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Introduction

We all have a moan about going to work. We groan about getting on that bus in the rush hour, complain about Monday morning blues and long for it to be the weekend again.

Work takes up the majority of our week – and sometimes the majority of our socialising – and for all of us it provides that vital aspect of day-to-day life, income. Work, employment, is a defining and significant aspect of any adult’s life, taking up sizeable chunks of time, focus and energy. So a gripe here and there throughout our working lives is understandable and expected; we all moan about the boss or laugh at the office stereotypes, and joke about the pain of Monday mornings and the thrill of that Friday feeling.

But for many people now in the UK, work has ceased to be simply a source of grumbles or a joke, and the negative effects from work have become far more detrimental to well-being than just Sunday-night blues. For them their job has started to make them mentally or physically unwell.

This may seem unfathomable to some – it can be hard to empathise if your working life is content. But after a decade in general practice in the NHS I have seen just how ubiquitous and extensive work-related ill health is. Seeing a patient who has become either physically or mentally ill through a work-related cause has become a normal, standard consultation for me, accounting for at least one or two patients that I see a week.

At the start of my career I would have found it pretty hard to identify work-related ill health as a significant problem. I certainly didn’t have any understanding of just how pervasive the issue is. As a newly qualified GP I expected to see cancer and depression and chicken pox, of course. But I never would have added work-related illness to that sad bunch. I had no idea just how substantial the problem was.

I remember very clearly, as a GP registrar, dealing with my first case of work stress: a man who had been (wrongly) accused of using a company car inappropriately, and who was struggling to sleep at nights as he coped with the terms of his suspension and the formal disciplinary proceedings. It was a defining moment for me as a GP: seeing the way that a job could have such an impact on a person’s health. This is when I realised just how strong the connection is between the physical, mental and social aspects of our lives. My senior colleagues were less shaken, less interested in what to them was commonplace. But I was sure this was an unusual situation, a rare consultation and probably not to be repeated often.

I was categorically wrong and quite simply naïve about that! As the months and years of my general practice career went by I began to see what my older colleagues already understood: what a substantial and significant problem work-related ill health is, and how it is, sadly, pretty common. And after over ten years working as a GP, there is enough of a problem to compel me to write this book to help others suffering in the same way.

I want to share the insights and experiences I have explored with my patients: what has worked, what hasn’t, and why anyone can find themselves affected. Work-related ill health can affect a huge range of workers, from the highest-earning CEOs to the those at the bottom of the office heap. It can happen to anyone and it’s nothing to be ashamed of.

This book is all about how to survive and thrive when it happens to you.

On a totally normal Thursday in clinic one February, out of forty patients I saw or spoke to, three discussed with me how their job was making them ill. Given this was an ordinary day, in a very typical general practice, this illustrates just how prevalent the issue is. When you think that in a typical day I would see only three or four cases of other conditions you would consider to be very commonplace, such as asthma or diabetes, this is clearly very significant.

The first patient worked in retail. She was a bubbly, bright, gregarious lady working for a large retail chain to whom she felt very loyal, having worked her way up the ladder over seven years. She was simply on the phone for a review of her antidepressant medication. I was curious to know when she had started taking them and she told me it had been a couple of years. The manager at work, she didn’t hesitate to tell me, bullied everyone, yet she was quite clear it was a fantastic job for her, a great opportunity and not something to give up. The bullying had led her to a change in mood a couple of years earlier and, in the end, she and her previous GP agreed on trying medication, which had been successful.

I was really fascinated by her approach to the issue, and this is what can happen in the workplace to many people, not just her: you take it on the chin, deal with it and carry on. She needed the job – and very much enjoyed it, despite the manager – so she felt she had to be pragmatic about making her life work, and about managing her health. She had a strict regime of Pilates twice a week, cycling to work once a week, and eating healthily. She ensured that while work was a source of illness for her, she could forge a feasible solution without giving up her job.

The second case I saw was a young man with back pain. Doctors tend not to see ongoing back pain in young adults, so when we do it is always a reason to think a bit more and investigate. In this case we were initiating a referral to a specialist in case it was a type of juvenile-onset arthritis, a diagnosis which is very important to pick up early. This man had worked since leaving school, and had an incredibly strong work ethic. (I am keen to point this out here as there is sometimes a misconception that work-related illness, particularly in younger workers, could just be malingering or an excuse. I do not believe that.)

