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  How Stress @ Work 

is Cutting your 

Productivity in 1/2  

Often referred to as the Black Death of the 21st 

Century – Stress at Work is the single biggest 

contributor to lost work days and productivity. It’s a 

bigger cause than back problems or cancer! So why 

does this phenomenon continue to grow year on 

year, and what can those with influence do to make a 

difference? In this paper we go deeper to explore 

some of the underlying root causes based on our real 

world insights from extensive client work over time.  

We’re not accountants or finance directors but last time 

we looked at this topic back in 2009 we quoted 13.5 

million lost days of productivity as the cost of stress. In 

our article ‘Living a ½ Life’, Executive Coach Isabel 

Mortimer and I talked about what stress really meant 

and why it was such an emotive subject. Four years on 

and the picture is getting worse. According to the Stress 

Management Society it’s now 105 million lost days 

costing £1.24B (1). So ‘ACCA’ or no, we think the 

cost to the bottom line is going up! 

One of the perennial problems with even discussing 

stress is that it’s not obviously labelled and often 

misdiagnosed. Some key symptoms are often things 

like depression and poor eating / lifestyle habits 

leading to obesity and other related problems. Four 

years ago we discussed other symptoms: 

 Serious long term health problems  

 Low levels of motivation and engagement  

 Extreme conflict and a breakdown of group 
working  

 Poor decision making and dangerous lack of 
judgement including reputational damage and 
poor quality of service  

 Increase in managerial time to deal with poor 
quality work and duplication.  

 

Like a diluted poison within organisations, the stress 
topic is easily avoided and masked to become 
nobody’s responsibility and is often simply written off 
as ‘the character weakness’ of the complainant.  

1. On your own—Support vs. Challenge 

Olympic Games – London 2012: A service company critical to the safety and security of visitors to the games 

took a very sceptical view about its people. People were tasked with the ‘job’ itself - the transaction of performing 

the security activity. The focus was exclusively about challenging staff performance. Their organisational structure 

did not lend itself to any kind of effective line management and the right policies / processes were not in place. As 

a consequence, in 2012 they suffered a huge ‘churn rate’ and some very damning industrial tribunal statistics. 

It’s easy to see how the £1.24B cost starts to accumulate; higher recruitment costs, legal expenses, financial 

penalties for missed SLAs. Our view is that the lived and perceived experience of ‘support’ & ‘challenge’ are key 

components to productivity. This is equally true in a 1:1 working relationship or the organisational culture as a 

whole. It’s important to remember that we all have our own unique ‘Stress Potential’ (2) – what we can cope with 

and manage and what we perceive to be negative or ‘bad’ stress.  

An imbalance between support & challenge at work often creates ‘negative performance loops’. The employee 

feels isolated and alone and lacking the right support or suffering from unhelpful challenge that demotivates or 

disempowers. In many organisations we still see the cultural norm as a focus on performance failure or the need to 

improve exclusively. 

Where there is no support for effective line management and genuine team or 

collaborative working is not rewarded, the cycle perpetuates itself.   
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It’s a well-used and famous story of the two Brick Layers who were each asked what they were doing; one replied, 

“I’m laying a brick”, while the other replied, “I am building a Cathedral!” When it comes to motivation and 

engagement, there is nothing better than providing context for people. Before they can fully engage they each need 

to understand the bigger picture to some extent. 

What people often miss is the cost and impact of the opposite scenario – poor context setting can create highly 

stressful situations. Why? Think about it – the more we understand, the better we are able to help ourselves and 

perform. Without this we are constantly reliant on others and often end up in a negative performance loop (see 

above). We often see managers and leaders doing one of two things, being 10 steps ahead of their people (in their 

thinking, their plans and their own understanding) or simply not seeing the need or value in investing in the context 

setting as an on-going responsibility.  

Logistics Industry – Major Transformation.  

Last year a major logistics player was embarking 

on significant change in the organisation. They 

had not appreciated that the change meant 

shifting a good managerial workforce into a 

completely new environment they were not 

adapted to. The scale of operation grew x 4 fold overnight 

and large groups of people were thrown together and 

expected to perform.  Managers on the ground lacked the 

time / opportunity to paint and share the bigger picture 

with their people. Without that new context people felt 

lost, demotivated and underperformed through stress. 

2. Can’t see the Bigger Picture 

3. Any which way but... 

Manufacturing -   During major expansion a provider of B2B product solutions was running at full speed. The 

expansion rate was a bit like trying to fly a plane while at the same time bolting on a new engine! The consequences 

were significant; everyone got very tired and worked on edge. The pressure to deliver was so great that it simply 

flowed from the top of the organisation down to the operating units. What this meant was that rules and procedures 

were not applied consistently, standards and demarcations not made clear and there was no ability to truly diagnose 

any performance problems.  The expansion journey was slower and less successful that anyone had hoped and lower 

that the business case and budget. 

As organisations grow, so does the requirement to be 

really disciplined about some of the detail of what really 

happens. Often organisations will have fine policies and 

values / cultural statements, but if the boss doesn’t 

comply – guess what, pretty soon nobody else will either. 

We see the real danger here in leaders who 

subconsciously create and perpetuate forms of 

organisational chaos. Typically these are leaders who 

prefer a ready-made set of excuses for their tendency to 

meddle and look into stuff in way too much detail.  They 

may talk a good game about standards and corporate 

policy but when no one is looking, they’ll do what they 

want to perpetuate being more controlling & involved. 

Standards, policies, job descriptions are really only ever 

as good as the weakest link of adherence to them! 

Vikki Hawes, interim HRD and 
Consultant, says  

"Having experience of many 
different transformational 

changes across sectors, the most 
successful are always rooted in 
communication and engagement 

along the journey.   We know 
how people can react during 

change but there does not have 
to be a productivity drop if you 

take people with you." 



Our Hope?  

… in 4 years we report a reduction in the true commercial cost of Stress. But how?  

In our view everyone has to be switched onto this agenda. It’s not the preserve of the HR Director, or 
the Head of H&S (although the official view from the H&S Executive makes for interesting reading if 
you have the stomach for it http://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/research ) 

On your own: Everyone should be made accountable and provided with support to notice and identify 

the signs of stress. In particular Line Managers from Board down need to be ‘re-sensitised’ to the true 

costs and impact of getting the support and challenge mix wrong. 

Big Picture: Leaders need to meet their people where they are at. Without structured scene setting and 

vision you will only ever get ‘transactional engagement’ at best. Invest in the why?  ..and worry about 

the why not….   

Any which way: Role model best practice in your business to make systems and processes work for 

you. Follow the rules and conform a little (just not blindly). If the system is wrong, change it – don’t 

ignore it! 

..or 

Do Nothing: The ‘do nothing’ option is simple! Under stress people will continue to ‘complain’ about 

‘Workload’ as a catch all reason for under performance.  

**  Connectwell work with organisations on a range of change interventions designed to the root 
causes of poor and under performance including stress. www.connectwell.co.uk  
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