Job Stress Management

Hari Datt Pandey”

“Psychological health is often a good predictor of physical health.”

1. Background

Stress has become a major concern of the modern times as it can cause harm to
human health and performance. As human makes constant demands, it produces pressures
on his/her mind and body. Since stress is a natural and unavoidable feature of human life, it
has become a part and parcel of everyday life. However, stress beyond a particular level can
cause psychological and physiological problem which in turn would affect the individual’s
performance (Singh and Chhabra, 2002: 401).

Whenever there is a change in external environment, such as temperature, pollution,
humidity and working conditions, it leads to stress. At this age of throat-cut competition, when
an individual wishes to surpass what has been achieved by others, leading to an imbalance
between demands and resources, it causes psychological stress to him/her. Various researches
have shown that every person- men, women, children and even fetuses- suffer from stress.
Today, with the rapid diversification of human activity, we come face-to-face with numerous
causes of stress and symptoms of stress and depression.

Stress in professional life is a much discussed problem nowadays. However, we should
note that stress always is not bad. In the absence of stress, we may be lethargic and stagnated.
An optional level of stress on the other hand, can result in motivation and excitement. Robbins
(2003: 577) argues that stress is not necessarily bad in and of itself though it is typically
discussed in a negative context; it also has a positive value. He further opines that having
stress is an opportunity when it offers potential gain. Too much stress, however, can have
negative consequences. Like Robins, addressing both the positive and negative outcome of
stress, Singh and Chhabra (2002: 402) opine while stress is typically taken as a negative
sense, it also has positive value and even it is an opportunity when it offers potential gain.
Similarly, many professionals see the pressures of heavy loads and deadlines as positive
challenges that enhance the quality of their work and satisfaction they get from the job.
It is also equally important to understand that stress can be caused by “good” as well as
“bad” things.

* Joint Secretary, Public Service Commission.
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2. Meaning of Stress

In simple words, stress refers to pressures or tensions people feel in life. The origin
of the concept of stress predates antiquity. Its concept has been borrowed from the natural
sciences. The meaning of the term *stress’, in the beginning, was derived from engineering.
By analogy with physical force, it refers to external pressure that is exerted on a person, which
in turn, results in ‘tension’ or ‘strain’.

There is little agreement as how exactly ‘stresses should be defined. Thus, we can find
different definitions of stress by different psychologists. Nevertheless, most researchers in the
field of stress do agree that three meanings to the term ‘stress’ can be distinguished: stress as
a stimulus, stress as a response, and stress as a meditation process between stressor (stimulus)
and reaction (response) (Cooper and Payne, 1988). A few definitions of the prominent authors
are stated below.

The word ‘stress’ is defined by the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary as a mental
pressure and physical pressure. As a mental pressure, stress means pressure or worry caused
by the problems in some body’s life, while as a physical pressure, it means pressure put on
something that can damage it or make it lose its shape (The Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary(Hornby, 2005).

In Landy and his team’s view stress is an individual response to a strong stimulus
(Landy et al, 1994: 33-73). They have named such stimulus as a stressor.

Ivancevich and Matteson (1993: 224) define stress as the interaction of the individual
with the environment but they go on to give a more detailed working definition as ““adaptive
response, mediated by individual differences and/or psychological processes, that is the
consequence of any external (environment) action, situation, or event that places excessive
psychological and/or physical demands on a person.”

Likewise, Beehr and Newman (1978: 665- 9)) define job stress as “a condition arising
from the interaction of people and their jobs and characterized by changing within people that
force them to deviate from their normal functioning.”

In the same vein, Luthans (2005:378) defines stress as ““an adaptive response to as
external situation that results in physical, psychological, and/or behavioral deviations for
organizational participants.” He further suggests to be clear that stress is not simply anxiety,
stress is not simply nervous tension, and stress is not necessarily something damaging, bad, or
to be avoided.

It is also notable to be familiar with the views of Schuler (1980: 189) who defines stress
as “a dynamic condition in which an individual is confirmed with an opportunity, constraints
or demand related to what he desires and for which the outcome is perceived to the both
uncertain and important™.

