Clare is at the end of her tether…

Clare is 38, is married and her home could be described as happy and settled.  She works for a large private sector organisation.  Her department consists of a small team of 3 professionals led by John and backed up by a number of admin staff.  Clare has an important role, which involves training and development activities and frequent liaison with both internal and external customers.  Clare is capable, hard working and conscientious.  As a ‘detail person’, she likes things to be done the right way.  Clare is a finisher and gets the job done.  She is well thought of and liked by colleagues and the outside agencies she deals with, although her immediate colleagues might say if pushed that Clare is a little sensitive to criticism and inclined to be self-critical if things don’t go according to plan.   The demands on Clare’s department have significantly increased in the recent past.  Strict new performance targets have been set and the pressure is on to deliver.

Unfortunately, John has been struggling in the role of departmental manager.  He has been off sick a lot and his absence has been frequent and sometimes lengthy.  John’s absences in the last year have totalled nearly six months, and have been unpredictable.  His team can never be sure whether John will be in or not.  Clare and the rest of the team have, until recently, just about been able to cope; they have though, to a large extent, had to manage themselves.  Of the 3 professionals, Clare, is the only one full time, and as such, has taken on most of the responsibility and workload.  

Up until 3 months ago, Clare had a good attendance record.  Then, suddenly, one day she snapped, told John in no uncertain terms what she thought of him, and went off sick for 3 weeks suffering from ‘stress’.  It became clear that she had been complaining of lack of support for some time, and that she had kept records of this (in the form of saved emails that she had sent to John).  

Clare has now returned to work.  During Clare’s absence, she wrote a letter to the Director, explaining the pressure she had been under, and how her boss’s repeated and prolonged absence, and poor performance, had contributed to that pressure.  In the last month, one of Clare’s immediate colleagues has left, but has not been replaced, and John is about to be moved to a post where he doesn’t line manage anyone.  Clare’s absence is creeping up again, and she has confided to colleagues that she isn’t coping, and is feeling anxious and depressed.

Case study questions

1. Clare’s vulnerability.  How vulnerable do you think Clare is in terms of risk to her mental health and well-being?  Why?  What factors can you find to back up your judgement on the level of risk?

2. Risk to the organisation.  At what level do you think is the risk to the organisation.  Why?  What factors can you find to back up your judgement on the level of risk?