I was worried even at the outset of his pain that this patient’s job in a call centre, sitting at a desk for hours at a stretch, was worsening his pain. There were no timed breaks, and with the phone constantly ringing there could be hours in a row with no standing up and no walking around – a curse for anyone with any back pain. It is generally recommended for back pain that you keep moving, with gentle stretching to stop you seizing up. So as part of my initial management when I’d seen the man a month earlier, I had given him a ‘fit note’: a note from a doctor saying that the person is fit to work, but only with certain conditions in place. In this case I had suggested simply that he needed regular movement breaks to stop him stiffening up. He just needed to walk around the office, or even make calls standing rather than sitting. But the young man’s manager, while at first accepting the conditions of the fit note, didn’t ensure they were put in place in any formal way, and then started to question the need for these special arrangements when no one else at the call centre had them.

After a week or so, my patient was back sitting at his desk for hours again. He was fearful of getting up too often and being reprimanded, and losing a job he really needed. So with no time or space to recover (which we had tried to foster without sick leave, because he didn’t want to be off sick), and without the movement breaks he needed, his back pain deteriorated. In clinic that day I had to issue a sick note: sitting all day, combined with a boss who refused to accommodate my medical advice, was worsening his illness and not allowing him the recovery he needed. With his job making him ill, I had no choice but to recommend he temporarily stop to see if we could improve his health. He was terribly disappointed.

‘I actually thought I was having a heart attack’ was how the third patient of the day described the way he felt when he went back into the office to face a colleague who had tormented co-workers for over five years. My patient had started that job a couple of years earlier, wide-eyed and keen to work in a management role within a field that had always been his passion. Over the previous two years his morale, self-esteem and enjoyment of life had been quashed by this colleague who had a long history of manipulation and bullying that had never been brought to task. He told me his workmates were taking daily medication to cope with the atmosphere and this colleague’s attitude, and one was seeking help for alcoholism. My patient was shocked to find himself experiencing difficulty breathing, pains all over his body and his heart racing one Sunday, when he was due to go back into the office after some annual leave. We discussed this as a possible panic attack. In nine years of being my patient he had never once sought medical help for anxiety or panic, despite going through major traumatic life events, and yet his work managed to tip him over that line. He breathed a sigh of relief to hear it could be a panic attack and this only affirmed the decision he had made while on his annual leave to resign, as – luckily – he had found another job. He did have a month-long notice period to work out, and we discussed whether he would need a beta-blocker prescription to cope with any further panic attacks. He declined.

It is likely you see your own symptoms or work situations reflected in these cases. Whether familiar or not, I hope these examples illustrate for you just how wide-ranging job-related illness can be, and how different the symptoms and the sufferers can be. It comes in many different forms and is caused by a whole host of factors, but whatever your own individual scenario, your work-related illness needs to be tackled and treated like any other health issue.

My experience as an inner-city GP since 2006 may have opened my eyes to the issue of work-related ill health, but the statistics speak for themselves.

Figures from the Labour Force Survey from 2015/16 estimate that the number of cases of work-related stress, depression or anxiety was 488,000 in the UK. For every 100,000 people going to work, this means 1,510 will be affected by these illnesses. This explains how a GP working a normal week in surgery could see at least one or two cases a week, whether those cases are newly affected patients or those for whom this is an ongoing issue. For the past decade the number of new cases of these work-related illnesses has remained broadly the same; there is clearly a need for awareness and change to bring about any improvement in these numbers.

Although the figures are astounding, I really believe they could be an underestimate, as work-related ill health can easily go unreported. Many sufferers may not complain or acknowledge the issue due to embarrassment, so would not be included in official figures. Others may not be aware that work could be a cause of their ill health, or may not choose to discuss it with a doctor or healthcare professional, so again would not be part of any official statistics. It is not uncommon for a patient to ask me not to write the words ‘work’ or ‘job’ in their records, or on a sick note, leading me to believe there is a sizeable amount of underreporting – and therefore under-acknowledgement – of jobs as a source of illness. Additionally, these official figures will only include the three diagnoses cited: stress, depression and anxiety. While these are the most significant, there are many more illnesses, both physical and psychological, that will bump up those numbers.

