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M e n t a l  H e a l t h

Employers Use Stress 
Diagnostics to Define 
Strategy and Guide Action
Investing time and effort to uncover and mitigate today’s stressors for employees can help employers avoid to

morrow’s more damaging and expensive consequences. A comprehensive assessment of workplace stress can 

generate a substantial return on this investment, measured in enhanced individual wellbeing, reduced health 

care and disability costs and improved company performance. This article discusses the structure of stress di

agnostics, the dimensions of those diagnostics, leading and lagging indicators of employee stress and how 

employers can use diagnostics to take actions that benefit employers and employees alike.

by Thomas O. Davenport | Willis Towers Watson and Jeff Levin-Scherz | Willis Towers Watson

Since homo sapiens first walked onto the evolutionary 
stage, humankind has experienced pressure from the 
environment. Avoiding threats, such as a sneak attack 

from the clan in the next valley over, and taking advantage of 
opportunities, e.g., a tasty prey item, call for an immediate 
mental and physical response. When the intense moment 
has passed, our fight-or-flight system should return to a state 
of quietude that allows for regeneration before the next cri-
sis. 

In the 21st century workplace, however, a multitude of 
social, psychological, emotional and financial threats can 
chronically activate our stress-response systems. By one es-
timate, our stress-driven physiological reactions kick in as 
many as 50 times per day.1 This constant stress can threaten 
physical, psychological and emotional health.

Organization leaders now realize that the effects of work-
place stress have profound significance, not only for individual 

well-being but also for organizational performance. An organi-
zation’s response to workplace stress depends on leaders who 
thoroughly understand workplace stressors and can formulate 
an effective strategy to respond to the potentially unhealthy as-
pects of the work environment. A comprehensive diagnostic 
assessment of workplace stress can help an organization under-
stand the specific causes of stress among its employees as a criti-
cal first step in developing strategies to address those causes. 

The Structure of Stress Diagnostics
Stress is an individual’s mental, physical or emotional 

reaction to perceived or actual stressors. Stressors, in turn, 
encompass a full range of internal and external stimuli expe-
rienced by an individual. External stimuli can come from the 
work environment or from experiences outside the work-
place. The litany of workplace stressors is familiar: too much 
work for the time and staffing available, too little reward for 
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the contribution expected, too much 
conflict among peers or between em-
ployees and managers, too little clarity 
about performance expectations. 

Internal physical and emotional 
stressors also affect workers, as do 
perceived financial pressures. Acute 
stressors activate a complex stress 
response system that involves an ar-
ray of organs and chemicals, signals 
and feedback. When these systems 
are continuously activated, damag-

ing health consequences can include 
increased blood pressure, heightened 
risk of stroke, suppressed immune 
function, increased risk of depression 
and greater vulnerability to orthopedic 
problems. 

Given this context, stress measure-
ment tools must focus on both the 
causes and consequences of workplace 
stress. Organizations should pay atten-
tion to indicators that reveal potential 
stressors as well as to the downstream 

physical, psychological and emotional 
implications of stress. 

Diagnostic Dimensions
An organizational stress assessment 

must answer four questions:
 1. How intense is stress in various 

parts of the enterprise?
 2. What is causing it?
 3. What are the current and likely 

future consequences of present 
stress levels? 

T A B L E  I

Examples of Leading and Lagging Stress Indicators
Leading Indicators

Employee sensing
•   Engagement survey soliciting employee opinions on manager 

support and contribution, senior leader support, organiza
tional culture and job security

•   Focused survey of stress, burnout and work environment per
ceptions

•   Survey gauging employee use of and satisfaction with stress 
mitigation programs and support 

•   Manager survey on perceptions of employee wellbeing, 
stress and support 

•   Manager survey on understanding and use of programs and 
tools addressing stress 

•   Survey of managers on their own stress levels
•   Focus groups to explore employee perceptions of workplace 

stress

Program assessment
•   Percent of employees completing health risk assessments
•   Percent of employees participating in wellbeing programs, 

including those aimed at physical, emotional or financial 
health, and persistence of use of these programs

•   Safety program audit, focusing on program quality, compre
hensiveness and adherence

