
O N E

What is Stress?

Stress damages people and it damages their organisations. It can

be all-pervasive. It can affect people in all occupations and of all

ages irrespective of sex, nationality, educational background or role.

Work-related stress is estimated to affect at least a third of the work-

force in any one year. It costs organisations billions of pounds a year

in lost productivity and accounts for over half the working days lost

through sickness absence. Stress has been linked to a wide variety of

diseases and the European Foundation estimates that lifestyle and

stress-related illness accounts for at least half of all premature deaths.

Although the ‘official’ figures for the cost of stress vary widely, they

have one common feature – they are all massive. They reflect,

however imprecisely, a huge cost to individuals and to organisations.

The cost isn’t just financial; there is a mental, physical and social cost

as well. The evidence for stress-related ill health is all around us.

Look within your organisation. If you are typical of other UK

businesses, it’s likely that 10% of your workforce report very low

levels of satisfaction with both their jobs and the organisation.

Twenty per cent of your staff will report they have suffered some

major life event in the past three months and approximately 3% will

report levels of mental ill health that are worse than those of

psychiatric outpatients receiving clinical treatment for anxiety and

depression.

When it comes to something as potentially damaging and disrupt-

ive as workplace stress, the human and commercial costs are too vast

to be approached from a position of anecdote and intuition.

Occupational stress needs to be addressed in a structured and

effective manner as part of an overall strategy for improving well-

being at work.
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Managing Workplace Stress

Managers in most organisations recognise that there is some

stress amongst their workforce. They may be able to tell you where

they think it comes from and may even be able to articulate how they

see the issue affecting their efficiency, productivity and competitive

advantage. However, being aware of the existence of the problem is

not enough to be able to start the process of managing it. Stress is a

complex issue. The interplay of a wide range of factors from home,

from work and the interface between home and work makes it

difficult to separate cause from effect and, in the vast majority of

cases, almost impossible to pinpoint one event or incident that

‘caused’ the stress problem. The variability of the stress process

means that managers and researchers are trying to hit a moving

target. For the individual, stress may manifest itself as a headache

one day, an upset stomach or a sleepless night the next. For the

manager, one of her staff may show they are suffering stress by

becoming argumentative and abrasive, another may become with-

drawn and timid. 

It is this wide variety of symptoms and causes and the complex

interrelationship between factors that makes stress at work so dif-

ficult to manage. Each of the outcomes of the stress process may

have multiple causes, only a few of which may be related to work-

place issues. Different people will react to the same event in many

different ways with different outcomes, some of which may be bene-

ficial whilst others are extremely damaging. It is not surprising that

many organisations shy away from trying to make sense of this

complex mixture of misunderstood variables and rely on counselling

or stress management training to ‘deal with stress’. Unfortunately, as

we will discuss in more detail later, treatment on its own isn’t

enough. Counselling and stress management courses may help some

individuals to manage their symptoms but they rarely address the

factors that caused their stress and these will continue to damage the

individual and the organisation. It’s like taking fish out of a polluted

pool, cleaning them up, and then throwing them back in. The fish

will continue to suffer until the water is cleaned up. However, to

ensure that the fish stay healthy, cleaning the water is not enough.

The pollution has to be stopped at source. That involves finding the
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source and taking appropriate action. It’s the same with people and

their organisations; to achieve lasting benefit you have to find out

what’s causing workplace stress and stop it at its source. It is vitally

important to treat the casualties but this must be done in the context

of addressing the factors that caused them to become casualties in

the first place.

Sending people for counselling who are ill or running a few stress

management workshops is simple and straightforward. It doesn’t

threaten working practices, doesn’t take too much time and doesn’t

raise issues that many managers would rather ignore. Unfortunately

it doesn’t provide a lasting solution. The answer is to identify and

manage the causes of stress as well as its effects by adopting a

systematic, structured approach that recognises the difficulties of

addressing the root causes and offers a simple, clear process based

on small steps for sustainable change.

