
 
 

Completing risk assessments on stress 

Introduction  

A risk assessment approach is at the heart of any plan to reduce the risk of work-related 

stress. This section of the UCU stress toolkit outlines the HSE’s five step approach to risk 

assessment and contains a ‘model’ generic stress risk assessment.  

While individual risk assessments can be requested for members who are experiencing 

work related stress, the approach taken here is to emphasise the employers duty to tackle 

the underlying causes of stress by completing a generic risk assessment in relation to 

stress for their institution. The health and safety approach to stress is not about an 

individual’s susceptibility to stress related ill health, but about the employer’s responsibility 

to protect employees from work related harm.  The symptoms that members experience 

are the effects of stress not the underlying causes.  

The HSE are in the process of piloting draft management standards they have developed 

to identify work related stress (a final report will be published in 2004), and the 

identification of appropriate risk assessment measures is still at an early stage of 

development. It follows that the model risk assessment attached is not the final, definitive 

version, but an attempt to draw together the relevant information and produce a document 

that UCU safety reps can use/pilot. As with all ‘models’ the stress risk assessment will need 

to be adapted to fit your local circumstances.                                             

The ‘model’ generic stress risk assessment is based around two main documents:  

The UCU/Association of Colleges (AoC) national policy on stress -Work related Stress – 

Joint Guidance for Colleges (available to download at 

www.ucu.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=1968) and the HSE Management Standards on 

Work Related Stress (available to download at 

www.hse.gov.uk/stress/standards/index.htm).  

The six stress factors used in the model risk assessment are taken from the HSE 

Management Standards on Work Related Stress for simplicity and usability. The stress 

factors are demands, control, support, relationships, role and change. A brief description of 

each of the stress factors can be found in the second section of this document.  

The risk matrix used to calculate the risk rating for each stress factor is based on the 

example included in the UCU/AoC stress policy.  
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http://www.ucu.org.uk/index.cfm?articleid=1968
http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/standards/index.htm
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Finally, one word of caution, while UCU safety reps may be involved in the process of 

carrying out a risk assessment on stress, the employer is ultimately responsible for 

identifying and controlling health and safety hazards in the workplace, and they should 

sign and action any completed assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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. 
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Section 1: The risk assessment process  

The Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999 require employers to assess 

the risks from workplace hazards, and record significant findings. A hazard is anything that can 

cause harm and the risk is the likelihood that someone will be harmed by the hazard.   

The process of assessing the risks associated with work related stress should follow the HSE 

recommended five steps approach (HSE INDG 163,1998). This will enable the institution to:  

 Identify the main causes of work related stress in the establishment. 

 

 Determine the extent of work related stress amongst different categories of staff. 

 

 Determine the current effects of work related stress on employee physical, mental and 

social health. 

 

 Identify who might be harmed and why. 

 

 Identify existing control measures to minimise stress and make recommendations 

where measures are found to be unsatisfactory. 

 

 Prioritise an action plan. 

It is recommended that safety reps form a sub committee of the Safety Committee or JNC to 

work in partnership with managers on the risk assessment process.  

Five steps to risk assessment  

1. Identify the hazards 

There are six broad categories of risk factors for work related stress: demands, control 

support, relationships, role and change. The hazards associated with work related stress 

can be identified by collecting together a number of different sources of data/evidence 

including:  

 A workplace survey or questionnaire of all staff. This could be based around using the 

well person questionnaire in the AoC stress policy or the pilot HSE draft management 

standards, or the ‘model’ questionnaire included in the UCU stress toolkit.  

 Staff absence, ill health and sickness and staff turnover statistics.  

 Casework data from the HR Department. 

 Occupational Health Service reports.  

 Hours worked and timetabling information. 

 Focus group interviews to determine levels of stress. 
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2. Decide who might be harmed  

Work related stress can affect any member of staff. Separate risk assessments may be 

appropriate for different groups of staff in your institution, eg lecturing staff, admin staff 

and managers. As particular stress factors may be more or less significant for different 

groups of staff, eg role and demands of the job.  

3. Evaluate the risk  

Having identified the hazards and who might be harmed the employer should consider the 

control measures that are already in place to deal with work related stress. This will enable 

the employer to evaluate the level of risk from the six stress factors identified in the HSE 

Draft Management Standards. This is carried out by estimating the:  

1 likelihood that work related stress will occur 

2 the severity or consequences of harm that could occur. 

Evidence regarding each stress factor should be compiled using the methods of data 

collection referred to in Step 1 on page 2. It is likely that certain stress factors will have 

greater significance for your own institution than others. Having gathered together the 

quantitative data eg statistics on absence and ill health, occupational health reports and 

information on hours worked, and qualitative data eg the findings from the workplace 

survey of staff, you will be in a position to identify evidence regarding each stress factor. 

The risk of harm should then be calculated as: 

The likelihood that stress will occur  x  severity or consequences that harm could occur 

The risk assessment matrix outlined in the UCU/AoC stress policy will enable you to 

quantify the level of risk to staff. 

