
 
 

Stress at work: a guide for UCU safety 

reps and branch/LA officers 

Introduction 

Stress is one of the biggest health and safety issues at work today, over half a million 

people will have their physical or mental health damaged as a result.  

The TUC safety reps annual survey has identified work related stress as one of the major 

health and safety problems in recent years. An analysis of NATFHE’s (one of UCU’s parent 

unions) health and safety helpline cases confirmed that stress was the number one hazard 

for staff in further, higher and adult education.  

Employers often portray stress as an individual problem, questioning an individual’s 

capacity to cope, rather than an issue affecting the whole workplace. But ever increasing 

workloads, hours of work and lack of control over the pace of work and demands on staff 

all contribute to a ‘stressed out’ workforce. 

Stress – a definition 

The HSE defines work related stress as the ‘adverse reaction people have to excessive 

pressures or other types of demand placed on them’. 

This distinguishes between the beneficial effects of reasonable pressure and challenge, and 

work related stress, which is the reaction to demands or pressures that an individual 

perceives they cannot cope with at a given time. 

Costs to employers 

The costs to the employer of not tackling work-related stress are huge. The HSE estimate 

that 6.5 million working days are lost in the UK every year due to stress. The CBI has put 

the cost of stress problems to employers at £5 billion per year. The Institute of 

Management has estimated that 270,000 people take time off work every day due to work 

related stress.  

Action on stress can be cost effective for employers – leading to a healthier workforce, 

lower sickness absence rates, improved job performance and lower staff turnover. 

Stress toolkit 
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The HSE have developed Draft Management Standards, which enable employers to assess 

whether there are work related stress problems at their workplace. The issuing of an 

enforcement notice at Dorset County Hospital indicates that the HSE are prepared to act 

where employers have not developed a strategy to deal with work related stress. The 

notice, the first of its kind, requires the management to carry out a risk assessment and 

implement control measures. The HSE investigated after staff complained of bullying and 

unbearable hours. Inspectors found that management did not have procedures to assess 

the risk of stress to fulfil the duty of care to employees. 

Further, higher and adult education employers have taken some steps in terms of dealing 

with stress, including the development of a national policy for FE. 

Tackling workplace stress 

Raising the issue with your employer 

UCU branch officers and safety reps should raise the issue of work related stress with the 

employer, either via the safety committee meeting, or as part of the normal negotiating 

meetings. 

Point out: 

 The legal obligation for employers to complete risk assessments on all health and safety 

hazards in the workplace including stress. 

 The recent enforcement notice issued by the HSE at Dorset County Hospital means that 

employers can no longer afford to ignore work related stress issues. 

 The HSE draft management standards and HSE Management Guidance, which provide 

detailed advice on tackling work related stress. 

 The benefits to employers who tackle stress, for example reductions in staff turnover 

and sickness absence rates. 

 The increased quality of service offered/enhanced job performance that result from tackling 

stress related problems. 

Establishing a subcommittee 

Reps should suggest the establishment of a subcommittee of the safety committee or the 

JNC to carry out the detailed work of assessing the risks of stress and identifying 

appropriate control measures. The subcommittee should include management 

representatives, the health and safety officer, the occupational health nurse and UCU and 

UNISON representation. The first task of the subcommittee would be to identify an action 

plan to tackle work related stress, with appropriate timescales. 
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Action plan on work related stress 

1. Adoption of stress policy  

Encourage the adoption of a stress policy covering all staff at your workplace. The 

UCU/AoC stress policy provides a good model. 

2. Identify whether stress is a significant risk  

To identify whether stress is likely to be a significant risk at your workplace a number of 

indicators can be used: 

 Survey of the workforce 

 Hours Monitoring survey 

 Statistical evidence – sickness absence records, staff turnover rates and ill health rates. 

 Exit interviews 

 Case work data 

 HSE filter tests 

3. Completing a stress risk assessment 

Work with the employer to complete an assessment of the risks to member’s health from 

the six HSE stress factors. The evidence collected from the workplace survey, the hours 

monitoring survey, and statistical data should enable you to complete the risk assessment 

form and estimate the risk rating for separate factors. 

Detailed advice about the risk assessment process is contained in the document Guide to 

completing Risk Assessments on Stress. 

4. Identify and implement control measures 

Having assessed the risks from the various stress factors, identify existing control 

measures that are in place and consider if additional control measures are required to 

reduce the risks from work related stress.  

Where stress factors cannot be eliminated altogether their effects should be reduced. For 

example having a policy in place to prevent bullying and harassment, adequate rest breaks 

and giving staff more control over their workload. 

The subcommittee should produce a written action plan outlining the additional control 

measures to be implemented for each stress factor, with appropriate timescales for their 

application. 

Detailed advice regarding control measures is available in the Guide to Completing Risk 

Assessments on Stress. 
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5. Negotiate a safe working practices procedure 

Employers are required under section 2(2)(a) of HASAWA 1974 to provide and maintain 

‘systems of work, that are, so far as is reasonably practicable, safe and without risks to 

health’. A safe working practices procedure is one of the measures that employers can 

take to comply with their duties under the HASAWA, to reduce the risks of work related 

stress.  

An example of the safe working practices procedure is included in the UCU stress toolkit at 

www.ucu.org.uk/stress. 

