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 ABSTRACT 

 

 

Because of the prevalence of workplace stress in present organisations (Kalia, 2002), and 

because of the costs it incurs for individuals, organisations and society at large, workplace 

stress has been studied extensively in the last six decades. First regarded as a response to a 

stimulus, stress is now viewed as the result of the transaction between individuals and their 

environment (Lazarus, 1999). This transaction results from people’s perception of the 

demands they face and their effects on their own goals and values (primary appraisal), and 

from their perception of the environmental and personal resources they have access to 

when responding to demands (secondary appraisal). Stress then arises if there is a 

perceived imbalance between demands and resources. The dynamic nature of the stress 

process is embodied in people’s coping strategies, in which they use their resources to 

confront stressful situations. 

 

Given the importance attributed to personal and environmental resources in Lazarus’ 

model, research has sought to identify and evidence the effects of these resources on 

people’s stress experience. It has been claimed that the relationship between each resource 

and stress depends largely on the fit of the resource with, and its relevance to, the stressful 

situation (resource-matching principle). This has led some researchers to call for the 

development of new constructs, more specifically designed to address the role of specific 

resources in workplace stress (Cohen & Wills, 1985; Pierce, Gardner, Cummings, & 

Dunham, 1989). As a consequence, the concepts of self-esteem and social support have 

been refined through the development of organisation-based self-esteem (OBSE), and the 

growing distinction of social support functions and providers. However, the need for a 

greater specificity of constructs has not extended to stressors, and the fit between the 

considered resource and stressors has rarely been studied. 

 

The present study aims to identify what resources are relevant to specific stressors. Based 

on interviews with thirty-four voluntary participants, the nature of the coping strategies 

was studied with regard to the set of stressors people faced in the workplace. In addition, 

this study has attempted to determine whether OBSE and social support are relevant across 
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all stressors or are stressor-specific. This analysis focused on the relationships between 

participants’ OBSE and social support, and their support-seeking behaviours and 

sensitivity to stressors, across situations. 

 

The results from this study into the role of organisation-based self-esteem and social 

support are mostly inconclusive. However, interviews evidenced that each stressor gives 

rise to specific coping strategies, and that some resources are indeed stressor-specific. 

Other resources are relevant across all stressors: emotional support, leisure activities, and 

particularly support from one’s supervisor. This highlights the importance given by 

employees to supervisor support. In addition, it appears that conflicts at work are among 

the stressors reported as leading to the highest strain. Finally, interviews have shown that 

not all resources are operational or mobilised in problem-focused strategies. Reappraising 

processes have been reported as successful strategies, and these coping strategies are based 

on specific resources, such as work experience or access to emotional support from 

experienced workers.  
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Job stress has been hitting the headlines for the past few years, due to its prevalence and 

the costs it incurs for society as a whole. In the US, stress-related disorders have incurred a 

yearly estimated cost of USD 42 billion, primarily due to the use of healthcare services by 

people suffering from these disorders (Kalia, 2002). Although stress can pervade every 

domain of life, several qualitative studies report that professional life is the primary cause 

of stress (Mazzola, Schonfeld, & Spector, 2011) and 46% of US workers report suffering 

from acute stress (Kalia, 2002). The negative consequences of stress are pervasive and are 

felt at the individual as well as the organisational and social levels. 

 

At the individual level, stress has been related to a number of physical, psychological and 

behavioural disorders. Indeed, it has been shown to impair people’s physical health (Kalia, 

2002; Cooper, Dewe, & O'Driscoll, 2001) and psychological well-being. Job stress has 

also been related to a greater risk of accidents in the workplace (Kalia, 2002). The 

behavioural consequences of stress lie in increased risks of substance abuse, lower 

performance at work, absenteeism and turnover (Kalia, 2002; Zellars & Perrewé, 2001). 

 

These last consequences obviously incur a cost upon organisations. Indeed, it has been 

estimated that lost productivity, absenteeism, poor decision making and substance abuse 

cost USD 150 billion of revenue in the US (Kalia, 2002). To these costs Kalia (2002) adds 

those related to “compensations claims, litigation, grievances, accidents... conflict and 

interpersonal problems, violence, customer service problems, resistance to change... and 

loss of intellectual capital” (Kalia, 2002, p.50). 

 

The healthcare costs mentioned above are at least partially covered by society. Such costs 

have justified the large volume of research on workplace stress produced in the last sixty 

years. Over this period, several definitions of stress have been proposed. A near consensus 

has been reached with Lazarus’ model of stress, which focuses on the transactions between 

individuals and their environment (Cooper et al., 2001). This model focuses on people’s 
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perception of their environment and of their abilities and proposes that stress arises when 

individuals feel that they do not have the abilities to respond to environmental demands 

threatening their goals and values. 

 

One of the key elements of stress is the set of resources available to individuals, that is the 

set of personal and environmental conditions which can be instrumental in responding to 

environmental demands or can help people build up their resilience to stress. The set of 

resources that can be called upon in a stressful situation depends on the nature of the 

situation. A resource irrelevant to the situation is expected not to enter people’s appraisal 

of the situation, and is not to be used during coping strategies (resource-matching 

principle). 

 

Even though resources have been studied extensively, no systematic analysis has been 

done to identify what resources are relevant to each specific stressor. For example, 

although social support and self-esteem have been refined to fit occupational stress more 

specifically, it has not been ascertained whether they constitute resources in all situations. 

This thesis aims to identify the resources relevant to each stressor and to analyse the 

relevance of social support and self-esteem across situations. To address this question, this 

thesis will first give an overview of what is known of the stress process and of the 

resources’ role in this process. The thesis will focus on self-esteem and social support, two 

of the most studied resources, and on their relationships with stress, before moving on to 

the methodological issues encountered in research on workplace stress. The methodology 

of this study will then be presented, followed by the research results and conclusions. 

 

 



Stress, an adaptation mechanism 

Page 13 of 155 

 CHAPTER 1: STRESS, AN ADAPTATION MECHANISM 

 

 

1 DEFINING STRESS FROM ITS SYMPTOMS, OR THE DEMANDS IT 

RESULTS FROM, IS UNSATISFACTORY 

 

Research on workplace stress has been extensive, due to the estimated costs it imposes on 

society. The first difficulty encountered by the research community was to find an 

appropriate, workable and consensual definition of stress. Mass media and the general 

public have largely adopted the term “stress”, though not always attributing it the same 

meaning as the research community (Geare, 1989). The difficulty in defining stress arose 

predominantly from its broad symptoms and the individual differences that could be 

observed between people. The first definitions categorised stress either as a response to a 

stimulus or as the stimulus itself (Cooper et al., 2001). 

 

The response-based definition of stress is represented by Selye’s “general adaptation 

syndrome”, which was the first attempt to conceptualise stress from a medical point of 

view. Under Selye’s definition, stress is “the nonspecific response of the body to any 

demand” (Selye, 1976, p. 53). Stress is then a set of symptoms, which in this definition are 

viewed as “non-specific” (Selye, 1976) in that they follow the same pattern whatever the 

stressor. Indeed, stress has been related to a limited number of symptoms ranging from 

physiological reactions to psychological and behavioural consequences: 

- greater coronary disease risks, musculoskeletal disorders (Kalia, 2002), as well as 

peptic ulcers (Cooper & al, 2001); 

- anxiety, depression, job dissatisfaction, emotional exhaustion, fatigue, boredom, 

reduced organizational commitment; 

- lower performance on the job, turnover, absenteeism, substance abuse. 

Selye (1976) does not deny, however, that stress symptoms may vary. He attributes these 

variations to the demands’ intensity and individuals’ sensitivity. He then distinguishes 

“distress” and “eustress,” the former being a set of stress symptoms detrimental to health 

and the latter a healthy and positive set of stress symptoms. As Cooper et al. (2001) remind 
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us, further research showed that some symptoms have indeed been linked to specific 

stressors, and the claim that symptoms are not specific is then partly invalidated. 

Consequently, as it appears that stress symptoms can differ from one situation to another 

and from one individual to another, stress cannot be defined from its consequences to 

people’s well-being and on the basis of their behaviours. 

 

An alternative to the response-based definition of stress is the stimulus-based definition, 

which focuses on demands rather than on their consequences. It has been inspired by 

physics definitions of stress, “the area over which the load impinged,” and strain, “the 

deformation of the structure created by the interplay of both load and stress” (Lazarus, 

1993, p. 2). Extended to people, this definition refers to stress as a demand imposed by an 

external source on people, who have to adapt to or resist this load. Such a definition puts 

the focus on the identification of stressors. The limitation of this definition lies in the fact 

that all individuals are not affected in the same way by the same stressors (Lazarus, 1999). 

For example, Eriksen (1952) showed that stress’s effect on performance varied greatly 

from one person to another, and could be positive as well as negative (Eriksen, cited in 

Lazarus, 1999). 

As pointed out by Cooper et al. (2001) and Lazarus (1999), the response-based and 

stimulus-based definitions of stress fail to account for the individual differences observed. 

This shows that the definition of stress does not lie in the nature of the demand, as all 

demands do not have the same effects, nor in the nature of the symptoms, as symptoms can 

vary from person to person, and from stressor to stressor. It rather lies in the overall 

process which links the demand with the symptoms, and which accounts for the fact that 

people do not react in the same way to the same stressors or situations. Stress is then a 

concept regarding people’s adaptation to their environment. 

 

2 STRESS DEFINED AS THE RESULT OF THE TRANSACTION 

BETWEEN AN INDIVIDUAL AND HIS/HER ENVIRONMENT 

 

According to Cooper et al. (2001), most research on stress has been based on an 

“interactional” model of stress, which analyses the causal relationship between stressors 

and stress symptoms. Although this line of research has allowed refining of the 
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understanding of the stress process, it has failed to account for the complexity of the 

relationship between people and their environment which is at the root of stress. That 

relationship is addressed by Lazarus’ definition of stress, which describes more thoroughly 

the underlying mechanism of the “transaction” between individuals and their environment. 

This thesis uses Lazarus’ definition, which is discussed below. 

 

According to Lazarus (1993), the relationship between individuals and their environment is 

shaped by internal appraising processes. When encountering new situations, people 

appraise, first, the likely effects of a new situation on their goals and expectations (primary 

appraisal) and, second, the resources and the means they have access to, enabling them to 

act upon the situation (secondary appraisal). These appraisals are shaped by people’s goals 

and the meaning they attribute to environmental demands, and by their perceived level of 

resources to address the situation.  

 

It should be noted that, under Lazarus’ definition, the primary and the secondary appraisals 

are in effect simultaneous, and that stress can have positive effect. Indeed, during the 

primary appraisal, a new situation is assessed as either a challenge, a threat, or a loss, 

always in reference to people’s goals and expectations. Appraising a situation as 

challenging may have healthy and positive consequences, while feeling threatened or 

feeling a loss imposes a strain on people. Negative stress then occurs when people appraise 

that their resources do not allow them to deal adequately with the new demands of their 

situations. The inner appraisal process then gives rise to action, as people adopt coping 

strategies based on their appraisals (see below). Because coping strategies will likely have 

an effect on the environment and/or on people’s perceptions of the environment, they may 

alleviate or worsen strain. Stress is then essentially a dynamic process. 

 

Under Lazarus’s definition of stress: 

- stress arises when a new situation is appraised as being of importance for one’s well-

being (Lazarus, 1999); 

- and strain is the result of perceiving that a situation perceived as a threat or a loss 

cannot be overcome by one’s available resources. 
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Following Lazarus (1999) and Cooper et al. (2001), this thesis uses the following 

definitions: 

- Stress is the overall process accounting for people’s transaction with their environment. 

As explained below, however, the word “stress” will only refer to a negative or 

unhealthy relationship with one’s environment. 

- Strain refers to the negative symptoms of stress. 

- Stressors are the environmental conditions which are appraised as threatening or 

harmful by people exposed to them. 

 

One of the debates about the definition of stress lies in the scope it encompasses: is stress 

defined as individual adaptation to one’s environment, or is it defined as a pathological or 

negative adaptation to one’s environment? As already mentioned, Selye and Lazarus both 

adopted the first option, and admitted that stress could provoke a positive activation 

(Lazarus, 1999; Selye, 1976). However, in this thesis, stress will be defined as a 

pathological or unsuccessful adaptation to one’s environment. This choice stems from the 

fact that, whatever the chosen scope, research on stress essentially seeks to identify the 

conditions under which people’s adaptations to their environment are healthy, and those 

under which the adaptation process is unhealthy. It is then necessary to distinguish both 

successful and unsuccessful adaptation clearly in our terminology. Moreover, as research 

on workplace stress has been justified primarily by the estimated costs stress imposes on 

society, it appears logical to put the emphasis on the negative aspects of stress. 

 

3 PEOPLE ADAPT TO STRESSFUL SITUATIONS BY ENGAGING IN 

COPING STRATEGIES 

 

Faced with a stressful encounter, people engage in efforts and behaviours to overcome the 

difficulties and adapt to their changing environment. These coping strategies have been 

defined as “cognitive and behavioural efforts to master, reduce or tolerate the internal or 

external demands that are created by the stressful transactions” (Folkman, 1984, p. 843). 

Coping strategies embody the essential dynamism of the stress process under Lazarus’ 

model: they are the direct result of the primary and secondary appraisals following a 
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stressful encounter, and initiate a possible reappraisal of one’s environment, based on the 

environmental responses received from one’s coping behaviours. These iterative 

reappraisals allow adjusting one’s coping strategy as the situation unfolds. 

Under Lazarus’ model, as pointed out by Cooper et al. (2001), coping strategies are both 

dependent and independent variables, i.e., a consequence and a cause in the stressor-strain 

relationship. Consequently, coping behaviours have been assumed to both mediate and 

moderate the stressor-strain relationship. However, Cooper et al. (2001) notice that the 

evidence concerning the role of coping is mixed, which can be attributed to the complex 

and multifaceted role of coping. It can also be attributed to the difficulties in assessing 

coping strategies, as illustrated by the number of taxonomies developed over the last thirty 

years.  

The concept of coping strategies includes a wide range of activities such as cognitive 

reappraisals, where people reappraise the importance of the stressful event, avoidance, 

where people refuse to deal with the problem and ignore it, or direct dealing with the 

problem. The expected functions of the strategies are varied and, consequently, no 

consensus has been reached upon a taxonomy that would account for the nature of the 

coping behaviour as well as for its function. However, the commonest typology of coping 

behaviours is based on the two main functions attributed to coping: solving the problem 

itself (problem-focused), or attenuating the emotions provoked by the stressful encounter 

(emotion-focused) (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980). This typology distinguishes the following 

categories of behaviours: 

“Instrumental action. Representing efforts toward managing the 

problem with items such as ‘Made a plan of action and followed it.’ 

Negotiation. Another problem-focused tactic directed at bargaining or 

compromising to get something positive from the situation. 

Exercising caution. Holding back actions which may do more harm 

than good, expressed by items such as ‘Tried not to burn my bridges 

but leave things open somewhat.’ 

Escapism. An emotion-focused factor related to wishful thinking, 

fantasizing or excessive indulgence in drugs, sex, alcohol etc. 

Self-Blame. Intropunitive strategies directed at the self rather than the 

problem and represented by items such as ‘Realised that I brought the 

problem on myself.’ 

Seeking Meaning. An emotion-focused strategy concerned with 

attempts to discover a new faith or turning to religion. 

Minimization. Conscious coping efforts to refuse to dwell on the 

problem and expressed in items such as ‘refuse to get too serious about 

the situation.’ 
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Social support. Efforts to mobilize advice, information and emotional 

support to help with either the problem and/or the distressed 

experienced.”(Oakland & Ostell, 1996, p. 135) 

Obviously, instrumental action, negotiation and exercising caution are problem-focused 

strategies, while escapism, self-blame, seeking meaning and minimisation are directed at 

the management of one’s emotions and are therefore emotion-focused strategies. It has to 

be noted that the category Social Support stands apart, as it comprises problem-focused 

elements as well as emotion-focused elements. The seeking of instrumental and 

informational support might be qualified as a problem-focused strategy, while seeking 

emotional and appraisal support
1
 might be viewed as an emotion-focused strategy. 

