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Enhancing our working environment

Executive Summary 

Overview

This paper outlines how Loughborough University can manage any excessive pressure on its employees using a ‘Management Standards’ approach, as advocated by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE).  The recommendations it makes are intended to ensure compliance with Health and Safety law.  However, achieving good practice in the areas highlighted clearly does far more than reduce the risk  to individual employees of work-related stress or excessive pressure; these measures will contribute to high performance and success throughout the University (as a result, for example of increased motivation and efficiency) at the same time as reducing sickness absence and improving employee well-being and job satisfaction. 

This paper was initially presented to EMG on 21st May.  Some points (particularly in the Executive Summary) have subsequently been amplified to address concerns raised at that meeting and afterwards.  

Background

A sub group established through the Health, Safety and Environment Committee reviewed data from a number of sources:-

a) a University-wide stress survey, carried out in October 2005 using a questionnaire published and promoted for organisational use by the Health and Safety Executive;

b) eleven focus group meetings held between December 2006 to March 2007 (each comprising representatives from an individual job family) to follow up survey findings;

c) one to one discussion with Heads of Department and Heads of Support Services, carried out May – November 2006, focussed around the most common/significant sources of stress for them and their staff;

d) discussion with Heads during training sessions on Managing Occupational Stress;

e) an audit of 45 cases of psychological work-related ill-health (ranging from minor discomfort to permanent incapacity), from the period January 2005 to December 2006 approx, to identify the exact nature of the work related stressors involved

External Factors

It is acknowledged that many of the pressures on employees arise from, or are influenced by, external factors such as the RAE; the availability of research grants and other sources of funding; and the changing demands of students. These subjects have been discussed in some focus groups and meetings with Heads of Department, it is recognised that their impact is often substantial.  However, these issues are beyond the scope of this report, and the focus here is on those points which are within the control of the University.

HSE Management Standards

The Management Standards define the characteristics or culture of an organisation where stress is being managed effectively.  The HSE identify the key potential sources of stress at work as:-

1. Demands

2. Control

3. Support

4. Relationships

5. Role

6. Change

The attached document is structured around these risk factors and the extent to which the data gathered show these to be significant within the University; the recommendations summarised below reflect the conclusions drawn.

Recommendations for Further Discussion

Several of the most substantial recommendations outlined below, and discussed in more detail in the accompanying document, relate to organisational development and are already being addressed through the  HR Implementation Plan supporting the University’s current Strategy.  Development in these areas will be a long term process and in many cases will involve a significant change of culture within the organisation.  It is unlikely to be successful unless adequately resourced.

Assigning priorities to the recommendations is a particular challenge.  Ideally, the highest priority would be given to those which affect the most staff, or will have the greatest impact.  The list given below is very loosely in this order, giving emphasis to the issues which arose most frequently (e.g. from multiple HoD discussions and several focus groups).  However, the benefit of addressing relatively minor issues (especially if this can be done easily and economically) should not be discounted.  In addition, balance is needed between the cost of implementation and the benefits in each case, particularly if there are benefits to be gained outside of employee wellbeing (e.g. in terms of employee effectiveness, teaching quality etc).

1.*
Establishment of key competencies for managers at all levels, and further development of training and preparation for all management and supervisory roles.

2.*
Review of the HoD role, including recruitment, key competencies required, succession planning, preparation and ongoing training and support.

3.*
A renewed commitment to manage poor performance at all levels in a timely and effective way, and to recognise and encourage good performance.

4.*
Development of an updated appraisal/development review process which covers all staff.

5.
Consideration of how excellent teaching is recognised and rewarded; and the relative importance of teaching compared to research and how this is communicated

6.
Review of adequacy of current workload models in academic departments.

7.
A review of internal communication, including the effective use of email (e.g. to minimise overload and over-communication).

8.
Review of communication and planning in departments/sections, effectiveness of meeting structures, improved use of one to one meetings etc.

9.
Review of sickness absence management.

10.
Review of the support given to departments who employ staff with disabilities and to staff themselves including (but not limited to) those with dyslexia.

11.
Appointment of an independent mediator to help in dispute resolution.

12.*
Increased use of mentoring and coaching (which will support point 1 above).

13.
Review of recruitment and selection practices at all levels; and ongoing development of induction processes.

14.
Improved inter-department communication and discussion through job shadowing, cross campus groups etc.

15.
Development of training to support individuals and managers in effective management of change.

16.
Consideration of spending on buildings, and especially how messages about this are communicated.

* The HR Implementation Plan supporting the University’s Strategy is likely to address some of these recommendations

Implementation

Where recommendations are identified above as being addressed under the HR Implementation Plan, review by the authors of that plan is considered important to assess whether this will be the case in practice.  The success of many of these elements depends on close collaboration between Personnel and Professional Development to ensure that policy and skill acquisition go hand in hand.

Wendy Jones on behalf of
HS&E Committee Stress Sub Group,

May 2007

Appendix 1

Membership of the HS&E Stress Sub Group

Wendy Jones
Occupational Health Adviser

Mary Thomas
Personnel Adviser

Dave Allen

Head of Department, PIRES

Roger Haslam
Head of Department, Human Sciences 



(academic expertise includes Occupational Stress)

Cheryl Travers
Senior Lecturer, Business School 



(academic expertise includes Occupational Stress and 


Organisational Behaviour)

Kevin Walmsley
Head of Direct Labour, Estates Services

Tom Fleming

Health and Safety Manager (to March 2007)

This group was established under the direction of the Health, Safety and Environment committee, Wendy Jones and Tom Fleming both being members of this Committee.  The brief was to establish a group with the relevant skill set and experience to address the issue.  Group members were selected to reflect a balance of academic and support service representation; and to take advantage of the expertise available within the University on the subject of Occupational Stress and its management.

Appendix 2

Results of the University stress survey
Around 1650 University staff responded to the survey, a response rate of 55%, with response rates in different departments varying between 20% and 80%.

Response rates across employee groups were as follows:-

	Academic
	59% approx

	Academic related
	66% approx

	Research
	52% approx

	Operational (ancillary/manual)
	30% approx

	Technical
	37% approx

	Secretarial and clerical
	65% approx


The results of this survey enable the University to be ‘scored’ on the factors which the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has identified as increasing the risk of work related stress.  The maximum score for any factor is 5, a high score being the best in all cases.

There is currently limited opportunity to compare Loughborough’s results with those of other universities; this is predominantly due to the fact that few other universities have advanced to the stage we are currently at.  It is anticipated that comparator data will gradually become more readily available in the next year or so. 

A number of concerns have been raised about the survey process; particular issues relate to:-

a)  the validity of a generic survey tool for use in a university; 

b) the risk of multiple submissions of questionnaires by malicious individuals

c) the difficulty of asking questions about ‘your line manager’ given that there is often a lack of clarity around the identity/role of the line manager, especially in academic departments, 

d) the limited power that ‘line managers’ have to affect demands which arise from outside the university 

It is acknowledged that there will be varying opinions on the extent to which these concerns invalidate the overall data.   However, many of the findings of the survey are supported by data from other sources, such as focus groups, discussions with Heads of departments, and analysis of Occupational Health records.   With this in mind, some tentative conclusions have been drawn from the variations between different groups of staff and the different scores across the HSE-defined risk factors.  These are incorporated into the main report where relevant.
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