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A blip of a day
The right attitude can make the most stressful jobs
manageable, writes Anne Fawcett.

I

f you think you’re under
pressure at work, spare a
thought for Rowan Leavold.
As an air traffic controller at
Sydney Airport, Leavold’s
responsibility is to guide up to
48 planes an hour (20 during
inclement weather) safely onto
Kingsford Smith’s runways from
his desk.
A lapse in concentration could
lead to dire consequences. ‘‘We
have airplanes pointing towards
one another and travelling at high
speeds and our job is to decide
when they make their final
approach,’’ the 47-year-old says.
Despite Leavold’s 28 years of
experience, things don’t always go
to plan. In one recent incident, a
passenger plane instructed to
climb to 5000 feet broke altitude.
‘‘I don’t know why he broke, I had
one pilot talking to me, the other
wasn’t and the planes were
heading straight for one another.’’
Leavold had seconds to avert a
mid-air collision. ‘‘I had to get one
of those planes out of the way but
if I turned one too far it could
move into the path of another
plane. Fortunately I knew one of
the aircraft was fairly

manoeuvrable so I got him to turn
out of the way.’’ Crisis averted.
Leavold survives nail-biting
moments like these by treating the
blips on his screen like spaceships
on a computer game. ‘‘If you start
thinking that was close, [that] was
400 people almost gone, you won’t
last long in the job,’’ he says.
Nor does he reflect on what
might have been when he clocks
off. Leavold, a black-belt in tae
kwon do, trains at least three
times a week.
According to the latest figures
from the Australian Safety and
Compensation Council, the most
stressful occupations involve high
levels of responsibility for the
welfare of others, interaction with
extreme circumstances or
involvement with victims of
extreme circumstances.
Those most likely to lodge a
stress-related compensation claim
include public transport drivers,
police and prison officers,
ambulance drivers, nurses,
firefighters and teachers.
Former police officer Esther
McKay agrees that chronic
exposure to traumatic events can
take its toll on law enforcement

and emergency services personnel.
McKay, who documents her own
experience with post-traumatic
stress disorder in her book Crime
Scene: True Stories From The Life
Of A Forensic Investigator, was
medically discharged from the
force in 2001. ‘‘There was one
major incident in which two boys
had fallen down the inside of a
bridge and died,’’ she says.
The bodies had been
decomposing for 18 days before
they were discovered, deep in one
of the pylons. ‘‘It was a difficult
crime scene, the smell of the
maggot-infested bodies heightened
my senses, the encroaching media
compounded the stress.’’
Instead of taking stress leave,
McKay continued onto the next
job – rescuing victims of the 1989
Newcastle earthquake. ‘‘I couldn’t
stop crying but because there was
no education about the symptoms
of post traumatic stress I didn’t
know why I was reacting.’’
These days McKay runs the
Police Post Trauma Support
Group. ‘‘We educate people to be
more aware, to get exercise and
engage their support network of
family and friends and get

know your limitations
High-pressure jobs are best suited to people who
are comfortable with their limitations, says
organisational psychologist Christopher Shen.
‘‘They are able to concede their limitations and
weaknesses without feeling a sense of regret,’’ he
says. ‘‘That temperament enables them to identify
and monitor emotions and remain composed in
times of stress.’’
Shen, who works with military and law
enforcement personnel, says there are steps we can
take to cope with those high-pressure moments:
䡺 Remind yourself a stressful event is finite and

perform a ritual at the start and end of the event.
‘‘For example, a firefighter might touch a particular
banister with their right hand on their way to the
truck, then touch that same banister with their left
hand to switch off when they return from the job.
That triggers a relaxed psychological state.’’
䡺 Schedule pleasurable events such as a
massage or walk after work.
䡺 Stay fit. ‘‘A high level of physical fitness is
correlated with a better response to stress. It
takes energy to be vigilant for long periods of
time, so rigorous exercise helps,’’ he says.

