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CASE HISTORY
The claimant timely appealed a March 9, 2010 determination that denied benefits pursuant to AS 23.20.379. The issue is whether the claimant voluntarily quit suitable work without good cause. 

FINDINGS OF FACT
The claimant began work for the employer on June 16, 2008. She last worked on September 4, 2009. At that time, she earned $26.97 per hour for full-time work as a staff accountant. 
The employer was experiencing financial difficulties. The chief financial officer and chief executive officer had changed twice within the last year of the claimant’s employment. The employer discovered numerous financial errors which created an extremely stressful work environment. Staff turnover at the time was high and the claimant took on additional payroll and accounts payable duties in addition to her own financial reporting duties. 

The claimant suffers from multiple sclerosis. Her husband was also off work due to a back injury and she was the sole financial support for her family. 
The stress of her personal situation and the employment situation caused the claimant to suffer anxiety attacks, high blood pressure and duress. She also experienced numbness and tingling in her extremities which she attributed to the stress. The claimant was under a doctor’s care and took anxiety medication. 

On September 2, 2009, the employer was attempting to prepare complex financial reports for a mid-day meeting. The claimant had worked overtime the previous evening making changes to the reports as requested. The CEO asked the claimant to make several more changes that morning for a noon meeting, and finally grabbed the reports from the claimant’s hands as the claimant was attempting to complete them. 

On the same day, the claimant had checked the employer’s bank accounts and sent an email to the CEO advising her that money needed to be transferred from one account to another or an overdraft would occur. The claimant did not check the accounts again later that day to make sure the CEO transferred the money. The account was overdrawn that evening. 
On September 3, 2009, when the claimant arrived at work, the CEO, CFO and controller called her to a meeting and informally counseled the claimant stating that due to the importance of the bank deposit issue, the claimant should have personally delivered the message instead of sending an email. 

The claimant testified that at this point, she just could not take any more stress and she “lost it.” She yelled and used profanity as she told the employer that she was done. The claimant and the employer agreed that September 4, 2009 would be the claimant’s last day of work. 

The claimant had talked to the human resource manager, the CEO, the CFO and the controller numerous times about the stress of her job. The employer agreed the work environment was highly stressful for everyone and that they were all “just trying to get through it.” The human resource manager was not aware of the claimant’s medical problems or that the stress was impacting her health. She is unsure if any accommodation could have been made to alleviate the stress. 

PROVISIONS OF LAW
AS 23.20.379 provides, in part:


(a)
An insured worker is disqualified for waiting-week credit or benefits for the first week in which the insured worker is unemployed and for the next five weeks of unemployment following that week if the insured worker



(1)
left the insured worker's last suitable work voluntarily without good cause....

8 AAC 85.095 provides, in part:


(c)
Good cause for voluntarily leaving work under AS 23.20.379(a)(1) includes



(1)
leaving work for reasons that would compel a reasonable and prudent person of normal sensitivity, exercising ordinary common sense, to leave work; the reasons must be of such gravity that the individual has no reasonable alternative but to leave work;

CONCLUSION
“The definition of good cause for leaving work in 8 AAC 85.095 contains two elements. The underlying reason for leaving work must be compelling, and the worker must exhaust all reasonable alternatives before quitting.” Craig, Comm'r Dec. 86H-UI-067, June 11, 1986. 

A stress related medical condition can provide compelling reason for quitting work so long as the record supports that the work related stress was paramount to the medical condition, that the medical condition was so unbearable that it prevented the claimant from working, and that the claimant exhausted reasonable alternatives prior to quitting work.
The claimant in this case suffered from multiple sclerosis which was undoubtedly aggravated by the stress of her job. Despite medical intervention and anxiety medication, the claimant’s blood pressure remained high, and she experienced numbness, tingling, and other physical symptoms from the work related stress. Furthermore, the claimant brought the stressful situation to the employer’s attention and the employer admitted that it was not likely to change: it was normal for the work environment. The Tribunal concludes that a reasonable and prudent person with similar health issues would not continue to work in such a stressful environment. Good cause for quitting work was shown. 

DECISION
The determination issued on March 9, 2010 is REVERSED. Benefits are ALLOWED for the weeks ending September 19, 2009 through October 24, 2009, so long as the claimant has filed and is otherwise eligible. The three weeks are restored to the claimant’s maximum benefit entitlement. 
The determination will not interfere with the claimant’s eligibility for extended benefits.


APPEAL RIGHTS
This decision is final unless an appeal is filed to the Commissioner of Labor within 30 days after the decision is mailed to each party. The appeal period may be extended only if the appeal is delayed for circumstances beyond the party's control. A statement of appeal rights and procedures is enclosed.

Dated and Mailed in Anchorage, Alaska, on May 4, 2010.
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