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Professionals t
Strain, stress index sh

® Growing concerns around fatigue and poor sleep are
the symptoms that rank highest among respondents

Yvonne Fontyn

he 2024 Profmed
stress index shows
that stress levels
among SA
professionals

options. “This s especially
beneficial for individuals who
face barriers (o traditional
in-person therapy including
mobility issues, time constraints
or living in remote are

According (o the index,

d

increas
previous year

‘The survey, conducted
among 2,07 graduate
professionals across a range of
industries, was published on
January

“SA professionals face
‘mounting stress levels, with
financial uncertainty and

ly on the

emerging as primary stressors,
the study concludes.

“Ihe findings indicate a
growing concern around fatigue
and poor sleep, with these
symptoms ranking highest
among respondents, even
surpassing last year's levels.
Digestive issues have also
emerged as anew stres:
related symptom, pointing to the
increasing toll that stress takes
ona professional's physical
health says Profmed. a
medical scheme.

“The trends in the index are:
@ Younger professionals and
women report higher stress
levels. Millennials (aged 30-39)
and professionals aged 50-69
experience the highest levels of

ess. Women report higher
stress levels than men, largely
due to balancing multiple roles
atwork and home.
® Healthcare professionals and
educators are among the most
stressed. Long hours, emotional
burnout and a lack of support

©

cducators are among the most
stressed due to long hou
emotional burnout and a lack of
eup[}nll ystems. I's clear that
support systems need to be
ln\pruv(-d for professionals, and
especially these vulnerable
groups. Lacy says the state and
the private sector, as well as the
institutions involved, can and
should assist.

“Mental health issues have a
direct impact on workplaces
through increased absenteeism,
reduced productivity and
increased costs to the
organisation. This plays out in

vhat individuals

“Companies and
organisations need to cultivate a
work environment that
demands integrity and respect

imong other values. A toxic
work environment can have a
severely negative impact on
‘mental health and workplaces
need to cultivate a safe wor
environment where people can
share their problems without
the risk of criticism, blame or
judgment. Individuals also need
to be assured that the
confidentiality of their
information is respected”

Lacy says SA has a unique
demographic and set of factors
that contribute to poor mental
health. “Mental disorders
account for a significant portion
of disease burden.

“The private and public
sector need to prioritise mental
health in their budgeting, with a

ive focus on

identified as pain points in the
survey, namely long hours and
cemotional burnout” she says.

A TOXIC WORK
ENVIRONMENT
CAN HAVE

A SEVERELY

MENTAL HEALTH

“For this reason, it s in the
employers’ best interests to
ensure that adequate support is
available for their employees
through employee assistance

) ‘
heightened stress levels in
these fields.

al drive

“Whether the support offered
|~ mrgm«l at individuals within
or open to the

Economic umenamn
inflaton and job securiy are the

public sullcient marketing s
vital in improving access, with

improving access and resources
to mental healthcare that is
affordable for all as well as
improvi lll). the quality of

that care!

COMMITMENT
She adds that the health
department’

strategic plan 2023-30

es the advances in

diagn
treatment and rehabil
mental llness.

“Inis data has assisted in
providing the tools to work
towards attaining the goal of
improving the mental health of
the population. The activities
and targets contained in it
demonstrate the commitment
by the d(-pamm»nl to further

mental hea]d\ services in
collaboration with

the
need for financial resilience.
® Workload and work-life
balance remain major concerns.
Heavy workloads and difficulty
maintaining a work-life balance
remain significant stressors.
o S{‘Il isolation is on the rise.
‘espondents report
mlmlmmng from social
interactions when experiencing
3 trend

P to create
awareness
“Education about mental
health issues and the
importance of secking help can
g e

Private healthcare plays a
pivotal role for those who have
the means, “Medical schemes
play a crucial role in helping

with these conditions

individuals
burnout and prevent these

MANAGING STRESS
PROFMED STRESS INDEX SURVEY 2024

Examples of questions put to 2,071 South African graduate professionals, across a range of industries

HOW OLD ARE YOU?

[ WHAT IS YOUR GENDER? ]

Male
43.93%

®

12.4

= 2614—*
emale

55.15%

WHAT STRESSES YOU THE MOST?