Selye (1974) defines stress as “the non-specific response of the body to any demand
made upon it.”” He (1976) further states that stress generally follows a cycle referred to as the
General Adaptation Syndrome — GAS. According to him GAS represents the normal process
by which human body reacts to stressful events. At this stage (stage-1), an individual feels
panic and alarm - response to stressful events. Then his/her level of resistance to stress drops
(stage- 2) — resistance. The stage- 2 represents his/her efforts to confront and control the
stressful circumstances. If he/she fails, he/she may eventually approach stage -3: exhaustation
— just gives up or quits.
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Viewing at the above quoted definitions of stress, we can conclude that stress is an
internal state which can be caused by physical demands on the body (disease conditions,
exercise, extremes of temperature, etc.), or by environmental and social situations which are
evaluated as potentially harmful, uncontrollable, or exceeding our resources for coping. The
physical, environmental, and social causes of the stress state are called stressors. Once
induced by stressor(s), it can result in a number of physical and psychological responses.

3. Type A and Type B Personality Profiles
Type A and Type B profiles were first observed by two cardiologists: Meyer Friedman
and Ray Rosenman. The major personality attributes are stated in the Table-1:

Table 1

Profiles of Type-A and Type-B Personalities
Type A profile Type B profile
- Is always moving - Is not concerned about time
- Walks rapidly - Is patient
- Eats rapidly - Doesn’t brag
- Talks rapidly - Plays for fun, not to win
- Is impatient - Relaxes without guilt
- Does two things at once - Has no pressing deadlines
- Can t cope with leisure time - Is mild-mannered
- |Is obsessed with numbers - Is neverin a hurry
- Measures success by quantity
- Is aggressive
- Is competitive
- Constantly feels under time pressure

(Adapted from: Luthans, Fred (2005: 384), Organizational Behavior).

Type an individuals are extremely competitive, very devoted to work, and have a strong
sense of time urgency. They are likely to be aggressive, impatient, and very work-oriented.
They have a lot of drive and want to accomplish as much as possible as quickly as possible.

Type B individuals are less-competitive, less-devoted to work, and have a weaker sense
of urgency. Such individuals are less likely to experience conflict with other people and more
likely to have a balanced relaxed approach to life. They are able to work at a constant pace
without time urgency. These types of people are not necessarily more or less successful than
are Type A people. But they are less likely to experience stress.

4. Possible Stress Symptoms

Stress reactions (strains) can be expressed in different ways and can be classified
in five different llusters: (a) affective, (b) cognitive, (c) physical, (d) behavioural, and (e)
motivational. Possible stress symptoms at the individual, interpersonal and organizational
levels are shown in the Table-2 below:
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Table 2
Possible stress symptoms at the individual, interpersonal and organizational levels

Type/Level |Individual Interpersonal Organizational
Affective Anxiety Irritability Job dissatisfaction
Tension Being oversensitive
Anger
Depressed mood
Apathy
Cognitive Helpless/powerlessness Hostility Cynicism about
Cognitive impairments Suspicion role
Difficulties in decision-making |Projection Not feeling
appreciated
Distrust in peers,
supervisions and
management
Physical Physical distress (headache,
nausea, etc.)
Psychosomatic disorders
(gastric-intestinal disorders,
coronary diseases, etc.)
Impairment of immune system
Changes in harmone levels
Behavioural |Hyperactivity Violent outbursts Poor work
Impulsivity Aggressive behavior | performance
Increased consumption of Interpersonal conflicts | Declined
stimulants (caffeine, tobacco) |Social productivity
and illicit drugs over and isolation/withdrawal | Tardiness
under-eating Aggressive behaviour | Turnover
Increased sick level
Poor time
management
Motivational |Loss of zeal Loss of interest in Loss of work

Loss of enthusiasm
Disillusionment
Disappointment
Boredom
Demoralization

others
Indifference
Discouragement

motivation
Resistance to go to
work

Dampening of
work initiative
Low morale
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5. Job Stress

