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QUICK READ

MANAGING STRESS  
IN YOUR WORKPLACE
Stress has almost become the norm for a negative 
outcome, but stress is a natural and normal part of life.
It prepares the body to overcome the inevitable challenges 
of life at work and at home, both physically and mentally. 
Unfortunately with modern lifestyles, stress levels and the 
prescription of antidepressants are on the rise.

Meet Dr. David Batman
Dr. David Batman is the International Occupational Health Adviser for Virgin 
Pulse, and a member of the Science Advisory Board at Virgin Pulse Institute.  
He has been a medical practitioner for more than 40 years and a registered 
Specialist Occupational Health Consultant for the last 30 years.

Before joining Virgin Pulse, he was Global Corporate Challenge’s Chief Medical 
Officer, and, previously, Head of Occupational Health and Safety for Nestlé in the 
UK and Ireland. His expertise covers risk assessments, health surveillance, return 
to work and rehabilitation procedures, with a particular interest in mental health 
issues in the workplace.

Dr David C Batman
MSc. MB.ChB. FFOM 

Scientific Advisory Board 
Member

https://www.virginpulse.com/vp-institute/


 © Virgin Pulse 2019

QUICK READ   

MANAGING STRESS

Stress in the workplace
Traditionally, exams, demanding workloads and public speaking are areas associated 
with stress. However, expectations of being ‘on’ and contactable on a 24/7 basis means 
that stress is being felt throughout the entire day, and not just for a moment.

The world of work is ever present. 
There is always someone sending 
messages and requests. Employees 
are not taking a mental break and, 
as a result, their lives are becoming 
wildly out of balance; it’s time to 
redress it.”

Dr Batman 

Dr David Batman is a registered Occupational Health Consultant 
and member of the Virgin Pulse Institute’s Science Advisory Board.

Acknowledging the inevitable demands of the work environment, 
Dr Batman says, “Pressure can be positive and a motivating factor, 
and is often essential in a job. It can help us achieve our goals and 
perform better.

“But when this pressure becomes sustained and excessive, it’s not 
sustainable in the long term.”

Stress in the workplace, due to employee uncertainty, fear of loss of job, chronic uncertainty 
and loss of trust, is more widespread than most HR specialists might think. Whether a 
business has 10, 100 or 1,000+ employees, it’s easy to see how many employees could be 
suffering from mild to extreme stress in the workplace. In a Global Challenge survey1:

Pressure can be positive 
and motivating; it is 
often essential in a job

Stress occurs when this 
pressure becomes excessive; 
it is not sustainable
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39% 
of employees report  
‘moderate stress’

22%
of employees report 
feeling ‘stressed’

11%
of employees report 
feeling ‘high stress’

3%
of employees report 
feeling ‘extreme stress’
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So what is stress?
The human body has an inbuilt fight or flight 
response. It’s a mechanism that prepares your 
body to fight or deal with any threats, or to run 
from them. To prepare for fight or flight, the 
human body releases hormones:

• Adrenaline increases heart rate and energy levels.

•  Norepinephrine (pronounced ‘nor-eh-pin-EFF-rin) 
acts in a similar way to adrenaline, increasing 
awareness and focus.

•  Cortisol’s release is not so immediate, taking a 
couple of minutes. It helps to balance sugar levels, 
blood pressure and prevents inflammation.

When these hormones are constantly present, a 
permanent state of stress can cause serious health 
implications, such as:

High blood pressure

Heart disease

Sleep problems

Anxiety

Loss of concentration and  
reduction in memory

Irritability / anger

Depression

Loss of or increase in appetite
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The impact of stress in the workplace
The effects of stress in the workplace can go beyond individual performance. Productivity, 
absenteeism and presenteeism (physically at work but not performing anywhere close to 
100%) across the board are all affected by stress levels at work. But it’s not just ‘the big 
picture’ and ‘the bottom line’ that businesses need to focus on. 
Stress can have a major impact at work on individuals 
that can also cause problems outside of work. And in 
the workplace, work relationships, team cohesion and 
employee engagement can all suffer from stress. And 
in manufacturing & construction environments, stress 
can have an impact on health and safety, creating 
higher accident and injury rates. 