 

Although it is widely used, the distinction between emotion- and problem-focused 

strategies is not always obvious. Billings & Moos (1984) and Latack (1984) add a category 

linked to the appraising of the situation. Billings and Moos consider that this category adds 

to the usual typology. Latack identifies it to the emotion-focused strategies, while labelling 

behaviours aiming to reduce one’s level of strain “stress symptom management” 

behaviours (Latack, 1984). She later incorporates appraisal coping strategy into the 

problem-focused strategies category, arguing that any direct action towards the stressor 

requires a positive appraisal of one’s ability to deal with the situation. She also added a 

category relating to avoidance strategy (Latack, 1986). 

 

Ferguson and Cox’s (1997) typology distinguishes four functions of coping strategies: 

emotional regulation (managing one’s emotional reactions to the stress encounter); 

approach (addressing the situation directly); reappraisal (altering the meaning and 

importance attributed to the stressor) and avoidance (ignoring the problem). The authors 

emphasize the difficulty to adapt their typology to pre-existing typologies such as the 

emotion- vs. problem-focused typology. They report, for example, that emotional 

regulation has been identified as a problem-focused behaviour by Roth and Cohen (1986). 

Ferguson and Cox (1997) claim that emotional regulation is emotion-focused, approach 

                                                 

1 Instrumental support consists of practical help, informational support, of providing information; emotional support is the provision of 
sympathy and understanding; appraisal support corresponds to reassurance over one’s worth (House, 1981). 
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and reappraisal are problem-focused, and avoidance can be a problem-focused or an 

emotion-focused strategy. 

 

Other authors have proposed more extensive taxonomies, without any reference to the 

opposition between emotion- and problem-focused strategies. Newton and Keenan (1985) 

distinguish between the following categories: talking to others, direct action, preparatory 

action, withdrawal behaviour, helplessness/resentment and other. Dewe and Guest (1990) 

proposed the following taxonomy, based on a qualitative study (Dewe & Guest, 1990, pp. 

140-141): 
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Table 1: Typology of coping, Dewe and Guest (1990), p140-141 

Categories Example of behaviours 

Rational task oriented behaviours Steps to deal directly with the situation: prioritising, 

taking immediate action, seeking information. 

Responses which might facilitate direct action by 

reducing anxiety and panic: thinking objectively, 

keeping feeling under control, rationalizing. 

Actions aiming at preventing subsequent 

repercussions: giving opinion, working harder and 

longer, letting people know where they stand. 

Emotional release Immediate and cathartic expression of feelings: lose 

temper, expressing irritability to self, taking feelings 

out on staff. 

Unburdening to others: expressing one’s irritation to 

colleagues, expressing feelings and frustration to 

others, making sure people are aware you are doing 

your best. 

Reducing the uncertainty by following the procedure 

to “cover yourself.” 

Use of home resources Involvement of the family: talking things over with 

spouse, leaving the problem and trying to solve it 

later by talking it through at home. 

Use of family for social support: relying on family 

and spouse to get a sense of proportion of the 

problem. 

Intrusion of work into family and home life: take 

some work home, do not forget work when finished 

for the day. 

Recovery and preparation Returning to the problem when feeling able to handle 

it. 

Changing to another activity. 

Taking some action which enables one to deal with 

the problem more effectively in the future. 

Postpone action Becoming involved in pleasurable activities. 

Leaving the problem. 

Thinking about more pleasurable things. 

Passive attempts to tolerate the effect Rationalizing and accepting the situation. 

 

Once again, the categorisation of these strategies into the emotion- and problem-focused 

taxonomy is not obvious. Categories comprise both types of strategies, and some of the 

strategies hardly fit the taxonomy. For example, the category of rational task-oriented 

behaviours comprises both problem-focused strategies (taking direct actions) and emotion-

focused strategies (responses which might facilitate direct action by reducing anxiety and 

panic). Furthermore, behaviours such as “returning to the problem when feeling able to 

handle it” are difficult to qualify as emotion- or problem-focused strategies. 
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As said above, despite its limitations, the distinction between emotion- and problem-

focused strategies has been widely used. Researchers have generally claimed that emotion-

focused strategies are not efficient, contrary to problem-focused strategies (Oakland & 

Ostell, 1996; Terry, 1994). However, Zellars and Perrewé (2001) argue that such 

conclusions have been drawn because of an overlap between measures of emotion-focused 

strategies and measures of strain. For example, Greenglass (1993) identified self-blame 

(i.e., blaming oneself for the apparition of the problem) and wishful thinking 

(corresponding to nurturing unrealistic fantasies) as emotion-focused strategies, while they 

might be interpreted as symptoms of strain as well. This illustrates the fact that a wide 

variety of behaviours correspond to coping strategies, and that some of these behaviours 

might result from a high level of strain. It is then necessary to explore what the antecedents 

of coping are and under what conditions coping is or is not efficient. Moreover, although it 

is widely considered that active coping strategies reduce strain, Kinicki and Latack (1990) 

report that higher levels of anxiety are related to both low and high problem-focused 

coping. 

 

As claimed by Lazarus (1993), coping behaviours are the direct result of the primary and 

secondary appraisals (i.e., of the assessment of the encountered event’s meaning with 

regard to one’s goals, and of the resources available to deal with this same event). This has 

been confirmed by subsequent empirical studies. Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, 

DeLongis, and Gruen (1986) showed that encounters perceived as threats to one’s self-

esteem were related to “more confrontive coping, [more] self-control coping, [the 

acceptance of] more responsibility and… more escape-avoidance compared to when threat 

to self-esteem was low.” (Folkman et al., 1986, p. 997).  

 

Similarly, McCrae’s (1984) research evidences the relationship between primary appraisal 

and the selected coping strategies, more specifically the effect appraising a situation as a 

challenge, threat or loss has on the coping strategies. He found that when faced with a 

challenge, people tended to adopt “rational action, perseverance, positive thinking, 

intellectual denial, restraint, self-adaptation, drawing strength from adversity, and humor” 

(McCrae, 1984, p. 919). As for people who felt threatened, they tended more often to “take 
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concrete action, seek help, and persevere in a course of action” (McCrae, 1984, p. 924) 

compared to people facing a loss. 

 

The importance of the secondary appraisal in the selection of coping strategies is illustrated 

by the importance of the situation’s perceived changeability, which is consistently 

evidenced as one of the main determinants of coping strategies. Folkman et al. (1986) 

showed that, when confronted with situations deemed to be uncontrollable, people tend to 

use more distancing and escape-avoidance strategies. Terry (1994) also outlined the 

significant role of the controllability of the perceived events, as she showed that event 

controllability is an antecedent to instrumental action and support seeking. It may also lead 

to self-blame when perceived event controllability is accompanied by low situation-

specific self-efficacy, i.e., when individuals do not feel they are able to deal with the 

specific encountered situation. This shows that coping behaviours depend on the appraising 

of a set of resources and not on one resource only. 

 

It should be noted that although primary and secondary appraisals are considered as two 

distinct processes, they operate conjointly and interact with each other. Dewe (1989) insists 

upon the fact that, in addition to its role in shaping coping strategies, event controllability 

also shapes people’s evaluations of the stressful experience. He demonstrated that people 

facing situations they feel they have a grip on tend to appraise the pressure they face as 

positive, whereas when they faced a situation they did not feel able to control they felt that 

on the whole the pressure had negative effects. Indeed, “in such situations... the only 

control the individual may perceive that they have is over their own emotional discomfort. 

Thus, coping is directed towards that end” (Dewe, 1989, p. 1010). 

 

As coping behaviours result directly from primary and secondary appraisals, the 

determinants of these appraisals also play a role in the selection of coping strategies. Thus, 

the roles of personality traits, the nature of the situation, and personal resources have been 

widely investigated to account for the selection of coping strategies. It has consistently 

been shown that: 

- People with high levels of neuroticism (i.e., people who tend to experience negative 

emotional states) tend to adopt more emotion-focused strategies while people low in 
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neuroticism tend to adopt more problem-focused strategies. This may stem from the 

fact that, because these people experience acuter negative emotions, they may focus on 

the management of these emotions (Terry, 1994). 

- People with an internal locus of control (i.e., people who consider having control over 

their life) prefer problem-focused strategies while people with an external locus of 

control (i.e., people who attribute the responsibility of what happens to their 

environment) prefer emotion-focused strategies. The influence of people’s locus of 

control might be related to the importance of the perceived controllability (Terry, 

1994). 

- People with high self-esteem adopt more problem-focused strategies than people with 

low self-esteem, who prefer emotion-focused strategies (Kinicki & Latack, 1990). 

- People’s level of denial is positively correlated to the adoption of avoidance strategies 

(Terry, 1994). 

- Type-A behaviour pattern, defined as the combination of a strong motivation to 

achieve, impatience and a tendency to hostility and aggression, favours problem-

focused strategies (Terry, 1994). 

 

Early research on coping strategy attributed a coping style to individuals, and postulated 

that individuals had a dispositional tendency to adopt similar strategies across situations. 

This was partly supported by several researchers (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989; 

Holahan & Moos, 1987), and could be accounted for by the role of personality traits in the 

stress process. However, even though the role of personality traits has been evidenced, 

Terry (1994) showed that the stability of people’s coping strategies depends partly upon 

the nature of the situations: the more similar encountered situations are, the more likely 

people will adopt the same coping strategy.  

 

People’s personalities and personal resources are not the only determinants of coping 

strategies. Stress being the product of people’s interaction with their environment, the 

environment plays a significant role in the selection of coping strategies. Terry (1994) 

shows the importance of the nature of the situation in the selection of problem-focused 

strategies, while Harris (1991) states that coping strategies also depend on the organisation 

and the set of behaviours it allows. In addition, the availability of social support has been 
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shown to favour help-seeking behaviours, while a lack of social support tends to be related 

to avoidance strategies. 

 

Research has demonstrated that the selection of coping behaviours is determined by a large 

number of factors, which lie in people’s personalities, in their goals and expectations, and 

in their environments. This explains the difficulties encountered by researchers in building 

a synthetic and comprehensive taxonomy of coping strategies. In addition, it also appears 

that coping efficiency depends not only on the nature of coping behaviours, but also on 

environmental variables. 

 

As stated above, it has generally been assumed that problem-focused strategies are more 

adaptive than emotion-focused strategies and avoidance strategy. However, research 

results have been inconsistent, as Oakland and Ostell (1996) point out: “studies of coping 

among cancer and tuberculosis patients (Caleden, Dupertuis, Hokanson & Lewis, 1960; 

Rogenstine, van-Kemmen, Fox, Docherty, Rosenblatt, Boyd, & Bunney, 1979) have 

shown confrontive coping to be adaptive whereas Folkman et al. (1986b) found it related 

to increased symptoms” (Oakland & Ostell, 1996, p. 139). Moreover, such a view might 

have resulted from confusion between some emotion-focused strategies and symptoms of 

strain (Greenglass, 1993). 

 

These inconsistencies stem from the fact that the efficiency of coping strategies depends 

primarily on the intended outcome of the strategy (Cooper et al., 2001), on its fit with the 

nature of the situation, and on the adequacy of the used resources (Oakland & Ostell, 

1996). An accurate account of stress and coping must then embrace all the richness and 

complexities of people’s relationship with their environment. Under Lazarus’ model of 

stress, this complexity lies mostly in the appraising process. However, because the latter is 

based on individual perceptions, no general recommendations can be issued relative to the 

attenuation of stress at work without assuming the existence of common grounds for 

individual appraising. 
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4 THE EXPECTATIONS ATTACHED TO WORK 

 

Lazarus’ definition of stress, although widely accepted, has been criticized by several 

researchers, such as Brief and George (1995) and Hobfoll (1989). Their main criticism is 

that Lazarus’ definition of stress focuses on people’s individual perceptions, and on their 

individualistic goals and expectations. It fully accounts for the individual differences 

observed in relation to stress, but it fails to justify any further research on the actual 

conditions of a healthy environment, as it claims that these conditions are different from 

one individual to another (Brief & George, 1995). In order to overcome this difficulty, 

Hobfoll’s Conservation of Resources theory claims that people tend to value similar things 

and to share the same goals (Hobfoll, 1989). Indeed, while people might not attribute 

exactly the same value or meaning to work, or might not seek the same signs for success, 

the expectations attributed to work are few. 

 

Work is a central part of adult life; Noon & Blyton (2007) quote the Meaning of Working 

Survey (1987) in which people reported that work was the most central aspect of their lives 

after family, and before community, religion and leisure. This may explain why stress in 

the workplace has been reported in several qualitative studies as people’s primary cause of 

stress (Mazzola et al., 2011). The expectations set on the workplace are not only monetary: 

although Noon and Blyton (2007) show that 68% people report working for money, most 

people report not wishing to stop work should they win the lottery. Ros, Schwartz, and 

Surkiss (1999), in their attempt to parallel basic individual values and work values, note 

the convergence of the studies of work values towards four main sets of values: 

- Intrinsic or self-actualisation values, which correspond to “the pursuit of autonomy, 

interest growth, and creativity in work” (Ros, H., & Shoshana, 1999, p. 55). 

- Extrinsic or security values, which enhance work security and income. 

- Social or interpersonal work values, which express work as “a vehicle for positive 

social relations and contribution to society” (Ros, H., & Shoshana, 1999, p. 55). 

- Prestige values, which emphasise “achievement, advancement, status, recognition, 

independence, company that you are proud to work for, influence in work, influence in 

the organisation” (Ros, H., & Shoshana, 1999, p. 56). 
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These broad categories of values have been found to be multicultural, and reveal that 

expectations regarding one’s work are relatively shared in the workplace. 

 

All these expectations have been revealed, to a certain extent, in the few stressor typologies 

developed in the literature. For example, Beehr and Newman (1978), Mahmood, Coons, 

Guy, and Pelletier (2010), and Cartwright and Cooper (1997) integrate in their typologies 

stressors threatening self-actualisation values, such as “over- or under-utilization of skills” 

(Beehr & Newman, 1978; Cartwright & Cooper, 1997), opportunity for advancement 

(Beehr & Newman, 1978; Cartwright & Cooper, 1997), or authority on the job (Cartwright 

& Cooper, 1997; Mahmood et al., 2010). Likewise, security values are represented by job 

insecurity as a stressor (Beehr & Newman, 1978; Cartwright & Cooper, 1997), and 

interpersonal work values are represented by a number of stressors related to the support 

available at work and the quality of people’s working relationships (Beehr & Newman, 

1978; Cartwright & Cooper, 1997; Mahmood et al., 2010). As for prestige values, they are 

represented by stressors related to a lack of reward (Cartwright & Cooper, 1997; Mahmood 

et al., 2010). 

 

However, even though all sets of values can be linked to stressors identified in the 

literature, the latter also deals with other stressors less directly related to these values, most 

of which relate to people’s ability to achieve their work and meet up with expectations 

(pace of work, role ambiguity and role conflict
2
, time pressure). Because the values 

attributed to work are shared, it makes sense to seek general conditions to guarantee a 

healthy workplace. The line of research focusing on the conditions for a healthy workplace 

has put the emphasis on “resources”—i.e., the conditions contributing to people’s 

resilience to stress and to their ability to cope efficiently with stressful encounters. 

                                                 

2 Role ambiguity and role conflict are defined respectively as “unpredictability of consequences and information deficiency regarding 
expected role behaviours” and “incompatible demands on the person” (Cooper et al., 2001, p. 38) 
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 CHAPTER 2: PERSONAL RESOURCES, KEY FACTORS FOR A 

SUCCESSFUL ADAPTATION 

 

1 ROLE AND DEFINITION OF RESOURCES 

 

1.1. Definition of resources 

The concept of resources has given rise to several definitions, which mostly differ in the 

scope they attribute to this concept. 

