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You have undoubtedly seen t he siqns. 

An unhappy customer returns an item to 

your store, complairiing about the quality. 

Instead of politely listening to her com­

plaints, your employee is abrupt, rude, and 

engages the customer in an argument. Or, 

a longtime trusted employee begins to make 

mistakes in handling money or is so preoc­

cupied that she slips and falls. 

These are among the many potential signs of employee stress­

stress that left unchecked can cost you, the retail employer, a 

bundle. Whether your employees' stress is directly related to the 

job or predominantly due to problems at home, failing to 

address it can result in increased injury, illness, deterioration in 

performance, and the loss of good workers and customers. 

According to the American Institute of Stress, job-related 

stress costs US employers $300 billion per year in absenteeism, 

employee turnover, reduced productivity, and direct medical, 

legal, and insurance costs. Numerous studies have found that 

overtime and extended work shifts increase job stress and 

its impacts. The National Institute for Occupational Safety 

and Health (NIOSH), Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention reviewed 52 research reports on the association 

between working long hours and illnesses, injuries, health 

behaviors, and performance (see sidebar below). 

Resources 
• American Institute of Stress (www.stress.org) Click on ''.Job Stress." 
• American Psychological Association (www.apa.org) Assistance in locating psychologists in 

your area. 
• National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health CNIOSH) The NIOSH Safety and 

Health Topic Web page, "Work Schedules: Shift Work and Long Work Hours" 
(www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/workschedules), includes a link to the publication Overtime and 
Extended Work Shifts: Recent Findings on Illnesses, Injuries and Health Behaviors. The 
NIOSH Safety and Health Topic Page, "Stress at Work" (www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/stress), 
includes a link to the publication STRESS ... At Work. A 17-minute NIOSH video entitled 
Working with Stress is at www.cdc.gov/niosh/docs/video/stress1.html. 
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Job Condit ions That May 
Lead to Stress 
The Design of Tasks. Heavy workload; 
infrequent rest breaks; long work hours 
and shift work; hectic and routine tasks 
that have little inherent meaning, do not 
utilize workers' skills, and provide little 
sense of control. 

Management Style. Lack of participation 
by workers in decisionmaking, poor com­
munication in the organization, lack of 
family-friendly policies. 

Interpersonal Relationships. Poor social 
environment and lack of support or help 
from co-workers and supervisors. 

Work Roles. Conflicting or uncertain job 
expectations, too much responsibility .. too 
many "hats" to wear. 

Career Concerns. Job insecurity and lack 
of opportunity for growth, advancement, or 
promotion; rapid changes for which work­
ers are unprepared. 

Environmental Conditions. Unpleasant or 
dangerous physical conditions such as 
crowding, noise, air pollution, or ergonomic 
problems. 

(Source: STRESS ... At Work, NIOSH) 
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Among the many findings: 
•In 16 of22 research studies, overtime work was associated 

with increased injury rates, a greater number of illnesses, 

poorer perceived general health, or increased deaths. The US 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) recently reported that its 

preliminary 2008 data shows workplace suicides were up 

28% in 2008 over 2007. 

•Six studies that examined 12-hour shifts combined with 

more than 40 hours of work per week found deteriora­

tion in performance, a slower pace of work, or an increase in 

health complaints. 

• Four studies reported that the ninth to 12th hours of work 

in 12-hour shifts were associated with increased futigue, feel­

ings of decreased alertness, lower cognitive function, declines 

in vigilance on tasks, and increased injuries. 

Retail work can be very stressful in and of itself, particularly 

at this time of the year. NIOSH notes there is increasing 

evidence that stress plays a role in several types of chronic 

health problems, especially cardiovascular disease, muscu­

loskeletal disorders, and psychological disorders. In extreme 

situations, job-related stress can result in workplace violence, 

such as an incident that occurred in Montana where a dis­

count .store employee shot a co-worker in the head during an 

alleged argument over the length of the co-worker's work 

break. 

Steps for retail employers 
There arc a number of steps you as a retail owner or manager 

can take to reduce your employees' job-related stress and the 

resulting high costs to your operation. A good first step is to 

understand the definition of job-related stress. In a publication 

entitled STRESS ... At Work, NIOSH defines job stress as the 

harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when 

the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, 

resources, and needs of the worker. 

