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The conventional approaches to Stress management are employee counselling, stress management and reducing employee exposure to stress.  Critically evaluate these approaches to stress management

INTRODUCTION
Over the years, stress at work has been a major topical issue the world over.  Reputed bodies such as the Confederation of British Industries (CBI), the Trades Union Congress (TUC), and the Department of Health have voiced their concerns on this anomaly.  By definition, stress is an individual’s physiological response to excessive pressure
.  This may come about (in the workplace) as a result of high demands, competition, the rate of technological and organizational change, and more.  Although stress is not a disease, it is like a canker, which if not checked can ruin the fabric of an organisation.  

We need stress and fear to motivate us to do better – but not all stress is desirable.  It depends on the type of stress, of which there are three main ones; Good stress, bad stress and ugly stress.  However it is the first two categories that we will concern ourselves in.  The former results where although a task is demanding, it is capable of being completed. In other words, performance is improved when the employee is under pressure.  However excessive pressure can lead to bad stress which can possibly result in physical or mental infirmity.    

Some schools of thought disagree with the view that working conditions causes stress at work.  They however contend that, the type of stress on a person depends to a large extent on their competence in performing a given task or tasks.  This line of thinking is not in dispute, for while some employees may thrive on positive stressors such as working to tight deadlines, others will identify this circumstance as daunting and pressurizing.

Studies conducted by CBI in 1998, brings to light the seriousness of the impact of stress in the workplace.  The research
 estimated that about 270,000 people in Britain take time off everyday because of stress.  It also concluded that, at least £10.2 billion is lost each year by British Industries as a result of stress-related problems
.  More alarming is the recent press release by the International Stress Management Association (ISMA)
.  The summary of their findings is that, 70% of UK adults have experienced stress at work, as compared to 60% in 1999;  49% of these people reported an increase in their stress levels from the previous year (24% in 1999).  Furthermore, a report published by Gee Publishing  (3rd October 1999) states that:

“Stress has overtaken the common cold as the biggest cause of sickness from work.  One in five companies with more than 1000 staff describe stress as a major problem.”  

The report continues:

“Growing evidence of the impact of stress on absence levels, coupled with recent legal awards against companies seems to have made this problem too big to ignore.”

From the above findings, it can be safely inferred that, the impact of stress as an organizational evil cannot be over-emphasized.  Many people want help, but are afraid that admitting to being stressed may hold back their chances of promotion.  Organizations are nowadays challenged to redress this irregularity, by creating a more supportive working environment.  This has given rise to the growth of Stress Management Interventions (SMI).  This program aims to improve work conditions (reduce employee exposure to stress), train employees on how to recognize and deal with stressful situations (stress management training) and lastly to treat people who have suffered ill health as a result of job stress (counselling).  It is these three tools used by employers to combat stress at work that this report will critically evaluate. 

COUNSELLING

Counselling is slowly becoming more widely available to employees within many organizations. This form of intervention aims to help individuals develop an insight into their problems, by assisting them with their symptoms of stress before they spiral into a catastrophe (in some extreme cases).  Counselling is today a household word.  Nowadays, when one becomes ‘stressed out’ through pressures of work or problems at home, instead of reaching for the tranquilizers, as happened in the past, we now reach for the phone – to make contact with a counsellor.  The Carole Spiers Associates, leading consultants in occupational stress management, define counselling to mean:

“…a process which facilitates new self-awareness.  It empowers the person having counselling, thereby enabling them to take responsibility for themselves.  This can be painful – but is a very positive experience.
” 

The basis of this method is talking privately about problems.  To this effect, confidentiality as an issue becomes imperative, paving the way for a deferential, trusting relationship developing between the client (employee) and the counsellor.  Normally although supportive, the counsellor gives not very much advice but rather, encourages the clients to draw on their own resources.  Thereby placing the employee in a better position to deal more effectively with his or her own life in future.  

Counselling exist in two diverse forms.  The first approach is to use employees of the company as counsellors.  This scheme in addition to being cost effective is also advantageous since those lay counsellors have knowledge of the internal culture of the business, and are thus in a better position to help their prospective clients.  Human resource officers or personnel departments in companies are nowadays entrusted with this responsibility.    The alternative approach is to hire the services of professional counsellors. This scheme may seem unpopular with employers since it comes at a cost.  However with absenteeism curtailed and productivity increased as a result of engaging this fully qualified therapists, costs may be recovered.    

Doubts have been raised by several schools of thought, concerning the notion of using counselling as a means of curbing stress.  Firstly these sceptics propose that, employees should gear themselves up instead of being offered counselling.  They are of the view that, this form of therapy discourages self-reliance.  This argument is however ill founded, for the basis of this form of therapy is to equip employees with tools enabling them to withstand the test of time.  Thus in otherwords, allowing employees to develop their own potential.  Another notable criticism of this approach is the expertise engaged in this profession.