Lazarus’ transactional model of stress focuses mainly on personal resources and tends to 

overlook environmental resources. It defines stress as a perceived imbalance between the 

confronted environmental demands and one’s personal resources, and it defines personal 

resources as “person variables [which] influence what we are able and unable to do as we 

seek to gratify needs, attain goals, and cope with the stresses produced by demands, 

constraints and opportunities” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 71). These include “intelligence, money, 

social skills, education, supportive family and friends, physical attractiveness, health and 

energy, [and] sanguinity” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 71).  

 

Facing criticism over his apparent overlook of environmental resources, Lazarus claims 

that his model takes environmental resources into account under the label of 

“opportunities” (Lazarus, 2001), which would then also enter the appraising process. The 

examples of opportunities provided by Lazarus are the opportunities for skill development 

corresponding to one’s goals, or the choice of one’s “social setting in which to live or 

work” (Lazarus, 1999, p. 63). Such an argument, however, is not satisfactory. 

Opportunities require an effort to get, while resources are commonly understood as being 

immediately available. Moreover, Lazarus (1999, p. 71) claims that stress is “produced by 

demands, constraints and opportunities.” Therefore, opportunities are considered stressors; 

they cannot be considered resources at the same time. Past opportunities which have been 

fruitfully taken advantage of do not account for all the environmental resources at hand. 

For example, job resources such as availability of job-related information are partly 

provided by one’s organisation. 
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Another model of job stress which attributes an important role to resources in the stress 

process, is the job demands-resources model. Contrary to Lazarus’ model, this model 

focuses on job resources, which are considered as moderating the relationship between job 

demands and exhaustion, and as accounting directly for employees’ motivation. Under this 

model, job resources are defined as “those physical, psychological, social or organizational 

aspects of the job that may do any of the following:(a) be functional in achieving work 

goals; (b) reduce job demands at the associated physiological and psychological costs; (c) 

stimulate personal growth and development” (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 

Schaufeli, 2001, p. 501). Xanthopolou, Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli (2007, p. 123) 

propose an extension of this model which takes personal resources into account, defining 

them as “aspects of the self that are generally linked to resiliency and refer to individuals’ 

sense of their ability to control and impact upon their environment successfully”. 

 

The original and extended versions of the job demands-resources model adopt a common 

definition of resources, as environmental, social or personal variables which can 

instrumentally help people to adapt efficiently to their environment and to cope with 

confronted stressors. They assume, however, that job stress can only be tackled with 

resources available at the workplace, or linked to a person’s personality. Such an 

assumption may be questioned. For instance, although it has been little studied, it could be 

argued that a low unemployment rate in the economy may be seen as a resource against 

excessive demands on one’s workplace. Thus, Riordan, Weatherly, Vandenberg and Self 

(2001), while studying newcomers’ attitudes and turnover, evidenced a relationship 

between newcomers’ turnover and the number of jobs that were offered to them during 

their initial job search. The latter variable was assumed to measure their perceived 

difficulty in finding another job. 

 

Hobfoll’s Conservation of Resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989) has gained a significant 

influence in workplace stress research (Ito & Brotheridge, 2003; Luria & Torjman, 2009; 

Penney, Hunter, & Perry, 2011). It puts “resources” at the core of the stress process. 

However, it gives a broader definition to the term “resources” than the other stress models. 

Hobfoll defines resources as “those entities that either are centrally valued in their own 

right (e.g., self-esteem, close attachments, health, and inner peace) or act as a means to 

obtain centrally valued ends (e.g., money, social support, and credit)” (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 
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307). There are then three categories of resources under this model: those sought after for 

their intrinsic, or symbolic, value (economic status, etc.); those sought after for their 

instrumental value, and their ability to help gaining other resources; and those sought after 

because they have both an instrumental and a symbolic value. 

Hobfoll’s definition of resources creates an ambiguity between people’s goals and 

objectives and their resources to achieve these goals, as both these constructs are labelled 

as “resources.” Hobfoll has not tackled this ambiguity. Although he identifies four types of 

resources, he does not fully deal with the level of symbolic and instrumental values of each 

identified category of resources. He distinguishes between the following types of 

resources: 

- condition resources (e.g., marriage or seniority); 

- energies (time, money, health); 

- object resources (e.g., a home); and 

- personal characteristics (self-esteem, personality). 

While Hobfoll states clearly that condition resources have symbolic value only and no 

instrumental value, whereas energies’ value is instrumental only, he attributes to object 

resources both types of value, and he does not clarify the reason for valuing personal 

characteristics.  

 

The definition of resources used in this thesis differs slightly in its scope from the 

definitions presented above. In this thesis, resources are defined as any personal or 

environmental conditions which contribute to people’s level of resilience to stress and 

which help them dealing successfully with stressful encounters. This definition then 

includes any personal and environmental resources, including job and non-job resources. 

However, for clarity’s sake, it does not include Hobfoll’s resources with symbolic values 

only; instead they are considered as goals or objectives. It is admitted that an increase in 

one’s access to instrumental resources may be a goal in itself, and that people might feel 

stressed if they perceive a threat to their access to resources. 

 

The broad scope of resources does not allow one to draw any exhaustive list of resources, 

even though Hobfoll conducted a study aiming at identifying the main resources in western 
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culture (Hobfoll, 2002). He then identified seventy-four resources, getting down to the 

trivial such as housing, transportation, and adequate food. The resources most studied in 

relation to workplace stress are the following: 

- Personal resources: self-efficacy, self-esteem, optimism (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), 

cognitive abilities, fitness (Luria & Torjman, 2009), hardiness
1
, locus of control

2
, 

negative affectivity
3
, age and hierarchical status. 

- Social resources: social support from family and friends. 

- Environmental resources, which relate to autonomy in one’s job (participation in 

decision making, autonomy vis-à-vis one’s colleagues), ergonomics, task variety, 

opportunities for self-development, performance feedback, access to job-related 

information, support from one’s colleagues and supervisor, clarity of one’s 

organisation’s structure and one’s role (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bentley et al., 2009; 

Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). 

 

1.2. Role of resources 

Resources are generally viewed as moderating the stressor-strain relationship. This 

buffering effect has indeed been evidenced by Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema (2005) 

although they did not investigate further what mechanisms explained the buffering effect, 

which can lie in resources’ impact on the probability of stressor occurrence, on the 

appraising process, on the coping process, or on people’s resilience to stress. Their findings 

also supported the idea that resources must fit the demands to moderate the relationship 

between demands and strain. Under Lazarus’ model, resources’ moderating role lies in two 

mechanisms: 

- Resources are deemed to play a role in the appraising process, as stress arises in cases 

of a perceived imbalance between resources and demands. Indeed, people perceiving 

that their resources are sufficient to cope with stressors are less prone to experience 

strain. 

                                                 

1 Tendency to have a high level of commitments in one’s activity, to feel having control on one’s life, and to feel challenged by 
unexpected changes (Cooper et al., 2001). 

2 An internal locus of control attributes control over events to the individual, while an external locus of control attributes it to one’s 

environment. 

3 “A relatively stable predisposition to experience low self-esteem and negative emotional states” (Cooper et al., 2001). 
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- Perceived resources are also instrumental to identify and operate one's coping 

strategies, as they are being used to cope with the situation.  

The resources called upon during a stress encounter might not all serve the same function. 

Some may be used during the appraising process only, and others to perform coping 

strategies. In the following sections, we will refer to the former as “resilience resources” 

and to the latter as “operational resources.” 

 

The buffering effect is not the only impact on the stress process the job demands-resources 

model attributes to resources; it also postulates that a lack of resources is a stressor in 

itself. Available resources are deemed to account for motivation and then cynicism, which 

is one of the manifestations of burnout, a specific form of strain. This last assumption has 

been supported by Xanthopolou et al. (2007). 

 

The Conservation of Resources (COR) theory offers an alternative analysis of the role of 

resources in the stress model. The differences between models in the role attributed to 

resources are mainly explained by the differences in the definition of resources exposed 

above. Even though the COR definition of resources has not been adopted here, it is 

interesting to introduce what role the theory attributes to resources. The COR theory is 

based on four basic assumptions: 

- People seek to fulfil their needs and desires, focusing primarily on their protection and 

their self-enhancement. 

- Attaining some of one’s goals helps attaining others, as all these goals consist primarily 

in obtaining “resources”
4
 in order to enhance one’s feeling of success and pleasure. 

- “Resource” gains are made possible by “resource” investment only. As a consequence, 

gaining “resources” is costly, as invested “resources” may be depleted to a certain 

extent (Hobfoll, 2001). 

- There is a large agreement on the nature of valuable “resources”. 

 

                                                 

4 Quotation marks are added when the term Resource is used following Hobfoll’s definition 
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From these assumptions, Hobfoll creates what might be called a “microeconomy of 

resources.” Individuals strive to gain or protect “resources.” To this end, they have to 

invest some of their actual resources, knowing that any use of a resource might lead to a 

decrease in their stock of resources. Then, stress emerges when people face the threat of 

losing their resources, when they have actually lost resources, or when they have not 

received a sufficient “return on investment” on their resource investment. 

Moreover, Hobfoll postulates that the less resources one has, the more one values 

resources. As a consequence, a lack of resources increases people’s vulnerability to 

stressors. Hence, the COR theory, like the other models, attributes to resources a role in 

people’s resilience to stress. However, while under Lazarus’ model resources are only one 

of the aspects accounting for people’s resilience (along with individual goals and values), 

they account fully for people’s resilience in the COR theory. It has to be noted that such a 

lack of resources does not constitute a stressor in itself (Hobfoll, 2001). This is in contrast 

with the job demands-resources model.  

 

Under the COR theory, resources not only account for people’s resilience to stressful 

conditions, they also play a role in the definition of coping strategies. These coping 

strategies fall into several categories: 

- Active coping strategies. These strategies consist in resource investment, which aims 

either to replace lost resources or to substitute them with other valuable resources. 

Resource replacement can take the form of contracting a new marriage after being 

divorced (Hobfoll, 1989), while substitution can take the form of increasing one’s 

commitment to one’s work when experiencing strain at home (Hobfoll, 2001). These 

active strategies can be proactive or reactive. Proactive coping occurs before any 

stressor arises or at the early stage of a stressful event. It is aimed either at gaining new 

resources or at reaching a sheltered position. 

- Passive strategies. These strategies are adopted by people lacking resources, for whom 

the cost of investing resources is higher than the expected gain. These strategies are 

aimed mainly at protecting one’s reserve of resources. The “accommodative strategies” 

then consist in “downgrading goals, reframing outcomes, and letting old battles rest” 

(Hobfoll, 2001, p. 351). Hobfoll considers these strategies to be counterproductive 

(Hobfoll, 1989). 
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- People can cope proactively or reactively. As a consequence, people who do not 

confront a stressful situation still strive to gain new resources, although resource gains 

not related to a stressful situation do not create positive affects (Suh, Diener, & Fujita, 

1996). 

 

One of the difficulties encountered by the COR theory is that it has not achieved its main 

aim: providing a more “objective” account of stress, which would not depend solely on 

people’s perception, but rather on their actual set of resources. These resources are deemed 

to be equally valued by all members of a same broad community, and to be observable. 

However, this objective account would have only been made possible by an exhaustive list 

of resources. Despite Hobfoll’s attempt to draw such a list (Hobfoll, 2001), it is virtually 

impossible to identify all resources, and in particular the instrumental resources, the 

relevance of which mostly depends on the circumstances. In the absence of an exhaustive 

list of resources, any coping strategy, or any stressful situation, might be analysed 

following the COR theory, by labelling aspects of the considered environment as 

resources. In addition, a more specific analysis of resources is needed to establish the 

following: 

- What resources help gain others, and which ones and what are the resources which can 

be substituted to one another. 

- What resources are instrumental, and what is their specific role. For example, 

personality variables such as self-esteem, self-efficacy or optimism can hardly be seen 

as operational resources, but rather as those resources which are “valued for their own 

right” (Hobfoll, 2001, p. 339). However, they might have an influence on one’s coping 

strategies. 

- What resources can indeed be depleted when used, and under what conditions. 

 

Another limitation, which is shared by all the integrated theories of resources’ role in the 

stress process, lies in the fact that resources are considered as homogeneous, while it might 

be assumed that all resources are not relevant in all situations. That could explain why 

Xanthopolou et al. (2007) did not discuss the moderating effect of personal resources such 

as organisation-based self-esteem (OBSE), self-efficacy and optimism on the relationship 

between job demands and exhaustion.  
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Another study evidences the importance of considering whether the studied resources are 

relevant in a specific context before investigating their role in the stress process. Luria and 

Torjman (2009) focused on the role of the following resources in the perception of stress: 

core self-evaluation
5
, physical fitness, cognitive abilities, and social acceptance and 

rejection (Luria & Torjman, 2009). Their study was performed in the context of selections 

to the Israeli army. They evaluated participants’ perceived stress before (time one) and 

during (time two) the selection activities. They assumed that at time one, participants 

would face a threat of losing resources while at time two, they would face an actual loss of 

resources. They also assumed that each resource would moderate the relationship between 

the acuteness of stressors (greater at time two than at time one). They report mixed 

findings: 

- Physical fitness and social rejection did play a role as moderators. 

- Cognitive abilities did not play any role. 

- Social acceptance did not moderate the relationship between strain and stressor. 

- People with high core self-evaluation reported less stress than their low core self-

evaluation counterparts. However, they experienced a greater increase in the perceived 

stress between time one and time two than people with low core self-evaluation. 

 

These findings do support the idea that stress appraisal depends partly on one’s level of 

resources. The inefficiency of cognitive abilities in moderating the level of perceived stress 

may be explained by the fact that they were not felt by participants as the most relevant to 

deal with the selection activities (though there were cognitive tests during the selection 

process). This tends to demonstrate that resources do not all play the same role in the stress 

process, and that it is necessary to analyse the relevance of each resource with regard to the 

considered situation before inferring resources’ roles (resource matching principle). In 

addition, some relationship may exist between several resources. For example, in Luria’s 

and Torjman’s study, it may be supposed that social acceptance and core self-evaluation 

(CSE) overlap, insofar as CSE corresponds to one’s self-view and is probably nurtured by 

social acceptance. 

                                                 

5Defined as the “fundamental, bottom-line evaluations that people make of themselves” (Judge, 2009, p. 58). 
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For reasons of clarity, Hobfoll’s definition of resources has not been adopted in the present 

thesis. However, the theory remains interesting for it implies that some resources can be 

substituted for one another. More generally, it raises questions about the relationships 

between resources. Other researchers have focused on one specific resource, and studies of 

the role of some resources, such as self-esteem or social support, are numerous. However, 

the relationships between several resources have been little investigated. The Conservation 

of Resources theory has offered a generic attempt to identify relationships between 

resources, through the assumption called “accumulation of resources.” 

 

2 THE ACCUMULATION OF RESOURCES 

 

One of the assumptions of the COR theory is that resources are developed in “caravan,” 

which means that “resources or their lack, tend not to exist in isolation, but rather will 

aggregate” (Hobfoll, 2002, p. 312). As a consequence, people better endowed with 

resources are more likely to gain new resources than people lacking resources. While the 

former experience a “gain spiral,” the latter experience a “loss spiral,” when losing 

resources results in even more losses. This is a direct consequence of the assumption that 

resource gain is only made possible by an investment of resources, and that people who 

lack resources seek primarily to protect themselves against any further loss of resources 

and are then deemed reluctant to invest their resources. This is partly supported by the fact 

that some resources have indeed been related. For example, self-esteem, locus of control 

and optimism have been proven to overlap with one another (Cozzarelli, 1993). 