Of course, it is not only the individual who suffers as a result of these work-related illnesses. Work-related stress, depression and anxiety accounted for 11.7 million lost working days in the UK in 2015/16, with the average sufferer taking over 23 days off work sick. Undoubtedly this has a huge impact on the economy at every level.

Why I Wrote This Book

I have seen that work-related ill health can happen to any one, no matter who they are or what they do. It doesn’t seem to discriminate, although according to the Labour Force Survey the problem is certainly more prevalent in those within public-sector industries such as education, healthcare, public administration and the military. You are more likely to suffer from stress within certain jobs; teaching, healthcare, business, media and public service show higher rates of stress when compared to other occupations. I know that it was one September a few years ago, after seeing a deluge of teachers with work-related illness, that the enormity of the issue was cemented in my mind.

Yet, when you are in this situation yourself it can be very difficult to know where to turn, who to speak to or where to find good quality help and bona fide advice. Patients often feel there is a lack of focused help or points of reference to support them. It will usually take quite a few consultations within a GP clinic to unpick the issue and acknowledge the problems, and then even more to start formulating and adopting a plan of action, therapy and recovery. And many people, of course, don’t want to ask anyone for help – not even a doctor – for fear of judgement, stigma or embarrassment.

So my aim was to feature all the ideas, objectives and solutions from those consultations in a single book, covering all the facets that work-related ill health touches. Essentially, this book is a self-help guide to stopping your job making you ill. Clearly there is a need among those affected for such help in a single reference manual, mined from the experience of others who have been in the same situation and managed a recovery.

There is also another tricky conundrum to overcome with job-related illness that I really hope to solve with this book. Often patients tell me that because they are so busy, anxious or stressed out with the work that is the cause of their woe in the first place, it can be unthinkable to consider making the time to even contemplate sorting it out. With work taking up so much of our lives – and so much of our thoughts when it is making us ill – it can be impossible to get any clarity on the situation. Relaxation time becomes so precious, the last thing you want to be thinking about is your job and the way it is making you feel. Thoughts and worries can become a whirlwind, perpetuating and worsening the issue and creating a very tricky vicious cycle.

To solve the problem you really need to make the time and the headspace to think about it and address it, which can be very challenging. I see this book as a starting point and a first step for those thoughts, as well as a way to make the headspace and time (even just a few minutes) to think about what could be going on. The clarity you need to start the process comes on these pages.

How to Use This Book

The fundamental aim of this book is to calm, empower and advise you if you are suffering work-related ill health. Consulting it may be your first step if you haven’t disclosed to anybody what you are going through. Or it may provide additional guidance and support on top of help you are receiving already.

There is certainly no one-size-fits-all approach to treating job-related ill health, and I would also challenge anyone who says there is a right way to deal with it or a wrong way. In addition, the spectrum of individuals affected, as well as the range of illnesses and job environments, of course dictates that there can’t be a quick, one-stop solution. For some patients I see, the toughest hurdle they face is recognising or admitting their job is the problem; I have had patients only acknowledge this years later, or only after they have left the job and could finally grasp just how unwell they had become. For other patients, it has been finding a way out that proves the most challenging, or continuing in a job you love that seems to hate you. So there are many ideas, suggestions and plans included in this book as to what can and may help. Most likely you will cherry-pick your own solutions from my suggestions to forge the right path for your individual situation.

The first step though, quite simply, has to be to accept, acknowledge and affirm the issue. You cannot find a solution if you don’t see there is a problem.

To help you identify the issues you are dealing with, in the first three chapters I examine the causes of job-related illness and describe the most common illnesses and symptoms people experience. I show you how to acknowledge your own work-related ill health as a problem, as well as to diagnose it.

No recovery can even begin until you accept this fundamental start. For many people, this could be the trickiest part, and embracing the ideas and plan in Chapter 4, where we start the process of dealing with the problem, can be emotionally hard. This may be the first time in your life you are ill, the first time you think a mental health problem could be affecting you, or it may simply be a massive dent to your pride and a great disappointment. These are very common feelings and they can be pretty distressing and difficult to deal with. So as you begin this book, focus on the knowledge that only with acceptance and affirmation at the outset can you start to build your recovery and wellness, and change your working life. Acceptance will help you to focus on positive self-change and forge a plan that will be sustainable.

