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Work-Related Stress 
 

Background 
 
This guide has been drawn up under the auspices of the Labour Relations 
Commission and in conjunction with the Irish Employers confederation (IBEC) and 
the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU).  The guide implements into an Irish 
context the European Social Partnership agreement on stress (in the context of its 
work programme on social dialogue 2003 – 2005). 
 
Introduction 
 
Work related stress has been identified generally both in Ireland and at international 
levels, as a significant concern for both employees and employers.  Stress can 
potentially affect any workplace, small or large in any field of activity, and can affect 
any employee irrespective of what form the employment contract or relationship 
takes.    
 
The parties to this guide are strongly of the view that it is vital that stress in the 
workplace be managed effectively to minimise negative impacts on the individual 
employee, employers and the Irish economy generally.   Tackling stress at work has a 
number of potential benefits including greater efficiencies, positive economic and 
social benefits for workplaces and employees, improved occupational health and 
safety and a positive work environment generally. 
 
Guide  
 
This Guide seeks to: 
 
• Increase the awareness and understanding of employers, employees and their 
representatives of work-related stress 
 
• Draw their attention to signs that could indicate problems of work-related stress. 
 
The objective is to provide employers and employees with a framework to identify 
and prevent or manage problems of work-related. It is not about attaching blame to 
the individual for stress. Under the agreement, the responsibility for determining the 
appropriate measures rests with the employer. These measures are carried out with the 
participation and collaboration of workers and/or their representatives. These 
measures can be collective, individual or both. They can be introduced in the form of 
specific measures targeted at identified stress factors or as part of an integrated stress 
policy encompassing both preventive and responsive measures. 



 
 
This guide does not cover violence, harassment or post-traumatic stress which will 
covered by another social dialogue agreement dealing specifically with these issues.  
 
 
Definition of stress and work related stress 
 
Stress is a state, which is accompanied by physical, psychological or social 
complaints or dysfunctions and which results from individuals feeling unable to 
bridge a gap with the requirements or expectations placed on them. 
 
The individual is well adapted to cope with short-term exposure to pressure, which 
can be considered as positive, but has greater difficulty in coping with prolonged 
exposure to intensive pressure. Moreover, different individuals can react differently to 
similar situations and the same individual can react differently to similar situations at 
different times of his/her life. 
 
Stress is not a disease but prolonged exposure to it may reduce effectiveness at work 
and may cause ill health. 
 
Stress originating outside the working environment can lead to changes in behaviour 
and reduced effectiveness at work. All manifestations of stress at work cannot be 
considered as work-related stress. Work-related stress can be caused by different 
factors such as work content, work organisation, work environment, poor 
communication, etc. 
 
 
Identifying problems of work-related stress 
 
Given the complexity of the stress phenomenon, this guide does not intend to provide 
an exhaustive list of potential stress indicators. However, high absenteeism or staff 
turnover, frequent interpersonal conflicts or complaints by workers are some of the 
signs that may indicate a problem of work-related stress. 
 
Identifying whether there is a problem of work-related stress can involve an analysis 
of factors such as work organisation and processes (working time arrangements, 
degree of autonomy, match between workers skills and job requirements, workload, 
etc.), working conditions and environment (exposure to abusive behaviour, noise, 
heat, dangerous substances, etc.), communication (uncertainty about what is expected 
at work, employment prospects, or forthcoming change, etc.) and subjective factors 
(emotional and social pressures, feeling unable to cope, perceived lack of support, 
etc.). 
 
If a problem of work-related stress is identified, action must be taken to prevent, 
eliminate or reduce it. The responsibility for determining the appropriate measures 
rests with the employer. These measures will be carried out with the participation and 
collaboration of workers and/or their representatives. 
 
 



 
 
 
Existing legislative framework 
 
The European agreement and this guidance are intended to complement existing 
legislation and guidance available in the Ireland. Current legislation under the 
European framework directive 89/391 requires that all employers have a “duty to 
ensure the safety and health of workers in every aspect related to work” as far as they 
entail a risk to health and safety. All workers have a general duty to comply with 
protective measures determined by the employer.  
 
In Ireland, the Safety Health and Welfare at Work Act, 2005, requires employers to 
secure the health safety and welfare of employees whilst at work and, amongst other 
things, provide a safe place of work, ensure safe systems of work and provide 
information and training. The Act also requires employees to take reasonable care of 
their own health and safety and that of others and to co-operate with the employer in 
discharging their duties under the Act.  
 
The Act is available at www.irishstatutebook.ie/2005/en/act/pub/0010/ 
 
Addressing problems of work related stress may be carried out within an overall 
process of risk assessment, through a separate stress policy and/or by specific 
measures targeted at identified stress factors. 
 
 
Preventing, eliminating or reducing problems of work related stress 
 
Preventing, eliminating or reducing problems of work-related stress can include 
various measures. These measures can be collective, individual or both. They can be 
introduced in the form of specific measures targeted at identified stress factors or as 
part of an integrated stress policy encompassing both preventive and responsive 
measures. 
 
Where the required expertise inside the work place is insufficient, competent external 
expertise can be called upon, in accordance with European and Irish legislation, 
collective agreements and practices. 
 
Once in place, anti-stress measures should be regularly reviewed to assess their 
effectiveness, if they are making optimum use of resources, and are still appropriate 
or necessary. 
 
Such measures could include, for example: 
 
■ management and communication measures such as clarifying the workplace’s 
objectives and the role of individual employees, ensuring adequate management 
support for individuals and teams, matching responsibility and control over work, 
improving work organisation and processes, working conditions and environment, 
 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/2005/en/act/pub/0010/


 
■ training managers and workers to raise awareness and understanding of stress, its 
possible causes and how to deal with it, and/or to adapt to change, 
 
■ provision of information to and consultation with workers and/or their 
representatives in accordance with European and Irish legislation, collective 
agreements and practices. 
 
 
The Next Steps 
 
Addressing the issue of work-related stress is an important objective and one that the 
parties involved in the production of this guide wish to support. The publication of the 
HSA publication, ‘Work Related Stress – An Employers Guide’, was a key step in 
enabling organisations to move forward in conjunction with employees and their 
representatives. This was further enhanced when the HSA produced ‘Work Positive’ 
in 2005, which provided guidance on the risk assessment process and possible 
interventions.  
This partnership approach has ensured an increased general awareness and knowledge 
of the issue of work-related stress in Ireland. We believe that this partnership 
approach will have a significant impact in reducing the incidence of work-related 
stress. 
 
This guide will be kept under review 
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