 

Some studies, while still consistent with the accumulation of resources theory, have 

appeared to be more specific in their qualification of the relationship between resources. 

For example, Xanthopolou et al. (2007) evidenced that OBSE, self-efficacy and self-

esteem are antecedent to job resources (social support, autonomy, supervisory coaching, 

and opportunities for professional development). However, their study, like most studies of 

workplace stress, is based on respondents’ perceptions, and its conclusions either stem 

from a genuine impact of self-esteem and self-efficacy on respondents’ behaviour at work 

or just reveal a perceptive bias created by these personal resources. In addition, as in many 
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quantitative studies of workplace stress, their study is based on cross-sectional data and 

cannot demonstrate the direction of any of the relationships it has evidenced. 

 

Other interesting studies deal with the role of autonomy and control in workplace stress 

processes. The role of control has first been emphasized by Karasek (1979) and his job 

demands-control model. Karasek postulates that the level of stress at work results from the 

balance between job demands and one’s level of control in the job. In this model, control is 

defined as the combination of one’s participation in decision making and one’s possibility 

of using various skills in one’s job. This model has several shortcomings: 

- It assumes the desirability of control, and does not take into account the goals of the 

individuals. 

- It also assumes that control is the main resource to confront demands at work, and it 

does not consider the possible interactions between control and other resources, or the 

possibility for substituting a lack of control with other resources. 

 

This last assumption has been directly challenged by empirical studies showing that the 

role and efficiency of control in mitigating strain arising from job-related issues is 

dependent on other resources. Schaubroeck and Merritt (1997) demonstrated that the 

ability to use one’s level of control for coping with job demands depends on one’s self-

efficacy: people with high self-efficacy tend to use their control over the situation more 

successfully than people with low self-efficacy. Their results suggest that the desirability 

of control is also influenced by self-efficacy, and a high level of control may be stressful 

for people with a low self-efficacy (Schaubroeck & Merritt, 1997). This finding contradicts 

the COR theory, the basic tenet of which is that resources are equally desirable to most 

people with a same cultural background. 

 

In the same way, Jimmieson and Terry (1998) showed that a lack of control does not 

necessarily result in an inability to cope with job demands. They evidenced that a lack of 

control can be successfully compensated by a sufficient access to job-related information 

(Jimmieson & Terry, 1998, as cited in Cooper, Dewe, & O'Driscoll, 2001). Hence, it 

appears that access to information can be a substitute for control as a resource. 
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The importance of resources has been well-emphasised in the workplace stress literature. 

However, it seems that the influence and the role of each resource are not homogeneous 

and that, to achieve an understanding of their role, each resource must be analysed 

separately and in conjunction with others. In addition, because the role of resources has 

been considered homogeneous, irrespective of the nature of the stressor, empirical studies 

have not always been conclusive. This is illustrated in the next two chapters, addressing the 

role of two specific resources, self-esteem and social support, in the stress process. 
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 CHAPTER 3: SELF-ESTEEM AND STRESS, A COMPLEX 

RELATIONSHIP 

 

1 DEFINITION OF SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-EFFICACY 

 

Like social support, self-esteem is a multidimensional and multi-layer construct. As people 

evaluate themselves on several dimensions, it has become usual to distinguish between 

general self-esteem, and role- and task-specific self-esteem. Role-specific self-esteem 

reflects one’s self-evaluation attached to a specific role, for example as a parent, as a 

friend, or as an employee. Task-specific self-esteem is related to one’s perceived self-

worth when it comes to performing a task.  

 

Organisational research has focused on three main self-esteem related concepts: general 

self-esteem, organisation-based self-esteem and self-efficacy. General self-esteem is 

deemed to represent “an individual’s self-evaluation of his/her competencies... with an 

affective (liking/disliking) component” (Pierce & Gardner, 2004, p. 592) while 

organisation-based self-esteem (OBSE) was first defined as individuals’ self-evaluations as 

organisation members acting within an organisational context. Consequently, people with 

high OBSE feel “important, meaningful, effectual and worthwhile within their employing 

organization” (Pierce, Gardner, Cummings, & Dunham, 1989, p. 625). As for self-efficacy, 

it has primarily been defined as essentially task-specific, and it corresponds to the “belief 

about the probability that one can successfully execute some future action or task or 

achieve some result” (Gardner & Pierce, 1998, p. 50). However, the concept has been 

broadened, and generalised self-efficacy now encompasses one’s belief in being successful 

in a variety of tasks. 

 

These three notions have been distinguished for the following reasons. OBSE has been 

developed as an alternative to general self-esteem, in an attempt to offer a concept of self-

esteem more closely related to organisational studies than general self-esteem, according to 

the principle that “the more self-esteem is framed in a context consistent with the 

behaviour or attitude to be predicted, the higher will be the observed correlation between 
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the two variables” (Pierce et al., 1989, p. 623). The two constructs are, however, assumed 

to be closely related. The difference between self-esteem and self-efficacy has been 

somewhat blurred by the extension of self-efficacy, while the notion of self-esteem was 

narrowed to more specific concepts. However, Gardner and Pierce (1998) illustrate this 

difference through the example of a bill collector, who can be confident in his/her ability to 

get repayments (high self-efficacy), while collecting money from poor families may make 

him/her have negative feelings about his/her self-worth (low self-esteem) (Gardner & 

Pierce, 1998). However, self-efficacy has been shown as influencing people’s OBSE (see 

Section 2). 

 

These definitions do not encompass the latest developments in psychological research on 

self-esteem. As pointed out by Baumeister, Campbell, Krueger, and Vohs (2003), it is 

necessary to draw the distinction between genuine self-esteem and defensive self-esteem, 

unstable self-esteem and narcissism, because these four concepts do not correlate to the 

same behaviours (or they correlate to the same behaviours but not in the same direction), 

and because defensive or unstable self-esteem and narcissism have been found to relate to 

negative behaviours, such as hostility or aggression (Baumeister et al., 2003). Such 

findings have not been taken into account in workplace stress research, and this may lead 

to what is labelled as “high self-esteem” encompassing these four constructs, which may in 

turn “pollute” the results of the different studies. 

 

As will be developed below, research has largely focused on evidencing the moderating 

effect of self-esteem, OBSE and generalised self-efficacy. Even though the three constructs 

are supposed to have the same impact on the stressor-strain relationship, it is assumed that 

their impacts are not of the same intensity. This difference may lie in the relationships 

existing between them, which are described below. 

 

2 DETERMINANTS OF ORGANISATION-BASED SELF-ESTEEM 

 

It appears that OBSE is related to a number of other resources against stressful situations. 

First, OBSE has been proved to be highly related to generalised self-efficacy and to 

general self-esteem. Indeed, it has been widely assumed that general self-esteem is an 
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antecedent of OBSE, as general self-esteem is pre-existent to people’s integration in any 

organisation. However, as pointed out by Bowling, Eschleman, Qiang, Kirkendall and 

Alarcon (2010) and Pierce et al. (1989), OBSE is also a component of general self-esteem 

and, as such, contributes to shaping it. 

 

As said above, it has also been proved that OBSE and generalised self-efficacy are 

significantly correlated (Bowling et al., 2010) and, as self-efficacy precedes OBSE in time, 

it is likely that, if any causal relationship exists between the two variables, OBSE is the 

dependent variable and self-efficacy is the independent one. As stated by Bowling et al. 

(2010), “it is likely that individuals who believe themselves to be competent in general will 

also tend to believe themselves to be competent at work” (Bowling et al., 2010, p. 603). 

According to Bandura (1982), this influence of self-efficacy upon OBSE reflects the role 

of personal experience in shaping OBSE through the mediation of self-efficacy. Indeed, at 

any level (general, domain- or task-specific), self-esteem is deemed to result from three 

main variables: implicit signals from one’s environment on one’s value; feedbacks and 

signals from significant others; and personal experiences (Pierce & Gardner, 2004). 

 

The other antecedents of OBSE all constitute implicit or explicit signals from one’s 

working environment and signals from significant others. In the organisational domain, the 

explicit signals of one’s worth are sent by the supervisor, co-workers or clients. Hence, 

working relationships’ quality is paramount to helping shape people’s OBSE. This has 

been supported by several empirical studies. Bowling et al. (2010), in their meta-analysis, 

report a significant relationship between people’s OBSE and the reported social support 

from their supervisor and co-workers. Ma (2008) reports that people usually refer to the 

quality of their interactions in their work when accounting for their self-esteem at work. 

 

Further to social support, OBSE is reportedly fuelled by fair and supportive behaviour by 

one’s supervisor, which helps achieving one’s role with success (Bowling et al., 2010; Ma, 

2008), performance feedbacks from one’s supervisor (Ma, 2008), and respectful co-

workers (Ma, 2008). Riordan, Weatherly, Vandenberg, and Self (2001) also found that 

institutional socialisation tactics (i.e., the organisation’s strategy to integrate newcomers) 

have a significant role in shaping newcomers’ OBSE by supporting their values and 
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attitudes, providing them with a clear picture of their potential career path, and making 

them feel valued as an organisation member (Riordan et al., 2001). 

 

The OBSE is also positively influenced by those role characteristics signalling that people 

are trusted and those facilitating success in one’s workplace. It has been claimed that , 

operating as signals of trust, job complexity (Bowling et al., 2010; Lee, 2003; Ma, 2008), 

autonomy (Bowling et al., 2010; Ma, 2008), participatory management (Lee, 2003), skill 

variety and task significance or “the degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the 

lives or work of other people, whether in the immediate organization or in the external 

environment” (Hackman & Oldham, 1976, p. 257) promote OBSE. 

 

In contrast, stressors such as role ambiguity, role conflict, role overload, job insecurity, 

time pressure, and routinisation have been negatively associated to OBSE (Bowling et al., 

2010; Lee, 2003; Ma, 2008). The relationships between stressors and OBSE prove that 

OBSE and stress at work are closely linked and that the interaction between self-esteem 

and stress has several facets, which are presented in the following section. 

 

3 ROLE OF ORGANISATION-BASED SELF-ESTEEM IN THE STRESS 

PROCESS 

 

The research on the role of self-esteem in people’s behaviours at work evidences that 

OBSE is likely to influence the stress process. Indeed, the literature on organisational-

based self-esteem reports that OBSE shares many correlates with occupational stress 

(Bowling et al., 2010): 
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Table 2: Correlates of OBSE (Bowling et al., 2010) 

Correlate Relation with stress Relation with self-esteem 

Role ambiguity and conflict Stressors Negative impact on OBSE 

Perceived organisational justice Stressor Negative impact on OBSE 

Job insecurity Stressor Negative impact on OBSE 

Perceived organizational and 

managerial support 

Moderator of the stressor-strain 

relationship 

Antecedent of OBSE 

Job satisfaction Negatively impacted by stress Positively impacted by OBSE 

Organizational commitment Negatively impacted by stress Positively impacted by OBSE 

Performance Negatively impacted by stress Positively impacted by OBSE
1
 

Social support   

Leader member exchange Negatively correlated to stress Positively correlated to OBSE 

Supervisory support Negatively correlated to stress Positively correlated to OBSE 

Co-worker support Negatively correlated to stress Positively correlated to OBSE 

 

This implies that OBSE and strain are indeed related. Bowling et al. (2010) report that 

OBSE is negatively related to strain symptoms such as depression and physical symptoms, 

and Jex and Elacqua (1999) found some support for the idea that self-esteem plays a 

moderating effect in the stressor-strain relationship. However, contrary to expectations, 

they noted that OBSE did not have a higher mediating effect on the stressor-strain 

relationship than global self-esteem. 

 

The first assumption that can be made is that a loss of self-esteem might be a symptom of 

strain. This assumption has indeed been made by several researchers, who adopted self-

esteem as a measure of strain (Cohen & Wills, 1985). Low self-esteem has been 

consistently related to depression, even though the mechanisms linking self-esteem and 

depression have not been fully understood (Baumeister et al., 2003). Although some 

studies do evidence a relationship between self-esteem and stress, empirical studies have 

not been entirely conclusive (Cooper et al., 2001) and tend to prove that the relations 

between self-esteem and occupational stress are not straightforward, and that self-esteem 

has an influence in each step of the stress process. 

 

                                                 

1
 As shown by Weiss & Knight (1980), the relationship between global self-esteem and performance is not as straightforward as first 

hinted by researchers. They show that people with low self-esteem perform better than people with high self-esteem in situations where 
information search is functional. 
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First of all, it has been claimed that self-esteem has a direct effect on stressors, and that a 

high level of self-esteem protects people from encountering stressors (Barker, 2007), 

although the underlying mechanism has not been described. Self-esteem has mainly been 

analysed as shaping people’s motivation. It can be assumed that people thrive to enhance 

their self-esteem, and they adopt their actions and behaviours in that view. Such a claim 

corresponds to the self-enhancement theory (Pierce & Gardner, 2004), which assumes that 

high and low self-esteem people seek to enhance their self-perception. However, the 

strategy for doing so is different between high and low self-esteem people: while high self-

esteem people might try to actively seek success, low self-esteem people will try to avoid 

failure and a further loss of self-esteem.  

 

The influence of self-esteem on people’s behaviours has given rise to two other theories 

(Pierce & Gardner, 2004): 

- The self-consistency theory considers that people seek positions and roles which are 

consistent with their self-perception. Under this theory, high self-esteem persons 

engage in roles, attitudes and behaviours which reinforce their positive image, while 

low self-esteem people engage in behaviours which maintain their negative image. 

- The behavioural plasticity theory argues that low self-esteem people are more sensitive 

to external factors, and seek others’ approval through conforming attitudes and acts. 

Brockner (1988) notices that low self-esteem people are more uncertain about their 

beliefs and behaviours, and have then a greater tendency to engage in social-

comparison process and to seek others’ approval. 

These theories have been developed around the global self-esteem construct, but Pierce, 

Gardner, Dunham, & Cummings’(1993) reference to the plasticity theory implies that it 

can be legitimately applied to OBSE.  

 

These theories deal mainly with the influence of self-esteem on people’s behaviours. In the 

case of workplace stress studies, they can most easily be referred to when assessing the 

impact of self-esteem in the selection of coping strategies. The self-consistency and self-

enhancement theories suggest that people with high self-esteem select active and problem-

focused strategies, and even preventive coping, as defined by Hobfoll, while people with 

low self-esteem are bound to adopt avoidance or emotion-focused strategies. This 
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assumption is supported by Kinicki & Latack (1990), who found that high self-esteem 

people were more likely to adopt active coping strategies than low self-esteem individuals. 

Baumeister et al. (2003) also report that previous literature has evidenced a link between 

self-esteem and persistency, people with high self-esteem being more persistent in trying to 

solve a problem or a situation. The behavioural plasticity theory cannot be as easily 

interpreted regarding coping strategies. However, as it postulates that people with low self-

esteem seek others’ approval, we may infer that they seek more social support than their 

high self-esteem counterparts. This is partly supported by Nadler (1990), who states that 

high self-esteem people tend not to seek social support, even when they need to.  

 

Although differences in the coping styles have been found between people with high or 

low self-esteem, such differences are difficult to interpret in terms of coping efficiency. As 

shown by Weiss & Knight (1980), in situations where seeking informational support is an 

adaptive coping strategy, people with low self-esteem tend to perform better than people 

with high self-esteem. As for the compared efficiency of problem-solving and avoidance 

coping strategies, although it is widely considered that active coping strategies reduce 

strain, Kinicki & Latack (1990) report that higher levels of anxiety are related to both low 

and high problem-focused coping. 