When facing any illness, whether physical or psychological, structuring a recovery is key. Usually this is done for you by healthcare professionals dictating what to do and the therapeutic measures to try. With work-related illnesses, however, the recovery has to be far more patient-driven, focusing on and tailored to your individual working life, career ladder and multiple other factors that need addressing. By necessity, a large part of your recovery will be self-directed, and the second half of the book will guide you through that process, starting from Chapter 5. Illness makes anyone feel powerless and out of control, but I would hope that this book gives back a level of control to you as an individual, an employee and a patient.

I am a huge believer that small changes and small ideas are as important as the big, headline ones. This is what psychologists term ‘micro-actions’ and these are well known to effect change. That is why the plan of how to help yourself in Chapter 6 covers what may seem at first like trivial issues: your diet, your exercise levels, your journey to work. It can be hard to fathom how reducing your caffeine intake can possibly achieve anything when you are faced with a gargantuan, all-consuming issue such as the boss from hell, but I urge you to consider these micro-actions as an important part of the recovery process.

Because you will most likely, despite your illness, have the ability and resources within you to adopt small, ‘trivial’ changes, these are the most likely to succeed at the beginning of your recovery. And any success, particularly when you are coming from the point of weakness that illness can be, is a positive first step. The momentum of your first positive change, however small, allows you to build on it and be more confident about making bigger changes. And that positivity will diffuse into the other, more significant aspects of the problem that you need to try to adapt or deal with. So do not underestimate the power of the micro-action, however trivial it may seem.

I have spent many years in general practice seeing a plethora of different patients through work-related illness, and exploring what can and what does work. Thankfully, the vast majority come out the other side healthier, happier and recovered.

Your recovery starts now.


CHAPTER 1

•

What Causes Work-related Ill Health?

In the Western world we very much define ourselves by the work we do. We often use our jobs as an introduction and a window into our lives when we meet someone: we live in a culture where the job is very much the quantifiable measure of us. It defines the clothes we wear, the holidays we take, where we live and how our kids paint us. So admitting it has all gone wrong, of course, is traumatic. When all around there seem to be people just like you who are working and getting on well with their jobs, it is natural to question how your own could possibly be affecting you so negatively.

Around half a million workers in the UK are ill as a result of their job, and there are many factors at play in why this happens. Employment, a job and a career, should be a very positive influence on someone’s life, health and happiness. Unfortunately, various circumstances can arise that can turn your job into a source of illness.

Clearly, with so many people affected in so many different areas of employment, there will not be one unique factor causing job-related ill health. In fact, studies show that there are many elements within a workplace that contribute or exacerbate work-related ill health. In my experience of dealing with these issues with patients, there is often more than one problem.

It is so important for you to understand the factors that can cause work-related ill health. This has to be the first step. To build a recovery and a solution, you have to appreciate what has ‘gone wrong’. As you will see, these may not be elements that you can fix. However, understanding how your job-related illness has arisen will allow you to accept the problem, build a realistic solution and move on.

The UK’s Office of National Statistics’ Labour Force Survey points to ‘workload’ as the biggest cause of psychological and psychosomatic illness from work, including stress, anxiety and depression. Specifically, ‘workload’ refers to tight deadlines, too much work or too much pressure and responsibility on you as an employee. Other analyses add that interpersonal relationships at work, as well as the amount of support available, are huge factors influencing wellness at work.

Anecdotally from my years in practice, I would cite relationships and team issues as being the most common causes of work-related illness I come across. From bullying bosses to toxic colleagues, there have been times in clinic when I have simply been amazed at how grown adults in responsible, highly paid jobs can behave. (In fairness, I must also add that I have often been delighted at how supportive, empathetic and helpful employers and managers can be.) A job is very much made or broken by the people around you, and the health consequences from that can be dramatic.

