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. .  .a lm ost a ll  problems 
of occupational stress 
contain a strong 
personnel managem ent 
element. A t such, they 
demand m anagerial 
rather than medical 
Intervention...

Staff stress costs money
This co lu m n 's  recent re v ie w  o f 1998 

d escribed  a stressful year in the 
w o rk p la ce . A nd  deta iled  research  

conducted  for A L IA  con firm ed  this general 
im pression. In a survey of 1600 A L IA  m em 
bers in all states and territories, m ore than 
sixty-three per cent of librarians reported in 
creased stress during the past year.

Stress at w ork  is often a controversia l is
sue. It is d ifficu lt to define. Its statistics are 
not easy to interpret. It is h igh ly sub jective. 
Not surprisingly, it is sometimes v iew ed  w ith  
sceptic ism , if not outright scorn. Som e have 
described it as the trendy w a y  to get out of 
work. Sufferers are at times accused of jum p 
ing onto  a fa sh io n ab le  m a lingerers ' b a n d 
w agon. The president of the Australian M e d i
cal Association has com m ented that as m any 
as seventy per cent of stress c la im s cou ld  be 
based on 'in ven ted ' sym ptom s. Be that as it 
m ay, stress c la im s  are increas ing  rap id ly  
across ail industry sectors. In itia lly , c la im s 
w e re  esp ec ia lly  ev ident in the public  sector, 
but p riva te  en terp rise  has re cen tly  been 
catch ing  up fast.

Tempting though it m ay be for em ployers 
to regard stress-related w o rkp lace  problem s 
are m erely 'the  RSI of the 1990s', that v ie w  
is l ik e ly  to p rod uce  o n ly  m ore and m ore 
c la im s  and sharp ly  rising costs. Stress is 
c le a r ly  not m erely  a staff com fort or con triv 
ance  issue. It is also a m ajor cost-reduction 
opportun ity for em ployers. A nd  any o rgan i
sation  doubting  that need o n ly  con s id e r a 
recent Q u eensland  Suprem e Court decis ion  
w h ich  aw arded more than $500 000 in dam 
ages to an e m p lo yee  for w ork- induced  
pysch ia tric  b reakdow n .

So w hat can  a prudent em p lo yer do to 
e lim in a te , or at least m in im ise , the risk of 
such catastrop h ic  o u tcom es? First, they 
should  understand the ir legal ob ligations . 
H eaIth  and safety law s in all states and ter
ritories impose a duty o f care w h ich  requires 
em p loyers  to p ro v id e  a w o rk  en v iro n m en t 
w h ich  does not present risks to their em p loy 
ees' health and safety —  and this in co rp o 
rates p h sy ica l, m ental and p sycho lo g ica l 
well-being . They  need to take, and be seen 
to take, necessary steps to rem ove all fo re
seeable risk [the duty of care in occupational 
health and safety w as d iscussed in detail in 
August 1998 's c o lu m n ). Too few  em ployers 
realise that their legal ob ligation  extends to 
risk of stress and d am age to p sycho log ica l 
well-being.

It is p robab ly  fair to say that a lm ost a ll 
p rob lem s of o ccu p a tio n a l stress con ta in  a 
strong personnel m anagem ent e lem ent. As 
such, they dem and  m anageria l rather than 
m ed ica l intervention. Treatm ent designed to 
help the em p loyee 'co p e ' w ith  a problem  on 
its ow n  m ay actua lly  lock-in the problem  for 
the longer term, because by definition it w ill 
not get to grips w ith  the real issues w h ic h  
have created stress. Because ind iv idua ls  are 
so different, it is c ritica l to identify q u ick ly  
the perceptions and reactions of em p loyees 
to particu lar developm ents at w ork.