 

In workplace stress studies, the behavioural plasticity theory has been interpreted as a 

theoretical ground to account for people’s sensitivity to stressors. According to this theory, 

people with high self-esteem tend to be less sensitive to their environment, and to be more 

resilient to adverse work conditions. When appraising a new situation, they are supposed to 

be less prone to feeling threatened than low self-esteem people. However, Brockner (1988) 

insists that such a statement is true only when the encountered stressor is not esteem-

threatening. Insofar as stressors’ esteem-threatening aspect has not been fully studied, this 

may account for the contradictions observed in the literature on the relationship between 

self-esteem and stress.  

 

In addition to its effect on primary appraisal and coping styles, OBSE may also influence 

the stress process through other channels, such as people’s goals commitment and level of 

perceived resources. Carroll and Tosi (1970) demonstrated that there was a positive 
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correlation between goal difficulty and motivation among managers with high self-

assurance, while the relationship was reversed for managers with low self-assurance. This 

tends to support the assumption that people with high OBSE set themselves more 

challenging goals than people with low OBSE. Under Lazarus’ model, the primary 

appraisal consists in the evaluation of the encountered situation with regard to one’s goals. 

As a consequence, in the same situation, those with lower goals are likely to feel less 

threatened than those with higher goals. Such reasoning leads to the conclusion that people 

with high self-esteem might, under certain conditions, feel more threatened by a situation 

than people with low self-esteem. 

 

However, the impact of the goal-gap between high- and low-self-esteem people might be 

compensated for in part by the differences in perceived level of resources between people 

with high and people with low self-esteem. Brockner, Wiesenfield, & Raskas (1993) argue 

that, based on the expectancy theory, most differences between low self-esteem and high 

self-esteem people’s behaviours lie in the fact that low self-esteem people tend not to 

believe that they are able to achieve the desired behaviour, while high self-esteem people 

tend to believe so. As a consequence, the higher people’s OBSE, the more they perceive 

they have access to resources to confront working situations, and the more resilient to 

stressful situations they are. Hence, the higher resilience of people with high self-esteem 

stems from their perception of available resources. And indeed, OBSE correlates with a 

number of perceived resources, such as social support (Bowling et al., 2010).  

 

As seen above, organisational resources such as social support at work, job control and 

autonomy are also supposed to determine people’s OBSE. Given the wide use of cross-

sectional studies, the direction of the causal relationship between these constructs has not 

been demonstrated however. Furthermore, if OBSE influences people’s perception of 

available resources, it might also have an influence on the actual availability of these 

resources, through its effect upon people’s behaviours. It should be noted that, in this 

instance, perceived resources and used resources must be distinguished. Although people 

with high self-esteem tend to perceive they have more resources, using some of them, such 

as emotional support, may appear esteem-threatening. This explains why low self-esteem 

people tend to be more responsive to social support than high self-esteem people 
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(Brockner, 1988; Mossholder, Bedeian, & Armenakis, 1982) and more willing to adopt 

help-seeking behaviour (Nadler, 1990). 

 

The main challenge in investigating the relationship between self-esteem and other 

resources is that self-esteem influences both people’s perceptions and their behaviours. As 

a consequence, the correlations evidenced in the literature may only result from a 

perception bias due to self-esteem. Because research has so far relied only on self-reports 

and cross-sectional data, such an assumption cannot be entirely rejected (Baumeister et al., 

2003). For example, it has been shown that the significant relationship between self-esteem 

and constructs such as attractiveness, intelligence, performance at work and quality of 

relationships relied on self-reports and disappeared when objective measures were adopted 

(Baumeister et al., 2003). 

 

However, some arguments favour the idea that people’s level of self-esteem interacts with 

the actual availability of other resources. Indeed, as stated above, the availability of some 

resources gives people cues on how much they are valued and appreciated, which then 

enhances self-esteem. This explains why OBSE is positively correlated to autonomy, job 

complexity or social support. 

 

Moreover, it has also been evidenced that self-esteem does influence people’s behaviours. 

For example, OBSE has been found to favour organisational commitment, job involvement 

and, most important of all, organisational citizenship behaviour and mentoring (Bowling et 

al., 2010; Pierce & Gardner, 2004). It has also been proved that people with high self-

esteem are better at initiating relationships than people with low self-esteem (Baumeister et 

al., 2003). This last factor and citizenship behaviours are likely to have a positive effect on 

social support, and it is then reasonable to assume that people with high OBSE have a 

larger social network within their organisation. 

 

As shown here, the role of self-esteem in the stressor-strain relationship has not been fully 

disentangled, and the mechanisms linking self-esteem and stress may have contrasted 

effects. The same issues have been encountered by researchers focusing on social support. 

They are described in the next chapter. 
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 CHAPTER 4: SOCIAL SUPPORT, AN INDICATOR OF ONE’S FIT 

TO ONE’S ENVIRONMENT 

 

 

1 SOCIAL SUPPORT: A MULTIDIMENSIONAL CONSTRUCT 

 

Social support is a very broad concept, the definition of which is still unclear (Sundin, 

Bildt, Lisspers, Hochwalder, & Setterlind, 2006), which has led to many inconsistencies in 

research relating to the impact of social support on stress. In fact, O'Reilly (1988) lists as 

many as fourteen different definitions of social support. Hobfoll (2002) states that the 

social support construct includes “the commerce of supportive interactions; perception of 

receipt of support, and aspects of the self whether it is viewed as supported” (Hobfoll, 

2002, p. 309) while Gottlieb and Bergen (2010) attempt to encompass all the aspects of 

social support by defining it as “the social resources that persons perceive to be available 

or that are actually provided to them by non-professionals in the context of both formal 

support groups and informal helping relationships” (Gottlieb & Bergen, 2010, p. 512). This 

latter definition has been adopted in this thesis, for it relates social support to the concept 

of resources, and because it specifies the identity of support providers and the context in 

which social support is received. 

 

Gottlieb and Bergen (2010, p. 512) insist on the distinction between social support, social 

network, defined as “a unit of social structure composed of the individual’s social ties and 

the ties among them,” and social integration, i.e., “the extent to which an individual 

participates in private and public social interactions.” These three concepts are obviously 

related, and as pointed out by Gottlieb and Bergen (2010), one’s network structure gives an 

indication of one’s social integration. However, social support lies more in the quality of 

one’s relationships, their content, and the help that is expected from these relationships. It 

is but one function of the social network, which describes the relationships one individual 

has (O'Reilly, 1988). Because it is reasonable to consider that help from others available to 

an individual constitutes a resource when facing a stressful event, the role of social support 

in the stress process has been looked at extensively. Social network and social integration 
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have also been taken into account by some studies (Boudrias & Savoie, 1999; Cohen & 

Wills, 1985). 

 

However, as first claimed by Cohen and Wills (1985), the very broad definition of social 

support has led to inconsistencies and methodological issues in research linking social 

support with stress. As outlined below, empirical studies seeking to evidence social 

support’s moderating effect in the stressor-strain relationship have been inconclusive. 

Cohen and Wills (1985) attribute that to the fact that the fit between the considered social 

support dimension and the stressful situation was not taken into account. As a 

consequence, more specific concepts have been developed to account more accurately for 

the relationship between social support and stress.  

 

For example, different functions have been attributed to social support; people might 

expect or need different types of help when confronted with stressful situations. Several 

typologies of social support’s functions have been proposed, the most commonly used of 

which is that developed by House (1981). House drew a distinction between: 

- emotional support, which provides caring and sympathy; 

- appraisal support, or esteem-support, which consists in reassurance over one’s self-

worth; 

- informational support, which provides information and helps understanding an event; 

and 

- instrumental support, which corresponds to tangible, practical help. 

Cohen and Wills (1985, p. 313) add the “social companionship” function, which is 

“spending time with others in leisure and recreational activities.” This specific function has 

been overlooked by House (1981) and may be seen as one form of emotional support. 

Although different, these functions have been proved to be highly correlated (Bowling et 

al., 2004; Cohen & Wills, 1985). 

 

Refining the social support construct also takes the form of distinguishing the different 

support providers. They can be distinguished in function of their “credibility” in the eye of 

the considered individual, or in function of the closeness of the relationship. For example, 
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Thoits (1986) showed that people are more sensitive to support from people with a similar 

sociocultural background, and who faced similar situations in the past. Gottlieb and Bergen 

(2010) focus more on the closeness of the relationship. They argue that close relationships 

are expected to provide a large range of support functions (emotional, instrumental, 

informational and appraisal), while casual acquaintances are expected to provide more 

specialised help, in the form of informational and instrumental support (Gottlieb & Bergen, 

2010). Most studies in the workplace stress field have distinguished the following three 

support providers: family and friends, supervisor, and work colleagues (Cooper et al., 

2001; Greenglass, 1993; Lawrence, Gardner, & Callan, 2007). 

 

Another important distinction made in several studies relates to perceived vs. received 

social support. The perceived available social support refers to the amount and type of 

support people expect to receive if they are confronted with a stressful event, while the 

received social support relates to the amount and type of support they have indeed received 

when facing a stressful event. According to Lindorff (2000), the main difference between 

the two concepts lies in the fact that perceived social support can be interpreted as a 

personality characteristic, illustrating one’s sense of acceptance, while received social 

support relates more to the observed behaviours of one’s potential support providers. 

Extending this interpretation, it might be assumed that perceived social support is one 

aspect of one’s self perception, and thus may overlap with one’s self-esteem. Although 

perceived and received social support are related, it appears that these two concepts do not 

play the same role in the stressor-strain relationship (Lindorff, 2000).  

 

Communication contents have been deemed worth analysing as well. Beehr, Bowling, & 

Bennett (2010) showed that the relationship between social support and strain depends not 

only on the function of the support received (emotional, appraisal, informational or 

instrumental), but also on the content of the communications from the support provider. 

Typologies of contents distinguish between work-related positive communications, work-

related negative communications and non-work related communications (Fenlason & 

Beehr, 1994). 
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Other factors of social support which have been analysed as well are whether the 

supportive relationship is reciprocal, and whether received social support is desired. All 

these distinctions have been deemed necessary to allow an understanding of the role of 

social support in the stressor-strain relationship and to allow a better fit between the 

measured social support construct and the considered stressful situation; this illustrates the 

complexity of the roles of social support and its effect on stress. But before presenting the 

conclusions and evidence of these roles and effects, I will present the antecedents of social 

support. 

 

2 ANTECEDENTS OF SOCIAL SUPPORT 

 

As claimed by Bowling et al. (2004), few studies have investigated the antecedents of 

social support. Despite this lack, studies of the relationships between social support and 

several other personality traits and environmental factors have suggested that some of these 

correlates were antecedents to social support. However, this line of research has suffered 

from two main limitations: the dominance of cross-sectional studies, which prevents 

ascertaining the direction of the causal relationship (Bowling et al., 2004; Bowling, Beehr, 

& Swader, 2005; Sundin et al., 2006; Zellars & Perrewé, 2001), and the multi-

dimensionality of social support. Indeed, when studying the antecedents of social support, 

one has to be very clear what dimension is being explained and accounted for. So far, 

research has focused on explaining received social support, while research on stress has 

tended to demonstrate that perceived social support is the key dimension of social support 

playing a role in the stressor-strain relationship. 

 

Most research has focused on personality traits to account for social support, namely 

extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism, self-esteem, mistrust, and sense of humour. 

Attractiveness has also been studied. The environmental factors of job control and job 

content have been researched. Another potential factor of social support given attention in 

scholarship is reciprocity and the role of giving support in receiving social support. The 

conclusions of these studies are developed below. Socio-demographic variables such as 

age, gender and occupational status have also been shown to have an impact on one’s 

social support, though their influence is not yet fully understood. Lastly, in a longitudinal 
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study (Marcelissen, Winnubst, Buunk, & de Wolff, 1988), depression has been found 

negatively correlated to social support. Depression being a form of strain, this suggests that 

stress might drain one’s level of social support if it has led to acute strain. 

 

The analysis of the above-mentioned personality traits has shown that, while some traits 

(extraversion, agreeableness) are significantly related to received support, others 

(attractiveness, sense of humour, self-esteem and mistrust) fail to account for the amount 

of received social support. Extraversion acts as an incentive to interact with others; it is 

related to assertiveness, excitability, sociability and talkativeness (Zellars & Perrewé, 

2001). This explains why it has been proved to be positively correlated to receiving 

emotional support (Zellars & Perrewé, 2001; Bowling et al., 2005), whether 

communications’ contents were positive job-related, negative job-related, non job-related 

or empathic. This finding led the authors to suggest further research on the potential effect 

of optimism on received social support, as in previous studies optimism has been 

associated with seeking social support. 

 

In the same way, agreeableness, which is a personal trait associated with altruism, 

cooperation and nurturance, has been shown to be correlated to receiving emotional 

support with a positive job-related content, non-job related content and empathic 

communications. This relationship is explained by the fact that agreeable people tend to 

seek intimacy, cooperation and nurturing relationships (Bowling et al., 2005; Zellars & 

Perrewé, 2001). 

 

The relationship between neuroticism and received emotional support is unclear. 

Neuroticism, defined as “an enduring tendency to experience negative emotional states, 

such as anxiety, anger, guilt and depression”
 
(http://depression.about.com/) has been 

associated with more reassurance seeking and victimisation statements. It was then 

assumed that neurotic people’s behaviour entices the reception of emotional support with 

negative job-related content. This assumption was supported by Zellars and Perrewé 

(2001), but not by Bowling et al. (2005). 
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The possible roles of physical attractiveness and sense of humour in the level of received 

support have not been evidenced by previous studies (Bowling et al., 2004). The same 

applies to self-esteem and mistrust, the role of which has been looked at by Sundin et al. 

(2006). Although self-esteem has been related to larger social network and a higher 

received emotional network, Sundin et al.’s regression analysis failed to evidence a causal 

relationship between self-esteem and perceived co-worker and supervisory support (Sundin 

et al., 2006). These results might stem from the fact that self-esteem could play a larger 

role in shaping one’s perceived (rather than one’s received) level of available social 

support, and studies over the role of personality traits in social support have focused on 

received social support rather than perceived social support. 

 

It can be assumed that personality traits influence the level of received social support 

because they influence people’s behaviour. Indeed, the role of reciprocity has been 

demonstrated as paramount in the level of received social support. Further, it has been 

shown that giving social support predicts the level of received social support (Bowling et 

al., 2004), and that giving social support mediates the relationship between personality 

traits and received social support. This mediating effect has been conclusively determined 

for agreeableness and extraversion (Bowling et al., 2004). As a consequence, it might be 

assumed that personality traits have a significant impact on received social support, 

through providing support, but not on perceived social support. However, although 

perceived and received social support are not highly correlated at one point in time 

(Bowling et al., 2004), it might be assumed that received social support contributes in 

shaping perceived social support, but over a longer period of time than what has been 

investigated so far. 

 

Lastly, Sundin et al. (2006) have proved that environmental factors, and in particular job 

control, influence the level of perceived support from co-workers and the level of 

emotional support from the supervisor. Their regression analysis evidenced that 

participation in decision making and decision latitude was the best predictor of perceived 

social support at work, among other organisational factors and personality traits. They do 

not offer an explanation of the influence of job control and, because the study is cross-

sectional, the direction of the causal relationship cannot be ascertained. However, it might 

be assumed that job control participates in people’s sense of acceptance and helps them 
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feeling meaningful and useful in their organisation. As a consequence, because perceived 

social support may overlap with self-esteem, job control would indeed influence people’s 

perceived social support. 

 

Another explanation could lie in Locke’s (1976) claim that people receive support either 

for what they can do for the support provider, or for who they are. In that sense, job control 

might be a measure of one’s influence in the organisation, and the higher one’s influence 

the more co-workers perceive that one may be able to help them in the future. As a 

consequence, in the long term, this would lead to a greater perceived support. It might also 

be argued that co-worker and supervisor support participates to one’s job control, as their 

support can be a way to influence decision making process in the company. 