Organizational psychologists have remarked that job-related stress is inevitable in
working environment. In any job situations, particularly in human services, high levels of
stress are integral and largely unavoidable components of work. Organization structure might
directly or indirectly support or actively participate in ageism, racism, gender bias, unionism
or some other form of discrimination that may raise job stress within employees (Upadhyay,
2002: 112). Job stress is a major concern, not only for the employees involved but also for
organizations and society as a whole. Ample evidence suggests that the prevalence rate of
job stress is not only high, but also rising continuously (Dutta, 2010, 145).In the Nepalese
organizational context, the pressure towork, lack of role clarity, power distance male-dominance
culture, reward and punishment not tightly determined by the level of employee-performance,
low salary and social security, inadequate and unpredictable career opportunity, inadequate
occupational health and safety, etc. are the major organizational problems that can largely
cause stress to employees.

5.1 Sources of Job Stress
The following are the major sources of job stress:

Stress in the job itself : Stressors intrinsic to the job include work-load
(too much/too little), poor physical conditions,
time pressure, low decision-making attitude, etc.

Role-based stress : Such stressors are associated with role
conflict/role ambiguity and responsibility for
people, no participation in decision-making, etc.

Relationship with others . Interpersonal demands are potential stressors.

Career development > Over promotion/under promotion, lack of job
security, thwarted ambition, etc. may be the
potential sources of this sort of stress.

Organizational structure and climate : This includes restrictions on behavior and the
politics and culture of the organization as sources
of stress.

Every job has potential stress agents but each will vary in terms of the degree of
stress experienced from the above mentioned five factors. Therefore, stress sources may be
determined by the nature of the job. In addition, stress in workplace cannot be fully understood
unless reference is made to sources of life stress as:

. the interface between home and work, which refers to its relationship between work
demands and family or social demands, and

. Life-cycles and life-events.

5.2 Categories of Job-related Stress
The categories of job-related stress are shown in the Table-3 below:
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Table 3
Categories of job-related stress

Category Stressor

Job content e Over-load/under-load work

e Complex work

¢ Monotonous work

e Too much responsibility

e Dangerous work

e Conflicting/ambiguous demands

Working conditions e Toxic substances

¢ Poor conditions (noise, vibrations, lighting, radiation,
temperature)

e Work posture

¢ Physically demanding work

e Dangerous situations

e Lack of hygiene

e Lack of protective devices

Employment conditions e Shift work

e Low salary

e Poor career prospects

e Flexible labour contract
e Job insecurity

Social relations at work e Poor leadership

e Low social support

e Low participation in decision-making liberties
e Discrimination

5.3 Causes and Consequences of Job-related Stress

Stress is obviously notasimple phenomenon. The causes of stress do not exist objectively
and individuals differ in what they see as a stressor in the first place (Lazarus, 1966). The views
of some of the most prominent authors regarding the causes and consequences of job-related
stress are summarized below:

5.3.1 Robbins’ Model of Stress:

Robbins (2003:568,9) presents the following model of stress that indicates the potential
sources of stress (environmental factors, organizational factors, individual factors) and
consequences of stress (physiological symptoms, psychological symptoms and behavioral
symptoms):
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Potential sources:
Consequences:

Individual differences;
e Perception

e  Personality

e Job experience
e Social support
e Belief in locus of control
e Self-efficacy
e Hostility
Environmental factors Physical symptoms;
e  Economic uncertainty B N e Headaches
e Political uncertainty e High blood pressure
e Technological uncertainty Heart diseases
Organizational factors; Psychological symptoms;
e Task demands N\ - e Anxiety
¢ Role demands o Bxperienced | | |, pepression
e Interpersonal demands stress o Decrease in job
e  Organizational structure satisfaction
e Organizational leadership
e Organization’s life stage Behavioral symptoms;
[ ]
Individual factors; - . Zrk?sil:ﬁte';'s%
e Family problems | e Turnover
e Economic problems

(Adapted from Robbins, S. P. (2003). Organizational Behavior (10" ed.), p579)

5.3.2 Griffin’s Classification of Organizational Stressors
Griffin (2005:494-496) points out the following four general sets of organizational

stressors:

Task demands
Physical demands

Role demands :
Interpersonal demands :

Quick decisions, incomplete information for decisions and
critical decisions.

