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Poor culture can damage workers’ mental and physical health

MATT JACKSON

Poorworkplace culture can have a
huge effect on people’s mental and
physical health, and it's time
business leaders addressed the
issue urgently.

Measuring how a workplace
affects staff has been difficult to do
accurately, which has meant other
aspects of business have taken pri-
ority over culture. Culture was
seenasimportant but not urgent.

It’s time the quarterly figures
included metrics other than
dollars, square metres and ratings
— otherwise the unintended con-
seguences can be horrific, as has
beenthe case with Orange France.

Between 2008 and 2009 the
company, then called France
Telecom, had 35 employees com-
mit suicide. Chief executive Didier
Lombard took the legal position
that he could not be held account-
able for people he had never met
decidingto take their lives.

The fact is some suicides hap-
pened on premises, and most of
the notes left behind blamed the
working environment and the cul-
ture. One note described the cul-
ture as “management by terror”.

Even after Lombard resigned
in 2010, the culture remained
emotionally violent. In 2013 11
people took their lives, and in just
the first three months of 2014 10
people killed themselves.

What is unprecedented about
the Orange France case is that it
raises the question of who is ac-
countable for the way an em-
ployee feels. The case strongly
suggests while one person may
have a powerful effect on others,
the truth is we all affect each other.

The law in most countries sides
heavily with individuals being ac-
countable for their own reactions
to the way they feel. This is defi-
nitely the most efficient method of
addressing the problem, but it is
not a solution because the reac-
tion is not the problem. The prob-
lem occurs before the reaction.

The solution lies in people
changing their thoughts and
feelings before the behaviour

causes negative effects to occur.
This will require a mind-shift
where everyone takes responsibil-
ity for the way they feel and the
way they make othersfeel.

It's not about blame. It's about
accepting we are all able to re-
spond in ways that create a posi-
tive working climate around each
other. Especially now in Australia.

In 2013, Australian levels of
bullying in the workplace were
6.8 per cent, as reported by Safe
Work Australia. This was above
international levels. Work pres-
sure and work-related harass-
ment made up more than 50 per
cent of all mental stress claims.

“Depression costs Australian
employers about $8 billion per

annum, and $693 million per
annum of this is due to job strain
and bullying,” according to Safe
Work Australia.

The most commonly cited
ways the workplace negatively af-
fects employees are criticism, un-
dervaluing efforts, false
accusations, gossip and having
comments dismissed in meetings.

Part of reaching a solution re-
quires that we recognise negative
effects in the workplace before
they cost the business financially
and employees their health and, in
extreme cases, their lives.

North Carolina State Universi-
ty has used facial recognition soft-
ware to recognise when students
are unchallenged or overwhelmed

by their work. Microsoft uses the
same kind of affective computing
to create more immersive gaming
experiences for customers.
Heightening our awareness of
what affects us requires each of us
to take responsibility for how we
affect others. Focus and reflect on
how you affect others and, no mat-
ter how frightening it is, interact
with people face to face.
Technologies that promise to
connect people without the need
for “inefficient and messy” inter-
actions with people are masking
themremue
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