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Similar to many developed countries, Hong Kong's socioeconomic situations and 

employment profile are changing rapidly. Work stress has become a common 

issue and cannot be neglected. Excessive and continuous stress at work can lower 

productivity, pose a threat to both physical and mental health of workers or even 

affect the harmony of a family as well as to the society.

This booklet aims to help both employers and employees to understand about 

work stress, and to provide solutions to manage work stress in order to promote 

occupational health and enhance business productivity.

Foreword



4

We often talk about stress at 

work. In fact, we are referring to 

the sources of stress, for example:

•	 Long	working	hours

•	 Improper	management	of	work

•	Unreasonable	demands	 from	

customers, etc.

E x c e s s i v e  s t r e s s  m a y  l e a d 

to unwell  condit ion such as 

headaches, anxiety and upset 

stomach, etc.

If there is a gap between the 

requirement of a task and 

personal ability which is not 

controllable, work stress is 

resulted.

What is work stress
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When we are facing stressors, our bodies will exhibit biological, psychological 

and behavioural changes to respond to them accordingly. These changes include 

accelerated heart-rate, panicking, sweating, muscle tensions, and nervousness.

Once the challenges are over, our built-in mechanism will tune us down to 

its normal level. However, if the stressors persist and the bodily responses are 

continuously mounted, symptoms of psychological disorder may appear. These 

will lead to a possibility of increasing accident rate as well as affecting work 

performance in an organization.

Effects of work stress

Stress by itself is a neutral motivating force. It 

motivates us to persevere in things we are working 

on and increase productivity. However, if the stress 

from work is too much, we will perceive that we are 

getting out of control of the work.

Prolonged working under massive stress, the worker's health can be seriously 

affected. Worker's performance will also be affected as well as increase the 

possibility of occurrence of accident in workplace.
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Behavioural
•	 Increased	smoking	/	drinking

•	 Increased	drugs	intake

•	 Anorexia	and	bulimia

•	 Short	tempered	or	violent	acts

•	 Reckless	acts

•	 Sleeping	disorders	/	Insomnia

•	 Absenteeism

•	 Suicidal	tendency

Psychological
•	 Inability	to	concentrate

•	 Lowering	creativity

•	 Difficult	in	making	decisions

•	 Forgetful

•	 Hesitancy

Emotional
•	 Anxiety	 •	 Depression

•	 Agitation	 •	 Helplessness

•	 Short	temper

Symptoms of work stress

a. Personal symptoms

Physical
•	 Rising	blood	pressure

•	 Stuffy	chest

•	 Constipation	or	diarrhea

•	 Stomachache

•	 Headache

•	 Muscle	pains

•	 Dermal	problems

•	 Fatigue

•	 Peptic	ulcer	disease

•	 Heart	disease
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•	 High	turnover	rates

•	 Frequent	 absenteeism	or	 sick	

leaves

•	 lowering	 service	 and	product	

quality

•	 Increased	errors	at	work

•	 Increased	accidents	or	incidents

•	 Poor relationship between employers and employees, or among the co-workers

b. Organizational influences

Workshop	Accident	Rate
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Many	work-related	problems	can	be	sources	of	stress	such	as	management	culture,	

nature of work, interpersonal relationships and working environment, etc. The 

adverse effects of work stress can also become the source of stress again.

•	 Mes sy 	 and 	 l im i ted	
workspace

•	 Noise

•	 Insufficient	or	 intense	
lighting

•	 Contact	with	dangerous	
substances or radiation

•	 Dangerous	environment

•	 P o o r 	 a i r 	 q u a l i t y	
and uncomfortable 
temperature

•	 P o o r 	 d e s i g n 	 a n d	
housekeeping of the 
workplace

Sources of work stress

Working environment

Organizational and management culture

•	 Lack	of	communication	within	an	organization

•	 Neglect	occupational	safety	and	health	of	management

•	 Discrimination	(gender,	family	status,	age,	disability	etc.)

•	 Improper	performance	appraisal	system

•	 Autocratic	management	style



9

Work role

•	 Confused	by	ambiguous	 responsibility	

and assignment from supervisors

•	 Conflict	arising	from	multiple	roles	and	

responsibilities 

Work arrangement

•	 Excessive	workload

•	 Prolonged	working	hours	and

	 insufficient	rest	breaks

•	 Shift	work	or	irregular	work	patterns

•	 Tight	schedule	or	deadlines

•	 Unable	 to	 control	 the	 working	

schedule of employees

Job content

•	 Great	responsibility	requiring	high	

concentration

•	 Tasks	 involved	working	under	

e m e r g e n c y  s i t u a t i o n s  o r 

encountering violence or death

•	 Miscellaneous	tasks



10

Interpersonal relationships

•	 Conflict	with	clients

•	 Conflict	with	supervisors	or		subordinates

•	 Lack	of	support	from	co-workers

•	 Workplace	violence

•	 Lack	of	 interaction	or	communication	

with other people

Balance between work and family

•	 Unable	to	take

 family responsibilities due to 

 heavy workload

•	 Lack	of	family	support

Career prospects

•	 Lack	of	opportunity	for	personal	

development, advancement or 

promotion

•	 Threat	 of	 staff	 cutbacks,	 and	

insecure career prospects

•	 D i sproport ionate 	 between	

workload and salary
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Employer's chapter    Identifying and evaluating the problems

Work stress may affect employees' health and safety. Employers therefore should 

implement control measures against work-related stress. Employees should 

cooperate with employers to reduce the effects of work stress and equip themselves 

to handle stress.