Example – long hours worked reported by the majority of staff  

 Likelihood falls into the category ‘regular reports from TU and others with approaches 

made’  

Severity falls into the category ‘similar problems from related groups’  

This leads to long working hours being given a risk rating of ‘a significant risk’. 
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AoC Stress Policy Risk Matrix 

 

  Constantly 

obvious, even 

to outsiders. 

 Formal reports 

and/or 

pressure from 

TUs. 

 Demands 

tabled for 

change/ 

improvement 

B B A A 

  Easy to detect 

the signs 

 Recallable 

incidents 

 Regular reports 

from TU and 

others with 

approaches 

made 

B B A A 

  Occasional 

reports, 

confirming 

pressure as a 

normal 

characteristic 

of the 

scene/role 

C C B B 

  Most unlikely 

 An odd 

complaint 

 No record of 

any previous/ 

current 

concerns 

C C B B 

Likelihood: 

Opportunity 

of stress 

hazard 

being 

active. 

  No cases or 

signs observed 

or reported 

 Occasional 

isolated 

problems 

 Some low 

morale 

 Similar 

problems from 

related groups 

 Low morale 

 Patterns of 

problem 

behaviour  can 

be observed 

 Ill health 

conditions 

recorded 

 Widespread 

low morale 

 Patterns of 

problem 

behaviour are 

obvious 

 Group 

breakdown.  

Work is 

interrupted 

 

 
Severity:   

The perceived 

problems/outcomes. 
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Risks can be categorised, using the chart, to produce a simple, but understandable result, 

as follows: 

A Significant risk Situation too dangerous or unsafe. Stop the activity! 

B Significant risk Activity can continue providing controlling factors are reliable. 

C Risk is insignificant No action necessary. 

  

In controlling risks, the HSE recommends using the following hierarchy of control 

measures:  

 Avoid risks (eg make the working environment safer) 

 Combat risks at source (eg by organising work sensibly and giving people clear roles) 

 Adapt the work to the individual, especially in the choice of working methods, and 

working practices 

 Develop a coherent overall preventative policy, which covers the organisation of work, 

working conditions, social relationships and the influence of factors relating to the 

working environment 

Give collective measures priority over individual protective measures (eg by tackling stress 

at source, rather than just providing information and training to individuals, or access to 

an employee assistance programme)  

It is important that safety reps ensure that employers do not focus on individual protective 

measures, such as employee assistance programmes before they have examined the four 

previous control measures.  

Hierarchy of Control Measures for Work Related Stress  

Measures to avoid stress:  

 workload agreement leading to cuts in working hours 

 re-distribution of tasks 

 employ more admin workers to do admin tasks 

 clear job descriptions and roles. 

 The allocation of resources and support to carry out job roles/tasks  

Measures to reduce exposure to stress factors: 

 improved work organisation/working patterns codified in a safe working practices 

document 

 relevant policies and procedures developed, eg bullying and harassment procedures 

 strategies for increasing the participation in decision making 
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 work life balance policies 

 improved communication strategies 

 training  

4. Record the findings of the assessment  

The findings of any significant risks should be recorded on the risk assessment form, and 

new control measures put in place following the hierarchy of control measures outlined 

above. 

A written action plan should be produced which includes details of the control measures to 

be implemented, together with details of who will carry out each action and the proposed 

timescale.  

5. Monitoring and review  

The effectiveness of control measures should be monitored and reviewed. This can be done 

by:  

 comparing sickness and absence levels before and after the risk assessment process 

 comparing accident and incident data 

 reviewing complaints and staff turnover rates 

 completing a follow up survey of staff 

 monitoring the safe working practices document’s effectiveness. 

  



8 

Section 2: HSE Stress Factors Outlined  

1. Demands  

Demand refers to the demands of the job as a whole. Jobs have many features or 

characteristics such as how much work they involve, how much control over tasks is 

available, the variety of tasks involved, the support and help present and feedback 

provided.  

Demands considers how all these features work together to affect the well being and 

health of staff who work in the job.  

Dealing with job demands takes account of all the different features of jobs, and how they 

operate together to affect the well being of staff.   

The following features of job demands should be considered in any stress risk assessment 

process:  

 the amount, difficulty and pace of the workload, eg the number of different tasks, the 

complexity and intensity of the workload including emotional demands, deadlines and 

targets 

 how clearly roles and responsibilities are specified within the job, eg up to date job 

description 

 the amount of control staff have over the way they do their job, eg working to tight 

deadlines/targets 

 the demands of working with others 

 working patterns including long working hours, working over contracted hours, working 

at home to complete work related tasks, multi site and off site working and travelling 

time 

 Support and help available from management and colleagues 

 The physical working environment, eg dealing with violence, abusive behaviour and 

lone working. 

Potential control measures  

 Institutional policies and procedures, eg violence at work and lone working policies and 

procedures. 

 Analysis of workload and tasks for particular jobs leading to a workload agreement. The 

redistribution of workload/tasks. 

 Analysis of working patterns – eg cuts in working hours, re allocation of tasks, an 

agreement on multi site and off site working including travelling time. 