Although working conditions play a primary role in causing 

job stress, the role of individual fuctors cannot be ignored, 

NIOSH says. In other words, two employees doing virtually 

the same retail work may respond very differently. One may be 

able to handle the job-related stress. Bur the other cmployec­

particularly if that person is having marital problems, is having 

difficulty finding day care for his or her child, or is unable to 

pay his or her bills-may not be able to handle the additional 

work-related stress. 
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NIOSH suggests you take these three steps to help prevent 

job-related employee stress: 

STEP 1: Identify the problem 
Low employee morale •. health and job complaints, and high 

turnover are often the first signs of job stress. But in today's 

fragile economy, workers fearful oflosing their jobs are unlike­

ly to complain. 

It's important to find a way to collect information from man­

agers, supervisors, and other employees so you can determine 

the causes and the extent of job-related stress. You might hold 

group discussions with employees or design an employee sur­

vey that includes questions on perceptions of work conditions, 

stress, health, and job satisfuction. If you are uncertain how to 

design a survey that will collect measurable data-or how to 

analyze the resulting data-an outside consultant or your local 

college or university's psychology department should be able to 

provide assistance. 

As you are working to identify the problem, be sure that you 

and your other managers have the skills needed to approach an 

employee who is showing signs of stress. Being a good listener 

is step one. Then provide the person \vi th internal and/ or 

external assistance. Know what resources arc available in your 

community, such as county or local mental health agencies, 

community organizations that provide assistance with finan­

cial problems, local clinics (particularly free clinics or those 

with sliding fee scales), toll-free crisis hotlincs, and organiza­

tions geared toward women'.~ issues (such as bartered women 

hotlines) . Post the phone numbers of these agencies and hot­

lines in employee break rooms, employee restrooms, and other 

areas where your workers will sec them. 

An employee assistance program (EAP) can also be another 

good resource. Be aware, however, that some employees may be 

hesitant to use it due to embarrassment or fear that their per­

sonal information ,yjlJ get out to co-workers or to their boss. 

STEP 2: Design and implement interventions 
The interventions you choose will depend on the information 

you collect in identifying the problem. If you hold group discus­

sions \vith employees, be sure to ask them for their ideas on how 

to resolve the issues. You may want to appoint a small team, 

comprising management and employee representatives, to 

determine the most appropriate interventions. Also, you may 

have learned that interventions arc only needed in certain areas 

of your operation-or that they vary among departments. 
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If you surveyed your employees, be sure to give them feedback 

on what was found and what actions arc being considered to 

remedy or address the problems. 

Additional interventions to consider include: 
• Offer an occupational stress workshop. Ask local 

agencies in your community for suggestions on trained per­

sons who could lead this. Be sure the workshop includes 

discussion of steps both employees and management can 

take to reduce job-related stress . 

• Set up an ongoing occupational stress committee. 

Again, this committee should have representation from both 

management and employees. It's important that the commit­

tee not become a vehicle for employee complaints. Instead, it 

How to Change the 
Organization to Prevent 
Job Stress 
Ensure that the workload is in line with 
workers' capabilities and resources. 

.J Design jobs to provide meaning, stimula­
tion, and opportunities for workers to 
use their skills. 

.J Clearly define workers' roles and 
responsibilities. 

.J Give workers opportunities to 
participate in decisions and actions 
affecting their jobs. 

.J Improve communications. Reduce 
uncertainty about career development 
and future employment prospects. 

.J Provide opportunities for social interac­
tion among workers. 

.J Establish work schedules that are com­
patible with demands and responsibilities 
outside the job. 

(Source: STRESS ... At Work, NIOSH, reprint­
ed from American Psychologist) 
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should focus on solutions your organization can 

put in place based on the data collected in iden­

tifying the problem. 

Other ideas you can implement, depending on the 

sources of the job stress, include increasing the 

skill levels of employees through training or 

other means, providing cross-training to 

give employees a chance to rotate 

between jobs, improving physical 

work conditions, offering flex time or 

other types of work schedules, and 

providing career development training 

and a fonnal career ladder for 

employees hoping to move into 

higher positions. 