Temperature extremes, poorly designed office, and threats to
health.

Role conflict and ambiguity.

Group pressures, leadership styles and conflicting personalities.

Griffin further states that excessive pressure; unreasonable demands on our time and
bad news can all cause stress. But even receiving a bonus and then having to decide what to
do with the money can be stressful. So, too can receiving a promotion, gaining recognition,
and similar good things (Griffin, 2005: 494).
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5.3.3 Luthans’ Classification of Job Stressors

Luthans (2005:379) classifies the job stressors as extra-organizational stressors,
organizational stressors, group stressors and individual stressors. Based on this study, the job
stressors can be summarized in figure-1;

4 )

Individual
stressors

Extra ordinary
Group stressors
( - Job stress P )

Organizational
stressors

. J

Figure 1
Classification of job stressors (Adapted from Luthans, Organization Behaviour, 2005:379)

5.3.4 Schuler’s Opinion on the Causes of Job-related Stress

According to Schuler (1980:189), two conditions are necessary for potential stress to
become actual stress. First, there must be uncertainty over the outcome. Second, the outcome
must be important. Job related stressors (the causes of job stress) come from both outside and
inside the organization, from the groups that employees are influenced by and from employees
themselves.

6. Managing Stress:

6.1 Managing Stress in Ordinary Life

There are numerous ways in which people try to reduce the level of stress. Many of
these are psychological in nature. Dutta (2010, pp 234-6) points out taking life’s problems,
social support from friends and family and time management training to prevent numerous
activities in a very short period of time are some of the psychological methods of reducing
stress. Further, he mentions the two main physiologically-oriented methods for reducing stress
are bio-feedback and anti-anxiety drugs.
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Bio-feedback is a technique for transforming some aspects of physiological behavior
into electrical signals, usually vision or auditory. The individual can also be trained in
techniques that can reduce physiological aspects of stress, such as- relaxation training, part
of which involves breathing in a regular and calm way. Dutta (2010) states the three stages of
bio-feedback training as following:

. Developing an awareness of a particular physiological response (e.g. heart rate),
° Learning ways of controlling that physiological response, and
° Transferring that control into the conditions of everyday life.

Like bio-feedback, anti-anxiety drugs are very popular around the world. However,
such drugs have several unwanted side effects.

Moreover, social support can certainly help to provide against stress. Some psychologists
argue that perceived support (basically the quality of support) is positively related to health
and well-being, whereas social-network (basically the quantity of social support) is unrelated
to well-being and thus this sort of support can even be negatively related to well-being, in fact,
it is very demanding to maintain a large social network.

In addition to above mentioned methods, several forms of cognitive therapy have
been developed for the treatment of clinical anxiety and depression. This approach trends of
therapy is to replace negative and irrational thoughts (e.g., “I am totally incompetent), with
positive and rational ones (e.g., “I can achieve many things, if | try hard enough”). Mostly
cognitive therapy is used with patients who are suffering from high levels of anxiety and/or
depression.

Individuals show differences in the coping-up strategies they use to handle stressful
situations. Endler and Parker (1990) devised the Multidimensional Coping Inventory to assess
three major coping strategies. They are presented as following:

° Task oriented strategy involves obtaining information about the stressful situation,
courses of action for coping with them and their possible outcomes, it also involves
deciding priorities and acting directly with stressful situation.

. Emotional-oriented strategy involves efforts to maintain or its opposite, venting feelings
of anger and frustration, or deciding that nothing can be done to change things.

. Avoidance-oriented strategy involves denying or minimizing the seriousness of the
situation; it also involves consciousness suppression of stressful thoughts and their
replacement by self-protective thoughts.

Individuals, who experience much stress and anxiety, tend to use the emotion-oriented
and avoidance-oriented strategies, rather than the task-oriented strategy (Ender and Parker,
1990). It is really difficult to say which kind of coping strategy is most effective in reducing
stress. The effectiveness of any coping strategy depends on the nature of stressful situation.

