
Instead of Stress
,

WorkerFreedom
ByIsaacGetz

If PresidentNicolasSarkozywants
Frenchmen to behappy,

hemightworry
lessabouthowmanyvacationdaysthey
get ,

andmoreaboutthecrushing
bureaucracies in whichtheywork.

TheFrenchmedia is busydiscussing
theseries of suicides at FranceTelecom.
Sinceitstradeunionsstarted to trackthe
data in 2008

,

23 of thecompany' s

employeeshavecommittedsuicide
and13haveattempted it.

Thecompany' s executives
arenodoubtchafingunder
thegarishlimelight ,

and
criticsof thecoveragemayhave
somepoints . Aswith
airplanecrashes

,

suicidesare
attention-grabbing butmay
bestatistically
unrepresentative . FranceTelecomhasmorethan
100,000employees ,

soperhaps if data
wereavailableonothercompanies ,

the
suiciderate at FranceTelecomwouldnot
lookexceptional . In theirlist

,

theunions
themselvesattributesome of thesuicides
to strictlypersonalcauses . Likeairplane
crashesagain ,

suicidescanhave a variety
of combinedcauses.

ButastheFrenchsay,

there is nosmoke
withoutfire . A recentstudyreportedthat
52%% of workingFrenchdon' t sleepwellon
Sundaynight . Butwork-related stress is

not a Frenchdisease
,

and is ubiquitousand
severe in alldevelopedeconomies . In the
U.K . andU.S . 70%% of employeesdon' t sleep
wellonSundaynighteither.

Unsurprisingly ,

workplacestress is

recognizedtodayas a keycontributor in 75%% to

90%% of allprimary-caredoctorvisits . This
,

of course
,

haseconomiccosts . Studies
estimatecostsforFrenchbusinessesbetween
-830millionand-1.65billionperyear,

whileforU.S . businesses thesecostsgoas
highas$300billionperyear,

due to

stressinducedabsenteeism
,

lostproductivityand
healthexpenditures . Besidesthecosts

,

stressalsoleads to muchhumansuffering.
If workplacestresslastsfor a short

period
,

it canlead to thosemundanemodern

Weare
micromanaging
ouremployees

to death.

diseases
,

suchasstomachdisorders
,

back
pain ,

musculoskeletalproblems ,

headaches
,

skinproblems ,

loss of sleepand
energy,

andemotionaldistress . If it persists
over a longperiod ,

it oftenresults in heart
disease . Severecasesamplifiedby
isolationmayevenlead to suicide.

Theunionsknow it . That' s whyFrance
Telecom' s unioncalleditsbranchtracking
suicidedata " Observatoiredustress et des
mobilitesforcees "

(

"

Observatory of stress
and of forcedmobility "

)

. But
to analyzetheroot
causes

,

onemust
understand the
mechanism that
generatesstress in

ourlives.
It allbeginswith

situationsthatwe
perceiveaseither

physically or psychologically
threatening . Psychologistscall
these " stressors. " Stressorscan
includeincreases in one' s

workload
,

or workdemands
,

or

uncertaintyaboutwhatneeds to be
done or whereonewillwork

(

in

FranceTelecom' s case
,

seerecent
forcedandsuddenchanges of

employees'workplaces )

. In addition
,

stressorsenvelopallthe
constraintsandinter-personal
conflictsthatpreventemployees
fromdoing a goodjob ,

suchas
beingdeniedresources or

informationyouneedforyourjob.
Allthebigandsmallstressors

triggernegativeemotional
reactions

,

mostoftenanger or

anxiety . Fromthere
,

theroad to stress_N

symptoms is alldownhill . Some-
stressleads to constructiveactions

aimingto copewiththestressor
,

suchas
gettingtheneeded information from
somebodyelse . Butmostoften

,

the
reaction is destructive : flight - hence

,

turnover
andabsenteeism - or fight ,

to include
violence to ourselves.

Fortunatelythere is oneextremely
importantpotentialamelioratingfactorfor

workplace stresstheperceivedcontrolan
employeehasoverhiswork . When a

personbelieveshehas a highdegree of

control in anygivensituation
,

hejudges it as
lessstressful

,

sometimessimplyas "

challenging.
" Militaryfighterpilotsdon' t

typicallyreportseeingtheirmissions
,

even in

combat
,

asstressful
,

becausetheyhave
completecontrolovertheirjob . This
perception of controlminimizes a person' s

emotionalreaction to a stressor . For
example , facing a suddenupsurge in clients

,

a

salespersonwhofeels in controlwillbe
confidentthatshe' ll find a way to keepthe
workloadmanageable . Heremotionsmay
evenbring a positivefeeling of challenge.
Highperceivedcontrolmayevenleaden
employee to searchforconstructive
responses to copewiththestressfulevent.

For a personwith a lowlevel of control
overherwork

,

thereaction is quitediffer

ent
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ent . Notbelievingthatshecanchangethe
wayshedoesherwork

,

she' ll engage in

thedestructiveactions of fighting or

fleeing to reduceheremotionaldistressand
feelbetter. Threepsychologists ,

Hans
Bosma

,

StevenStansfeldandMichael
Marmot

, spentfiveyearsstudyingthestress
levels of morethan10,000Britishcivil
servants . Theyfoundthatemployeeswho
feeltheyhavelittlecontrolovertheir

jobswhetherthat is trueor notare50%%

to 100%%morelikelyto developheart
diseasethanthosefeelingas if they
are in control of theirjobs.

High-levelemployeescan of

coursefindways to escape
bureaucraticprocedures . Butthere is

analternative
,

muchmore
dramaticway to reducestress-related
costsandsufferingforeveryone :

Treatpeopleasmodernpilots ,

not
assoldiers of theoldwars . Give
peoplerealcontrolovertheir
work

, stopgivingthemorders
abouthow to dotheirjobs ,

and
theirstresswillgodown . With it

,

absenteeismwilldrop ,

andstress' s

hiddencostswillshrink
,

while
employeeengagementgoesup . All
this

,

of course
,

is hard to

accomplish in a traditional
commandand-control companythatoften
pays a lipservice to autonomybut
preservesthehierarchicalchain of

commandbut it is possible.
Companiesasdiverseas

FrenchcopperalloyfirmFAVI or

Finnishcleaningserviceprovider
SOLhaveaccomplished it . There

is moregoodnews : Freeing a

company' s people to actnotonly
eliminateshiddencostsand

humanmisery ,

it alsodramaticallyboostsits
innovationandorganicgrowth . That' s the
sort of newsforwhichanybusinesswould
beglad to maketheheadlines.

Mr. Getz is professor at ESCPEurope
BusinessSchool in Parisandco-authorwith
Brian M . Carney of

" Freedom
,

Inc.
,

"

to be
publishedOct. 13byCrownBusiness.
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