12.59

v

3516

aking huge
OWS

choose our response. In our
response lies our growth and
our freedom!
® Identity transformation.
“Many people attach their self
worth to productivity or other
such external things. We guide
clients through dis-identification
10 help them release
attachments to external
validation and rediscover their
authentic s
Munitz believes that

achieving balance does not
entail perfecting a routine but
rather developing awareness,

ner resilience and adaptability.
“When individuz
presence and inner stillness,
they naturally make better
decisions regarding their time,
energy and commitments.
everyihing n their lfe”

2

HOW COMFORTABLE ARE YOU 12.39
Wowz Moo Rl DISCUSSING MENTAL HEALTH
WITH PEOPLE CLOSE TO YOU?
Wsows Mo Moo & weliness =iy ety
7] Other/didnot say = - ey costof iving
fory 29.21% | responsibilities Environmental
comfortable ; challenges. olitics,
- . Work-related Social, expectations,
- = pressure crime
Somewhat L
HOW DOES STRESS 26.77% j
AFFECT YOU YOU? Sopfecable

Emotionally

Mentally

19.54% )

All of the
above

Physically

Behaviorally
10.37%

what

emiaEably

HOW DOES STRESS AFFECT
'YOUR LIFESTYLE?

35.55% | o0
Eatingmore | Drinking more.
than usual anu

Graphic: KAREN MOOLMAN Source: PROFMED MEDICAL AID.

mental health issues.
Lacy says it aims to “improve
knowledge about mental health,
break the stigma and increas
access (o mental health services
and [fights] for access and
support for all. They say that

breaking down long-standing

st
encourage individuals to seek
treatment earlier and support

that has increased from
previous years.

DIGITAL SOLUTIUONS
Part 'due (o time constraints,

nals are open (o
digital clions for strem
management

I lnwcwr, agenerational
divide persists, with older
members pluk'n ing in-per
contact, while younger profes
sionals are more comfortable
with digital and text-based
support” the study says.

Justine L acy, the clinical
executive at Profmed, says there
is a definite advantage to
attending face-to-face sessions
witha mental health
professional, ‘but that shouldn't
stop anyone from seeking
support, even ifitis only a
screen-to-screen consultation”.

She adds that leveraging
technology lhmugh mobile
therapy apps, virtual support
groups and web-based
counselling services offers
exciting opportunities to expand
the reach and impact of mental
healthcare. Apps that offer
mindfulness exercises, mood
tracking or even chat-based
therapy can be crucial adjunc
1o traditional mental healthcare,
providing individuals with tools
and resources at their fingertips
while offering convenient,
flexible and more affordable

mor
resources to mental health
services. Well-informed
individuals may be more likely
toreach out for help,” says Lacy.

Employers should strive to
create a healthy work
environment.

they are making sure they reach
oked or

conditions pingby  people wh v
providing not often heard.

healthcare support and access “That is why they havea
10 essential resources

Nonprofit organisations such
as the SA Depression and
Anxiety Group offer support and
care, while Masiviwe, a
consortium of organisations led
by the Foundation for

Profe:

specific focus on the integration
of mental health support into
HIV [and] TB services as well as
on caring for the mental health
of healthcare workers.”

Financial stress can be
reduced with better

St

nal [
provides a vital platiorm for

McFarlane, an executive

financial adviser for Momentum
and founding partner at Secure
Insurance Brokers.

Referring 1o the 30-39 age
group, which is particularly
vulnerable to financial stress, he
otes that is when many people
are establishing themselves by
buying property, for example.
h 0-69, Is
ccomposed of people who are
creating wealth but heading for
retirement. “They're worrying
about what they Il be doing
alter that”

Simple ways to invest and
have a better retirement are to
reduce your debt and increase
your savings, he adds.

“A retirement annuity (RA) is

Stressed out:
Financial
uncertainty
and
workplace
pressure are
primary
stressors
— but there
are ways to
develop the
resilience
needed to
cope better.
/123RF
ilacher-

=
Neutra [ 20,969

Somewhat 4
wesroniss (Gos=])

INATYPICAL WEEK,

HOW OFTEN DO YOU ENGAGE

U“%

IN PHYSICAL EXERCISE?

12.62% er
@

32.83% | Once or twice a week

58.89%
46.63%

Engaging | Avoiding
in hobbies. socal
lessoften | interaction

the main vehicle and provides
‘wonderful tax relief. You can't
access the money until you're
55, which is a safeguard, and it
will provide you with a cash
sum and a pension for the rest
of yourlife.