STEP 3: Evaluate the 
interventions 
NIOSH suggests that you establish 

specific timetables for evaluating the 
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effectiveness of your various interventions and that you evalu­

ate them over the short term (for example, on a quarterly 

basis) and the long term (annually). 

Long-term evaluations should focus on such objective data 

as employee turnover rates, absenteeism, and injury/illness 

rates. More immediate improvements may be evident in the 

quality of interactions with customers and co-workers as 

well as fewer incidents of signs of stress. Know chat as condi­

tions change-employees leave, new employees come on 

board, and/or the overall economic climate changes-the 

sources of job-related stress and preventive solutions may 

also change. That's one of the reasons it's important to take a 

long-term approach to this issue. And again, if you arc not 

sure how to objectively evaluate the effectiveness of your 

interventions, an outside consultant or other out~ide resource 

can provide assistance. ,ji 

Barbara Mulhern is a freelance writer who specializes in occupational 
safety and health issues. Vern Putz Anderson, PhD, CPE. is a 
public health advisor at the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention/National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health. 
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For your Sub-Contract and Private Label Needs 

Capsules • Tablets • Powders • Creams ' / 
Liquid Vitamins • Pet Supplements 

Lotions • Haircare • Laboratory Testing 

Your source for 
Natural & Organic Products 

CGNP "Health as Nature Intended ' 

Please Contact Sales f=or More Information 

bb 1.877.4280 or info@cgnp.net 
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PFRON 
• News and Notes 

PLMA Wrap 
Innovation Way: An up-tick 
in attendance and new ways 
for retailers and manufactur­
ers to show their wares 
made this year's Private 
Label Trade Show one of 
the most successful yet. 

· Upcoming 
I The Look: 

J&R Electronics 

NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2009 

II COVER STORY 

Leading the 
Charge: In the 
midst of an industry 
panic about how to 
handle the holiday 
season, Sears 
Holdings got focused 
and positioned itself 
as an e-commerce 
leader. 
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IFJ BEST PRACTICES Gadget Bait Why the consumer electronics category draws 
shoppers and how retailers can capitalize on the attraction. 

EI1J SAGE ADVICE Don't Blow Your Top Industry experts outline what steps to take to 
ensure job-related stresses don't batter your bottom line. 
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The Real 

A~ retailers wait to sec whether or not consumers will shop this holiday season, many arc 

looking for the genius value proposition that will make customers step in the door instead of 

walking on by. For a few retailers, that proposition is all about age. 

Borders Group developed a teen-focused deparancnt, Borders Ink, earlier this year. The 

department will stock graphic novels, funtasy, and young-adult titles and will leave room for 

music and DVDs. 

In a recent article in The flf11U Street ]ouma~ Borders \~cc president of merchandising/trade 

books, Kathryn Popofr; said, "We want this (department J to be about more tl1an just the 

book," a notion that shows Borders understands the multimedia appeal of a generation that 

can't remember a time when the Internet wasn't around. 

On the other end of the spectrum, a program run by Kimberly-Clark and used by retailers 

like Walgreen, Rite Aid, and Fan1ily DoUar Stores gives executives insight into the challenges 

facing elderly shoppers. 

In a September article in flVSJ, Todd Fang, a W.-tlgrecn vice president, said he put on 

glasses that blurred his vision, put raw popcorn kcrncb in his shoes, and taped his thumbs 

to his palms. "I can't imagine how this would feel if the store were crowded," he said of the 

experience. 

The push to see stores through senior eyes is an cftort to cater to baby boomcrs, who will start 

ruming65 in 2011 and arc expected to spend $50 billion over the next decade on consumer 

product~ in the US. (Estimated by Scan Seitzinger, SVP of consulting and innovation for 

market-research firm Information Resources.) 

If your company has so fur stuck to discount~ and selection as a way to enhance value, it may 

be time to take a step out~idc of the box-try using it as a stcpstool to elevate your busincs~ to 

the next level. 

Amanda Gaines 

Editor-in-Chief 
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