Basica lly , stress occurs w hen , confronted 
by a dem an d in g  enviro n m en t, em p lo yees  
feel that they do not have the skills, ab ilities 
or general cap ac ity  to deal w ith  it. External 
counse lling  can  be very  helpful w h ere  per
sonal c ircum stances, rather than w o rk p lace  
issues, are the prim ary cause of trouble. But 
peop le  w h ose  prob lem s c le a r ly  result from 
w o rk  m ay q u ick ly  becom e long-term 'm e d i
cal cases' if they are sim ply sent off to an ex 
ternal agency. O rg an isa tion s  are l ik e ly  to 
write-off the matter as the em p lo yee 's  p rob 
lem. But potentia lly  heavy costs w ill not be 
borne by the em p loyee . If m ed ica l e v id ence  
im plicates the w o rkp lace  as the source, the 
em ployer w ill almost certa in ly be liab le. This 
cou ld  in vo lve  con tinu ing  w orkers ' c o m p en 
sation paym ents until re tirem ent age and 
dam ages for negligence.

The d iscovery  that sixty-three per cent of 
A ustra lian  lib rarians are ex p e r ien c in g  se
ve re ly  increased stress at w o rk  is a cco m p a 
nied by a find ing that sixty per cent are be
ing asked to put in m uch greater effort at 
w ork. It w ou ld  be a brave com m entator w h o  
argued there w as no connection  between the 
tw o . M o re  than on e  in five  lib ra rians are 
w o rk in g  m ore than eight hours o ve rtim e  
each  w eek, most of it unpaid. And  A ustra l
ians generally are now  w ork ing  betw een five 
and ten hours m ore than w as the case  just 
tw o  years ago. This land scape  presents as 
fertile soil for personal crisis, and for flight to 
stress-driven absences. C o m p en sa tio n  and 
neg iience c la im s fo llo w  c lose  beh ind.

The drive to pressure staff into longer and 
longer w ork ing  tim e, how ever, seems to be 
a pecu liarly  Australian phenom ena. S im u lta 
neously, m any countries —  most notab ly  in 
Europe, and esp ec ia lly  France and G erm any  
—  are m oving  to reduce hours so as to bet
ter spread ava ilab le  w ork. In France, for ex
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am ple, the governm ent is p roposing  to re
d u ce  the w o rk ing  w eek  from thirty-nine to 
thirty-five hours. There, investigations have 
a lready begun to identify com pan ies w h ere  
staff are consisten tly  w ork ing  m ore than the 
current legal lim it o f thirty-nine hours. The 
even tua l a im  is p reven t it h appen ing  on a 
regular basis. Austra lia  seems determ ined to 
head in a qu ite opposite d irection .

Here, it w o u ld  be a suprem e irony if, in 
too-vigorous a pursuit of cost-cutting through 
staff reductions, em p loyers generated heavy 
cost increases from legal liab ility  arisng from 
the inability of an overstretched w orkforce to 
handle the w o rk loads im posed upon them . 
In this, as in so m any aspects of labour re la 
tions, Austra lian  organisations cou ld  profit
ab ly  rem ind them selves that the e ffic ien cy

they seek is most like ly to be created by staff 
w h o  are not ove rw he lm ed  by their w ork load  
and that e ffic ien cy  and reasonab le w ork ing  
hours are not m utually  exclusive . ■

Note: Since Work watch was written, the 

Queensland Supreme Court has upheld an 

appeal in the case referred to. The amount of 

damages was not, however, the subject of the 

appeal. The employer's success in overturning 

the finding of negligence does not, therefore, 
alter the significance of the initial judgement.

It is d ear that damages of this order may well 

result where work-induced stress is found to 

have caused serious psychiatric illness.

i t  would be a 
supreme irony if, ui 

too vigorous a 
pursuit o f  coot- 
cutting through 
s ta ff  redactions, 

employers generated  
heavy cost increases 
from legal liability.

Have you M i

Ballot papers for the plebiscite 
to determine whether 

members support a new name 
for the Association are 

included with this issue.

Don't miss this 
opportunity to vote.

You must be a financial 
member of the 

Association to vote.

You must return your vote 
to the ALIA National Office 

by the close of business 
15 April 1999.
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