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INTRODUCTION

All schools should be committed to promoting mental wellbeing and the prevention and 
limitation of stress in the workplace by having an open and understanding attitude towards 
employees; by showing it takes mental wellbeing seriously and by ensuring that its staff 
have the necessary skills, training and resources available to them to confidently 
manage mental wellbeing in the workplace. 

Every school should be committed to: -

 providing support for all employees

 implementing the HSE Management Standards with guidelines for all staff in 
recognising stress and taking appropriate action in its prevention and 
management.

 conducting a bi-annual risk assessment and identifying the possible causes of 
stress in the workplace with reference to the HSE risk factors

 raising awareness of mental health issues and enabling school managers to 
take appropriate action

 outlining mental wellbeing and stress management options for managers and
individuals

 providing information on counselling services and training courses available 
to all employees

 fulfilling its obligations under the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 by 
providing a safe and healthy working environment

AIMS OF THIS GUIDANCE

To enable Head Teachers and employees to recognise stress and take appropriate action in 
the prevention and management of it.

To make employees aware of the support available to them.

To assist schools in meeting their obligations under the Health and Safety at Work Act 
(1974) by identifying risks to mental wellbeing in the workplace, using the Management 
Standards and Competencies.
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INTRODUCTION TO STRESS

Stress can be a positive force that promotes achievement. It is the “buzz” that people feel
when faced with a challenge. However, it is sometimes believed that not coping with 
challenges is a weakness, rather than something that needs to be addressed. 

We all experience some pressure in our lives but we need this to be constructive, and 
enabling.  External and internal pressures are often an unavoidable part of our working 
lives.  These same challenges can provide us with our sense of achievement, satisfaction and
motivation.  When the pressure gets too much, ill health, both physical and emotional can 
result.

This policy aims to increase schools understanding of mental wellbeing and stress, its causes
and effects, in order to help Head Teachers and employees be more effective in their jobs 
and live healthier lives.

Managing mental wellbeing is a continuing process requiring a positive commitment from 
employees at all levels.  It is not a one-off process.  Improvements can be made in almost all 
work situations with the aid of these guidelines.

RISK ASSESSMENT

Under the 1999 Management of Health & Safety at Work Regulations, all schools have a
duty to assess the risks which could affect mental wellbeing and lead to stress and ill health. 

A mental wellbeing and stress risk assessment should be carried out by the Head Teacher. 
This generic risk assessment should:

                 a)  Identify potential risk to mental wellbeing 
    b)  decide who might be harmed
    c)  evaluate the risks and identify mitigation techniques that will be shared with 

HR and managers accordingly. 
d) provide a template that managers can tailor in order to review the risks and 
mitigation needs of their team members.

CAUSES OF STRESS IN THE WORKPLACE

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) Management Standards for work related stress 
identify 6 work design Risk Factors (Causes) and define the characteristics or culture of an
organisation where the risks from work related stress are effectively managed and 
controlled.
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The Factors are:

Demands – including issues 
related to workload. Work 
patterns and environment

Control -  perceptions of how much 
say the individual has in the way they 
work

Support - encouragement, 
sponsorship and resources 
provided by the organisation, line 
manager and colleagues

Relationships  - the promotion of 
positive attitudes to avoid conflict and
unacceptable behaviours

Role  - clarity of role within the 
organisation and awareness of 
conflicting roles

Change  - how organisational change 
is managed and communicated in the 
organisation          

SIGNS OF STRESS

Working beyond individual coping levels can result in physical, emotional, and behavioural 
changes.  The following symptoms can be the warning signs that someone is suffering 
reduced mental wellbeing, but can have causes other than stress;

 Physiological
fatigue;  headaches;  shortness of breath; panic attacks;  nervousness;  
excessive sweating;  sickness;  migraine;  back pain;  clumsiness;  coronary 
heart disease;  high blood pressure;  indigestion;  gastric ulcers; irritable 
bowel syndrome (IBS); skin complaints; regular minor ailments

 Psychological/Emotional
irritability;  tension;  boredom and job dissatisfaction;  loss of self-esteem;  
lack of self-confidence;  withdrawal;  guilt; apathy;  lethargy;  lack of 
concentration;  feeling of being overwhelmed and ineffective; confusion and 
forgetfulness;  anxiety states (phobias, obsessions etc.) depression.

 Behavioural
accidents;   absence from work;  aggression;  poor time keeping;  excessive 
smoking/drinking;  loss of appetite or overeating;  disturbed sleep patterns;  
reduced work performance;  cynical and negative attitudes;  withdrawal from
social contact;  nervous laughter; trembling.
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STRESS PREVENTION AND MANAGEMENT

The Health and Safety Executive has emphasised that work-related stress and mental 
wellbeing should be managed on the same lines as other occupational health risks.  

The following warning signs may give managers some indication that everything is not well 
within a particular area.

Work performance

- Reduction in output
- Poor decision making
- Deterioration in planning and control
of work

Staff attitude and behaviour

- Loss of motivation and commitment
- Erratic/poor time keeping
- Working longer hours with little return

Relationships at work

-Tensions and conflict between
colleagues
- Poor relationships with clients
- Increase in disciplinary problems

Sickness Absence

- Increase in sickness absences, especially
short frequent absences

SUPPORTING HEAD TEACHERS AND SCHOOL MANAGEMENT IN MANAGING MENTAL 
WELLBEING

In helping to manage mental wellbeing at work, Head Teachers should:

 Listen carefully to employees perspective of issues 

 Be aware there may be personal issues

 Discuss options to reduce pressures e.g.

o provide an employee with additional training and supervision;  

o review job duties and responsibilities;

o investigate and address employee relations difficulties;

o be mindful of sections 6 and 7 of this policy outlining signs of stress 

and stress prevention
o improve communication;

o review performance management and business planning systems;

o produce an action plan in conjunction with affected staff setting out 

positive plans to reduce the causes of stress in the workplace (review 
stress risk assessment)
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SUPPORTING EMPLOYEES IN MANAGING MENTAL WELLBEING

What can I do if I believe my mental wellbeing is compromised?

 admit that there may be things at work or home causing you problems and 
talk with your Head Teacher, friends or colleagues as soon as possible

 seek external counselling/GP advice if necessary;

 What can I do to promote my mental wellbeing?

 take regular exercise;
 eat well-balanced, nutritious meals;

 learn to relax and switch off from work;
 learn to share your problems with family and friends or colleagues;

 do not set yourself unrealistic targets;
 learn to say no;

 avoid harmful ways of coping - drinking, smoking, drugs and over-eating, 
these only mask the problems;

 seek help from the Head Teacher, colleagues or HR;
 take holidays and short breaks
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