because we’ve 
experienced a stress reaction in the past, 
doesn’t mean we’re any more susceptible to it 
happening again, unless similar circumstances 
transpire; in fact I’m able to take in my stride 
far more pressure than I’ve ever been able to 
before and thrive on it, in the same way that 
the point on a bone which has been broken 
and healed is often stronger than the 
surrounding bone.

Employers need to understand that stress is 
an illness like any other and that before writing 
off an employee so diagnosed to seek to 
understand the cause; have stress 
levels reached breaking point or is 
the employees ability to cope 
impaired.
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In my experience in many cases, even when a 
GP states work-related stress on a fit-note, the 
main stressor is not work related but that work 
is often the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

We need to help employers to understand too 
that just because they personally or others can 
cope with particular situation it doesn’t follow 
that everyone can. I’m completely at ease and 
relaxed having a conversation with someone 
expressing extreme suicidal thoughts, or with 
someone who has already taken steps to end 
their own life, but put me in a room with a 
spider and my ability to cope with the simplest 
of tasks will go out of the window.

A break from work of around two weeks will 
often be enough for an employee suffering 
with stress to recover from an acute reaction, 
especially if action is taken to address the 
stressor(s) or improve the employee’s ability to 
cope with stress. 

A return to work is far more likely if an 
employee is able to be honest with their 
employer about what caused the problem and 
where the employer is supportive. 

In my experience where an employee is not 
back at work within six weeks, the likelihood of 
a successful return reduces significantly; early 
engagement after an appropriate break of a 
couple of weeks is the key to success.

In the same way that we should be grateful to 
customers who take the time to complain 
about our services rather than simply vote with 
their feet, we should encourage employees to 
tell us when they’re finding work hard to cope 
with; yes they need to do it constructively but 
supporting an employee through a difficult 
period is less time consuming and cheaper 
than finding and training a new one. Where 
work is the cause, we need to take steps 
immediately, not just because of the legal risks 
but because it makes good business sense to 
do so; if stress levels are unreasonable, more 
employees will leave, placing more pressure 

on those remaining meaning who may then 
leave too.

I’ve had considerable success with this 
approach within many companies and secured 
the successful and reliable return of many 
employees, it generates a culture where 
employees feel supported and in return are far 
more engaged, productive, loyal and 
successful.
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