
 
 

Dealing with individual stress cases 

Introduction 

This guidance addresses stress prevention measures for individual members of staff, and 

provides advice for UCU branch/LA officers and safety reps on how to deal with such cases. 

The HSE recognises that prolonged exposure to work related stress can lead to increasing 

problems with ill health if not tackled by the employer. These problems can include: 

Physical effects: 

 heart disease 

 back pain, gastrointestinal disturbances 

 fatigue and other ailments 

 increased use of tobacco/alcohol 

Psychological effects: 

 anxiety and depression 

 erratic moods 

 low self esteem and confidence 

Primary interventions 

The approach taken by UCU and the HSE is to emphasise a preventive approach to work 

related stress. A preventive approach requires the employer to carry out risk assessments 

to identify, control and reduce employees’ exposure to work related stress factors at the 

workplace and should form part of the employer’s overall health and safety management 

system. 

The management system enhances the employer’s capacity to set measurable targets for 

hazard reductions, including stress related factors. The modification and removal of stress 

factors at source are examples of primary interventions designed to tackle work related 

stress. Further advice about carrying out risk assessments on work related stress is 

available in the document Guide to Completing Risk Assessments on Stress, which can be 

downloaded from the UCU website (www.ucu.org.uk/stress).   

However primary interventions may not occur in time to prevent members of staff 

experiencing undue pressure and stress related ill health. With branch/LA officers and 

safety reps being approached to deal with individual stress cases. Where primary 
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protective measures have not been implemented or have failed to tackle the underlying 

causes of stress related ill health, reps will need to utilise secondary and tertiary protective 

measures to safeguard members. Secondary interventions are individual protective 

measures in respect of work related stress, while tertiary interventions are for those who 

have already taken periods of sickness absence as a result of stress. 

Secondary interventions 

(staff experiencing a stressful environment and related ill health but still at 

work) 

There are a number of steps that UCU branch officers & safety reps can take when dealing 

with a member who is suffering stress related ill health. 

 Encourage members to keep a written record of any problems, and to put things in 

writing to management, so that there is evidence of any problem and that management 

is aware of them. 

 

 Use the hazard reporting procedure to raise general stress related problems/ potential 

ill health with management. 

 

 Use your safety reps rights to assess whether other members of staff in the same area 

or grade are experiencing similar problems. The Safety Representatives and Safety 

Committee Regulations 1977 ensure that safety reps have the right to: 

 carry out inspections – in search of the problems identified as causes of 

stress for example; 

 information from employers – of relevance here are the results of stress 

surveys, consultants reports, sickness absence data and risk assessment 

results; and  

 consultation with management in good time on the workplace, job content, 

hours of work, and any proposed changes to these. 

 Ensure that the member retains evidence from their GP about their stress related ill 

health, if this available or appropriate. This will be important if the employer insists on 

the member being referred to Occupational Health. While there is no obligation on the 

member of staff to comply with this request, a refusal of assistance might count in the 

employers favour in any subsequent civil legal proceedings. All medical records are 

confidential and should only be released with the member’s written permission. 

 

 Take up the case with management on the member’s behalf. Establish a blame free 

environment when taking up stress cases. The member should not be subjected to any 

further discrimination or penalties as a result of their ill health. The emphasis should be 

on supporting the individual, valuing their contribution to the institution and retaining 

their employment. 
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 Ask for a safe working practices audit to be carried out for the member concerned. The 

audit should identify the different stress ‘factors’ that have contributed to the ill health 

of the member, and agree measures to control or remove the risk to the individual. An 

HR manager should carry out the safe working practices audit with the member 

concerned, supported by their UCU representative. The control measures identified as 

part of the audit process could include: 

 agreed changes to the individual’s workload 

 a reduction in working hours/workload 

 re-allocation of job tasks/ re appraisal of job roles 

 additional support measures, eg offsite working / weekend working 

 additional admin support. 

 tackling bullying/harassing behaviour 

 in certain cases relocation within the institution may be appropriate 

 employee assistance measures such as confidential counselling. 

A sample format for the safe working practices audit meeting is included in Appendix 1 

below. 