Recommendations:

•	 Analyze	the	 information	from	existing	communication	

channels	(e.g.	suggestion	boxes,	occupational	safety	and	

health	committee,	etc.)	to	understand	if	employees	have	

indicated any stress problems.

•	 Analyze	 tasks,	 list	 out	 potential	 stressors	 or	 using	

questionnaires to collect employees' perceptions on 

various stressors.

•	 Review	health	status	of	staff	and	evaluate	whether	the	sickness-absenteeism	are	

stress-related.

•	 Perform	objective	assessment	on	certain	stressors.

•	 Engage	professional	organizations	or	psychologists	to	evaluate	work	stress	level	in	

the organization.

Work stress management
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Employer's chapter    Prevention and control

After	 identifying	 the	 root	 cause	and	 the	 severity	of	problems,	employer	 should	

take actions to eliminate or reduce adverse effects of work stress on the employees. 

Preventative measures can be divided into primary, secondary and tertiary levels. 

Primary prevention:
Proactive measures should be taken to prevent work 

stress instead of leaving employees to cope with 

stressors that can be avoided.

•	 Employees'	consultation	 is	essential	prior	to	make	
significant	changes	on	employees'	beneficial	issues.

•	 Promote	 harmony	 and	 team	 spirit	within	 the	
organization, and ensure appropriate handling of 
internal	conflicts	and	complaints.

•	 Formulate	or	encourage	the	employee	to	formulate	
a personal development plan.

•	 Provide	 safe	and	healthy	working	environment		
and	working	facilities.	Formulate	and	 instruct	the	
employee to adopt safe work practices.

•	 Formulate	clear	company	policies	and	objectives,	
provide reasonable and feasible working and 
administrative measures.

•	 Formulate	 rules	 and	 regulations	 to	 eliminate	
discrimination and a reasonable merit and demerit 
mechanism.	Make	 sure	 they	 are	 authentically	
implemented.

•	 Distribute	 appropriate	workload	 according	 to	
employees' capabilities and experience.

•	 Provide	sufficient	 resources	 including	manpower,	
equipment and skill-training, so that employees are 
capable to carry out the assigned work.

•	 Give	employees	clearly	roles	and	responsibilities	and	
make sure staff are clear with them.

•	 Offer	employees	more	opportunities	to	decide	on	
their working methods and conditions.
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Secondary prevention 
When management cannot prevent stress problems originating from the intrinsic 

nature	of	the	work,	e.g.	difficult	clients,	violent	incidents,	dealing	with	disasters,	shift	

work, etc., employers should provide support to employees. This aims to enhance 

their ability to deal with problems and assist them in reducing stress responses. 

•	 Arrange	sufficient	rest	period	and	provide	welfare	facilities	such	as	rest	rooms,	

pantries and toilets, etc. 

•	 Provide	sufficient	and	appropriate	training	so	that	staff	

can	solve	problems	and	deal	with	emergencies	efficiently.

•	 Implement	preventive	measures	and	provide	 incident	handling	procedures	and	

training to employees who are potentially exposed to violence at work.

•	 Promote	health	information,	and	arrange	physical	checkups.

•	 Provide	sufficient	manpower	and	equipment.

•	 Offer	psychological	counselling	services.
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Employer's chapter    Evaluate effectiveness

After	formulating	and	implementing	measures	to	prevent	and	control	work	stress,	

the management should monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of these measures 

in order to revise the design and direction of the stress management programme. 

Recommended	evaluation	methods	are:

•	 Carry	out	another	questionnaire	

survey with the employees  

•	 Examine	the	control	measures	to	

ascertain if they are still effective 

and functioning properly

•	 Observe	 the	 performance	 of	

employees and organization, e.g.:

 u	 emloyees' health status and 

behaviour

 u	 culture and atmosphere within 

the organization

•	 Analyze	various	indicators	and	statistics,	e.g.:	
	 u rates of accidents and absenteeism
	 u productivity and service quality

 u customer complaints

 u statistics for medical insurance claims, etc.

Tertiary prevention
Employer should arrange counselling 

services and treatment to employees 

who have been affected by work stress.
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Employee's chapter

Employees should cooperate with the employer to enhance their ability to cope with 

work	stress.		Specific	recommendations	are:	

•	 Suggest	your	views	to	the	management	on	eliminating	or	reducing	stressors,	e.g.	

purchase	tools	that	will	assist	moving	items,	improve	work	flow,	etc.

•	 Formulate	work	plans;	prioritize	the	work;		improve	time	management

•	 Face	problems	positively;	discuss	with	co-workers	and	supervisors	to	solve	problems

•	 Exercise	 regularly	 to	keep	 fit	and	

healthy

•	 Maintain	 a	 balanced	diet;	 avoid	

unhealthy food such as coffee and 

alcoholic drinks

•	 Quit	smoking

•	 Ensure	 sufficient	 sleep;	 clear	your	

mind before going to bed  

•	 Learn	relaxation	techniques
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•	 Build	up	good	 relationship	

with your co-workers, family 

and 	 f r iends ; 	 e s tab l i sh 	 a	

supporting network

•	 Accept	 support	 from	others	

and give a helping hand to 

co-workers

•	 Adopt	a	healthy	 living	style.	

Arrange	leisure	activities	and	

develop personal interests

•	 When	 facing	 anxieties, 	 talk	 to	

people that you can trust or seek 

counsel l ing from profess ional 

counsellors or psychologists

•	 If	coming	across	with	symptoms	of	

anxieties, unease and depression, 

seek for medical consultations




