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Tips for a happy workplace
Stress and depression are growing problems in the modern workplace. Ross 
Bentley spoke to clinical psychologist Dr Hazel Harrison about what employers 
and employees can do to improve their well-being at work. M

ental health issues are 
“the new back pain”, 
according to Suffolk-
based clinical 
psychologist Dr Hazel 

Harrison.
“Around 30 years ago people 

started talking about the problems 
of absenteeism relating to back and 
neck problems but today they are 
just as likely to be talking about 
how stress and anxiety are causing 
absenteeism,” she said. 

According to the latest figures 
from the Government’s Office of 
National Statistics 31million 
working days were lost to 
musculoskeletal problems in 2013 
while people took 15million days 
off work because of problems 
relating to stress and depression. 

 Meanwhile, the Chartered 
Institute of Personnel and 
Development (CIPD) has found that 

stress is the number one cause of 
long-term absence from work.

Harrison added: “When people 
realised back problems were a real 
issue there was a boom in 
ergonomically-designed chairs. I 
suppose what I’m trying to do is 
offer the equivalent of the 
ergonomic chair for mental 
health.”

With more than 10 years’ 
professional experience in both the 
NHS and private sector, Harrison 
heads up a consultancy called 
ThinkAvellana from her home in 
Framlingham. She works with 
businesses, schools and 
individuals to reduce stress and 
improve well-being and happiness.  

Financial sense
She believes the reason stress is a 
big problem in today’s workplace is 
a complicated issue with multiple 
strands.

“I think it has something to do 
with the emotional impact of 
juggling all the demands of 
modern life. Because of e-mail and 
mobile phones, it is not easy to 
switch off. There is a culture of 
always being available and there is 
an increased demand on our time. 

“There is a definite need to be 
thinking about people’s well-being 
in organisations because if they 
are not well then the company’s 
performance will reflect that. If 
they are happy, company owners 

and senior managers will reap the 
benefits.

“This makes financial sense 
– happy staff are more productive, 
and use their strengths to the best 
of their ability.  It’s crucial to 
making a business run well.

Since setting up ThinkAvellana 
in 2015, Harrison has worked with 
a number of businesses including 
Fremantle Media and East Anglian 
law firm Birkett Solicitors.

“What I’m doing is taking a lot of 
things that have been proven 
through research and sharing it 
with people,” she said. 

“It’s no good if these findings sit 
in academic circles and never get 
used. It’s not for everyone and 
some people aren’t interested but 
some companies really embrace 
neuroscience and are serious about 
tackling the problem of stress and 
how to change mind sets. 

“More businesses are investing 
in this area. Some of the biggest 
and most successful companies 
take it seriously like Google, the 
Bank of England and Microsoft.”

Feeling positive
I ask Harrison for an example of 
the kind of research she draws on 
for her presentations and she 
refers me to the work of Barbara 
Fredrickson, an American 
professor and social psychologist.

Frederickson found that when 
people are anxious or stressed 
their brain goes into fight or flight 

mode, meaning they start to rely 
on intuition rather than original 
thoughts.

“If you are stressed you are less 
likely to come up with novel ideas,” 
explained Harrison.

“But if you are feeling positive, 
maybe you are feeling inspired, 
grateful or have a sense of awe – 
these frames of mind are more 
conducive to problem solving”

How this translates to the 
workplace is in the culture of the 
office, according to Harrison. She 
says often it is the small things 
that make a difference, such as 
creating spaces where people can 
chat and interact, or encouraging 
people to take regular breaks from 
their computer or go for a walk at 
lunchtime.  

“Our most creative moments are 
unlikely to happen when we are at 
our desk. We need to get up and 
move in a different way. For 
example, I find my most creative 
moments are when I’m running.  

“In the workplace, this means 
prioritising moments where you do 
something good for someone, or 
taking a five minute break to chat 
and connect with someone about a 
shared interest and have a cup of 
tea. Hearing laughter in a 
workplace is important. 

“It’s important to get out for a 
walk at lunchtime. Simple things 
like taking a different route, 
walking down a different street 
each day can encourage 
creativity.”

Harrison acknowledges that 
changing deeply embedded office 
cultures can be difficult but says 
bosses can help make positive 
changes by leading by example.

She added: “If managers take 
breaks and get out at lunchtime 
and encourage others to do so - that 
can have a ripple down effect.  
Companies can also appoint 
positivity ambassadors – people 
who brighten things up a bit. 
Careful recruitment and bringing 
the right people in also has a role 
to play.”

