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This guidance provides employers with information 
about their duties to identify, assess, and control 
hazards and risks associated with work-related stress. 

What is work-related stress?
Work-related stress is recognised as a major 
occupational health and safety (OHS) hazard. It is 
defined as the physical and psychological response of 
an employee who perceives that the demands of their 
work or workplace environment exceed their ability or 
resources to cope. While stress on its own is not an 
injury or an illness, where stress is excessive and long 
lasting, it can have a negative effect on employees’ 
health, safety and wellbeing and can lead to 
psychological injury.

Under the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004, 
employers must provide and maintain, so far as is 
reasonably practicable, a working environment that is 
safe and without risks to the health of employees. This 
includes taking steps to prevent and respond to work- 
related stress. 

Effects of work-related stress  
– signs to look out for

Physical 

 • Headaches

 • Tiredness

 • Slow reactions

 • Long term health impacts, including cardiovascular 
disease, immune deficiency, and musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs) 

Psychological

 • Difficulty making decisions

 • Forgetfulness 

 • Difficulty in concentrating

 • Burnout

 • Depression and anxiety

Emotional

 • Irritability 

 • Feelings of worthlessness 

 • Defensiveness 

Behavioural

 • Diminished performance and productivity

 • Not engaging at work

 • Impulsive behaviour

 • Absenteeism
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Psychosocial hazards contributing 
to work-related stress – factors to be 
mindful of

Job control: employees have little control 
over their work, including how or when a job 
is done.

Job demands: sustained high or low 
physical, mental or emotional effort is 
required to do the job.

Support: inadequate information available, 
inadequate training or support from 
supervisors and colleagues.

Change management: not enough 
consultation and communication with  
key stakeholders and employees about 
major changes.

Organisational justice: inconsistent 
application of policies and procedures or 
the unfairness or bias in decisions about 
allocation of resources and work.

Recognition and reward: a lack of positive 
feedback, an imbalance between 
employees’ efforts and recognition and 
rewards, and skills and experience being 
under-used.

Role clarity: uncertainty about tasks and 
work standards, important task information 
is not available, or there are conflicting job 
roles, responsibilities or expectations.

Workplace relationships: poor 
relationships and relationship conflict, 
between employees, their colleagues, 
managers and clients, presenting in various 
ways including, negative interactions, 
animosity, social conflict, and abusive styles 
of supervision.

Environmental conditions: poor air 
quality, high noise levels, extreme 
temperatures or working near unsafe 
machinery.

Remote and isolated work: access to 
resources and communications is difficult, 
and there are no or few other people 
around.

Violent or traumatic events: incidents that 
can cause fear and distress and involve 
exposure to abuse, the threat of harm or 
actual harm.

The risk management process – how to 
manage the risks of work-related stress

Step 1: Identify hazards - gather information and 
understand what psychosocial hazards exist that 
could contribute to work-related stress.

Step 2: Assess the risks - assess the risk of work-
related stress considering frequency, duration, 
likelihood, and magnitude of consequences. 

Step 3: Control the risks - select and implement the 
most effective risk control measures for any given 
circumstance based on the highest protection and 
most reliability, using the hierarchy of control.

Step 4: Monitor and review hazards and control 
measures - regularly review controls. Consultation 
with employees and  health and safety representatives 
(HSRs), along with, for example, reviewing staff 
feedback or staff surveys, project evaluations, can 
help establish whether controls are effective.

https://www.worksafe.vic.gov.au/hierarchy-control
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Ensuring a successful risk management 
process 

Leadership commitment

 •  Active and visible commitment to prevention and 
management of work-related stress from the top 
down is critical for driving positive change and 
ensuring continuous management of risks. 

 •  Set and enforce OHS objectives and accountabilities, 
allocate resources to prevent and manage work-
related stress, and role model desired behaviours.

Communication and consultation 

 •  Employees and or their HSRs, if there are any, must be 
consulted in identifying and assessing hazards, and 
making decisions and risk control measures, so far as 
is reasonably practicable. This encourages everyone 
to work together to identify hazards, understand risks, 
and implement effective control measures. It also 
promotes the adoption of solutions and identification 
of whether control measures are working. 

 • Employee commitment can be gained through 
frequent and open communication. Frequent and 
open communication is also necessary to successfully 
change employee attitudes and or behaviours.

 •  For more, read Consultation: a guide for Victorian 
workplaces at worksafe.vic.gov.au

Early intervention for work-related 
stress – what managers need to know 
Managers have a central and unique role because they 
are often in the best position to recognise when an 
employee might be struggling. Look out for early 
warning signs such as: 

 • reduced performance 

 • excessive emotional responses and erratic behaviour 

 • low morale, low motivation or low energy levels

 • increased unplanned leave

 • increased use of negative language and being 
involved in workplace conflict

 • appearing tired and experiencing headaches or 
frequent aches and pains

Talking about work-related stress
Managers should be open, approachable, and empathic. 
Employers should provide training to ensure all managers 
have the skills to provide employees with a level of 
comfort when disclosing personal information. Use the 5 
step approach to talk about work-related stress: 

1. Make contact: arrange a meeting in a suitable 
private location, allow enough time, and prepare 
what you want to say and what you want to 
achieve.

2. Explore the issues: ask open questions, listen 
carefully, express genuine concern, state the 
behaviour observed, define issues and discuss 
factors that might be impacting the employee.

3. Develop options and offer support: work 
together to come up with solutions on how the 
workplace can support the employee. 

4. Agree on action: decide on a course of action, 
define and agree on clear, specific steps at the 
workplace and personally follow up at an agreed 
time.

5. Stay in touch: don’t leave matters open-ended.  
Be sure to follow up with another conversation.  

Further information 
For more information, support and resources, 
please visit worksafe.vic.gov.au/work-related-
stress which includes Preventing and managing 
work-related stress: A guide for employers along 
with other information and resources.

Note: This guidance material has been prepared using the best information 
available to WorkSafe, and should be used for general use only. Any 
information about legislative obligations or responsibilities included in this 
material is only applicable to the circumstances described in the material. You 
should always check the legislation referred to in this material and make your 
own judgement about what action you may need to take to ensure you have 
complied with the law. Accordingly, WorkSafe cannot be held responsible and 
extends no warranties as to the suitability of the information for your specific 
circumstances; or actions taken by third parties as a result of information 
contained in the guidance material.
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