









There is a clear distinction between pressure, which can create a ‘buzz’ and be a motivating factor, and stress, which can occur when this pressure becomes excessive.  Stress takes many forms.  As well as leading to anxiety and depression it can have a significant impact on employee’s physical health.  Tackling stress is essential to ensure the well-being of both you and your employees and to safeguard your business' performance.  Stress can undermine employees' effectiveness, cause a rise in sickness absences and increase staff turnover. Stress often has a cumulative effect. If one member of staff becomes ill through stress, it places added pressure on those covering for them.  

You have a legal responsibility to ensure your employees don't become ill, either physically or mentally, because of work-related stress.    Research from the Health & Safety Executive suggests that over half a million people in the UK report experiencing stress at a level they believe has actually made them ill and it is estimated that in the UK a total of 13.4 million working days were lost to stress, depression and anxiety last year.  Stress has now become the number 1 reason for sickness absence.

Preventative steps can be taken at low cost and the benefits can be significant.  It's also important to tackle any stress you personally face as an owner-manager or self-employed person. You must assess the risks of stress caused, or made worse, by work as part of your overall health and safety risk assessment. 

Carrying out a stress audit is one of the best ways to find out whether stress is a problem in your workplace.  A stress audit involves talking informally to staff - either individually or in groups - to find out where there may be problems. Let employees know why you are carrying out the exercise and what you're trying to achieve. If there are safety representatives, involve them in your plans and decision-making. Always respect the confidentiality of staff.

A useful exercise is to ask staff to list the three best and worst things about their job and whether these put them under excessive pressure.  You can also use questionnaires to gather the same information.  If you find you have working conditions that are causing concern to your employees, then you need to work with them and their representatives to find practical solutions.

The Health & Safety Executive have sought to make stress less of an unknown quantity by developing Management Standards to help employers measure their performance in managing the key causes of stress at work and identify areas for improvement.  The Standards look at the demands made on employees; the level of control employees have over their work,; the support employees receive from managers and colleagues; the clarity of an employee’s role within the organisation; the nature of relationships at work; and the way that change is managed.  

See the general points below in relation to these management standards with some ideas on how to prevent stress becoming a problem in your workplace:

	Main cause of stress:
	What you can do about it:

	Demands: employees often become overloaded if they cannot cope with the amount of work or type of work they are asked to do
	Pay attention to the way the job is designed, training needs and whether it is possible for employees to work more flexible hours

	Control: employees can feel disaffected and perform poorly if they have no say over how and when they do their work
	Think about how employees are actively involved in decision making, the contribution made by teams and how reviewing performance can help identify strengths and weaknesses

	Support: levels of sick absence often rise if employees feel they cannot talk to managers about issues that are troubling them
	Give employees the opportunity to talk about the issues causing them stress, provide a sympathetic ear and keep them informed

	Relationships: a failure to build relationships based on good behaviour and trust can lead to problems related to discipline, grievances and bullying
	Do you have effective and clear policies in place for handling grievances, unsatisfactory performance, poor attendance and misconduct, and for tackling bullying and harassment?

	Role: employees will feel anxious about their work and the organisation if they don’t know what is expected of them
	Review the induction process, work out an accurate job description and maintain a close link between individual targets and organisational goals

	Change: change needs to be managed effectively or it can lead to huge uncertainty and insecurity
	Plan ahead so change doesn’t come out of the blue.  Consult with employees so they have a real input, and work together to solve problems


I will be happy to explore the management standards in more depth with you and develop an action plan and/or policy for preventing stress related absence at your business.  You are welcome to contact me for a free consultation.  I’m pleased to inform you that I’m also able to co-ordinate a free training session for SME employers in Midlothian on having a mentally healthy workplace.  This training is provided by the ‘Healthy Working Lives’ arm of the NHS and the aim is to improve managers’ skills and confidence in dealing with mental health and well-being in the workplace.  Please feel free to contact me to register for this training.


