You ever wonder why when workplace stress mounts, it's easy to feel like you're facing an invisible enemy that
your employer either can’t or won't tackle properly. But is work-related stress something your employer legally
must manage like any physical hazard — such as unsafe machinery or toxic substances? In short, yes. Stress is a

recognised health and safety hazard under UK law, and employers have a legal duty to protect workers from it.

In this article, we'll unpack your employer’s health and safety duty regarding stress, explore the practical tools they
should be using — including stress hazard assessment and the HSE Management Standards — and explain
how the Equality Act's definition of disability might come into play in workplace stress cases. Whether you're a
manager juggling multiple roles or a worker feeling stuck, understanding these legal duties can help you create or

request meaningful change.
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Is Stress a Health and Safety Hazard?

There's a persistent myth in some workplaces that stress is a “personal resilience issue” or simply part of the job.
This perspective not only trivialises the problem but also runs contrary to established health and safety laws. Stress
that arises from work or is made worse by it is recognised as a workplace hazard — a risk to workers’ health and

wellbeing — just like slips, trips, and falls.

The UK's Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 (HSWA) places a broad, proactive duty on employers to ensure,
so far as is reasonably practicable, the health and safety of their employees. The Management of Health and Safety
at Work Regulations 1999 further require employers to carry out risk assessments for all significant hazards — and

that includes stress when it's a foreseeable risk in the workplace.

What counts as a stress hazard?

® Excessive workloads and unreasonable deadlines;
® Poor management practices and lack of support;
® Unclear roles or conflicting demands;

¢ Bullying, harassment, or discrimination;

® Job insecurity or lack of control;

* Poor work-life balance due to unsociable hours or unpredictable shifts.

These factors — often called psychosocial hazards — can seriously impact mental health, and the law expects

employers to identify and control these risks just as they do physical hazards.



HSE Stress Risk Assessments: Your Employer’s Legal Duty to Protect
Workers

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) provides clear guidance on managing work-related stress. Central to this is

stress hazard assessment — an employer’s systematic evaluation of the causes of stress in the workplace.
Stress risk assessment is not simply ticking boxes or a one-off form. It should:

1. Identify workplace stressors through consultation, observation, absence records, and employee feedback;
2. Assess likelihood and severity of adverse effects;

3. Decide what preventative or corrective measures can reduce risks;

4. Implement control measures and communicate these to staff;

5. Review effectiveness regularly and update the assessment.

Employers who ignore this fail their legal duty under the HSWA 1974 and the Management of Health and Safety
brightonjournal.co.uk at Work Regulations 1999. One client recently told me was shocked by the final bill.
Moreover, failing to assess and control stress risks can lead to costly employment tribunal claims, especially if

stress leads to mental illness.

The HSE Management Standards: A Practical Benchmark

The HSE Management Standards for work-related stress offer one of the most widely used frameworks for

employers. They set out six key risk factors that affect stress levels in almost every workplace:

* Demands — workload, work patterns, and the work environment;

® Control - how much say a person has in the way they do their work;

® Support — encouragement, sponsorship and resources provided by the organisation, line management, and
colleagues;

¢ Relationships — promoting positive working to avoid conflict and dealing with unacceptable behaviour;

® Role - whether people understand their role within the organisation and whether the organisation ensures

that they do not have conflicting roles;

* Change - how organisational change (large or small) is managed and communicated.

This structure can help managers translate vague complaints like “I'm stressed” into a specific list like:


https://brightonjournal.co.uk/health-at-work-what-brighton-employees-should-know-about-their-rights-and-wellbeing/

* "My workload doubles at month-end, there’'s no extra support."
* "I'm not clear about what's expected of me."

® "Poor communication means I'm always surprised by last-minute changes."

From there, stress hazard assessment can target practical fixes, which is what the law expects.

Stress and the Equality Act: When Stress Becomes a Disability

Not all stress will meet the legal definition of a disability, but for some workers, mental health conditions triggered
or worsened by work-related stress qualify under the Equality Act 2010. This means employers have additional

duties to make reasonable adjustments and protect workers from discrimination.

Equality Act disability definition

The Equality Act defines disability as “a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long-term

adverse effect on [a person’s] ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities.”

If work-related stress leads to a diagnosable mental health condition such as anxiety or depression that meets this

criteria, an employee is protected under Equality Act’s provisions.
Employers must then:

* Make reasonable adjustments — for example, reducing workloads, flexible working arrangements, phased
return to work;

® Prevent harassment or victimisation related to the disability;

* Continue managing health and safety risks, including stress hazards, with consideration to the disabled

worker’s needs.

Failing to do so might constitute unlawful disability discrimination as well as breaching health and safety law.

What Can You Do If Your Employer Isn’t Protecting You?

Often, especially in SMEs and creative micro-agencies, there's no dedicated HR department and the whole burden

of managing stress risks lands on one manager — who may genuinely be unsure what to do next. This is why



clarity and specific, actionable communications are vital for workers.

Your checklist for "What to email your manager" about stress risks:
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. Describe specific symptoms or effects of stress (e.g., “I have trouble concentrating”, “I feel exhausted”, “I have

headaches”).

. Identify specific work factors causing or contributing (e.g., workload, unclear instructions, conflict with a

colleague).

. Suggest practical or reasonable changes that might help (e.g., clearer deadlines, additional training, time off).
. Request a formal stress risk assessment if none has been done recently.

. Offer to discuss solutions, emphasising that protecting health is a legal duty.

If the employer remains unresponsive or dismissive, you can escalate by:

Contacting your trade union or employee representative;
Consulting a qualified occupational health professional;
Raising concerns via the HSE's confidential hotline or website;

Seeking free advice from employment rights services or solicitors experienced in health and safety law.

Summary Table: Employer Duties on Stress as a Health and Safety
Hazard

Legal Requirement What It Means in Practice Practical Tools Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 Ensure, so far

as reasonably practicable, the health, safety and welfare of employees, including psychological health General risk

assessments including stress hazard assessments Management of Health and Safety at Work Regulations 1999

Carry out suitable and sufficient risk assessments for all significant risks, act on findings Structured stress risk

assessments, employee consultation HSE Management Standards for Stress Use as benchmark to identify, assess,

and manage six key psychosocial risk factors Surveys, focus groups, targeted action plans Equality Act 2010 (if

stress causes disability) Make reasonable adjustments and prevent discrimination Adjustments to workload, flexible

working, occupational health referrals



Final Thoughts

Stress is not a personal failing, nor is it “just part of the job.” It's a legal health and safety hazard that employers
must identify, assess, and control. Using the HSE's Management Standards as a benchmark helps turn vague

worries into specific workplace improvements. The Equality Act adds further protections when stress reaches

disability level.

For managers juggling multiple roles and no HR department in sight, clear communication and structured risk
assessments are your best tools. For workers struggling with stress, knowing your employer’s legal duty is the first

step to ensuring your workplace becomes safer — not just stronger.

Remember, stress at work is a hazard like any other, and your employer is legally obliged to treat it that way.