 

In conclusion, received social support depends mostly on giving social support. Such 

behaviour is partly determined by one’s personality, in particular one’s level of 

extraversion or agreeableness. The antecedents of perceived social support are less 

understood, and even though some, such as job control, have been identified, the way their 

relationship operates is not fully understood yet. Such an understanding is all the more 

lacking because, as is developed below, research has shown that among all the dimensions 

of social support, the perception of social support is the one with the most significant role 

in the stressor-strain relationship. 

 

3 ROLE OF SOCIAL SUPPORT IN THE STRESS PROCESS 

 

Social support has been consistently related to well-being (Cohen & Wills, 1985; 

Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999) and, because it measures the availability of help 

from others, it is reasonable to assume that it constitutes a personal resource against stress. 

 

Social support can intervene in the stress process in various ways. As with any resource, 

social support is deemed to play a role in the appraising process: the higher one’s access to 

social support is perceived, the more one feels able to tackle the encountered problem. In 

addition, received social support might help people appraise a stressful situation (Scheck, 
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Kinicki, & Davy, 1997). Social support can also influence the coping strategy adopted 

when people are confronted with a stressful situation. It can have an additional role on 

stressors themselves. First, as claimed by Cohen and Wills (1985), a high level of social 

support protects people from encountering some stressful events. However, a loss of social 

support might be a stressor in itself, which is consistent with the COR theory. 

 

Social support’s assumed effects on the stress process described above have been 

translated into two “effects”: 

- the direct effect on strain, which means that the relationship between social support and 

strain has the same intensity whatever the exposure to stress; and 

- the “buffering” effect on the stressor strain relationship, which means that social 

support alleviates the impact of stressors on strain.  

 

However, as is emphasised below, the evidences of the role of social support differ widely 

in function of the considered dimension of social support. For example, Cohen and Wills 

(1985) attribute the direct effect and the buffering effect to different aspects of social 

support. They argue that the direct effect is attributable to social integration, as an indicator 

of one’s embeddedness in society and “provide[s] persons with regular positive 

experiences and a set of stable, socially rewarded roles in the community” (Cohen & Wills, 

1985, p. 311), whereas they attribute the buffering effect to functional social support. They 

offer two explanations for the direct effect: they assume that social integration protects 

people from the occurrence of stressful events, and they expect that it enhances people’s 

self-esteem and then their overall well-being. 

If the direct effect is attributable to the assumed effect of social support over self-esteem, 

then social integration might not be the only dimension of social support accounting for the 

direct effect. Indeed, as pointed out by Lindorff (2000), perceived emotional support might 

overlap with self-esteem, as it is an indicator of self-acceptance. It may then be supposed 

that it plays a direct effect as well. This assumption is first supported by the high 

correlation between self-esteem and perceived emotional support (Sundin et al., 2006), and 

second by Viswesvaran et al.’s (1999) meta-analysis, which has evidenced that perceived 

support plays a negative main effect on strain, and enhances people’s well-being. 
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It has to be noted that Cohen and Wills (1985) postulate that this main effect is observed 

up to a certain level of social support: i.e., from a certain level of social support, the benefit 

of additional social support would not be significant. This means that the main effect is not 

a continuum and that, contrary to the COR theory’s assumptions, people already 

possessing a certain level of social support would not be better off with a higher level of 

support. 

 

The direct effect has been consistently evidenced by research, contrary to the moderating 

effect which has not been established yet, researchers reporting inconsistent findings 

(Cooper et al., 2001). The moderating effect is supposed to stem primarily from the impact 

of social support on coping strategies. This impact has been evidenced by Greenglass 

(1993), who showed that the higher the perceived social support, the more frequent 

problem-focus and preventive coping strategies are adopted, and the rarer self-blame and 

wishful-thinking are. Self-blame, which consists in blaming oneself for the occurrence of 

the stressful encounter and one’s inability to solve it, and wishful-thinking, which involves 

fantasizing about an unrealistic future, are the symptoms of maladaptive strategies.  

 

Tests of social support’s moderating effect on the stressor-strain relationship have not been 

conclusive. Before elaborating, it is worth noticing that both the perceived and the received 

social support might play a moderating role. Both might intervene at the appraising stage, 

either because a perceived high level of social support may build one’s confidence in 

handling the problem, or because support was received at the appraising stage and the best 

possible coping strategies could be adopted, or so that the importance of the stressor may 

be reassessed. As a consequence, it may be necessary to distinguish the impact of both 

received and perceived support on strain. Lindorff (2000) showed that, unlike perceived 

support which was consistently negatively related to strain, received support was not 

related to lower strain, and was on the contrary related to higher strain for men. The reason 

why receiving emotional support is detrimental for men and not for women might stem 

from the fact that women are expected to need emotional support, while men may feel that 

they are not meeting the expectations set for them if they receive emotional support. This 

tends to emphasize the importance of social support desirability in its influence on the 

stressor-strain relationship. Moreover, as advocated by Beehr et al. (2010), support’s 



Social support, an indicator of one’s fit to one’s environment 

Page 56 of 155 

desirability needs to be assessed to successfully understand the role of received support in 

the stress process. 

 

Furthermore, the negative effect of received support has been consistently related to the 

content of communications. Beehr et al. (2010) showed that support focusing on the “how 

stressful the workplace is” and on one’s incompetence in meeting the job demands tended 

to make the stress more acute. Evidence has shown that positive job-related 

communications attenuate the effect of stressors on strain, while negative job-related 

communications worsen the effects of stressors on strain (Fenlason & Beehr, 1994; Zellars 

& Perrewé, 2001). Non-job related communications have been found by some researchers 

to have overall positive effects (Beehr, King, & King, 1990; Fenlason & Beehr, 1994), 

although Zellars and Perrewé (2001) report that this type of communication has no effect 

in the stressor-strain relationship. It has also been noted that received social support 

deteriorates when needed over a long period of time (Hobfoll, 2002). Consequently, it has 

been proposed that social support attenuates the effects of acute stressors but not those of 

chronic stressors, because of the deterioration of support over time (Lepore, Evans, & 

Schneider, 1991). 

 

As for perceived available support, it has been deemed as being the most important 

dimension of social support accounting for any moderating effect (Cohen & Wills, 1985) 

and as the dimension which contributes most to the stress process in the stress model 

(Lazarus, 1999). As stated above, however, the assumed moderating effect has not been 

consistently evidenced by quantitative studies. This can be explained by two major 

methodological issues: the first is sample characteristics in quantitative studies, and the 

second is the fit between the considered social support dimension and the situation. Cohen 

and Wills (1985) and Viswesvaran et al. (1999) claim that the evidencing of a moderating 

effect needs a large sample, with a wide range of self-reported levels of social support and 

strain. And Viswesvaran et al. (1999) did indeed evidence a moderating effect in a meta-

analysis, which aggregated the results of past studies and was designed to overcome the 

limits inherent to small sample size. 
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The second methodological issue, stated by Cohen and Wills (1985) lies in the aspect of 

social support being considered. They claim that social support moderates the stressor-

strain relationship if and only if the aspect of available of social support which is 

considered constitutes a relevant resource against the specific stressor which is 

encountered. As a consequence, they claim that analysis should be made for each function 

of support, with regard to the considered stressor. 

 

To my knowledge, no systematic analysis has been made to identify and distinguish the 

effects of each social support’s functions on the stressor-strain relationship. However, 

some studies have evidenced buffering effects specific to some of the social support’s 

functions. Himle & Srinika (1991) revealed that instrumental and informational support 

buffer the stressor-strain relationship, while emotional and appraisal support do not. 

Likewise, Greenglass, Fiksenbaum, & Burke (1996) evidenced the buffering effect of 

informational support. Cutrona & Russell (1990) proposed that the relevance of each social 

support function depends on the controllability of the stressful event: emotional and 

instrumental support would then buffer the effects of uncontrollable events while appraisal 

and informational support would buffer the effects of controllable events. The attempts to 

distinguish the role of each support function have not, however, considered the link 

between the nature of the stressor and the needed support function. One might reasonably 

assume that, beyond the event’s controllability, the nature of the problem does determine 

the fit of social resources. 

 

Finally, the importance of the identity of the support provider has been investigated. It 

appears that support from supervisor, co-workers, family and friends has a positive 

influence on people faced with workplace stress (Fenlason & Beehr, 1994). However, it 

has been claimed that supervisor is the support provider that can most attenuate the effects 

of stress, and that co-workers’ support is more effective than family’s and friends’. Such an 

assumption is based on the fact that supervisor and co-workers are assumed to be more 

able to understand the nature of the stressors, and more able to propose practical solutions. 

This is partly supported by Fenlason & Beehr (1994), and by Greenglass (1993) who 

reports that support from supervisor is associated with greater problem-focused coping and 

preventive coping, while non-work support is related to greater preventive coping.  
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In conclusion, attempts to determine the role in the stress process of so broad a concept as 

social support have been vain. They have necessitated a growing refinement of the 

considered dimensions of social support to isolate consistent effects of social support in the 

stress process. This trend has emphasised the need to consider only resources which fit the 

needs arising in stressful situations when investigating the resources-strain relationship. 

Although research on social support has allowed a better understanding of social support’s 

role in the stress process, the fit between specific stressors and specific support function 

has not been investigated. Such a study necessitates the use of a qualitative methodology, 

because the existing quantitative measurement tools are not adequate, as emphasised in the 

next chapter. 
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 CHAPTER 5: THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT IN STRESS 

STUDIES 

 

 

1 THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTEXT IN STUDYING STRESS 

 

Lazarus’ model of stress is based on the transaction between people and their environment. 

In that respect, following this model, stress cannot be studied or understood without 

reference to the context in which the stressful situation arises. More specifically, following 

Lazarus’ terminology, the context, or the environment, corresponds to the set of demands 

faced by people, and to the set of environmental resources they have access to. Stress 

arises from the perception people have from these environmental variables, as well as from 

their own abilities. 

 

As was developed in a previous chapter, the coping strategies adopted by people directly 

result from their perception of their environment and abilities; coping strategies might then 

be what best reflects people’s relationships with their environment. Indeed, coping 

strategies are likely to address the demands perceived as the most important, and are likely 

to use the resources that are perceived to be available and relevant to the situation. 

 

Despite the general consensus reached about Lazarus’ model of stress, most empirical 

studies have been framed in a more interactional view of stress, which “postulates that the 

perceived presence of certain work conditions… may be associated with a number of stress 

responses” (Cooper et al., 2001, pp. 14,15). Most of these studies aimed to determine the 

relationships between two or more variables, without further regard to the broader context 

(Cooper et al., 2001). This partial overlook of contextual variables may have led to some 

extent to inconclusive studies, or to contradictory conclusions across studies. As pointed 

out by Cohen & Wills (1985), the relationship between resources and the stress process is 

significant, providing the considered resource is relevant to the situation. Hence, the 

authors attributed the mixed findings on social support’s moderating effect on the stressor-

strain relationship to the lack of specificity of the considered social support dimension.  
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This need for specificity has given rise to the development of more and more specific 

constructs, such as organisation-based self-esteem (OBSE), aiming at resolving issues 

raised by the analysis of the relationship between global self esteem and stress. Likewise, 

the analysis of social support has given rise to more specific constructs to overcome 

difficulties. However, despite these efforts to improve the fit between considered resources 

and demands, little is known about what resources are actually called upon to deal with 

specific stressors, and about the relationships between resources, even though some studies 

have shown that: 

- Demands’ features determine the relevance of specific resources. Cutrona & Russell 

(1990) showed that the perceived situation controllability determines what support 

function is needed. 

- Resources interact with one another, and the relationship between a specific resource 

and a specific stressor might depend upon the other resources at hand. For example, as 

indicated in a previous chapter, Schaubroeck & Merritt (1997) evidenced that getting 

control over one’s tasks is not an efficient resource for people with low self-efficacy.  

 

A broader analysis of what resources are called upon when people face specific stressors is 

needed. And despite the extensive research on the role of social support and self-esteem in 

the stress process, such an analysis should address these roles and in particular the fit of 

social support function with each stressor. 

 

2 QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH HAS DOMINATED WORKPLACE 

STUDIES IN THE LAST THIRTY YEARS 

 

Attention to context is mostly made possible by qualitative or mixed methodologies. 

However, most studies on workplace stress issues have used quantitative methodology. 

Mazzola et al. (2011) conducted a database search and counted only thirty-seven studies 

using qualitative data and using them into thematic categories. This illustrates the great 

dominance of quantitative research into the field. 
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Although the contribution of quantitative studies in the field of workplace stress is not to 

be questioned, their major shortcoming is that they tend to be oblivious to context. Indeed, 

the main contextual feature taken into account has been respondents’ occupations, with a 

focus on medical and social occupations, and on emotional work. The number of responses 

obtained from the following searches on PsycINFO database illustrates this focus: 

Table 3: PsycINFO research on number of articles by occupation 

Keywords # of responses 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Nurses” 1,260 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Teachers” 1,615 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Police Personnel” 465 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Social Workers” 346 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Clerical Personnel” 67 

“Occupational Stress” AND “Middle Level Managers” 56 

 

Such a focus has been justified by Johnson, Cooper, Cartwright, and Donald (2005), who 

have established that the six occupational groups experiencing the acutest strain are 

ambulance workers, teachers, social services, customer services and call centre employees, 

prison officers and police (Johnson et al., 2005).  

 

Still, people’s occupation does not offer enough information to embrace the overall 

situation, and quantitative studies still rely on “one assumption [according to which] the 

investigator knows what stressors and strains to assess ... This approach may ignore what 

are the most important stressors and strains for the respondents” (Mazzola et al., 2011, p. 

94). This view is shared by Cooper et al. (2001) and Oakland & Ostell (1996), who 

question the relevance of using coping questionnaires to study coping mechanisms. They 

argue that the measurement of coping strategies through the submission of a questionnaire 

fails to account for the richness of the reality of the stressful experience, which can only be 

apprehended through a full account of the wider context. Indeed, the difficulty in reporting 

and analysing coping strategies’ aim is illustrated by the number of coping typologies 

proposed so far, and the difficulty in reconciling them (see Chapter 2).  

 

The criteria for measuring the efficiency of coping strategies have also been discussed, and 

no consensus has been reached so far (Cooper et al., 2001). This may be explained by the 

general lack of reference to context, for Oakland and Ostell (1996) found that coping 
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strategies’ efficiency depends on resources adequacy, and resources adequacy depends in 

part in the nature of the stressor itself. Obviously, coping strategies depend then on the 

stressor, on the bulk of resources at hand, and also on the adequacy of the latter to the 

former. The growing claim for a higher attention paid to context has been endorsed by 

Erera-Weatherley (1996), who analysed coping strategies adopted by a specific category of 

workers (managers) when facing two specific stressors: policy ambiguity and conflicting 

expectations. 

 

Moreover, Cooper et al. (2001) and Oakland and Ostell (1996) point out that coping 

questionnaires’ items are ambiguous, and may be interpreted differently across situations. 

This was illustrated in a study performed by Stone and Neale (1984), in which the 

researchers asked participants to describe items’ functions, and to categorise each of them 

in an eight-category typology of coping functions (distraction, situation redefinition, direct 

action, etc.). Items were put into different categories, showing that participants did not 

attribute the same meaning to the same item. Cooper et al. (2001) illustrate that point, 

arguing that “going for a walk” could be seen as aiming for distraction, relaxation, or could 

be a problem-solving behaviour depending on the stressor. 

 

The investigation of resources used in specific situations needs then a particular attention 

to context, which has not been made possible by the coping questionnaires developed so 

far. Latack’s (1986) questionnaire and Dewe and Guest’s (1990) questionnaire focusing on 

coping with workplace stress include very broad behavioural elements, such as “devote 

more time and energy to doing my job” (Latack, 1986, p. 380), or “consider a range of 

plans for handling the situation: set priorities” (Dewe & Guest, 1990, p. 147). These 

elements are too broad to allow an analysis of the relationships between the adopted 

behaviour and people’s environments, and to allow the identification of the resources 

mobilised in specific situations. 