 Provide the member with details of the College & University Support Network, which 

provides a counselling service for UCU members experiencing stress, among other 

issues. More details of the service can be accessed at www.cusn.info/.  

 

 While employee assistance programmes and access to a confidential counselling service 

deal with the symptoms of ill health and not the underlying causes of the work related 

stress, the member may wish to utilise these facilities if they are provided by the 

employer. 

 

 If all else fails you may have to consider using the grievance procedure (either 

collectively or individually) to get the employer to take their duty of care to the 

member(s) of staff seriously. 

Collective issues 

It is very likely that the individual member raising concerns is not the only one suffering 

working conditions that cause stress. It is good for the individual member experiencing 

stress, and for others who have not highlighted stress, to see if there are collective issues 

affecting a group of staff, or a department. 

The stress risk assessment tool should be used to highlight wider issues, not least because 

they may assist the individual member suffering from stress as well. The UCU advice to 

branches/LAs on tackling stress will give you further advice on using the tool and other 

means to highlight concerns, mobilise staff support and oblige management to respond. 

http://www.cusn.info/
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Tertiary interventions  

(for members absent from work due to stress) 

Many of the steps for members of staff who are already off work sick with stress related ill 

health are the same as for those who are still at work. However here the focus has to be 

on retaining the member’s employment, and providing supportive return to work 

arrangements. Current research shows that the longer someone is off sick the less likely 

they are to return to work. Early interventions by the employer and supportive 

arrangements increase the likelihood of a successful return.  

In order to support members who are absent from work as a result of work related stress 

UCU branch/LA officers & safety reps should consider: 

 Encouraging the employer to develop a rehabilitation policy to support staff returning to 

work. An effective rehabilitation policy should cover:  

 What support is required for the person who is off sick 

 Appropriate return to work arrangements, eg an early return to work 

interview to conduct the safe working practices audit. 

 The identification of work problems and potential solutions 

 Consideration of reduced hours on the person’s return, or a phased return to 

work with appropriate support. 

 Measures to ensure that the person is not placed in the same situation that 

triggered the ill health.  

 The provision of support in the form of occupational health, employee 

assistance programmes and confidential counselling. 

 The offer of relocation to a suitable alternative post if the person is unable 

to return to their previous position. 

 Triggering the ill health retirement scheme if the member is unable to return to work. 

Proving eligibility for the ill health retirement scheme has become much more 

challenging in recent years and advice should be sought from your local UCU regional 

office. 

 

 Taking a civil case for compensation against the employer. Cases are only likely to 

succeed where the member has suffered severe ill health as a result of work related 

stress, including mental illness or a breakdown. Members have three years from the 

date of the illness being identified to submit a personal injury claim. Branch/LA officers 

should seek advice from their local UCU regional office about the legal assistance 

process. 
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Appendix 1 

Safe working practices audit 

(Audit to be carried out by HR manager and individual experiencing stress, supported by a 

UCU representative) 

1 What are your main job responsibilities? (Teaching, co-ordination, management of 

staff, research responsibilities) 

 workload 

 job demands 

 admin and paperwork 

 control over work flow/ timetable/ tasks 

 working hours 

 clarity about role  

 travel/ offsite working/ weekend working 

 management of staff. 

2 Have your job responsibilities increased over the last year/ two years? 

3 What in your job is creating the most stress for you? 

 workload 

 job demands 

 admin and paperwork 

 lack of control over work flow/ timetable/ tasks 

 travel/ off site working/ weekend working 

 lack of clarity about role 

 job insecurity due to organisational change 

 long working hours 

 experiencing bullying or harassing behaviour 

 managing other staff. 

4 Are there any adjustments that could be made to reduce the levels of work related 

stress you are experiencing? 

 reduced timetable 

 reduced workload 

 clearly defined role/ tasks 

 relocation within the organisation. 
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5 Are there any changes that could be made to improve the support that you receive? 

 more admin support 

 regular communication with line manager 

 management dealing with bullying/harassing behaviour 

 readjusting timetable 

 task prioritisation by line manager. 

6 What would assist your return to work? (For those off sick due to work related 

stress) 

 

Agreed action points: 

 

Agreed action points Actioned by Timescale 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

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. 

 

 