The process starts with identifying what we know. It’s very dif-

ficult, if not impossible, to completely understand all of the issues so

we should accept that our knowledge of the process does not have

to be perfect in order for us to make a difference. There are parallels

with a wide range of physiological and medical interventions. For

example, we know that there are many common risk factors – such as:

smoking, drinking, diet, exercise, and hereditary factors – that con-

tribute toward coronary heart disease but we can still only explain a

small proportion of the variance in the onset of the disease. We

recognise that many of the risk factors are interrelated and that each

unique combination may have a different impact on the onset of

illness. This is also the case with occupational stress. We can identify

a variety of issues that are known to influence levels of stress and we

know that these occur in different combinations for each individual.

We do not know enough to be able to predict that one particular

person, when exposed to these pressures, will develop a specific set

of illnesses but we can say that a proportion of the people will be

affected. We can go on to demonstrate that, if we remove some of

these pressures, people will, on the whole, improve. The science

may not be precise but it’s good enough to make things better. In the

real world if we have good evidence of the relationship between the
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Managing Workplace Stress

causes and the outcomes and can show that removing a source of

pressure leads to an improvement in wellbeing then, we don’t neces-

sarily need to know precisely how it works. In the practical, pragmatic

management of workplace stress, close can be good enough. 

The need to understand

In order to effectively manage the stress process we need to act on

facts, not anecdote. We need to collect the evidence that will enable

us to identify the key issues. We need to improve our level of under-

standing and we need a framework in which to operate. This requires

a good working model of the stress process that can be empirically

tested and used to design interventions that produce sustainable and

observable improvement. The first priority for this model is that it

helps people to understand that stress can be managed and that this

complicated, multifaceted problem can be reduced to simpler, more

manageable components.

The first task is therefore to break through the ignorance barrier

and help people, both managers and staff, to realise that stress at

work can be managed. It doesn’t have to be endured. Stress may be

endemic but it isn’t inevitable.

Stress Defined

One of the first steps in an effective strategy for managing stress is to

reach a common understanding of what is meant by the term ‘stress’.

To cut through the confusion we need a useable working definition

and a clear understanding of the words we use to talk about stress.

One of the easiest initiatives an organisation can take in starting to

manage stress at work is to adopt a common language for talking

about it. We have found that something as simple as separating

pressure – the demands or challenges facing people – from stress – the

unwanted outcome of too much pressure – makes a big difference to

the way people approach the problem. Focusing attention on how 

to reduce or remove specific sources of pressure is much easier than
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What is Stress?

trying to come to grips with something as vague and as emotive as

the word ‘stress’. 

The stress model

Experts talk about stress in a variety of ways: they mention stressors,

pressures, demands, and they talk about good and bad stress, eustress

(bad stress as opposed to good stress) and distress. As almost every

book on stress defines the term in a different way it’s not surprising

that people find it hard to recognise and manage workplace stress. In

order to raise awareness and help people in your organisation to

manage stress you need a clear definition and a simple model that

makes sense and can act as a framework on which to build appropri-

ate interventions. Our model starts with the dynamics of the stress

process and describes it in terms of inputs, outcomes and individual

differences. The model is like a simple manufacturing process, say

for making pottery. 

The process starts with the raw materials, the inputs. In making

pottery this is the clay and the water. However, each of the raw

materials, the different types of clay that are used to make the pots,

are not identical; they have different sizes, different qualities, and will

react differently to the process. The differences in the raw materials

influence the quality of the end-product. In the case of stress these

differences are people’s personalities and behaviours, the factors

that make each of us a unique individual. The clay is fired in a kiln

where the raw material is exposed to high temperatures for a long

period; in our analogy, these are the pressures, the demands we place

on people. When we take out the finished product we can see the

outcome of the process. When we look at the finished pottery, we

notice that not all the pots are the same. Although all of the raw

material has been through the same process, baked at the same

temperature for the same time, some pieces have become strong

and kept their shape, others have cracked, distorted, or crumbled.