‘If you start
thinking
that was
close,
[that] was
400 people
almost
gone, you
won’t last
long in
the job,’
Rowan Leavold

counselling early on. We need
police to be able to do their job in
a healthy way rather than
accepting they will have a
breakdown at some point.’’
The longer you stick in the one
workplace, the more stressful your
job is likely to become. Figures
compiled by the Workplace
Research Centre show about 60 per
cent of Australian workers who
have been in the same job for more
than five years feel that their work
is becoming more intense. That is,
more work is expected for the same
amount of pay. This could be
because with increased knowledge
of an organisation comes increased
responsibility.
‘‘We are finding that reports of
work overload are common
among public servants such as
police, teachers and nurses,’’ says
Dr Brigid van Wanrooy, author of
Australia At Work: The Benchmark
Report. ‘‘This is likely to be a
result of growing demands on
these services but within an

environment of limited
resources.’’
Those who successfully deal
with high-stress moments on a
daily basis credit training and
teamwork for their success.
Transplant surgeon Brendan
Ryan relies on his medical team
for support. ‘‘The most stressful
thing we do in terms of surgery is
transplant an organ from a live
donor, such as the spouse or child
of the recipient,’’ says Ryan, 38.
‘‘You have a perfectly healthy
donor who is having a potentially
life-threatening operation to save
someone else’s life, so there is a lot
of emotion and a lot at stake.’’
Ryan copes by focusing on the
technical aspects of the task. ‘‘We
don’t stand there thinking, ‘Oh
my God, mum’s kidney has gone
blue and is about to bite the dust.’
We’re ready to initiate back-up
measures and work through it
systematically. I’m fortunate that I
don’t have to go through those
moments alone.’’
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Construction OH&S
Manager

Marketing
Coordinator

Global organisation
Competitive remuneration package
Sydney CBD location

Up to $120k

Temp to perm - $25/hr

An established and growing main builder with a terrific
reputation for quality construction projects is seeking
a Construction OH&S Manager to help it achieve the
ambitious targets it has set itself over the coming years.

This global leader in the service management industry
is looking for you! As a Marketing Coordinator you
will join this well-rounded team, currently based in
Silverwater, but moving to Eastern Creek in August.
Offering a competitive base salary, this company also
has an extensive range of benefits including subsidised
health packages and 10% super.

Due to expansion, this leading global financial services
organisation requires Mortgage Credit Analysts to join
its team.
In this challenging role you will be accountable for
assessing loan applications, liaising and building
relationships with mortgage insurers, approving loans
within the parameters of your delegation and ensuring
risk management procedures are adhered to.
The successful candidate will be experienced in credit
assessment and have held a delegation above $500k.
Knowledge of legislation and regulation relevant to
mortgage credit and strong negotiation skills will be
highly regarded. In return you will join an amazing
organisation that can offer you a rewarding career.
Please contact Michelle Breznik
T 02 8226 9673
E michelle.breznik@hays.com.au
U97739
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With a strategic emphasis on larger and more
prestigious projects this is a key and senior role in a
progressive company. You will be fully responsible for
the OH&S function, with a focus on further developing
the OH&S systems to add value to its projects and
clients.
This role offers diversity allowing you to venture
out of the office visiting sites and managing and
co-coordinating the company’s team of OH&S
representatives.
This role requires you to have a strong OH&S
background, a minimum of a Certificate IV in OH&S
and further a solid understanding of construction.
Please contact Ramona Gauci
T 02 9891 9378
E ramona.gauci@hays.com.au

Specialist Recruitment hays.com.au

Main duties include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Content and upkeep of intranet and internet
Development of brochures and advertising artwork
Design and print of all other printed materials
Coordination of mail outs to ensure deadlines are met
Providing daily marketing support to the branches
Coordination of events

For this role you will need to work autonomously and
have a proactive approach to all tasks. Qualifications
in marketing would be highly beneficial as well as
possessing strong computer skills, preferably Siebel.
Please contact Stuart Mackay
T 02 9744 3444
E stuart.mackay@hays.com.au
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