Lagging Indicators

Employee stress response
•   Absences—frequency, duration, scheduled vs. unscheduled
•   Turnover
•   Presenteeism
•   Union grievances

Employee health
•   Illness trends
•   Benefit cost 
•   Safety incidents—near misses, lost work time and those 

that must be recorded to comply with Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) regulations

•   Treatment/claims results—psychological, orthopedic, 
cardiovascular

•   Workers’ compensation claims
•   Family medical leave trends
•   Results of employee wellbeing surveys

Business outcomes
•   Teamlevel performance and productivity
•   Lawsuits related to work environment and working condi

tions
•   Reputational indicators (positive and negative press men

tions; Glassdoor and related ratings; public perceptions 
of social responsibility)

•   Labor productivity
•   Customer satisfaction, retention, repeat purchase
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 4. What will be the most effective responses, both for in-
dividuals and for the organization overall? 

The diagnostics required to answer these questions fall 
along two dimensions: time horizon (leading and lagging in-
dicators) and type of cost (direct and indirect). 

Leading indicators give warning about the prevalence of 
stressors that repeatedly stimulate individuals’ stress response 
systems, point to where pressures are felt most intensely and 
suggest the possible downstream effects. Because leading in-
dicators encompass measures that change before stress has 
begun to have harmful effects, they can help predict what 
might happen in the future. Understanding the messages 
embedded in leading indicators gives organizations the op-
portunity to anticipate and prevent the subsequent physical, 
psychological and emotional results of continued exposure 
to workplace stressors. 

Lagging indicators, by contrast, reflect the outcomes of 
extended periods of stress and confirm that stress-related 
problems have occurred. Employers should monitor lagging 
indicators to identify potential actions and to evaluate the 
effectiveness of current initiatives. Table I shows examples of 
leading and lagging indicators.

Some costs are explicit or direct (health care claims, for 
instance, which have identifiable monetary value). Others 
are implicit or indirect (such as unscheduled employee ab-
sence, which has real financial implications but is difficult to 
denominate in monetary terms in many industries). 

The case studies that follow describe how two organiza-
tions used leading and lagging indicators to assess potential 
causes and outcomes of stress. 

Leading Indicator—Analyzing the Relationship 
Between Perceived Stress and Disability  
at a Major Bank

A major North American bank wanted to diagnose links 
among employee engagement scores, workplace stressors 
and worker disability. The bank routinely receives high rank-
ings as a place to work, so organization management was 
especially concerned about a subtle but alarming trend of 
declining employee engagement scores. 

Bank leaders knew that declining engagement can be a 
leading indicator of emerging workplace stress issues, which 
can, in turn, prompt people to take disability leave (a poten-

tially significant explicit cost). An analysis of the relation-
ship between employee attitude and level of disability leave 
showed that those who took disability leave judged their 
work environments to be:

• Less open. Differences of opinion within work groups 
often were not discussed, and people perceived it was 
less safe to speak up.

• Less flexible. Managers were less likely to allow people 
latitude to meet personal and family needs.

• Less fair. Employees expressed lower confidence that 
their performance was assessed fairly and more con-
cern that broader management decisions about em-
ployees were not fair.

• Less performance-supporting. Employees on disabil-
ity leave revealed heightened concern about whether 
the goals against which they were evaluated were 
achievable.

The findings underscored the effects an employee’s 
immediate manager can have on the employee’s percep-
tion of the work environment and the stressors he or she 
experiences. Armed with a better understanding of the 
effects of manager behaviors on employee mental health, 
the bank took action to try to preempt costly future dis-
ability problems. 

The learning and development team created an e-learning 
program to improve manager performance in identifying 
and responding to stress-related behavioral symptoms. The 
training also instructs managers about when to take direct 
action to help an employee deal with a stressful situation and 
when to refer the employee to a medical expert or other pro-
fessional practitioner. The bank’s goal is to equip managers 
to recognize the early signs of employee stress and to react 
before stress leads to health problems that can require dis-
ability treatment.