It’s like this with people – only more complicated! We put our people

under pressure and expect them to react in the same way. They

don’t! Some thrive, some survive and some break. 
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Managing Workplace Stress

To manage stress effectively we need to know why and how this

happens. We also need to realise that sometimes we get it com-

pletely wrong. We raise the temperature too high, leave the clay in

for too long, or miss out an essential ingredient. Then we ruin the

entire batch. Sometimes we put our people under just too much

pressure or we keep the pressure up for just too long and, in

different ways, they all suffer. To understand why this happens and

to increase the probability that we get healthy outcomes we need to

understand the process and quantify the variables.

Stress therefore is an outcome. It is the end of the process, not the

beginning. The start of the process, the raw material, is the people.

We are all different; to quote Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘We boil at

different degrees.’ Life, at work and at home, puts people under

pressure. Pressure is felt as the range of problems, demands or chal-

lenges that we encounter at work and in the rest of our lives. 

The 4-way model of stress

Just as there are many different definitions of stress there are many

different models of the stress process. In explaining the factors that

need to be measured in analysing stress at work we use a simple,

mechanistic model to describe the various elements of the stress

process and show how these elements are interrelated. We call this

the four-way model of stress (see Figure 1.1). 

The model illustrates the dynamics of the stress process. It shows

the sources of pressure, and how they are moderated or amplified by

personality and behavioural characteristics. It also shows the counter-

balancing effect of coping and support. The end box is the effect of

the interaction between pressures, individual characteristics and

coping in terms of positive and negative health and wellbeing out-

comes. The way that the pointer moves up and down depends on the

relative strength of those factors for an individual. 

The better and more varied our coping mechanisms, the larger the

counterbalancing force pushing the pointer toward the positive end

of the scale. Good coping generates an additional benefit; as the

better we cope, the more we feel in control and the higher our self-
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What is Stress?

esteem. This, in turn, produces a positive feedback loop in which

better coping leads to raised self-esteem, which is itself another

coping skill – a virtuous circle of effective pressure management. 

People experience an increase in self-confidence and self-esteem

when they succeed in managing pressure. The more we do, the more

we’re capable of doing. When someone feels they are doing a good

job, that they’re valued and appreciated, they become more con-

fident of themselves and better able to cope. Instead of the vicious

circle that occurs when people can’t cope we have a virtuous circle of

positive self-reinforcement.

Stress is a personal response and is the negative outcome of an

imbalance between pressure and the person’s ability to cope with

that pressure. Stress is the way I feel when it’s all too much; it’s the

knot in the stomach, the tension in the shoulders, the inability to

sleep, the problems with behaviour, and so forth. These are the

physical, mental and social signs that we can no longer cope.

If we separate the factors involved in the stress process in this way

then we have a model for understanding that is straightforward and

makes sense to most people. 

It is the differences between each of us as individuals that make

managing stress so challenging. When we understand why similar

levels of pressure affect different people in different ways we can
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Managing Workplace Stress

start to manage pressure at the individual rather than the group

level. We can take steps to make sure we know how our people will

react to different pressures, who is likely to thrive and who will fall

apart, and we can change the nature or the extent of the pressure for

each individual to get the most out of each of them without damage.

As this book will make clear, proactive stress management places

more emphasis on preventing stress than on treating the symptoms.

We recognise that both prevention and treatment are important and

we know that treatment on its own is not enough. Pressure must 

be addressed at source; otherwise the same problems will keep

reoccurring, and time, effort and resources will be wasted on a per-

petual round of ‘patching up’ the casualties. The prevention process

begins with understanding the specific issues that affect your work-

force. Every workplace is different and there is no universal source of

pressure and no standard outcome from it.

Individual differences

We interpret events in different ways, have different personalities

and ways of behaving that moderate or exacerbate the pressures of

life. We all have different ways of coping and varying amounts of

support available to us either practically or socially. The stress model

is dynamic; it reflects the changeable interrelationship that exists

between perceived pressure, individual personality differences and

personal coping skills. When the level of pressure is within the

individual’s capacity to cope then the outcomes are positive and can

result in personal growth. We need some pressure to stimulate

personal growth and development – but we don’t need too much!

(see Figure 1.2). Growth occurs when the individual is able to adapt

to or overcome the challenges or pressures in their life.