6.2 Job-related Stress

Considering the potential consequences of stress, both employees and organizations
need to be concerned about how to limit its more damaging effects. Several strategies and
approaches, for individuals and organizations, have been developed to help manage stress.
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Individual Approaches Organizational Approaches
e Taking change (taking change of|e  Seminars, workshops, Class room

own thoughts, emotions, schedule, instructions, etc. (smoking cessation,
environment and the way one deals weight reduction, balance diet, general
with problem), stress management, etc.),

e Regular exercise (Aerobics, walking,|e  Stress management programme,
jogging, swimming, riding bicycle,|e  Health promotion programme,
etc.), e  Exercise-related activities,

e  Better physical condition, e  Gymnasium,

e Relaxation training  (meditation,|e  Modification in tasks, roles, etc.
hypnosis, bio-feedback, yoga, etc,), e  Sound human resource policies (selection,

e Time management (making daily placement, training,  development,
lists of activities to be accomplished, retirement, post-retirement, etc.),
prioritizing activities by importance |e  Organizational safety and health,
and urgency, scheduling the activities|e  Learning organization,
according to the priorities set, etc.), e  Good communication system,

e Expansion of social support (friends,|e  Employee empowerment programmes,
family members, colleagues, counselor, | e Performance management system,
etc.), o  Wellness programmes,

e Going out after work (sight seeing,|e  Leisure, flexi-time, team-work, leave,
movie, places of interest, etc.), etc.

e  Health Club membership, e  Social security, etc.

e Participate the sessions in physical
fitness centre,

e  Avoid unhealthy ways of coping with
stress (smoking, drinking too much,
using pills or drugs to relax, sleeping
too much, overeating, etc.)

6.2.1 Interventions to Prevent/Reduce Job Stress
There are a number of options to consider in looking at the prevention of destructive

emotions of stress at work. These are termed primary (stressor reduction), secondary (stress

management), and tertiary (employee assistance programme/workplace counseling) levels of
prevention and they address different stages in the stress process (Sutherland and Cooper,

1991). Job stress interventions may focus on the following three levels:

. The organization: By changing the work situation through organization-based
interventions, the source of the problem is tackled and the employee’s negative reaction
is reduced.

. The individual-organization interface: By increasing the employee’s resistance to
specific job stressors, his/her vulnerability decreases.

. The individual: By learning to cope better with stress in general, the individual
prevents negative psychological effects of job stressors. Some job stress interventions
are presented in the Table-4 given below:
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Table-4: Interventions to Prevent/Reduce Job Stress

Focus/ Identification | Primary intervention | Secondary intervention | Tertiary intervention
Purpose
Organization | Job stress audit | e  Improvingwork | e  Anticipatory o Institutionalization of
content and socialization occupational health
environment o Communication and safety services
o Timescheduling |e Decision-making |e Employee assistance
o Management and conflict programme
development management ¢ Qutplacement
corporate fitness | e  Organization
and wellness development
programmes
o Career
management
Personal o Time management [e  Peersupport groups |e Specialized counseling
screening o Interpersonal o Coaching and and psychotherapy
skills training consultation ¢ Individual guidance
e Promoting a o Career planning and assistance
realistic image of
the job
o Balancing work
and private life
Individual o Didactic stress o Cognitive
management behavioral
o Promoting a techniques
healthy lifestyle |  relaxation

In addition, job interventions may serve the following purposes:
Identification (early detection of job stressors and stress reactions)

Primary prevention (reduction of job stresses)
Secondary prevention (altering the ways employees respond to job stressors)
Treatment (healing those who suffer severely from job stress), and

Rehabilitation (planned return to the previous job)

6.3

Some Rules for Dealing with Stress

Now a days, there are many organizations and educational institutions, which are offering
courses designed for assisting people manage stress such as for reducing the magnitude of the
stress reaction, including meditation and relaxation, exercise, biofeedback, etc and helping
them plan their lives so that they encounter fewer stressors or the stressors come at times when
they are physically and psychologically prepared to deal with them. Following rules can help
to deal with unwanted stress:

The Nepalese Journal of Public Administration
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Plan activities for reducing/eliminating stressors.

Plan activities so that stressors come at times when they are easier to be dealt with.
Learning to relax between activities (shut down the stress reaction periodically by
relaxing appears to keep stress under control).