Regrettably, the competence of some of these so-called professionals is called into question, as Dr Stephen Palmer mentions in his article
.  These persons have contributed to the bad press received from certain quarters.  However lately, the British Association for Counselling (BAC) has come to the rescue.  The latter is the governing body and requires every member to put up with its code of conduct including ethics and professionalism as mentioned in the report
.  It is of worth noting that these days, anyone wishing to see a professional counsellor is advised to contact the BAC for their recommendation.  This puts to rest the issue of bogus therapists.

Recent findings by ISMA suggest that, only one in three issues dealt with by counselling sessions are actually work-related.  The rest are attributed to the employee’s private life.  If these findings are conclusive then it can be inferred that, introducing counselling to the work place is sarcasm and a waste of resources, since the objective of this scheme is to combat job stress and not stress from outside of work.  However this argument is counterbalanced by the fact that, realizing problems in employees’ private lives may help management to become more aware of the employees’ situation and may help to explain factors such as absenteeism or a poor attitude.

Regardless of its negative aspects, counselling is slowly becoming more available to employees within many organizations.  Studies have shown that organizations where counselling services in the form of Employee Assistance Programmes (EAP) exist, for example the Post Office, positive results have been reaped.  It is reported that staff who took advantage of this programme (at the Post Office) has decreased their distress levels, resulting in an increases in motivation, productivity and of course large financial savings.  

From the above analysis, it can safely be said that counselling as a mechanism for combating stress is of utmost paramount importance.  Statistics in the 1990’s evidences the fact that people seeking counselling is on the rise.  The reality of the situation is that, more and more organizations are realizing the mere fact that the positive side of counselling over-whelmingly over shadows its negative aspects.  With this in mind, then the notion of what counselling is about becomes known and accepted.

In conclusion, it can be agreed that the process of counselling is both a powerful weapon in fighting stress in the workplace and also a productive experience.  It also offers a whole new horizon of personal learning and growth.  It has been said that many who have taken advantage of these sessions have gone through a life changing experience.  If this is the case then why has this form of EAP attracted so much criticism?  The problem with these sceptics is that, they seem to take a subjective view.  It is time for these detractors to take an objective view of counselling and realize that as said earlier, counselling arms the individual with the ammunition needed to stand the test of times.  The next form of SMI under evaluation is:

STRESS MANAGEMENT TRAINING (SMT)

This kind of mechanism aims to provide employees with the skills to deal with possible harmful working conditions.  In effect therefore, it helps the employee to be aware of the symptoms and response to stress, thereby curbing any detrimental effect of stress on both themselves and the organization.  It involves the introduction of stress management courses, normally in the form of information, training and advice.  SMT’s are normally conducted by external providers, and in contrast to counselling delivered to a group of employees as opposed to a one to one session.  They are seen as a preventative measure rather than a curative one (counselling). 

SMTs normally include a variety of skills including; time management, relaxation techniques, coping, and assertiveness as mentioned by R.Briner
.  Organizations must not only concern themselves on the psychological aspects of stress but also on the physical health of employees.  Medical science supports the view that, the body and mind are inseparable.  Subsequently it follows that, psychological problems can be created by a physical cause and vice versa. In an attempt to promote physical health, training sessions on healthy lifestyle is conducted.  This campaign focuses on programs such as fitness exercises and anti-smoking, and is believed to be effective.  This is evidenced by the research findings of Carol Johnson
, a validated ISMA (UK) trainer in the areas of health, fitness and stress management.   

The research conducted in 1998 amongst the staff at Staffordshire Probation Service, sought to assess the impact of SMTs in the workplace.  The findings were quite impressive.  Of the 87% of staff who suffered from job stress, an amazing 62% of them felt they were more productive at work after undergoing a series of training sessions ranging from relaxation skills to dietary advice
.  However encouraging these figures may seem, SMTs have attracted negative comments from several quarters.  These critics argue that, such programs because they are voluntary, are not actually attended by those who are prone to stress.  This may be due to the fact that, these individuals may fear the results of their stress profile being used against them, thus hindering their prospects of promotion.  These critics furthermore contend that, those who attend these sessions are those employees who do not need this training.

This line of thinking is however ill founded.  This is because, since SMT is a preventive measure, trained individuals will benefit themselves as well as their firms in the long run although it comes at a cost to organizations in the short run.  