As business slows down for many firms across the UK, employers are being forced to cut costs and reduce staff numbers and as a result the task of handling a redundancy situation mat become a formidable task in the times ahead.  This is not an article I would have liked to have featured in my first newsletter but it’s important that business owners/managers have an understanding of the main points to consider when dealing with redundancies.  Therefore I have outlined the key steps below for handling a redundancy situation.

Step 1: Selection

You must establish the basis on which you will decide who will be made redundant. You must make your decision based on objective criteria, not just opinion. Following the introduction of age discrimination legislation in 2006 “last in first out” is now risky as a selection method, but even before this, it was an unsatisfactory way of retaining the most competent.  
Relevant factors for the criteria would include quality of work and output (performance records), 
skills/competencies, qualifications, attendance (but 
excluding any absences which were due to pregnancy or disability, to avoid discrimination claims), disciplinary records (current offences). Score each of the employees you are considering making redundant, giving marks against each topic. It is a good idea to discuss your reasons for selecting the employees with more than one manager or supervisor, so that you have a second opinion. You must be careful not to contravene the law on discrimination here — you cannot select people on the grounds of sex, race, disability, age, part-time/fixed-term status or certain other unlawful grounds, e.g. if the employee has asserted a statutory right.

You may wish to consider volunteers but bear in mind that those who volunteer may not be the people you want to lose, such as your skilled staff. The final decision about who to make redundant will be yours.

Step 2: Consultation

You must meet with all potentially redundant employees individually, even if there is to be a collective consultation.  Any dismissal by reason of redundancy without following the specific statutory minimum dismissal & disciplinary procedure is automatically unfair.  The procedure includes a written statement of the grounds for the dismissal, a meeting and an appeal stage.  
During the consultation period, at your first meeting with an employee you should give them a written statement of the explanation of why they have been selected for redundancy, a copy of the form used to assess his or her score and then allow the employee some time to think things over. You should then consult the employee again and listen to and consider what he or she says to you. You must be able to demonstrate that the employee has had the opportunity to discuss with you the reasons for the redundancy, the pool for selection, the criteria, and any alterative employment options.

If the risk of a redundancy dismissal still exists, you should write to the employee to invite him or her to attend a further meeting. This will commence the Statutory Disciplinary and Dismissal Procedure. The letter should invite the employee to a meeting and state that the outcome could be that steps will be taken to terminate the employee's employment and that the employee may be accompanied and assisted at the meeting by a fellow employee or trade union official.  At this meeting you should listen to and consider any representations which the employee may make. If alternative work is not available and if the employee's redundancy position is confirmed, you should then notify the employee of this decision and of his or her right to appeal your decision and give notice of termination of employment.  Giving notice is unpleasant and needs careful handling, you should be ready to offer guidance on where the employee can go for further advice and support whilst having information for them on any compensation available and the provision for time off to look for another job (see step 3 below).

In the event that you are proposing to make 20 or more employees redundant the law requires you to also consult employees on a collective basis.  This means that you must consult with trade union representatives if you recognise a union, or otherwise with representatives elected by your employees.  If you are proposing to dismiss 20 or more employees over a period of 90 days, the consultation period must be at least 30 days. If 100 or more employees are being dismissed, this becomes 90 days.  If you are making 20 or more people redundant you must notify the Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform, using form HR1.
Step 3: Establishing support

Employees can be entitled to statutory redundancy pay. They need to have completed two years' service and the pay is based on age and length of continuous service, up to a maximum of 20 years. The calculation is based on the following multiplier and weekly pay rate for each complete year of employment.
· At the age of 41 and over, 1.5 weeks' pay capped at the weekly maximum currently £330 per week (from 1 February 2008).

· At the age of 22 and over but under 41, 1 week's pay capped at the weekly maximum currently £330 per week (from 1 February 2008).