• Dr Harrison is due to give a 
breakfast presentation at the 
Framlingham Technology 
Centre on January 24. Visit 
www.suffolkbusinesshub.co.uk 
for details. 

Happy staff are 
more productive, 
and use their 
strengths to the 
best of their ability

DR HAZEL HARRISON’S TOP TIPS FOR BOOSTING HAPPINESS

Prioritise positivity.  When we 
make happiness our goal it can 
often backfire. Some 
psychologists call this the ‘New 
Year’s Eve effect’. You might 
try really hard to make that 
night an amazing and super 
happy night, although in 
reality it doesn’t always match 
up. So, instead of trying to 
make yourself happy, make 
time for things that often give 
rise to positive emotions. For 
example, if art inspires you, 
make time to visit an art 
gallery.  
 
Be here now. Researchers have 
found that our mind wanders 
47% of the time. So for nearly 
half our day, we are thinking 
about something other than 
where we are or what we are 
doing. And crucially, the 
wandering mind tends to be an 
unhappy one. Being ‘mindful’ 
(bringing your attention to the 
present moment) can often help 
us to change the habits of our 
wandering minds and help us 

to live more fully in the here 
and now. 
 
Be kind. Doing conscious acts of 
kindness is just as good for you 
as it might be for the person 
receiving your kindness. When 
we help others we often 
experience a boost of positive 
emotions ourselves and being 
kind can also add to our sense 
of meaning and purpose in life.  
 
Exercise. There are thousands 
and thousands of studies 
illustrating the beneficial 
aspects of exercise for our 
mental health and well-being. 
Yet, getting started can be 
tricky. Doing exercise with 
others is often a good place to 
start, for example joining a 
walking club or signing up for a 
class. 
 
Be grateful. We can be very 
good at focusing on the things 
we don’t have, so good in fact, 
that we can forget all the 
positive things we already have 

in our lives. Keeping a 
gratitude journal, where you 
write 3 things each day that 
you’re grateful for, is an 
excellent, evidence based way to 
boost your happiness. 
 
www.thinkavellana.com
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ENSORS CHARTERED ACCOUNTANTS

The benefits 
of an MBO 
Corporate finance 
partner at Ensors 
Chartered Accountants 
David Scrivener discusses 
the advantages of a 
Management Buyout.

Management Buyouts, or MBO’s, are a 
very popular mechanism for shareholders 
to achieve a controlled exit from their 
business. It also provides a great 
opportunity to reward those employees 
who have helped grow the business.

Typically in an MBO, the senior 
management of a company purchase the 
entire company shareholding from the 
existing owners. A successful MBO can 
deliver great benefits to the management 
team purchasing the business (‘MBO 
team’) and the existing owners selling 
their shares (‘Sellers’). 

A significant benefit of an MBO for the 
employees is the continuity in the 
business post-sale. As the new owners 
are the incumbent senior management 
team, the company retains its identity and 
preserves its ethos. This continuity plays 
a significant role in staff motivation and 
ticks a lot of boxes for those Sellers keen 
on keeping things “the same” when they 
leave.   

An MBO is also very cost efficient. The 
company bears most of the financial risks 
because its assets are usually used as 
security for the majority of the purchase 
price. In most cases, MBO teams’ put in a 
surprisingly small contribution 
themselves. 

For Sellers an MBO releases cash 
proceeds to them quickly and, as the deal 
is based on mutual benefit, the purchase 
price reflects a fair value for them. 
Further, since the business is well known 
to the new owners (the MBO team), the 
warranties expected from the Sellers are 
less onerous. All of this greatly simplifies 
the legal aspects of the deal and saves 
the Sellers’ money on legal & professional 
fees.  

MBOs are tax efficient too. It is usually 
possible to structure a deal so that the 
Sellers benefit from an effective 10% tax 
rate. 

In summary, MBOs drive businesses 
forward by incentivising the management 
team; and give Sellers peace of mind by 
releasing cash and preserving their 
legacy in the business. There’s nothing 
better than a win-win situation.

This information is given by way of 
general guidance only, and no action 
should be taken solely on the basis of the 
information contained herein. No liability 
is accepted by the firm for any actions 
taken without seeking appropriate 
professional advice.

Dr Hazel Harrison. 
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