Dr Batman is clear that ‘stress’ is actually a mixture 
of depression and anxiety both of which can have a 
significant economic impact; the estimated cost to 
the global economy is US$1 trillion per year in lost 
productivity 2.

By region, the total cost of mental ill health to 
employers was estimated to be:

- £26 billion in the UK3

- Over AUD$11 billion in Australia4

- Over $300 billion in the US5

It often leads to doctors prescribing increasing 
amounts of anti-depressants which, in many cases 
just do not address the causes of the illness, have  
side effects and cost health services vast costs.

Statistics show that:

people have mental health problems  
at any moment in time – or 20% of  
your employees are facing mental  
health problems of different causes 
and different outcomes.

will have a major mental health  
problem during their lives1 in 5 1 in 3
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What can be done to tackle stress at work?

Dr Batman says employers have an 
important role to play in combating 
stress. “There’s a lot of fear and 
businesses often don’t know what 
to do,” he says.

“But primarily, it’s about educating 
employees – and employers. If the 
leadership of an organisation sets 
the right tone, then people feel 
more comfortable asking for help.

A positive culture – it starts at the top
First, foremost and most importantly is the requirement for a business 
to recognise the importance of addressing mental health of employees 
and developing a culture of understanding and support. The way 
forward is not just to have projects or short-term initiatives to address 
the problem but make support part of the business culture. Starting at 
the very top of an organisation, involving all the ‘C’ suite and be visible 
and open with the subject. Dr Batman is a firm believer that leadership 
should be the first to broach the topic and develop a culture of trust.

“Stop differentiating between physical and mental health and talk 
about “health”,” says Dr Batman. “The causes of distress in both areas 
of health are often common and the solutions the same.” 

Dr Batman has always known and supported the concept that 
individuals can have control over 70% of their risks of ill health, but 
most people believe ill health happens by chance. 

“This is not so,” says Dr Batman. “Common factors will address all 
areas – exercise, adequate length and quality of sleep, correct nutrition 
and hydration, developing an integrated approach to work and life, 
avoiding stimulants and having great open social contacts all help.”
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We need to create workplace cultures where people can be themselves, made easier 
for employees to speak about mental health concerns without fear, and easier for them 
to reach out for help when they need it. 
Even so, the decision to disclose distress at work is not one people take lightly. It is vital that 
workplaces become environments where people feel safe to be open with line management  
and Human Resources and be themselves

1. Virgin Pulse Global Challenge Insights Whitepaper: Stress – The hidden threat in every workplace, 2014. 
2. World Health Organisation 2017 
3. Deloitte 2017 
4. PWC 2017 
5. American Institute of Stress 2016

Ready to create a happier, healthier, more productive 
workforce? Talk to an expert at Virgin Pulse to get started.
Learn more at virginpulse.com 
Find us on facebook | twitter | linkedin

At home
Sleep
Sleep and stress are closely related. Sleep 
disturbances are often an indicator of stress and 
it’s widely accepted by doctors that lowering stress 
is linked to getting a good night’s sleep. Remind 
employees that a healthy sleep routine gives them 
more energy, lowers fatigue, helps concentration  
and helps to create a positive attitude. Switching  
off and getting more sleep can be as simple as 
leaving smartphones outside of the bedroom, so  
that employees aren’t subconsciously expecting  
a text or reminder.

Regular exercise
Health and wellbeing programs in the workplace that 
encourage physical activity and exercise can have 
a marked effect on stress levels in the workplace. 
While exercise is traditionally associated with losing 
weight, Dr Batman says it’s actually an excellent tool 
to clear the mind. 

Not surprisingly, a combination of quality sleep, 
healthy exercise and simple mindfulness techniques 
can lower stress, help to prevent it and give 
employees stronger resilience to deal with stressful 
situations.

http://virginpulse.com
http://facebook.com/virginpulse
https://twitter.com/VirginPulse
https://www.linkedin.com/company/virgin-pulse

