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OVERVIEW OF
WORK-RELATED STRESS
STRESS IS A TERM THAT IS 
WIDELY USED IN EVERYDAY LIFE 
AND MOST PEOPLE HAVE SOME 
IDEA OF ITS MEANING. 

Work-related stress is recognised globally as 
a major challenge to workers’ health, and the 
health of a person conducting a business or 
undertaking (PCBU).

Work-related stress describes the physical, 
mental and emotional reactions of workers 
who perceive that their work demands exceed 
their abilities and/or their resources (such as 
time, help/support) to do the work. It occurs 
when they perceive they are not coping in 
situations where it is important to them that 
they cope.

A worker’s response to stressors at work may 
be positive or negative for wellbeing, depending 
on a number of factors. In the vast majority of 
instances, people adjust to stressors and are able 
to continue to perform their normal work duties. 
While stress itself is not a disease, if it becomes 
excessive and long-lasting it can lead to mental 
and physical ill-health.

YOUR LEGAL OBLIGATIONS
Work-related stress leading to illness, injury and 
weakened organisational performance can come 
from many sources, both work and non-work.

PCBUs are not able to control workers’ personal 
lives and the stressors they may encounter 
there, however they do have a legal obligation to 
minimise their exposure to work-related factors 
that can increase the risk of work-related stress.

The Work Health and Safety Act 2011 imposes a 
legal duty on PCBUs to do what is reasonably 
practicable to eliminate or minimise risk to worker 
health and safety. This duty extends to the risk of 
harm from stressors at work.

RISK FACTORS FOR 
WORK-RELATED STRESS
The key to reducing the effects of work-related 
stress is to understand what organisational, 
environmental and individual characteristics may 
lead to stress in the first place.

ORGANISATIONAL
It is important to understand the types of 
organisational stressors people can be exposed to 
when examining work-related stress. A simplified 
model is shown in figure 1 (over page).

The model identifies the kinds of organisational 
stressors or risk factors that might lead to workers 
experiencing stress and sustaining psychological 
and/or physical ill-health. These risk factors 
are outlined in more detail in Tip Sheet 4 – Risk 
factors for work-related stress.

OUR COMMITMENT TO  
MENTALLY HEALTHY WORKPLACES 
IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT
In any four-week period, nearly one 
in six Australian workers experience a 
significant level of mental ill-health. As 
organisations directly involved in Local 
Government we witness and hear of the 
effects of mental ill-health in workplaces 
almost every day. As employee and 
employer representatives, employers, 
industry leaders, managers, and workers 
in Local Government we want you to join 
us to tackle this growing problem.

The biggest and most important first step 
we can all unite and act on, is to develop 
and foster a mentally healthy industry 
where every workplace has a positive 
culture regarding mental health. 

In a mentally healthy workplace there 
should be a visible commitment from 
leadership to support and improve the 
mental health of workers. Work should 
be designed to be safe and workers 
should feel valued, engaged and listened 
to. Workplace policies and programs 
that promote mental health assist in 
preventing or reducing the instances 
of mental illness and connect people 
in need to support services as early as 
possible to improve their chances of a full 
recovery. 

We have all taken steps to do this (see 
for example the Health and Wellbeing 
provision in the Local Government (State) 
Award) but as an industry we need 
continual improvement in this area and 

a fair and consistent application of this 
award clause to ensure that we are at the 
forefront of championing mentally healthy 
workplaces and positive work cultures 
across all of Local Government.

OVER THE COMING 
MONTHS WE WILL BE:
 relaunching a collection of jointly 

branded resources designed 
to promote mentally healthy 
workplaces. These resources will be 
available on each of our web pages 
and displayed in Local Government 
workplaces in every Council across 
NSW;

 commencing an industry wide 
campaign to address bullying and 
harassment within the workplace.

 conducting specific research to 
identify some of the key causes and 
contributing factors of mental ill-
health in Local Government; and

 developing a reward and recognition 
program designed at promoting 
examples of positive workplace 
culture in NSW Local Government.

We ask that you all join with us in 
working to address these issues.


