
 
 

How to manage work related stress absences 
 

In my experience of working with and talking to business owners across the Province it is clear that 

there is an small element of scepticism around the issue of work related stress and, to some extent, 

I can understand this scepticism.  I am sure we all could cite experiences of employees who, faced 

with legitimate disciplinary action, go ‘on the sick’ with work-related stress as an attempt to 

frustrate or prolong the process.  

 

However, it is clear that the majority of work-related stress absences are genuine and should be 

managed proactively and empathically.  

 

In this article I will be suggesting how we as HR Professionals can help our organisations to manage 

work-related stress absences in a proactive way which facilitates the employee’s return to work 

within a reasonable timeframe and minimises the chance of a reoccurrence in the future.  

 

But before we explore the process it is important to understand what stress is and what the main 

causes of stress at work are:  

 

What is Stress? 

 

Stress is defined as “a condition or feeling experienced when a person perceives that demands 

exceed the personal and social resources the individual is able to mobilise”.  

 

This causes the body to think it is under attack and switch to ‘flight or fight’ mode. The problem 

with this is that the blood flow is redirected to the muscles needed to fight or flee and causes the 

brain function to be minimised i.e. a lack of ability to think straight.  

 

What are the main causes of stress at work? 

 

The CIPD Absence Management 2015 Survey reports the causes of stress at work are as follows: 
 

 All Manufacturing  

Sector 

Private 

Sector 

Public 

Sector 

Non-profit 

Sector 
Workloads/volume of work 55 44 61 61 45 

Non-work factors – relationships / family 38 42 41 30 40 
Management Style 31 42 28 34 23 

Relationships at work 27 24 24 29 37 
Considerable organisational change / restructure 24 20 17 37 30 

Non-work factors – personal illness 24 22 27 16 32 
Pressure to meet targets 15 15 18 15 6 

Long hours 13 6 15 11 14 
Lack of support from Line Managers 12 15 12 11 13 

Poorly managed change / restructuring 12 13 7 20 9 
Non-work factors – financial concerns 10 11 13 6 6 

Lack of control over how work is carried out 7 8 4 12 10 
Job insecurity 7 8 7 5 9 

Lack of training  4 8 5 2 3 



Lack of consultation 3 3 4 2 3 
Poorly designed jobs / roles 3 1 2 5 2 

Other  2 3 2 2 2 
 

The causes of stress at work (top 3 causes, % of respondents) 

 

 

What is the process? 

 

1. Meet to try and determine stressors 

 

It is important to meet with an employee as soon as practicable to discuss the reasons for their 

absence and to determine whether the stress is generated from the workplace, or it is attributed to 

some other cause. 

 

The nature of the ‘stressors' involved can also be determined at this meeting (e.g. harassment, 

environmental, workload, professional, relationships etc.) and the potential effects this has on the 

individual employee (e.g. emotionally, physically, mentally, interpersonal relationships at work or 

elsewhere, attendance/performance at work). 

 

Please note that if the stressors could potentially form part of a Bullying or Harassment complaint, 

the employee should be reminded of the complaints procedure in the event that they may want it to 

be dealt with formally. 

  

2. Obtain permission for medical report from their own GP or from an Occupational Health 

Consultant 

 

This may help get information that an employee finds hard to communicate directly, particularly how 

the stress is affecting them and their general health.  It might also help to identify any other current 

or previous health related issues which could be having an impact also. 

  

It is important to explain to employees why you need to get a medical report and how it may be 

beneficial to their situation. However, where the employee refuses to permit such a request for a 

medical report, the Company may, eventually, be forced to take a decision on the possibility of any 

phased return to work, or even the termination of employment due to lack of capability without the 

benefit of medical opinion.   

 

3. Investigate the known stressors 

 

This will allow the Company to make a decision on whether the individual’s job needs to be 

redesigned or there are sources of stress which can be eliminated or even reduced. 

 

4. Review the medical report with management and consider suggested adjustments for 

viability 

 

The information contained in the medical report will be confidential but will allow the Company to 

make a decision in relation to, where practicable, the possibility of transfer to more suitable work, 

adjustments which may assist, or the possibility of termination of the employee’s contract of 

employment due to lack of capability. 

 

5. Meet to discuss the report and develop a return to work strategy 

 

At any such meeting any option detailed by the Doctor or Occupational Health Consultant indicating 

that the employee may be fit for work if certain adjustments are put in place will be discussed.  



Where the Company can accommodate the adjustments suggested in order to facilitate a phased 

return to work, these should be confirmed to the employee. 

 

This may result in an initial return on a limited number of days per week or hours per day, leading 

up to a full return to work.  This strategy may also include temporary restrictions on particular 

duties which have previously posed difficulties for the employee. 

 

6. Monitor going forward 

 

At the return to work meeting both the Manager and the employee should formally agree that they 

understand the measures which are being put in place and whether they are temporary or 

permanent. 

 

The Company should monitor the employee throughout the adjustment period and their 

Supervisor/Manager will meet with the employee at the end of the agreed adjustment period in 

order to establish if normal working practice will be resumed.  Each situation should be treated 

individually. 

 

To find out more about this subject or any other HR topic please do not hesitate to 

contact a member of our team on 02825 644 110 or by email to enquiries@pts-ni.com.  
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