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Excessive workloads and work related stress
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Excessive workload is one of the top causes of work-related stress.  Napo members working across the NPS, CRCs and PBNI have contacted us to tell us that their workload stress is increasing, and the resulting work-related stress is having a negative impact on their health and well-being.    

Work-related stress and the law 

Work is one of the main causes of stress.  It is generally accepted that there is a clear link between poor work organisation and subsequent ill health; therefore the employer must take seriously their responsibility to tackle work-related stress.  The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) defines stress as ‘the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demands placed on them.’ 

In law work-related stress is deemed to be a psychiatric illness. Symptoms of stress on the body can be divided up into two categories: 1) Short Term, examples include anxiety, boredom, headaches, fatigue, indigestion, heartburn, depression, muscular tension, difficulty sleeping. 2) Long Term, examples include neurosis, insomnia, hypertension and chest pains, cough and asthma, gastrointestinal disorders and ulcers.
What does the law say?

The Common law says that employers are responsible for the general safety of their employees while they are at work in addition they have to comply with a number of statutes such as the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 and the Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999.
To pursue a successful claim against the employer an employee must first show that they suffer from work-related stress and then additionally must prove two things 1) that their employer breached their duty of care and 2) that their working environment posed a real risk of causing the illness and the employer knew (or ought to have known) that their employee was exposed to that risk.            

Foreseeability
Proving a work-related stress claim depends on what the employer knew, or ought to have known, about the pressures on the individual at the time.  This is called foreseeability.  Once an employer becomes aware that an employee is suffering from work-related issues, they must investigate the problem and find out what they can do to resolve it.

Napo advice on what to do if you are suffering from work-related stress due to excessive workloads

Stress affects people in different ways. A level of pressure which one person may find stimulating may cause a serious problem for another.  Although it is normal for most people to experience a certain amount of stress in daily life, this can be damaging if it continues in the long term.  Therefore the impact of stress on employees must be properly managed by the minimisation or elimination of work-related stress and its causes.  It is the employers’ responsibility to match resources to demands and ensure that staff do not carry excessive workloads.   
If you believe that you are suffering from work-related stress due to excessive workloads.  Napo recommends you take the following course of action:
· Raise and record instances of stress and stress-related health symptoms (including on fit notes (sick certificate)).
· Ensure you have had the training/instruction on local area stress arrangements and the need to be aware of the symptoms of stress.
·  Don’t suffer on your own – use local support services and seek the help of your local health and safety reps.
· Put workloads on team meetings agenda and register your concerns.
· In individual supervision sessions raise workload concerns and ask for prioritisation of work and what should be left undone.
· Record hours in excess if your contractual hours on your timesheet.
· If your workload is causing you stress and exceeded manageable levels submit a “foreseeability notice” (see attached appendix 1). 
· If you have not had a response within a month seek further advice from your local Branch Napo representative.
Napo nationally and at branch level will continue to raise issues about workloads and work related stress and remind employers of their legal responsibilities.    
