Inside OHS — 6 November

INSIDE OHS

In-depth review for readers of Occupational Health News

Ingide OHS Mo B2

Tackling the taboo of workplace stress
can reap rewards

Delays in managing and supporting workplace health
initiatives literally cannot be afforded, according to
Access EAP clinical services manager Marcela Slepi-
ca. "Mental health issues continue to cost employers
in gick days — with one fifth of Australian workers hav-
ing taken time off in the last year due to stress, anxi-
ety, depression or feeling mentally unwell," Slepica
said. "This absentesizm is resulting in 12 million days
of reduced productivity imposing a direct economic
cost on employers, which amounts to a staggering
$6m lost each year.”

Slepica's concem is supported by PwC's Creafing a
mentally health workplace — Retum on investment
analysis report, supported by leading mental health
iniiatives beyondblue and HeadsUp. PWC's survey
showed the prevalence of mental health conditions
across the Australian workforce. In particular, 33% of
workers in financial and insurance industry sectors
experienced a mental health condition, and 32% with-
in information media, telecommunication and essen-
fial services (electricity, gas, water and waste).

The University of MSW collaborated with the Black
Dog Institute on Developing a mentally healthy work-
place: a reviewof the Wterature. The report sum-
marsed findings in the field. ik found the cost of
workers' compenzsation claims for stress-related men-
tal disorders was estimated at $200m a year. The
combined cost of depression-related absenteeism,
reduced productivity and staff turnover was estimated
at $12.3bn a year.

However, rezearch showed employers could cost ef-
fectively tackle the risks. PwC determined "effective
action to create a healthy workplace® could provide
organisations on average with a positive return on in-
vestment (ROI) of $2_30 for every dollar spent, with
even higher yields in the most affected industries.
Inside OHS spoke to Slepica about triggers for mental
health challenges and how managers could proac-
tively handle them.
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Top & triggers for workplace stress

Access EAP has collected data from more than 400
organisations to better understand the nature of work-
place stress. The data revealed managers should
keep in mind:

Job insecurity;

Work overload

Crganisational change;

Conflict with a manager or colleagues; and
Bullying and harasasment.
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When left unmanaged, Access found workplace
stress could manifest in a diverse range of symptoms
across employees. "Some people become with-
drawn, have difficulty sleeping and the longer and
maore severe the stress, the greater the effect,” Slepi-
ca said. "Stress in the workplace may cause
headaches, gastrointestinal conditions, high blocd
pressure and sleep disorders.”

Slepica explained the incidence of mental health con-
ditiong was rizing in the modemn workplace, where
changes in employment markets left organisations
and their employees vulnerable to restructuring and
Jjob insecurty. "Workplaces have changed, there is
much more pressure for organisations to be compet-
itive and to survive."

For some workers, that could be exacerbated in the
age of the smart phone where "we are much more
available than we used to be".

In making themselves accessible to workers, man-
agers must be conscious of the "stigma” that could be
associated with identifying with a mental illness.
Slepica said a similar stigma existed 20 years ago for
workers who were diagnosed with cancer and con-
cealed from colleagues and managers.

Collaboration can be a key to better health

Slepica identified mental health as "everyone's re-
sponsibility”. Access EAP's data nominated five
strategies managers could promote to staff to help
manage their siress levels individually:
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1. Work out your priorities. "Write them down
each moming, prioritise them and take one
thing at a time_"

2. Practice saying no. "If you are already feel-
ing overoaded, think hard before committing
to other people's expectations or agendas.
We often perform tasks just to feel accepted
by other people.”

3. Don't take things personally, "Stress in oth-
ers can alsc make them behave atypically or
unkindly. Leam to defuse situations rather
than bottle them up and let go of grudges.”

4. Prioritize relaxation and exercise. "These
are not optional extras for handling stress,
they are essential. Set aside time each day for
recreation and exercise ... Hobbies that focus
attention are also good stress relievers.”

5. Identify your stress situations. "Make a list
of events that leave you emotionally drained
and one or two ways to reduce the stress for
each.”

Workplace leaders are "critical

Business owners and executives played an "even
miore critical role” in creating environments that facil-
itated positive mental health and wellbeing, Slepica
said. "They have the capacity to influence colleagues
and implement the necessary changes to work to-
wards workplace wellbeing. Increasing awarensss of
mental health in the workplace will help remove stig-
ma and create a more open emvircnment."

S0, how can leaders realize a positive RO on initia-
tives designed to create a healthy workplace and
enhance workers' wellbeing? Slepica said "every little
bit counts".

Approaching individuals: "don™t judge”

First, it's critical how managers broached an issue
with a worker they suspect was having difficulties.
"Don't judge — most people are afraid of being criti-
cised or judged,” Slepica said. She recommended
consulting the worker, asking if they would like to dis-
cuss if they were experiencing any particular stress.
She said: "Take them away from the open plan and
comment on what you have chserved, eg 'I'm wormed
because I've heard_ " EAPs could offer training on
how to manage difficult converaations that potentially
made many people "nervous”.

Slepica added: "Always follow up ... Don't just forget
about it. You can ask "are you sure you're okay?, here
are some resources which may help you'"

Waorkplace culture and environment

Leaders should use opporiunities like Mental Health
Month and targeted social activities like moming teas

to focus on the workplace environment, Slepica said.
She emphasised openly acknowledging stress as an
izsue was important to demonsirate managers were
not Judgemental or critical”.

Physical wellbeing could also be an important sup-
plementary initiative across an organisation. Slepica
explained "physical wellbeing is a part of emotional
and mental wellbeing ... group yoga and corporate
challenges bind people together. They can talk about
it.” Other ways to encourage physical wellbeing to al-
leviate workplace stress included locking at healthy
eating, making available fruit baskets, healthy snacks
or getting a healthy lunch together regularty as a
team.

'Don't hide and pretend"

Slepica highlighted none of the initiatives could work
in isolation "Y'ou can't find the one answer that's going
to zolve everything. You need to do something on a
consistent basis." She observed managers and lead-
ers were critical to that effort.

"Aftitudes are dependent on leaders. Good role mod-
els like the CEQ or general manager or s2nior man-
agers need to be supportive of changing people's
attitudes toward health and wellbeing and making
pecple aware."



