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Managing stress at work: A competency 
framework for line managers 

This management competency 
framework for preventing and reducing 
stress at work was developed as part of 
a Health and Safety Executive (HSE) and 
CIPD-sponsored research project to 
identify and develop the management 
behaviours necessary to implement 
the HSE Management Standards. 
The competencies shown here are 
the findings from the first phase of 
the research; further research will be 
undertaken during 2007 to validate the 
framework and establish which of the 
competencies are most important for 
stress management. 
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Management 
Competency 

Examples of positive 
manager behaviour 

Examples of negative 
manager behaviour 
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Management competencies for preventing and reducing stress at work 

Standard 

resources 

• br ng ng n add ona
resource to hand e work oad 

• aware of team members’ 
ab ty 

• mon tor ng team work oad 
• refus ng to take on 

add ona work when team 
s under pressure 

• de egat ng work unequa
to team 

• creat ng unrea st c dead nes 
• show ng ack of awareness 

of how much pressure team 
are under 

• ask ng for tasks w thout 
check ng work oad f rst 

work problems 
• fo ow ng through prob ems 

on beha f of emp oyees 
• deve op ng act on p ans 
• break ng prob ems down 

nto parts 
• dea ng rat ona y w th 

prob ems 

sten ng but not reso ng 
prob ems 

• be ng ndec ve about 
dec ons 

• not tak ng prob ems ser ous
• assum ng prob ems w sort 

themse ves out 

Process • rev ew ng processes to see 
work can be mproved 

• ask ng themse ves ‘cou d th
be done better?’ 

• pr or ng future work oads 
• work ng proact ve

• not us ng cons stent 
processes 

• st ck ng too r y to ru es 
and procedures 

• pan ck ng about dead nes 
rather than p ann ng 

• trust ng emp oyees to do 
the r work 

• g ng emp oyees 
respons ty 

• steer ng emp oyees 
a d rect on rather than 
mpos ng d rect on 

• manag ng ‘under a 
croscope’ 

• extend ng so much author ty 
emp oyees fee ack of 

rect on 
mpos ng ‘my way s the on
way’ 

approach 
• prov des opportun ty to a

ews 
• prov des regu ar team 

meet ngs 
• prepared to sten to 

emp oyees 
• knows when to consu

emp oyees and when to 
make a dec on 

• not sten ng when emp oyee 
asks for he

• present ng a f na so ut on 
• mak ng dec ons w thout 

consu tat on 

• encourages staff to go on 
tra ng courses 

• prov des mentor ng and 
coach ng 

• regu ar y rev ews 
deve opment 

• he ps emp oyees to deve op 
n ro

• refuses requests for tra ng 
• not prov ng upward 

mob ty n the ob 
• not a ow ng emp oyees to 

use the r new tra ng 
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Management 
Competency 

Examples of positive 
manager behaviour 

Examples of negative 
manager behaviour 
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Management competencies for preventing and reducing stress at work (continued) 

Standard 

• commun cat ng that 
emp oyees can ta k to them 
at any t me 

• hav ng an open-door po cy 
• mak ng t me to ta k to 

emp oyees at the r desks 

• be ng constant y at 
meet ngs away from desk 

• say ng ‘don’t bother me 
now’ 

• not attend ng unches or 
soc events 

• mak ng sure everyone s safe 
• structur ng r sk assessments 
• ensur ng a hea th and 

safety requ rements are met 

• not tak ng hea th and safety 
ser ous

• quest on ng the capab ty of 
an emp oyee who has ra sed 
a safety ssue 

• pra ng good work 
• acknow edg ng emp oyees’ 

efforts 
• operat ng a no-b ame 

cu ture pass ng pos ve 
feedback about the team to 
sen or management 

• not g ng cred t for h tt ng 
dead nes 

• see ng feedback as on y ‘one 
way’ 

• g ng feedback that 
emp oyees are wrong 
ust because the r way of 
work ng s d fferent 

• prov des regu ar one-to-ones 
• f ex e when emp oyees 

need t me off 
• prov des nformat on 

on add ona sources of 
support 

• regu ar y asks ‘how are you?’ 

• assum ng everyone s okay 
• badger ng emp oyees to te

them what s wrong 
• not g ng enough not ce of 

sh ft changes 
• no cons derat on of 

work– fe ba ance 

sten ng ob ect ve y to both 
des of the conf ct 

• support ng and nvest gat ng 
nc dents of abuse 

• dea ng w th conf ct head on 
• fo ow ng up on conf cts 

after reso ut on 

• not address ng bu ng 
• try ng to keep the peace 

rather than sort out 
prob ems 

• tak ng s des 
• not tak ng emp oyee 

comp nts ser ous

Expressing and • hav ng a pos ve approach 
• act ng ca y when under 

pressure 
• wa ng away when fee ng 

unab e to contro emot on 
• apo og ng for poor 

behav our 

• pass ng on stress to 
emp oyees 

• act ng aggress ve
os ng temper w th 
emp oyees 

• be ng unpred ctab
mood 

• keeps emp oyee ssues 
pr vate and conf dent

• adm ts m stakes 
• treats a emp oyees w th 

same mportance 

• speaks about emp oyees 
beh nd the r backs 

• makes prom ses, then 
doesn’t de ver 

• makes persona ssues pub
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Management 
Competency 

Examples of positive 
manager behaviour 

Examples of negative 
manager behaviour 
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Management competencies for preventing and reducing stress at work (continued) 

Standard 

ng to have a augh and 
oke 

soc ses w th team 
br ngs n food and dr nks 
for team 
regu ar y has nforma chats 

th emp oyees 

• cr ses peop n front of 
co eagues 

• pu s team up for ta ng
augh ng dur ng work ng 
hours 

• uses harsh tone of vo ce 
when ask ng for th ngs 

keeps team nformed of 
what s happen ng n the 
organ sat on 
commun cates c ear goa
and ob ect ves 
exp ns exact y what 
requ red 

• keeps peop n the dark 
• ho ds meet ngs ‘beh nd 

osed doors’ 
• doesn’t prov de t me

commun cat on on 
organ sat ona change 

Taking 
responsibility 

ead ng from the front’ 
steps n to he p out when 
needed 
commun cat ng ‘the buck 
stops w th me’ 
dea s w th d ff cu
customers on beha f of 
emp oyees 

• say ng ‘ t’s not my prob em’ 
• b am ng the team f th ngs 

go wrong 
• wa ng away from 

prob ems 

ab e to put themse ves 
emp oyees’ shoes 
has enough expert se to g ve 
good adv ce 
knows what emp oyees are 
do ng 

• doesn’t have the necessary 
know edge to do the ob 

• doesn’t take t me to earn 
about the emp oyee’ ob 

takes an nterest 
emp oyees’ persona ves 
aware of d fferent 
persona es and sty es of 
work ng w th n the team 
not ces when a team 
member s behav ng out of 
character 

nsens ve to peop e’
persona ssues 

• refuses to be eve someone 
s becom ng stressed 

• ma nta ns a d stance from 
emp oyees – ‘us and them’ 

seeks he p from 
occupat ona hea th when 
necessary 

• seeks adv ce from other 
managers w th more 
exper ence 

• uses HR when dea ng w th 
a prob em 

• n
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The full scientific research report relating to 
this project is available at 
http://www.hseresearchprojects.com/ 
ProjectSearch.aspx?id=1878 

For further details about the research 
project or the validation process, please 
contact Rachel Lewis, Research Associate at 
Goldsmiths College, on r.lewis@gold.ac.uk 
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