 Clear job descriptions 
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 Adequate resources and support to carry out the job. 

 Participation in decision making processes 

 Work life balance initiatives, eg flexible working patterns 

 Safe working practices document  

2. Control  

Control refers to the amount of say staff have over how their work is carried out. The 

following factors of control should be taken into account when completing a stress risk 

assessment:  

 staff have an opportunity to have a say about the way work is carried out, eg 

participation in decision making processes. 

 the pace of work activity is not driven by an external source, eg deadlines and targets 

imposed by external sources 

 staff have adequate resources and support provided when undertaking new tasks 

 staff have degree of control over working hours and when breaks are taken 

 staff are encouraged to make suggestions to improve the work environment. 

Potential control measures  

 realistic deadlines/ targets 

 strategies to increase participation in decision making processes 

 improvements in working patterns, eg control over working hours and breaks 

 two way communication strategies 

 allocation of resources and support for curriculum changes/ changes in role etc 

 work life balance initiatives 

 provision of information and training  

 safe working practices document. 

3. Relationships  

This factor describes the way we interact with other people at work. At work, relationships 

with managers, peers and others can dramatically affect the way we feel at the end of the 

working day. 

The following factors should be considered in any risk assessment of work related stress:  

 unfair treatment by managers and decision makers 

 harassment of certain categories of staff, eg women, black staff, disabled and gay staff 
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 bullying, intimidation or other victimisation from managers, other staff and students 

 dealing with heavy emotional demands 

 lack of line management support 

 isolation in separate sections, eg no forum for staff to discuss common issues and 

problems 

 poor communication in the organisation – both vertical and horizontal 

 lack of social space/canteen facilities in the workplace.  

Potential Control Measures  

 harassment and bullying policy and procedure 

 zero tolerance campaign for unacceptable behaviour 

 complaints procedure – treated seriously and acted on swiftly 

 equal opportunities policy 

 better communication systems – both vertically and horizontally 

 safe working practices adopted in safe working practices document 

 establishment of cross-institutional committees to generate involvement and 

ownership, eg re-establishing academic boards 

 staff development and professional development opportunities 

 establish a half-day meeting slot.  

4. Role 

This relates to the fact that a person’s role in the organisation should be clearly defined 

and understood, and that the expectations placed on them do not conflict.  

There are two potentially stressful areas associated with a person’s role in an organisation. 

These are role conflict and role ambiguity.  

Role Conflict This exists when a person is torn between conflicting job demands, or by 

completing tasks that the person do not believe are part of their job. Examples of this 

would include:  

 job responsibilities heavy and demanding 

 overly target/deadline driven culture  

Role Ambiguity This is where a person does not have a clear picture of their work 

objectives, often as a result of their responsibilities changing without being incorporated in 

their job description. Examples of this would include:  

 lack of clarity about role 
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 unclear job description 

 job changes without consultation 

 feeling undervalued by the institution 

 organisational change without consultation. 

Potential Control Measures  

 clear, up-to-date job descriptions 

 analysis of job tasks and re-allocation of responsibilities 

 ensure that deadlines and targets set are achievable 

 improved consultation measures 

 measures to value the staff’s contribution.  

5. Support  

Management support refers to a range of formal and informal activities undertaken by 

management that support the work of other staff.   

The following factors are indicators of work related stress in regard to the support:  

 lack of career development and promotion routes 

 few or no training opportunities 

 an over competitive culture 

 staff feel undervalued 

 staff given responsibility without the authority to take decisions 

 a blame culture 

 poor communication throughout the institution 

 lack of consultation with staff 

 lack of respect for staff. 

Potential Control Measures  

 systems in place for better communications 

 staff are consulted and participate in decision making. 

 the provision of training for staff 

 staff development opportunities 

 work life balance initiatives  

 management show concern and empathy for those they manage 
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 career development strategies in place 

 recognition of staff achievements 

 safe working practices procedure. 

6. Change  

Many educational institutions have undergone significant changes in the last 10 years. 

Changes in contracts, restructuring and reorganisation of provision and individuals,  and a 

massively increased workload. These changes can lead concerns about job security and 

work related stress. 

Factors that should be considered in any stress risk assessment on change include:  

 the pace and intensity of change 

 the amount of new educational initiatives that staff have to deal with. 

 the provision of resources and time to manage new initiatives and change. 

 failure to consult over changes. 

 job insecurity experienced as a result of restructuring, redundancies, mergers etc. 

 the impact of restructuring on workload and job responsibilities 

 mergers of institutions 

 the relocation of jobs 

 restructuring and rationalisation measures 

 cuts in resources 

 feeling anxious/insecure about the future. 

Potential Control Measures  

 staff involved in the planning process before change 

 staff development sessions on new educational initiatives 

 the allocation of sufficient time and resources for staff engaged in new initiatives 

 consultation about changes ‘in good time’ with the recognised unions 

 staff development needs analysed and acted on 

 consultation about how jobs/roles may change as the result of reorganisation or 

restructuring 

 measures to ensure that workloads do not increase as a result of change 

 communication about new developments/change.  

 