· Employees under 22, 0.5 week's pay capped at the weekly maximum currently £330 per week (from 1 February 2008).
There is a maximum statutory payment of £9,900 (from February 2008).  Some employers choose to make redundancy payments in excess of the statutory amounts. Enhanced redundancy pay can be paid to employees if the package mirrors the statutory scheme. In other words, the multiplier, or the weekly pay rate, or both are increased.
You must also pay either the notice period set out in the contract of employment (including reasonable notice for employees with less than one month's service) or statutory notice whichever is greater. 
Statutory notice is one week for employees with more than one month but less than two years' service and one week per additional year of service thereafter up to a maximum of 12 weeks. You can ask employees to work their notice, although they can ask you to let them leave early if they get another job. If they do this and you agree to release them you will only have to pay notice up to the last day they worked for you.
Also, employees with over two years' service have the right to reasonable time off during working hours whilst under notice of termination of employment on the grounds of redundancy to look for another job or make arrangements for training for future employment.
Additional support is available to employers and their employees via the PACE initiative devised by the Scottish Government.  You can refer to redundant employees for support to develop their CV’s and interview technique and to discuss their options for career progression, training and education with professionally qualified staff.  
Advisers can be invited onto company premises to see employees individually or in groups or employees are welcome to see an adviser at our New Leaf office in Dalkeith.  
Step 4: Survivor care

In any redundancy situation, the immediate priority is the fair and sensitive treatment of employees who are losing their jobs.  Once this has been achieved, the company’s ongoing effectiveness in today’s competitive market is largely dependent on the morale of the survivors.  You should expect to encounter a demoralised workforce, anxious about job security and critical of the handling of the redundancies of colleagues.  It will therefore be crucial for you to:
· give all the workforce a full explanation of the situation and explain the policies and practices adopted to those made redundant
· demonstrate the necessity for change
·  give an appraisal of future employment prospects and details of changes in working arrangements 
· provide a forward-looking, positive attitude for the future and show survivors the value of their role in that future 
· conduct, where necessary, individual discussions with remaining key workers to reassure them of their importance and employment prospects 
· ensure that managers have, or develop, the necessary personal skills and attitude to operate effectively during periods of traumatic change. 
Remember for those of you with 50 or more employees, you are obliged under the Information & Consultation of Employees Regulations 2006 to keep employees informed about the economic situation of the business and to be consulted about employment prospects including decisions which may lead to substantial changes in work organisation or contractual relations.

It is advisable for you to establish a formal procedure on redundancy if you don’t already have one.  Through the Skills for Midlothian Businesses project I am happy to work with you to have this procedure in place for your business, free of charge.  I can also provide model letters and will be available for consultation throughout the process should this be necessary.


The national minimum wage applies to nearly all workers and sets hourly rates below which pay must not be allowed to fall.  It is an important cornerstone of Government strategy aimed at providing employees with decent minimum standards and fairness in the workplace. It helps business by ensuring companies will be able to compete on the basis of quality of the goods and services they provide and not on low prices based predominantly on low rates of pay.





New rates from 1 October 2008:


Workers aged 22 and over - £5.73 per hour (up from £5.52 per hour)


Workers aged 18-21 -         £4.77 per hour (up from £4.60 per hour)


Workers aged 16-17 -         £3.53 per hour (up from £3.40 per hour)


Accommodation offset -   £4.46 per day, £31.22 per week (up from £4.30 per hour, £30.10 per week)





As an employer you must pay your workers at least the appropriate minimum wage.  This includes homeworkers, agency workers, part-time workers, casual workers and foreign workers.  It does not matter how much experience they have.  There are a small number of workers who aren’t eligible for the minimum wage such as apprentices under the age of 19.  





Only basic pay counts when deciding if a worker is being paid the minimum wage.  Money paid for overtime, bonuses or shift work doesn’t count.  Sometimes people may be paid by the amount of work they do or for specific tasks instead of the hours they work.  Under the law you must still pay your workers a certain rate if this applies to them.  The only benefit in kind you can take into account for national minimum wage purposes is accommodation.  You can charge the worker for accommodation which you provide for them and count a certain amount of that charge towards their minimum wage pay.
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Legal migrants from around the world make a substantial contribution to society and help to fill vital skill shortages.  If you employ, or plan to employ, people from outside the UK, you need to make sure that they are entitled to work here before they start working for you.





