Historically, management of stress in organisations has been encompassed
within the "good employer" context of promoting employee well-being or
worksite health promotion, and has focused on developing effective coping
strategies within individuals.  However, there has been increasing interest
in the idea of preventive stress management interventions within
organisations since interpretation of legislation in the health and safety
area has broadened to encompass psycho-social causes of harm in the
workplace.  In addition, there is civil exposure to compensation for
negligence, and in the employment law area exposure to compensation for
constructive or unfair dismissal.

According to Smith (1998), the legal viewpoint is that stress is a mechanism
that leads to a "harm".  The essential focus is on the need to balance the
duty of care with the duty to manage an enterprise efficiently.  She also
reports that it is inadequate to do reactive management where risks are
managed once harm is detected.  Primary prevention is required that aims at
avoiding the harm.

In the United Kingdom and the United States, there have been significant
damages awarded to employees who have brought claims against their employer
for disablement due to stress.  In New Zealand, similar trends are beginning
to emerge.

From an organisational point of view, then, management of employee stress
has become a risk management issue - with an emphasis on active and early
intervention involving identification of stressors, prioritisation according
to magnitude and likelihood of consequence, and adequate remedy.  This
process usually involves some form of: recognising the symptoms of stress,
identifying the causes, taking action to address the causes and thereby
reduce the symptoms, and where necessary taking interim steps to relieve the
symptoms until the underlying causes have been addressed. (Team Technology,
on-line).

While it is recognised that it is the interaction between organisational and
intrapersonal characteristics that leads to distress and that the external
work demand may be little more than an activating trigger to an individual's
own disposition (Palmer, on-line), from a risk management point of view, it
is assumed that employee distress leading to disability is caused by the
organisation unless the organisation can demonstrate that it took all
practicable measures to foresee and remedy causes of stress in the
workplace.  That is, we look at the "system-as-a-whole" before we attribute
causation to the individual within the system.

The key point is that management of stress has moved from being solely an
individual's responsibility with support from a good employer, to being much
more of an organisation's responsibility.

Taking a purely mercenary approach, however, there are financial benefits to
good management of mental health issues in the workplace other than the mere
reduction of worker claims for compensation.  For example, improved
productivity due to less absenteeism, sick leave, accidents, conflict, and
mistakes.  Another example is that actual or potential turnover due to
stress will reduce when stress is well-managed in the workplace - which has
financial benefits in terms of the costs of replacement (eg direct
recruitment and training costs, plus the indirect costs of team and
management time spent bringing a new employee "up to speed").

The UK Department of Health indicates that there is a trend towards
evidence-based management of stress in the workplace through the use of
systems and guidelines.  This approach involves collecting and analysing
data for causal relationships before interventions are designed.  According
to Palmer (on-line), spending money on interventions not focused on the
needs of the organisation and its members is wasteful of resources and
potentially harmful.

Fundamentally, it makes good business sense to take a proactive approach to
the management of stress.

This talk will examine and draw conclusions from recent best practice and
research in the area of preventive stress management interventions.