When the pressures on us exceed our capacity to cope then the

outcome is not growth but something far less positive – stress (see

Figure 1.3).

A further definition of stress is as a negative effect that occurs

when the perceived pressure on an individual exceeds their per-

ceived ability to cope. The reason perception is in the definition
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What is Stress?

twice is because it’s not about reality. It’s not about whether I’ve

actually got too many demands upon me or whether life is hard or

whatever. It’s about what I think it is and it’s also whether I feel I can

cope or not. The simpler version of this definition is that ‘stress is

what you feel when you just can’t cope’.
This definition implies a sense of hopelessness or despair; it’s a

recognition that life is out of balance, that it’s all too much. It may be

a temporary imbalance lasting just a few hours or it could be a longer-

term chronic condition. It is about self-perception and your own

feelings, and therefore it requires you to be aware of how you feel.

Unfortunately, one of the effects of stress is that we lose the capacity

for self-awareness; we are too busy or too out of control to stop and

notice how badly we are coping. It’s only later, either when we’ve

come through the experience and look back or, for some less for-

tunate people, when we collapse, that we realise how stressed we
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Managing Workplace Stress

were. We need to be aware of a general sense of discomfort, that

something isn’t quite right and check to see if we really are coping

and, if not, what do we need to do to get back in control. The sooner

we are aware of stress the quicker we can start to take action and the

easier it is to make changes. 

Understanding more about the individual stress response is there-

fore about increasing your awareness of where you are on each of the

different aspects of the model in Figure 1.1. Where are the pressures

coming from? What is it about me that helps me to feel I can cope

with those things or not? What are the outcomes for me in terms of

stress or growth?

The 4-way model implies that stress is not an inevitable outcome

of pressure. We can be under pressure and not suffer from stress.

The pressures or demands placed upon us can also produce positive

outcomes that lead to personal growth. 

For example, how many people, when they first learnt to drive, got

into the car, felt calm and relaxed, laid back in the seat, put the stereo

on, revved the engine and just zoomed off, chatting to the passen-

gers? It doesn’t happen like that. Most people have a different experi-

ence; they may be tense or apprehensive, perhaps anxious about

what’s going to happen. They sit upright, shoulders stiff, staring

ahead, hands clenched on the wheel. But at the end of the lesson,

providing that they got through the ordeal without too many inci-

dents, there’s a feeling of release and relaxation. As the tension dis-

appears they feel good, and the second lesson is just that bit easier.

With practice the stress disappears altogether, at least until the day of

the driving test! What has happened is that the learner driver has been

under pressure, has felt threatened – psychologically if not physically

– and has overcome that challenge and grown as a result. The

outcome was positive, not negative. It produced growth, not stress. 

The stress response

So, now we’ve defined stress, we need to know what it does to us

and how we can recognise it. Why does being under pressure from
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too much or too little work, poor relationships at work, or feeling

that we have little influence on the way we work, have such a

profound effect on our bodies? Surely, it’s all in the mind?

To understand this we need to look back over human evolution.

What got us here? What factors helped us to survive into the twenty-

first century in the face of ever-present, life-threatening physical

danger? The answer lies in the fight or flight response, the massive

changes in our physiology and body chemistry triggered in response

to danger that could make all the difference between life and death.

In the fight or flight response a whole range of chemicals and

hormones are released into our bodies to mobilise our resources in

order to maximise the probability of short-term survival. This pro-

duces a wide range of effects including:

● Increased heart rate

● Increased respiration rate 

● Increased blood supply to brain

● Dilated pupils

● Dry mouth

● Sweating

● Reduction in blood supply to less vital organs.

To some extent these responses can still be useful in our modern

age, as anyone who has stepped from a kerb into the path of an

oncoming truck will tell you (if they got back on the kerb in time, that

is!). The problem is that most of the threats we face now are more

likely to be psychological than physical. Unfortunately, we only have

one response! Once we become aware of a possible threat, whether

real or imagined, we respond as if the threat were physical. The heart

rate increases to speed up delivery of blood to the muscles, pupils

dilate to increase the amount of light into the eye and selected blood

vessels contract to divert blood away from the less vital organs into

the muscles that will help us fight or run away. 