The new points-based system is the biggest shake-up of the immigration system for 45 years. The system will replace over 80 existing routes to work and study in the United Kingdom with five tiers. The system allows British businesses to recruit the skills they need from abroad while providing assurances to the British public that only those migrants we need will be able to come to the United Kingdom.  The points-based system only covers migrants from outside the European Economic Area (EEA) and Switzerland.





Under the new system, migrants will need to pass a points-based assessment before they are given permission to enter or remain in the United Kingdom. The system will consist of five tiers. Each tier has different points requirements.  The number of points the migrant needs and the way the points are awarded will depend on the tier they are applying under. Points will be awarded to reflect the migrant's ability, experience, age and when appropriate the level of need within the sector the migrant will be working.





The five tiers of the points based system are as follows:


tier 1 - highly skilled workers, for example scientists and entrepreneurs; 


tier 2 - skilled workers with a job offer, for example teachers and engineers; 


tier 3 - low skilled workers filling specific temporary labour shortages, for example construction workers for a particular project; 


tier 4 - students; 


tier 5 - youth mobility and temporary workers for example musicians coming to play in a concert. 





Migrants applying under any tier except tier 1 will need to be sponsored in order for their application to be successful. If you wish to recruit a migrant under tiers 2 or 5 you will have to apply to the UK Border Agency for a sponsor licence.  Tiers 2 and 5 will open at the end of November 2008 (employer applications to become a sponsor are being accepted now). Tier 3 is currently suspended.





To obtain a sponsor licence you need to make an application online via the UK Border Agency’s website:  �HYPERLINK "http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/employers/points"�www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/employers/points�.  There you will find further details of sponsorship duties and more information on the points based process.  If your application is successful you will then be in a position to recruit overseas workers by utilising the online sponsorship management system.  Remember – if you want to recruit overseas workers to jobs that are not on the list of shortage occupations, you can only do so if you can meet the resident labour market test and show that no suitably qualified settled worker can fill the job.





Further guidance on these matters is provided on the UK Border Agency website.  Also, the sponsorship and employers' helpline (0845 010 6677) is a dedicated contact centre service for employers providing advice and answering general questions on preventing illegal working.  
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“The Skills for Midlothian Businesses project can help you, free of charge”





Training & Development focus: SVQs – financial grants available for your business








Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) are based on National Occupational Standards.  The purpose of SVQs is to show that someone who achieves an SVQ really can do the work the SVQ covers, and can do it to a standard of competence that has been defined nationally by industry.  SVQs are accredited with the Scottish Qualifications Authority which means that they are formally recognised as relevant and credible.  





How can SVQs benefit your business?





They’re a cost effective, structured and measurable system of staff development, offering increased efficiency, higher productivity, and improved staff morale


They can make a major contribution to your organisation’s bottom line by helping you ensure your workforce is well trained and has the up to date skills it needs to be competitive


Having been designed by your industry, you can be sure they meet the current and future needs of the industry


SVQs provide a ready-made framework for your in house training programmes.  There are qualifications for virtually all occupations, and for all levels of staff, from the very junior to the most senior


Being assessed in the workplace, SVQs can minimise the time people need to spend away from their work


Offering SVQs helps you demonstrate your commitment to your employees. SVQs provide opportunities for both career and personal development, so this can improve motivation and enhance performance


SVQs can allow you to provide a structured approach to other personnel activities within your business from appraisal to recruitment





The Skills for Midlothian Businesses project can help you, free of charge, match SVQs to your people development requirements, aligned to your business development aspirations. Potentially we can also support you develop a tailor made SVQ to your firm’s training requirements.  The Skills for Midlothian Businesses project may be able to offer your business up to 40% of the costs of putting an employee through an SVQ.  Additionally, our Staff Development Advisor will be happy to co-ordinate your upskilling programme with the appropriate training provider.























Absence Management Focus: Dealing with work-related stress








Credit crunch impact on SMEs – employers consider redundancies in the face of economic slump




































































