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Managing Workplace Stress Pays Dividends
While the problem of workplace stress is not new, awareness of managing it, and the
responsibility that employers play, has gained significant traction in recent years.
Under the Health and Safety at Work Act 2015 (HSWA), employers have an obligation to prevent
and reduce work related harm to their staff. This includes the obvious things like safety around
dangerous equipment, but also includes mental or physical ill health due to less measurable
criteria such as workplace stress.
A recent study from the University of Northern Carolina found that half of American workplaces
offer some sort of health and wellness programmes, with larger workplaces being stronger in
more comprehensive employee programmes. This is a trend that NZ workplaces needs to get
behind.
The 2017 Wellness in the Workplace Survey was undertaken by Southern Cross Health Society
and BusinessNZ. This included over 100 private and public sector businesses, with their
combined employees equalling approximately 5% of New Zealand’s workforce. The survey
revealed that stress levels, though moderate, were on the rise for the second consecutive time,
with general workload being the main cause of anxiety.
While the term ‘workplace stress’ is not legally defined, it is accepted that it can be caused by a
number of things, including:
•
•
•
•
•

an unreasonable workload
lack of health and safety precautions against hazards
workplace bullying
workplace restructuring
a toxic work environment

One of the consistent messages around managing stress is the contribution physical activity can
make. It doesn’t help when a workplace is desk or office based, and there is little room for
movement, which is one of our bodies ways of dealing with the hormone response caused by
stress.
As most people are aware, exercise and lifestyle changes can play a huge role in managing stress
levels. Adopting an effective programme and culture of exercise and activity can therefore result
in a win/win situation for both employees and the business they work for, and it’s not just about
the way an office is set up.

The Ministry of Business Innovation and Employment (MBIE) is very clear when it comes to
workplace stress and the need for workplaces to consider the impact on staff. Employers can face
prosecution for a breach of obligations if they fail to adequately address workplace stress. With
the research showing exercise contributes to stress management, and workplaces obligated to
reduce stress, it makes sense that employers should encourage staff to get active.
One of the issues in workplace stress management is that while many employers can see the
benefits, they have lacked the resources or incentive to take the step to get their team healthy.
Fortunately there is the Exercise New Zealand endorsed stress management programme for
workplaces to improve the health, and reduce the stress levels of employees. The Stress
Management Exercise Association Endorsed Programme (SMEAEP) requires exercise
professionals to meet certain criteria which then allows them to offer the programme to
businesses, and the cost is not subject to Fringe Benefit Tax (FBT).
For the workplace and stressed workforce this has a couple of key benefits; it reduces the cost of
providing stress management, and it gives workplaces an assurance that money spent will give a
programme implemented by qualified exercise professionals.
For more information, please go to http://www.stressmanagementexercise.co.nz
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