These physical changes developed to provide a temporary short-

term boost. Once the threat has passed our nervous system triggers

another set of chemical and hormonal changes to return our
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Managing Workplace Stress

physiology and biochemistry to normal functioning. In the past this

system worked well. A short-term disruption was followed by a return

to normality. 

Unfortunately modern life isn’t so simple. Threats are no longer

isolated events. When the threats that trigger the fight or flight

response are repeated or prolonged and our bodies continue to

react, then our ability to adapt eventually becomes exhausted and we

start to suffer from stress.

Instead of the short-term effects – such as a temporary increase in

heart rate, change in muscle tension, sweating and so on – there will

be physical and emotional signs to signal that pressure has turned

into stress. The following list shows some of the more common

physical and behavioural symptoms of the stress process:

Physical

● Altered sleep patterns, e.g., difficulty getting to sleep, early waking

● Tiredness

● Lethargy

● Breathlessness, bouts of dizziness, light-headedness

● Indigestion, heartburn

● Nausea

● Bowel disturbance, e.g., diarrhoea, constipation

● Headaches

● Loss of sexual drive

● Muscle tension, e.g., neck pain, back pain

● Nervous twitches

Behavioural

● Irritability and aggression

● Anxiety and apprehension

● Poor decision-making

● Preoccupation with trivia

● Inability to prioritise

● Difficulty in coping

● Mood changes and swings

● Difficulty in concentrating
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● Deterioration in recent memory

● Feelings of failure

● Lack of self-worth

● Isolation.

Different people produce different symptoms under stress and it

helps to learn to recognise the body’s response. Stress is a complex

subject and the precise relationship between stress and physical

illnesses is not clearly understood. It is, however, recognised as a

contributory factor in many illnesses.

Faced with a threatening or disturbing situation with a client or

colleague, geared up for flight (or fight) in the boardroom, call

centre, workshop or sales floor – we have nowhere to go. Neither

fight nor flight in these circumstances is likely to be desirable or lead

to continued employment. But these are now the situations in which

we find ourselves exposed to a threat most often, and, as a result, the

evolutionary response is no longer appropriate. The key point to

remember about the stress response is that it is a built-in survival

mechanism. It is part of our evolutionary heritage and we shouldn’t

be ashamed or embarrassed about feeling stressed. In the words of

Dr Noel McElearney, Medical Director, Scottish & Newcastle plc:

‘Stress isn’t about being weak, it’s about being human.’

The long-term effects

The effect on the body of long-term exposure to stressful situations is

becoming better understood and there is growing acceptance that a

good deal of physical ill health may be attributed to long-term

exposure to stress. The biochemical changes in the body that are

triggered as a short-term survival mechanism have the complete

opposite effect if their presence is prolonged. Far from performing a

protective function, these factors can seriously undermine the body’s

ability to protect itself. Constant readiness for ‘fight or flight’ means

that adrenaline is constantly present in the bloodstream. One of the

many results of this constant ‘adrenalisation’ is to depress the

immune system, with the corresponding result that the person has
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reduced resistance to coughs and colds and other infectious com-

plaints. Thus a general level of ill health, frequent infections and

general debility are some of the more easily observable long-term

effects.

Of even greater concern though is the mounting evidence that

stress is likely to be a causal factor in more life-threatening condi-

tions. In ‘Jobs don’t kill people, but stress in the workplace can’ the

Boston Globe reported on what they described as one of the most

comprehensive US studies so far of hypertension and job strain. In

this study researchers saw a clear link between job strain – defined as

being in a job with high demands but low control over working

conditions – and higher rates of heart disease and other physical

ailments. In a study of nearly 200 men over a three-year period there

was a clear correlation between those with the most job strain and

significantly higher blood pressure. 

Around the world, scientists have been looking at the influence of

job strain on heart disease, immune system function, gastrointestinal

illness, back and joint pain and depression. Some very clear relation-

ships are starting to emerge. Many of the life-threatening complaints

that employees develop may therefore be a consequence, either

direct or indirect, of long-term stress.
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