“In addition, there are
considerable tax concessions on
your contributions. Say you put
in RI0,000 a month, you could
be saving 45% of that 5o it costs

‘you only R5500. Then you
‘would get your 8%-97% interest
on your investment as well”

Lump-sum and monthly
savings investments arc another
‘option, but none of this means
anything without the will 10 save
and invest, and (o start early

On the whole, SA lacks a
savings culture and individuals
need (o create their own
savings habit, says McFarlane
but the government has an
incentive in the tax-free savings
plan with a limit of R36,000 a
year or R500,000 in your
lifetime.

Dabbling in shares in the
hope o igh reeums s too
riok for

35.7%

Three or four times

1e85% | Flvu umu

sical strategies Includ

in self-isolation
as a coping mechanism is
worrying trend. Munitz says:
“Self isolation, while sometimes
necessary for introspection, can
become a harmful pattern when
driven by fear, unresolved
‘emotions or a lack of
connection to one’s
authentic self. Some of the
negative ffects include
emotional numbness or
overwhelm, as suppressed
emotions may lead toa sense of
disconnection or, the opposite,
heightened emotional distress”

As aresult, the person may
developa distorted self-
perception.

“Without external feedback,
the untrained mind can easily
create limiting narratives that

people from licsdocper
purpose, leading to stagnation
and existential crisis”

Methods for breaking out of
this vicious eycle include inner
work and awareness practices,
he

says
Torced social engagement is
ot the answer. We firs

Phy

@ Movement and energy
awareness, which incorporates
mindful movement, whether
through yoga, stretching or
walking It helps to maintain a
grounded state if done with
mindful awareness. Becoming
aware of how your bod
responds to stress before the

ympioms escalate is ey

D
Umlm\mn(llng the unconscious

s behind isolation helps
indnduats eclam thei sen s
of agency, their inner power.”

‘Ihe staff at Integrative

Coaching also help people to
expand their emotional capacity
“Many personality types
‘withdraw due to past emotional
wounds. By working through
these, Individual

Deep
“Quality sleep s vital for
emotional and cognitive
balance. Our process s to help
lient

resilience and the ability to
deeply connect”

beliefs that cause stress and
interfere with deep rest
Mental and emotional

strategies include:
@ Self-inquiry and awareness,
“Revealing and resolving or
dissolving limiting beliefs that
fuel burnout is critical. We guide
our clients to uncover
unconscious drivers behind
their stress, allowing them to
shift these and move towards
more sustainable and healthier
behaviours.
@ Emotional integration. “Stress

fien

With regard to achieving
greater work-lfe balance.
certified master coach Warren
Munitz, founder of Integrative
Coaching, says that it begins
with self“awareness.

“Most people struggle with
balance because they operate
{rom unconscious patterns that
drive them toward overworking
or avoidance. At Inegrative
Coaching, we guide individuals
in deep relaxation techniques
that release tension and
promar cquilibrium.

Practices like progressive
muscle relaxation, breathwork
and meditation help regulate
the nervous system an
reduce stress.

oft

emotions. By developing the
ability to sit with and process
emotions without judgment,
individuals can move from
reactivity to responsiveness.

As the quote from Victor
Frankl goes: Between stimulus
and response there is a space. In
that space is our power to

WITH REGARD
TO ACHIEVING
GREATER
WORK LIFE
JALANCE ... IT
BEG|NS WITH
SELF-AWARENESS

Mindful engagement is the way
to recovery.

Reintegrating into the world
doesn’t mean overwhelming
oneself with soclalisation of
‘what was normal in the past
because that might not actually
have been healthy.

‘We advise clients to start
small - mindful interactions
with nature or simple
conversations can begin the
process of re-engagement.”

When connections are made,
they should be as authentic as
possible: “Connection isn't about
quantity but depth. We help
individuals develop the ability to
engage meaningfully with
others while maintaining their
own

solitude, where isolation is a
choice for self-nourishment
rather than avoidance. Once
individuals reconnect with
themselves, they can naturally
re-enter relationships and
environments from a place of
wholeness:

External factors may play a
role in driving up our stress
levels but developing the
resilience needed to face them
is an inside job.
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