Furthermore critics also argue that for an SMT to succeed, it must at least possess the following characteristics; initial assessment of training needs, training designed to change behaviour, a supportive environment, and finally evaluation
.  Clearly, SMTs according to these critics do not satisfy these criteria.  For such training schemes to be effective, it is suggested that there must be an uninterrupted cycle of assessment, intervention and evaluation, and also employers should be educated on the benefits of their investment on this scheme.    The last form of SMI under evaluation in this report is the reduction of employee exposure to stress.
REDUCING EMPLOYEE EXPOSURE TO STRESS

Against a backdrop of global markets and new technologies, major transformations have taken place on the shopfloor within the past decade, and the trend looks set to continue.  A report published by the HSE
 found that these changes often failed to achieve the expected organizational benefits and also on many occasions had a detrimental effect on the mental health of those involved.  Research has shown that there are many work factors, which can cause stress.  The report says that one important way to prevent or reduce employee exposure to stress is to re-design the way that jobs are structured, such as increasing workers’ discretion to make their own decisions.  Key elements that emerge from the research done in the report mentioned above are that: -

· Work design can reduce stress and promote a healthy, effective workforce, particularly by increasing employees’ control over their tasks and ensuring clearly defined work roles.

· Work designs should be suitable for the situation (i.e. introducing team-working where there is little need for employees to co-operate together can be worse than no change at all).

· A participative approach to managing change is likely to make it more acceptable to employees and ultimately more successful for the organization.

Thus it can be seen that employers can help to change or reduce stressors, by adopting the above suggestions.  As a result, it is important that managers are trained in stress-symptom identification, e.g. the stress caused from long hours.  One example of where employers attempted to reduce employee exposure to stress was seen at Lloyds TSB Bank.  The Bank recently introduced a work option policy, which gives its employees more choice over working patterns.  Staff can now opt for job sharing, shorter working weeks or teleworking.  The company has recognised that a burnt-out workforce is an unproductive workforce.  Research among the existing workforce confirmed that staff had had enough of working long hours, “Our staff were saying we only get one crack at this thing called life and we want to have a bash at it”.

Arguably removing the source of the problems that people are experiencing seems the most appealing course of action.  After all prevention is better than cure.  Yet logically this approach is probably the least common, as it can be costly to initiate such radical changes.  Job redesign and task restructuring usually happen for business reasons other than tackling stress.  However it has been seen at times that this approach does not work. As R.Briner mentions in his article

“A recent review that I carried out with Shirley Reynolds concluded: The available evidence suggests that these interventions often have little or no effect.  Where they do have effects, these may include both positive and negative ones”.

Consequently, it has been seen that, these methods have been known to work in the past, however while short-term improvements are common after jobs are redesigned, few of them remain six months down the line, meaning both a waste of time and money for the firm involved.

CONCLUSION

From the above discussion, it can arguably be inferred that, stress will never be eliminated from all occupations and working environments.  However having said this, organisations are under an obligation to provide SMIs in the workplace, otherwise the result will be confrontation with the law or trade unions resulting in large pay outs to employees.  

This is evidenced in a recent case where a teacher from South Wales was awarded £250,000 as a result of job stress
.  Also the case of Beverley Lancaster cannot be overlooked.  In this high profile case (in 1999), the plaintiff received £67,000 as compensation from the Birmingham City council, as a result of injury suffered through work-related stress.  To this effect, Diana Kloss recommends that in order to protect themselves against potential claims, employers must implement a policy of awareness of stress-related problems, monitoring, and lastly appoint an unbiased person employees can voice their concerns to. 

The Health and Safety Executive Guidelines (HSE) highly recommends stress audit as a good starting line for employers seeking to prevent job stress
.  This program helps a lot by showing that the employer acknowledges stress as not a personal problem, but an issue which management and the organisation are committed to tackling.   

Another recommendation is that, specific stress-related problems must be addressed using specific solutions.  For instance if there is a problem of inflexible work schedule, employers must see if there is scope for flexible work patterns.  The basis of this recommendation is that, there are several causes of stress and each of these must be tackled individually instead of using one method as a panacea for solving all the causes and symptoms of stress. 

Furthermore, employers can reduce stress in the workplace by regularly conducting appraisals, thus getting feedback from employees.  The former must always praise the latter for efficiency, taking reasonable time and self-care to complete a task.  Recent finding have proved that, job redesign such as increasing workers discretion over their work, acts as a catalyst in the reduction of stress and the promotion of a healthy, effective workforce.  

Finally, companies such as Motorola have reaped several benefits as a result of the implementation of some of these methods
.  This company has for instance made provision for group discussions on topics such as the safety and respect of the individual in the workplace.  In addition to this, on a three-month basis employees are asked among other things what their current needs are, and whether they get sufficient recognition.  If this strategic approach used in Motorola and the above recommendations at combating stress is not enough then what is?

Nevertheless there is scope for improvement.  Organisations must not rest until a lasting solution to this canker in the workplace is eventually discovered. Although this may come at a cost to the organisation in question, in the long run the benefits will far outweigh the cost of this investment.
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