Lagging Indicator: Analyzing the Reasons  
for High Absence at a Mass Media Company

A large mass media company wanted to find the causes 
of high absenteeism in its call centers. Unscheduled absence 
is a common problem in call centers, especially among em-
ployees who must deal with incoming calls from unhappy 
customers. Absence trends across 51 call centers were ana-
lyzed, linking data from the company’s human resource in-
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formation system with findings from a survey of employee 
perceptions of the work environment. The project team also 
conducted focus groups with employees.

As shown in Table II, the work environment survey re-
vealed a strong correlation between lower absence rates and 
positive employee perceptions of development opportunity, 
stress, energy and supervisor concern.

The data suggest that higher performing supervisors may 
reduce workplace stress and help people cope with the stress-
ors that come with working in a contact center. Diagnostic 
analysis showed that, in low-absence groups with better per-
forming supervisors, employees gave higher scores to a list 
of factors:

• Work schedules that enabled balancing work and fam-
ily life

• Enough staff for the amount of work to be done
• Employees’ involvement in decisions that affect their 

work
• Perception of flexibility to provide good service to cus-

tomers
• Personal growth opportunities
• Fair performance evaluations.
In response, the analysis team recommended review-

ing scheduling policies to allow for greater flexibility. The 
team also recommended changes to the hiring processes 

to make it easier to identify candidates most likely to show 
resilience to the pressures associated with call center jobs. 
Finally, the team produced a set of recommendations to 
improve supervisor performance and work unit staffing 
structure, recognizing the role supervisors play in influ-
encing both the presence of stressors and individuals’ re-
sponses to them. 

In each of these case studies, segmentation of the data—
by employee location, business unit, job type and tenure, 
for example—was critical to the analysis. Stress, after all, is 
an individual phenomenon that often results from highly 
personal and localized causes. Responses, whether organi-
zationwide programs or unit-specific actions, must feel and 
be relevant to individual employees working in specific en-
vironments. 

Using Diagnostics
The effort to collect and analyze diagnostic information 

has value only if the analysis leads to effective action in one 
or more of three categories:

 1. Modify the stressors that employees experience. Re-
duce or eliminate stressors or transform sources of stress 
and pressure into opportunities for challenge and fulfill-
ment. 

 2. Change individuals’ responses to stressors. Provide 

T A B L E  I I

Quality of Supervision Is Associated With Absence

 Percent Employee Agreement
Employee agreement Supervisory units with Supervisory units with 
with survey statement lowest absence rates highest absence rates Points gap

I believe I have the opportunity for personal  
development and growth in the company. 71% 52% 19

The stress levels at work are manageable. 57% 42% 15

I am able to sustain the level of energy I  
need throughout the work day. 78% 66% 12

My immediate supervisor cares about  
me as a person. 80% 71% 9

Source: Willis Towers Watson analysis of employee survey responses.
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opportunities for people to enhance their personal ca-
pability to withstand—and be productive in spite of—
the stressors they can’t avoid in their working lives. 

 3. Increase access to professional help. Improve the 
availability of physical, psychological and emotional 

health treatment to help ameliorate the consequences 
of high workplace stress. 

An organization might react initially to worrisome lead-
ing indicators by identifying and reducing the sources of 
stress: increasing staffing in a specific location (to better 
spread workloads), relaxing deadlines in a highly pressured 
production unit (to decrease risky behaviors driven by time 
pressure) or removing obvious safety hazards in an outdated 
factory, for instance. 

Employers also can take steps to increase employees’ 
resilience when faced with stress, perhaps through medita-
tion, mindfulness training or yoga. Emerging evidence sug-
gests that mind-body programs like these may yield benefits 
through decreased stress that leads to declines in medical 
utilization and medical insurance claims, as well as increased 
productivity.2

No Action Is Not an Option
Workplace stress is a fact of modern working life, with 

potentially enormous impact on the physical, emotional 
and even financial health of employees, along with adverse 
economic and cultural implications for organizations. Ig-
noring stress and its implications is, therefore, not an op-
tion. 

Conscientious leaders can recognize and address work-
place stress by using the output from a comprehensive stress 
diagnostic evaluation. But diagnosis carries a responsibility, 
because duty to act follows knowledge.   
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