 

The chapters above have shown that, although the importance of context (as a combination 

of demands and resources) and the importance of the fit between demands and resources 

have been acknowledged, there is still a need to determine what resources are mobilised to 

respond to specific demands. Such a need has arisen from a lack of research comparing 
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coping strategies across a large range of stressors. In addition, although the role of self-

esteem and perceived social support in the stress process has been extensively investigated, 

there are still uncertainties about whether they are equally relevant whatever the confronted 

stressor, and whether they do shape people’s coping strategies, in particular help-seeking 

behaviours. The present thesis aims to determine what coping strategies are adopted and 

what resources are mobilised to respond to specific situations. It also addresses the need to 

explore whether OBSE’s and perceived social support’s roles in the stress process depend 

on the nature of the stressor. Before detailing the results and conclusions of this analysis, it 

is necessary to describe the methodology adopted to answer these questions. 
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 CHAPTER 6: METHODOLOGY 

 

 

As outlined above, the present study aims to find out what coping strategies are adopted by 

people confronting specific stressors, and what resources are relevant to specific stressors. 

Such research, because it links coping with the nature of the stress encounter, will benefit 

from a qualitative methodology. The inconsistent findings regarding the role of self-esteem 

and social support in the stress process has to some extent been attributed to the 

overlooking of context. As people may not be aware of the role of their self-esteem and 

social support in the selection of coping strategies and in their resilience to strain, such 

investigation has to rely on questionnaires and quantitative analysis. As a result, the 

investigation of the role of OBSE and social support in the stress process required a 

quantitative analysis.  

 

1 SAMPLE OF PARTICIPANTS 

 

As stress has been analysed first and foremost as an adaptation process, this study focused 

on people who are likely to face challenges in their workplaces because of a recent change. 

Targeted participants were either newcomers in their organisation or had changed positions 

recently, even though some studies have shown that job tenure is not necessarily correlated 

to exposure to such stressors as role ambiguity and role conflict (Fisher & Gitelson, 1983). 

The approached participants held positions reflecting the average conditions of office 

workers and corporate services workers: they were analysts, middle managers, 

administrative and financial assistants, planners, etc. Two of the largest local organisations, 

A and B (respectively 3,751 and 687 Full Time Equivalent as of January 2010), were 

targeted, firstly because they could provide more easily the targeted number of 

participants, and secondly because they were more likely to have provided to their staff 

some specific organisational resources which might be reported as helpful for participants. 

 

An ethics approval was obtained before approaching participants (Approval reference: 11-

138). Direct contacts were made with A’s top and middle managers, to get their approval 
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and a list of possible participants to the study, while the main contact in B was the Human 

Resources Manager who also provided a list of participants. People who had been 

shortlisted were contacted directly by e-mail and asked whether they were willing to 

participate in the survey.  

 

Thirty-four employees agreed to participate to the study. This figure comprised seven men 

and twenty-seven women. Twenty-four participants have an organisational tenure of more 

than one year. Fifteen participants work in organisation A, and nineteen in organisation B. 

Two participants (A3 and A13) did not fill in the social support questionnaire, and one 

other participant (B13) did not entirely complete it, which did not allow the computation of 

all her scores. As for the OBSE questionnaires, two participants (A12 and B19) did not 

return it. Therefore: 

- thirty-one participants completed the social support questionnaire fully; 

- thirty-two participants completed the OBSE questionnaire; and 

- twenty-nine participants completed both questionnaires fully. 

 

Here are the profiles of voluntary participants: 
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Table 4: Participants’ profiles 

# Name Gender Authority as a 

manager 

Organisation tenure Job tenure 

1 A1 F No Four months Four months 

2 A2 F Yes Seven months Seven months 

3 A3 F Yes Three years Three years 

4 A4 F Yes Two years and six months Two years and six months 

5 A5 F No Three years Two years 

6 A6 F No Two years Two years 

7 A7 F No Two years Two years 

8 A8 F No Four years Three months 

9 A9 F No Three months Three months 

10 A10 F No Five years Fifteen months 

11 A11 F No Eight years Seven months 

12 A12 F Yes Three years Three years 

13 A13 M No Three years Three years 

14 A14 M Yes Two years One year 

15 A15 M No Two months Two months 

16 B1 F No One year One year 

17 B2 F No Six years Two years 

18 B3 F Yes One year One year 

19 B4 F No Five months Five months 

20 B5 F No Four months Four months 

21 B6 F No One year One year 

22 B7 F No One year and six months One year and six months 

23 B8 F No Five years and six months One year 

24 B9 F No Three months Three months 

25 B10 F No Two months Two months 

26 B11 F No Eight months Eight months 

27 B12 F No Two years Two years 

28 B13 F Yes Six months Six months 

29 B14 F Yes Two years Two years 

30 B15 F No One year One year 

31 B16 M Yes Seven years Three months 

32 B17 M No Two years and three 

months 

Two years and three 

months 

33 B18 M No One year and five months One year and five months 

34 B19 M No One year One year 
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2 INTERVIEWS 

 

2.1. Interview questions 

Cooper et al. (2001) describe the qualitative approach adopted by Oakland and Ostell 

(1996) and Erera-Weatherley (1996) for analysing coping strategies. Their interviewing 

approach is to ask open-ended questions, focusing on the nature of the stressful situation, 

followed by such questions as:  

“Who else was involved?” “How did you feel when the situation first 

arose?” “What was it about the situation that made you feel angry, 

guilty, anxious etc.?” “What, if anything, did you do when you felt 

angry, anxious, etc.?” “What did you do initially to deal with the 

situation?” (Cooper et al., 2001, p. 168) 

As this approach was designed to allow a full account of the context of the stress 

experience, and of the selected coping strategies, it is considered to fit well with the scope 

of this project. As a consequence, the same sort of approach was followed in this study. In 

the hour-long interviews, participants were asked first how they felt about their job, and 

what were the positive and negative aspects of their current position. If they reported a 

specific stressor, they were asked such questions as: 

- “How do you feel about this situation?” 

- “What have you done to deal with the situation?” 

- “What, if anything, did you do when you felt?”  

In addition, people were asked to describe any acute stress experience they had had in the 

past and which they had not already described, without any instructions on time scale. The 

same questions were asked about these experiences. Hand-notes were made during the 

interviews, and meeting reports were made as soon as possible to minimise any loss of 

information. 

 

2.2. Questionnaires 

Participants’ OBSE and perceived available social support was measured through existing 

scales. Questionnaires to that effect were submitted to the participants. Participants were 

given the social support questionnaire at the end of the interview but were sent the OBSE 

questionnaire several days after the interview, to avoid any bias in their OBSE score. 
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2.3. OBSE questionnaire 

See Appendix 1 

OBSE has been measured through Pierce et al.’s (1989) scale. This instrument, developed 

at the same time as the construct, has been the only one available in the literature, although 

Pierce and Gardner (2004) claim that a shorter version can be used.  

 

2.4. Social Support scale 

See Appendix 1 

The social support scale used for this project was meant to measure perceived available 

social support in cases of workplace stress. As already stated, perceived available support 

is supposed to be the aspect of social support which has the most positive effects on stress. 

Research has shown that the identity of the support provider and the nature of the support’s 

functions (emotional, informational, appraisal and instrumental) are important dimensions 

of social support. Cohen and Wills (1985) attributed some of the inconsistencies observed 

in research on the role of social support as a stress buffer to a lack of discrimination 

between functions. 

 

This project has used a scale which focuses on support in context of workplace stress, 

which measures perceived social support, and which provides a measure for each support 

provider (supervisor, colleagues, and family and friends) and for each support function. 

The scale developed by Lawrence et al. (2007) corresponds to all these requirements, and 

has therefore been selected.  

 

3 ANALYSIS 

 

The qualitative data analysis was performed based on the meeting reports written 

immediately after each interview. It aimed at determining what coping strategies are 

adopted for specific stressors, and what resources are relevant for each stressor. This 

required: 
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- a preliminary analysis of the reported situations, and the development of a typology of 

stressors; 

- the identification and categorisation of coping strategies mentioned for each category 

of stressors; and 

- the identification of the resources used in each coping strategy and those which have 

been referred to explicitly. 

To allow this analysis, the meeting reports were coded into Nvivo. Meeting reports were 

split so that one document dealt with one situation only. Each situation was then qualified 

in accordance with the developed typology of stressors (the same situation could be 

described as the combination of several stressors), and was associated with the coping 

strategies reported by the participants and the resources they mentioned. These associations 

were then synthesised into an EXCEL document, which allowed a subsequent analysis of 

the frequency of each coping strategy, to respond to each stressor. 

 

3.1. Stressor analysis 

The development of the typology of stressors was as follows. First, an already-existing 

typology of stressors was selected from the literature. The main selection criterion was 

consistency with the overall literature of stress at work, i.e., the use of a commonly-used 

terminology and reference to the most studied stressors. This typology was reviewed and 

modified, based on the interviews, so that: 

- all stressors were appropriately represented in the typology; and 

- the typology was economical, i.e., the number of stressors was manageable. 

Missing stressors were added to the existing typology, and reportedly related stressors 

were merged. All these alterations and the final typology adopted are described below 

(Chapter 7). These adaptations were decided upon after iterative coding in NVivo, and as 

part of the analysis of the relationships between stressors. Some stressful situations 

combined several stressors. For the clarity of the analysis, it has been necessary to 

distinguish a “situation”, which corresponds to the overall stressful encounter and which 

might combine several stressors, and a “stressor experience”, which corresponds to each 

individual stressor confronted.  
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In order to determine what stressors are generally the most acutely felt, and then to 

determine those for which people tend to lack resources, each experience has been 

attributed a level of strain, which corresponds to how participants reported being affected 

by the considered stressor. If they were not being particularly affected by the situation, the 

level of strain was considered low; if they were worried but still felt that they achieved to 

overcome the situation successfully, the level of strain was considered average; and if they 

felt helpless and deeply affected by the situation, the level of strain was considered high. 

This level of strain has been extended to the individual level, each participant being 

attributed a level of strain corresponding to the highest level of strain attached to the 

ongoing stressors he/she was confronted with. 

 

3.2. Analysis of coping strategies and resources 

The analysis of coping strategies has been twofold: firstly, it has focused on the structure 

of coping, to identify stressors for which people might generally lack operational 

resources, and secondly it has focused on the more specific coping behaviours reported, 

which have allowed the identification of the resources relevant to each situation. 

 

3.2.1. Structure of coping 

In the present project, the structure of coping as emotion- or problem-focused strategies 

allows the identification of the determinants of the adoption of emotion- vs. problem 

focused strategies, and also the determination of whether emotion-focused strategies are 

less efficient than problem-focused strategies, as is generally assumed (Oakland & Ostell, 

1996; Terry, 1994).In addition, the adoption of emotion-focused strategies might reveal a 

lack of resources to deal directly with the problem. The identification of any stressor which 

is almost exclusively addressed by emotion-focused strategies may suggest that resources 

are generally lacking for dealing directly with these stressors. 

 

For each stressor experience, all the coping behaviours reported by the same participant to 

confront this stressor were qualified as emotion-focused or problem-focused (see criteria 

below). A strategy was qualified as pure-emotion-focused when it was composed entirely 

of emotion-focused behaviours, as pure problem-focused when it was composed only of 
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problem-focused behaviours and as mixed when it was composed of both problem- and 

emotion-focused behaviours. 

 

Even though, as evidenced in Chapter 2, distinguishing between emotion- and problem-

focused strategies has many limitations and may be a little over-simplified, this typology 

was selected for this thesis. Such qualification is being used here to determine whether 

these styles of coping are used in different circumstances, and if they both need 

organisational resources. The main focus of the project being the identification of specific 

coping strategies relating to each stressor, the oversimplification of the coping taxonomy 

will be compensated for by the previous description of each coping strategy. 

The above-mentioned limitations make it necessary to explicate the choices made to 

qualify strategies as emotion-focused or problem-focused: 

- Reappraising strategies have been qualified as emotion-focused strategies because, 

although they may be preparation to taking direct steps toward the situation, their 

primary focus is upon the emotional reaction to an event. 

- Some reported behaviours such as “taking the problem one bit at a time” are difficult to 

qualify. Although the latter comprises elements of reappraisal and of anxiety 

management, it has been considered as a problem focused strategy insofar as it is 

action-driven in the end. 

- All proactive behaviours triggered by the confronted situation and aimed at preventing 

negative consequences from arising have been labelled as problem-focused strategies, 

even though they do not directly address the situation in itself. 

- Lastly, avoidance strategies have been considered as emotion-focused strategies, at the 

exception of those eliminating the problem. 

Resigning is among the latter category, but it stands out from the other strategies. In 

individuals’ points of view, resigning is a way to eliminate a problem, and is then primarily 

focused on the situation. However, as far as the relationships between the individual and 

the organisation are concerned, resigning represents a failure of all attempts for continuing 

the working contract, and reflects the fact the situation is considered insoluble. 

 

3.2.2. Stressor-specific analysis of coping and resources 
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The following steps of the analysis, which correspond to the identification of the coping 

strategies and relevant resources associated with each stressor, were performed in NVivo 

as well as in EXCEL. They consisted in isolating, for each participant who had reported 

the considered stressor, the coping strategies he or she had adopted in relation to this 

stressor. Once the coping strategies were isolated, they were grouped in categories. This 

work was done in NVivo, while EXCEL allowed making a synthetic report on the 

frequency of each strategy, and the resources needed to operate this strategy or for it to be 

efficient. 

 

It should be noted that the analysis of coping strategies has been based on stressor 

experiences, irrespective of the other stressors which could have arisen simultaneously. 

Then, in the frame of the analysis, when a situation combined several stressors, most 

reported coping behaviours have been associated to all the confronted stressors, except 

from problem-focused strategies which obviously addressed a single stressor. For each 

stressor, resources were identified based on the resources explicitly mentioned by the 

participants and the resources they had mobilised in their coping strategies, and based on 

the analysis of the relationships between stressors, performed on the occasion of the 

stressor typology development (see Chapter 7). 

 

3.3. The role of OBSE and social support 

 

3.5.1. The role of OBSE 

OBSE has been claimed to play a positive role in people’s resilience to strain and in their 

help-seeking strategies. However, so far, while Brockner’s (1988) behavioural elasticity 

theory has argued that the effects of self-esteem over stress resilience are different 

depending whether the encountered stressor is esteem-threatening or non-esteem 

threatening, no study has been made to establish whether the role of OBSE in the stress 

process differs according to the nature of the confronted stressor. In addition, people with 

high self-esteem are said to be more reluctant to seek help than people with low self-

esteem (Nadler, 1990), while OBSE has been found positively correlated to perceived 

social support. The role of OBSE in the adoption of help-seeking strategy has therefore 

been investigated in the present study. The data used for this analysis are the following: 
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- Participants’ OBSE score. The OBSE questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale. 

However, because of the sample’s small size, and to allow a reliable statistical analysis, 

all individual scores were qualified as low or high, based on the average scores 

reported in the literature and on the sample’s average score. 

- Level of strain. The level of strain has been identified as described above, for each 

reported stressor experience and for all participants. 

- Qualification of stressors as esteem-threatening or non-esteem threatening. This 

qualification is based on interviews. For example, if at least one participant has sought 

appraisal support when confronted by the stressor, the stressor has been considered as 

esteem-threatening. 

- Help-seeking. Under this analysis, each stressor experience was deemed to have given 

rise to help-seeking behaviours when participants had reported seeking help from their 

supervisors and colleagues. Any appeal to another support provider would not be 

relevant as OBSE is a concept which only applies to organisational setting. 