Personality type and personal circumstances will also interact with the factors at work and influence how affected an individual is by their difficult work circumstances: we saw this with my patient working in retail who learnt to cope with her horrible boss through the strategies she implemented outside work. Individual resilience, background, health and personal factors will allow you to be more susceptible or stronger at different times in your life. Aspects of your job that may feel manageable most of the time, when life is generally good, can become a source of illness if you are going through a personal issue such as bereavement or divorce, which can knock your resilience and ability to cope and bring about illness.

Let’s look at the most common negative situations that are proven to contribute to work-related ill health. The idea of working through these in turn is to offer you some potential answers as to the source of your own issue: there certainly could be more than one that feels familiar to your own situation. Spelling them out for you at this stage allows you to understand the pathway that led to your illness, which in turn allows you to forge the pathway to your recovery.

Workload

As we have seen, statistics looking at work-related ill health in the UK cite ‘workload’ as the biggest cause of stress, anxiety and depression. Tight deadlines, too much pressure and responsibility, and simply too much work have been identified as the main contributors that can detrimentally affect the health of employees.

Anyone going to work should be able to feel they can cope with their job: not that it is easy and unfulfilling, but that they have both the personal and external resources to cope, enjoy and succeed. That comes from being in an appropriate role and having suitable amounts of work, as well as having good supervision and managerial support. In environments where there is a continuous feeling of ‘only just coping’ and ‘firefighting’ all the time, there tend to be high rates of work-related ill health caused by feeling under pressure and on edge all the time. Feeling as if you are struggling all the time will adversely affect your self-esteem, self-worth, job satisfaction and mood. Of course, many of us go through unusually busy periods at work, and a week or so of this is fine, but when this is the constant state of play long term it is easy to see how it leads to ill health.

Having an inappropriate workload causes illness in many ways:

•     Constantly being under pressure and overly busy is physically and mentally exhausting, and over time builds up levels of fatigue and burnout. Fatigue impacts on sleep patterns, mood and physical health as well as your relationships.

•     The lifestyle that goes with overwork is detrimental to health. Tight deadlines and pressure encourage workers to skip breaks, work late, work into the weekend and eat on the run, preventing them from doing things that can be protective of good health. It is in exactly these situations that you need to foster good behaviours outside work to protect your health – but paradoxically, of course, after a day of being overworked it is very hard to find the motivation to exercise, make a healthy meal or engage in positive relaxation. You are far more likely to flop on the sofa and fall asleep.

•     Another scenario I hear often from patients is that they have gone home after work and cannot stop thinking about work. Their mind and heart are racing, worrying about the next day, and they are unable to fall asleep. This leads to a vicious cycle of overworking and underrelaxing that very quickly fuels a poor health situation. While our minds and bodies can cope with this in the short term, for example getting to the end of a big deadline or contract (I see this a lot in accountants as the tax year-end approaches), this type of work pattern is unsustainable in the long term.

•     Mentally there is little satisfaction in a job where the demands placed on you do not match your capabilities and resources. This leads to an overriding negative emotional impact from work, with feelings of guilt and poor self-esteem. Humans by nature want to succeed at their tasks, and need the fulfilment and satisfaction that comes from that. Imagine that joyful feeling when you have finished your day’s to-do list, everything has gone well and you treat yourself to a coffee. If your daily work is characterised by the opposite of that, never feeling you have succeeded and it is always impossible to achieve your goals, your mental health will suffer very quickly.

Workload issues may stem from the organisational structure of the workplace, or because an individual has not been trained properly, or has been given the wrong level of responsibility. It is not uncommon for me to see this in practice, where someone has been promoted to managerial level too quickly. While it is attractive and exciting at the outset to be promoted, it can result in a situation for the individual where they are overburdened and working above their skill set, which in the long term can be unhealthy. Statistics show that this is most prevalent in public-sector industries such as education, health and social care.

Being expected to do more than you are capable of or more than is possible within strict time limits, particularly with limited resources, is often going to lead to a build-up of daily stress. That recurrent pressure, week on week, precipitates ill health, whether classic stress symptoms such as irritability and fatigue, or other mental or physical conditions described in the next two chapters.

Relationships

Your team and the interpersonal relationships you have at work are vital to enjoying your job. But the effects of these social interactions go a lot further than that.

In data looking at work-related ill health, it is clear that colleagues, teams, relationships and socialising within work all have a significant role in causing job stress and other mental health problems. Essentially, the statistics show that
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