UCU safety reps and branch officers should use this as a basis for negotiating a safe 

working practices procedure for their own institution. A safe working practices procedure 

should spell out ways of protecting staff from work related stress factors, e.g. protection of 

staff from bullying behaviour, localised assessments of workload. 

6. Reviewing measures taken 

The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regs 1999 state that the employer should 

review risk assessments whenever there is reason to think the assessment is no longer 

valid. The risk assessment should also be revised if there are likely to be major changes 

that will affect staff, eg mergers or re-organisations. 

The HSE Guide on Tackling work-related Stress suggests that the risk assessment should 

be reviewed every six months initially, moving to an annual review period once 

established. 

Safety reps and branch officers represented on the subcommittee should be centrally 

involved in the review process. 

Dealing with employer inaction 

if your employer does not accept that there are work related stress problems you will need 

to ensure that you gain the support of your membership if you are to change your 

management’s position on this. If you do not enjoy high membership you will also need to 

ensure that non-members support you as well. Gaining non-members support on health 

and safety issues can be an excellent opportunity to get them to join the union. The 

section below on ‘involving members’ has more suggestions on how to do this. 

The first thing to do is to inform members of Management’s position and call a members 

meeting to give a more detailed report and get their endorsement to undertake further 

activity on the issue. You should issue a newsletter stating Management’s position and why 

you think it is unreasonable and inviting members (and non-members) to the meeting to 

discuss it. 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/stress
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Action that the meeting could endorse might include: 

 Another newsletter to all members/non-members outlining the decision of the meeting 

 Establishment of a union (joint union where you have the support of the other unions) 

health and safety committee to pursue the issue 

 Newsletter to invite people to join the union health and safety committee 

 Undertaking a survey (maybe by the committee). 

When taking action to convince your employer to deal with the issues you should aim to 

start small and build activity. Try starting with small activity like meetings and surveys 

then move onto medium level activity like petitions and letters from members. If your 

employer continues to fail to take your health and safety concerns seriously you might try 

using external bodies or register a failure to agree and use the collective grievance/ 

disputes procedure. 

It is important to remember that you should try to involve members in every step of the 

process. Even invoking the formal grievance/ disputes procedures will be more effective if 

the decision is taken by a Branch meeting or you have a petition that can demonstrate the 

support you have from staff. 

Conduct a UCU stress survey of members 

If your employer does not accept that there are work related stress problems, then UCU 

reps should conduct their own stress survey to provide evidence that problems exist. A 

model stress survey is included in the stress toolkit at www.ucu.org.uk/stress. 

The survey should be confidential and issued to UCU members, and UNISON members if it 

is joint union action. Members should not be asked for their name and forms should be 

returned to the safety reps/branch officers responsible for the survey. Remember to 

include the area or department where respondents work as this may reveal different stress 

factors at work in particular areas. The covering letter should emphasise that the survey is 

confidential and include a deadline for completion of the forms. 

Once the survey has been completed and collated the evidence can be presented to 

management at a safety committee meeting or Joint Negotiating Committee meeting. If 

the employer agrees at this stage to set up a subcommittee to tackle work related stress 

the steps outlined above can be followed. If the employer is still refusing to take action you 

will need to follow the steps below. 

Formal notification and use of agreed procedures 

If the employer does not complete a risk assessment on stress, or fails to implement the 

relevant control measures UCU safety reps/branch officers should put their concerns in 

writing. If further action is not forthcoming, reps may need to consider using agreed 

procedures to raise the profile of stress related problems. Safety reps could pursue the 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/stress
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issue through the safety procedure at the safety committee meetings. Or branch officers 

could raise the issue at the JNC and use the Disputes Procedure if necessary. 

External assistance 

If work related stress poses a significant risk to members’ health, and there is no progress 

on the issue with the employer, safety reps and branch officers can consider referring the 

matter to the HSE. Support and advice is also available from your regional UCU office. 

Involving members 

There are a number of strategies safety reps and branch officers can use to organise 

around work related stress: 

 Raise awareness by discussing stress at branch meetings, sending out information on 

work related stress via newsletters or group email lists. 

 

 Carry out a stress survey of members. A model stress survey is available to download 

as part of the UCU stress toolkit at www.ucu.org.uk/stress. 

 

 Encourage members to monitor their hours and workload by filling in the monitoring 

hours form. Available to download as part of the UCU stress toolkit. 

 

 Form a subcommittee of the branch committee/members to push for improvements 

regarding stress levels. 

 

 Build a campaign around stress. Ideas could include running a ‘reclaim the lunch break 

campaign’ or a ‘top ten stress factors’ competition. 

 

 Campaign around bullying and harassment at work. 

 

 Lobby the corporation if there has been no progress on tackling work related stress. 

UCU toolkits provide advice for branches and links to other sources of information. 

Anyone seeking specific advice in respect of the issues covered by this toolkit should 

consult their branch officers in the first instance, who in turn may need to take advice 

from UCU regional officials. Important time limits often apply; for further information 

about these or if you are seeking to pursue a legal claim on the issues covered in this 

toolkit, you should not rely on the toolkit alone but should seek additional advice 

from the union. 

http://www.ucu.org.uk/stress