Learn to recognize the early signs of stress.

Learn to treat stress as a challenge.

Learn to prevail by becoming problem-focused (start by thinking of how you
succeeded in the past under similar circumstances or look for ways that other people
succeeded under similar circumstances).

Establish social relations and make use of the considerable skills that other people
have.

Actively develop those personality characteristics that will ward off stress.

6.4 Ten Commandments to Make Workplace Happy

Take pride of the organization you work for.

Be proud of the work you perform and the result you generate. No job is small.
Know your job- assignment is pre-ordained by the Lord.

Love your colleagues and be friendly with them and always be of service to them.
Do everything with a Human touch.

Keep the work place neat, clean and orderly.

Do not indulge in wasteful activities and gossiping.

Generate joy and fun in workplace.

Do not find fault with others- always look within and search what could you do to
improve work culture.

Always remember, “To the grumbler all duties are distasteful - nothing will ever
satisfy him/her the means be served into one.”

6.5 Lifestyle Tips to Relieve Stress

e Get up early in the morning. e Socialize with people.

e Prepare for the morning night before. e Shareyouremotionswithyourclose ones.
e Avoid tight fitting clothes. e Walk regularly and do mind exercises.

e Don’trelyonyourmemory, writeitdown. [ e  Believe in yourself and your ability.

e Set priorities in life. e Visualize yourself winning the race.

Avoid negative people and negative [e Develop your sense of humour.
thoughts.

Learn time management and use time|e Spend time with you dear ones.
wisely.

Simplify meal times. e Be responsible for your feelings.

Always make copies of important|e Become a better listener.
documents.
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¢ Anticipate your needs. e Know your limitations and let others
know them, too.
o Repair anything that doesn’t work [e Begin the day very early and enjoy it
properly. with your partner.
e Ask for help with the jobs you dislike. [e Cook a good food and enjoy it with your
partner.
e Break large tasks into small portions. e (o on a picnic.
e Look at problems as challenges. e Leave work early once in a while and
spend a relaxed evening.
e Keep discipline in your life. e Recognize  the importance  of
unconditioned love.
e Face life with a smile. e Keep ajournal to scribble your feelings.
e Spend some time in your hobbies. e Have asupport network of people, places
and things.
e Look for a silver-lining in every|e Quittrying to fix other people.
problem.
¢ Say something nice to someone. e Get enough sleep.
o Take break from your routine job oncein [e Don’t drink when you are tense.
a while.

7. Conclusion

Stress is a factor in everyone’s life and can even be a major motivator in some
circumstances. Many people regard ‘stress’ as a bad word and they prefer to use ‘challenge’
instead of ‘positive stress’. Hans Selye, the physician who such popularized the stress concept,
chose the word ‘eustress’, which may be defined as the healthy, positive, and constructive
outcome of stressful events and the stress response.

The relationship between stress and performance has been known since 1908, when
Robert Yerkes and James Dodson demonstrated increased performance under conditions of
arousal up to an optimum point. The stimulating feeling of eustress is associated with the
challenges of physical performance and the skills and mental ability. For effective result,
it is wise to take time to relax and recharge batteries of one’s body, when someone finds
the workload high. Peak performance is achieved when a person is dealing with just the
right quantity and quality (types) of demands and challenge and he/she feels confident and
well able to manage them. However, if demands and pressures continue to increase beyond a
point, performance begins to decline and he/she physically and psychologically, experiences
anxiety, fatigue, exhaustion and even mental breakdown and thus, shifts toward distress zone
from eustress zone, which causes severe harm and loss to him/her along with the family and
the organization he/she belongs to. Therefore, stress at work if not managed appropriately and
timely is costly to the individual, organization and the society.

A large degree of our response to stress is dependent on our emotional state and
self-image. There are many effective methods for coping with stress, such as relaxation
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training, bio-feedback, etc. Likewise, the impact of stressors sometimes can be reduced if a
person has control over them.

Viewing at the both right and dark sides of stress, appropriate stress interventions must
be wisely and carefully applied at the individual, group/family and organizational level.
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