 

OBSE and level of strain are ordinal data, and stressors’ qualification and help-seeking are 

nominal data. Their relationships have been tested through chi-square tests. No further 

investigation was made, given the small sample size. Chi-square tests were appropriate to 

assess whether a relationship exists between those variables, and if their relationships are 

worth investigating further in subsequent research projects. Chi-square tests have been 

computed to establish the relationships between: 

- individual level of strain and OBSE; 

- level of strain attached to each ongoing stressor experience and OBSE, for esteem-

threatening stressors and for non esteem-threatening stressors; and 

- OBSE and help-seeking behaviours in each stressor experience. 

 

3.5.2. The role of perceived social support 

Perceived social support has been shown to have a direct negative effect on strain. 

Moreover, perceived social support is supposed, under Lazarus’ model, to be assessed 

during the two-step appraising process and to influence people’s coping strategies. 

Although Lindorff (2000) suggested that perceiving support as available is all the more 
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efficient because it is not associated with actually receiving support, it may be assumed 

that perceived social support influences people’s help-seeking behaviour: the more social 

support is perceived to be available, the more social support is sought. Given the many 

aspects of the social support construct, it is likely that this assumption is true if only the 

relevant function and support provider is considered. 

 

The analysis of the relationship between perceived social support and strain, and between 

perceived social support and help-seeking, has been performed as follows. Each participant 

has been attributed a score for the perceived overall social support, the perceived social 

support for each function (emotional, informational, instrumental and appraisal), and the 

perceived social support for each provider (supervisor, colleagues, family and friends). As 

for OBSE, these scores were all qualified as low and high, to allow a more reliable 

statistical analysis. This qualification is based on average scores reported in the literature, 

and on the present sample’s average score. The other variables used in the frame of this 

analysis are the following: 

- Individual level of strain, and the level of strain associated with each stressor 

experience. 

- Help-seeking behaviours reported for each stressor experience. All help-seeking 

behaviours (i.e., any appeal to emotional, appraisal, informational or instrumental 

support from one’s supervisor, colleagues, or family and friends) are taken into account 

in this analysis. Moreover, the information about the support function and the support 

provider was kept. 

In addition, based on interviews and on the previous qualitative analysis, the relevance of 

each support function to the considered stressors was mapped. As for OBSE, while levels 

of strain and social support scores are ordinal, help-seeking is nominal.  

 

The existence of a relationship between the considered variables was then tested through 

chi-square tests. Chi-square tests have been computed to establish the relationships 

between: 

- Individual level of strain and social support, for overall perceived support, each support 

function, and each support provider. 
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- Level of strain attached to each ongoing stressor and social support, for overall 

perceived support, each support function, and each support provider. Chi-square tests 

have been performed considering all stressor experiences, and, for each function, chi-

square tests have been performed considering only the stressor experiences for which 

the considered function is relevant. 

- OBSE and perceived social support (overall social support, and support available from 

each support provider) in each stressor experience. 

Before detailing the results of this quantitative analysis, the next chapter describes the 

conclusions of the qualitative analysis. 
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 CHAPTER 7: STRESSOR ANALYSIS 

 

 

Because the present study aims to identify the specific coping strategies and resources used 

in relation with specific stressors, it is necessary, as a preliminary work, to categorize each 

reported situation into a specific stressor category. The definition of stressor categories is 

based on the existing literature, reviewed with regard to the experiences of the participants 

in this project. 

 

1 ALREADY-EXISTING TYPOLOGIES 

 

The typologies of stressors mentioned in Chapter 2 were reviewed, and Cartwright and 

Cooper’s (1997) typology was the only one deemed to meet the selection criteria. Beehr 

and Newman (1978) based their typology on an inductive analysis and Mahmood et al. 

(2010) did not refer to the commonest stressors studied in the literature (such as role 

conflict and role ambiguity), whereas Cartwright and Cooper (1997) developed their 

typology based on the existing literature on stress. They have identified six categories of 

stressors: factors intrinsic to the job itself, role in the organization, work relationship, 

career development, organizational factors, and work-home interface. The table below 

displays what stressors fall in each of the categories. 

Table 5: Cartwright and Cooper’s (1997) typology of stressors 

Categories Stressors Definition
1
 

Factors Intrinsic To The Job Itself Quantitative work overload Overwhelming sheer amount of work 

Quantitative work underload Insufficient amount of workload 

Qualitative work overload Feeling that one is not competent for his 

job 

Qualitative work underload One is not given the possibility to use 

one's skills or to acquire new skills 

Repetitive Work Self-evident 

Shift work Self-evident 

Lack of control on how to 

do one's job 

Self-evident 

                                                 

1 Some of the definitions are quotations from (Cooper et al., 2001, pp. 27-55). 
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Categories Stressors Definition
1
 

Hard physical environment Noise, vibration etc. 

New technology Adapting to new technologies 

Time pressure Self-evident 

Organisational Role Role ambiguity Unpredictability of consequences and 

information deficiency regarding 

expected role behaviours 

Role conflict Incompatible demands on the person 

Intrasender role conflict A supervisor or a manager 

communicates expectations that are 

mutually incompatible 

Intersender role conflict Two or more people communicate 

expectations that are incompatible 

Person-role conflict Conflict between one's expectations and 

values and those of the organisation or 

key people in the work environment 

Interrole conflict A person occupies two or more roles that 

may have conflicting expectations or 

requirements 

Role overload Number of roles occupied by a person 

High responsibility (for 

things or people) 

Self-evident 

Work Relationships With supervisor, 

subordinates or colleagues 

Self-evident 

Career Development Job insecurity Self-evident 

Perceived under or over 

promotion 

Self-evident 

Lack of achievement of 

one's goals and ambitions 

Self-evident 

Organisational Factors Lack of participation in the 

decision making process 

Self-evident 

Lack of effective 

consultation and 

communication 

Self-evident 

Bureaucracy Self-evident 

Hierarchical structure Self-evident 

Lack of communication 

between managerial and 

non-managerial staff 

Self-evident 

No sense of belonging Self-evident 

Work-Home Interface No situation specified Self-evident 

 

It has to be noted that this typology does not constitute an attempt to draw a comprehensive 

list of stressors. It can be adapted to fit the experiences reported by research participants. 

That is the object of the next section. 
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2 ANALYSIS OF THE REPORTED SITUATIONS 

 

2.1. Stressors not included in Cartwright’s and Cooper’s typology 

Based on the interviews and some articles, Cartwright and Cooper’s (1997) typology has 

been altered in the following ways for the purposes of this study: 

- Task ambiguity and task conflict have been added into the Factors Intrinsic to the Job 

category, as suggested by Jackson and Schuler (1985), who claim that role ambiguity 

and role conflict must be distinguished from task ambiguity (uncertainty about the best 

way to perform the task) and task conflict (defined as the necessity to perform several 

tasks at the same time). 

- Lack of Authority has been added into the Organisational Role category, because it has 

been reported as a stressor by several participants (A6, B5, A14, A7). 

- Relationships with Clients have been added to the Work Relationship category, again 

because this was reported as a source of stress on several occasions (B13, B1). 

- Negative Work Climate has been added to the Work Relationship category, because 

some participants reported feeling strained by a negative climate in their workplace 

(staff grieving, or competing with each other), without reporting any specific 

interpersonal conflict. 

- Budget Cuts and Uncertainty about Future Policies were added to the Organisational 

Structure and Climate, because, based on the participants’ reports, concerns about 

one’s company’s difficulties do not relate only to one’s fear for one’s job (job 

insecurity), but also to the possible impact of future policies on their role characteristics 

and their ability to achieve their objectives. 

 

It must be noted that relationships at work include several stressors: some participants have 

reported being stressed by their relationship with their supervisor because of a lack of 

supervisor support, or because they felt bullied by their supervisor, or felt that he/she was 

incompetent and that his/her orders were questionable. The same distinctions were made 

with regard to the respondents’ relationships with colleagues and subordinates. This 

informs us of the expectations people have when it comes to relationships at work: 
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competence of their supervisors and colleagues, high levels of cooperation, and a willing 

solidarity. 

 

The above modifications to the typology led to a list of forty-three stressors: 

Table 6: Modified list of stressors 

Category Stressor 

Factors Intrinsic to the Job Quantitative work overload 

Task ambiguity 

Task conflict 

Qualitative work underload 

Time pressure 

New technology 

Qualitative work overload 

Shift work 

Hard physical environment 

Lack of control over how to do one's job 

Repetitive work 

Quantitative work underload 

Career Development Job insecurity 

Lack of achievement 

Perceived under promotion 

Lack of training 

Perceived over promotion 

Role in the Organisation Role ambiguity 

Responsibility for people 

Intersender role conflict 

Person role conflict 

Role overload 

Lack of authority 

Intrasender role conflict 

Interrole conflict 

Responsibility for things 

Organizational Structure and Climate Budget cuts and uncertainty about the organisation's future policies 

Hierarchical structure 

Bureaucracy 

Lack of participation in the decision making process 

Lack of effective consultation and communication 

Inadequate communication between managerial and non-managerial 

staff 
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Category Stressor 

No sense of belonging 

Relationships at Work With boss 

Lack of support 

Bullying 

Work ethic and performance 

Lack of common purpose 

With colleagues 

Colleagues' work ethics and performance 

Low levels of cooperation 

Interpersonal conflicts 

With subordinates 

Interpersonal conflict 

Work ethic and performance 

Clients 

Negative work climate 

 

2.2. Relationships between stressors 

All stressors were mentioned at least once, with the exception of quantitative work 

underload, perceived over-promotion, inter-role conflict, and responsibility for things. Out 

of the forty-three stressors identified in this study (see above), only four were always 

reported as stand-alone stressors. This means that 90% of the reported stressors were 

closely linked to at least another stressor in at least one situation. In the situations qualified 

with several stressors the stressors could add up, in which case the combination of their 

effect might have increased people’s strain, or they could be intertwined, where the same 

situation holds several meaning for people.  

 

Although the relationships mentioned between stressors are not necessary and depend upon 

the situation, their analysis may give valuable information about the meaning of each 

stressor for each person, and give an insight into employees’ expectations in their 

workplace. The relationships between stressors are of four types: 

- they may be causal, one stressor leading to another; 

- one stressor may be an element of another; 

- they might be associated, as arising simultaneously in some situations; or 
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- they might have the same meaning to people and give rise to the same coping 

strategies. 

 

The causal relationships which have been identified are the following: 

- Bureaucracy was reported as fuelling quantitative work overload (one case reported) 

and one’s feeling of a lack of control over how to do one’s job. 

- As for new technologies, they were perceived (in one case) as triggering task 

ambiguity. Inefficient systems were also associated with quantitative work overload 

(two cases). 

- Hierarchical structure appears to facilitate or prevent effective communication in the 

organisation, between teams and colleagues (one reported case) and between 

managerial and non-managerial staff (one reported case). 

- Lack of support from a supervisor and lack of communication between managerial and 

non-managerial staff were associated with job insecurity, for lack of support worsened 

participants’ perceived vulnerability in their organisation. 

- Responsibility for people was associated with inter-sender role conflict in the case of 

middle-managers (two reported cases). 

- Interpersonal conflicts with subordinates reportedly resulted from a lack of competence 

and cooperation in subordinates (two reported cases). 

- In addition, lack of achievement and no sense of belonging have been reported to result 

from qualitative work underload (one case) and from a lack of participation in the 

decision-making process (one case). 

 

The inclusion relationship has been reported for the following stressors: 

- Repetitive work and perceived under-promotion were mentioned as elements of 

qualitative work underload (one cases of each). 

- One of the aspects of the negative work climate is the lack of cooperation between 

colleagues (one case). 

- Likewise, a perceived lack of participation in the decision-making process contributed 

to perceived lack of authority (one reported case). 



Stressor analysis 

Page 82 of 155 

- Although role ambiguity and task ambiguity were distinguished based on Jackson and 

Schuler’s (1985) suggestion, task ambiguity was seen as a component of role 

ambiguity in four situations, because of unclear orders. 

 

As for the simultaneity relationship, it has been reported for the following stressors: 

- Negative work climate and job insecurity, mostly due to restructurings (three cases). 

- Lack of authority and lack of cooperation between colleagues were associated in one 

situation. 

- Quantitative work overload was associated with a lack of support from supervisor in 

five cases, mostly because participants reported asking their supervisor for support 

when facing quantitative work overload and not receiving the help needed (see below 

the description of coping strategies). 

 

Although uncertainty over budgets and the company’s future policy could be expected to 

be linked to job insecurity, none of the participants referring to this stressor felt that their 

job was directly threatened. In two instances, participants felt that their position could not 

possibly be spared by their organisation. In another instance, job insecurity was not 

mentioned because the participant was considering quitting. As a consequence, the 

distinction between both stressors will be kept throughout the analysis. Finally, 

quantitative work overload, task conflict, time pressure and role overload have all been 

associated at least once, and all contributed to the same perceived inability to achieve one’s 

work within the given timeline. 

 

Beyond the relationships between the stressors outlined in Cartwright and Cooper’s (1997) 

classification, participants sometimes gave an insight into the causes of the stressors or 

their most distressing aspects. They reported that their issue with control and authority had 

two sources: inappropriate policies and guidelines, which deprive them of the authority 

they feel entitled to have; and the lack of cooperation from colleagues, who deny them 

legitimacy in performing part of their role. This suggests that the ability to initiate a change 

in policies and guidelines and cooperation from colleagues are key resources to fight 

against lack of authority and control. 
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Dissatisfaction against one’s supervisor was reportedly caused by the following 

behaviours: 

- Their supervisor gives inconsistent, inappropriate or insensible orders (B8, B13, B16, 

B14). 

- Their supervisor sanctions their work and their skills unfairly (A2, B16, B4, B18). 

- Their supervisor is reluctant in granting them rights they are entitled to have (B4, B1). 

- Their supervisor loses their temper (B3, B14). 

- Their supervisor lacks competence (B4, B2, B16). 

- Their supervisor refuses to provide the necessary equipment for the achievement of 

their objectives (B2). 

- Their supervisor does not give clear goals and directions (B3). 

Participants facing issues with their subordinates claimed that their subordinate was 

lacking skills, competence and work ethic. 

 

As for colleagues, they were reported as a source of stress in two ways: 

- When there is an interpersonal conflict between colleagues (two reported situations). 

- When the level and quality of cooperation is not satisfactory (seven reported cases) 

because of either: 

- a lack of cooperation stemming from a lack of authority or an inappropriate 

hierarchical structure (three cases); or 

- colleagues’ lack of performance (four cases). 

In four cases, unsatisfactory cooperation with colleagues related to quantitative work 

overload and time pressure. 

 

From these relationships, we can draw conclusions about some of the resources relevant to 

some of the stressors. It appears that support from one’s supervisor is seen as an important 

coping resource for quantitative work overload and job insecurity. Likewise, the design 

and implementation of efficient processes may to some extent prevent quantitative work 
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overload and perceived lack of control. And lastly, it may be inferred that authority is a 

resource against a lack of cooperation from colleagues and vice versa. This will be 

analysed further, through the analysis of coping strategies. 

 

3 CATEGORIES OF STRESSORS REVIEWED IN THE COPING 

STRATEGIES ANALYSIS 

 

From the observations above, the following modifications have been made to the previous 

list of stressors, in order to come up with a manageable number of stressors to analyse: 

- Lack of achievement and of sense of belonging relate to the meaning attributed to other 

primary stressors. It may then be inferred that coping strategies are aimed at the 

primary stressor rather than these two stressors. As a consequence, lack of achievement 

and of sense of belonging has not been included in the analysis of coping strategies. 

- Communication issues (between teams and between management and operational 

levels) correspond to and will be dealt with as either relationship issues or job security 

issues (as a factor of perceived job insecurity). 

- Bureaucracy will be covered in the quantitative work overload and perceived lack of 

control categories. 

- Repetitive work and perceived under-promotion will be addressed in the section 

dedicated to qualitative work underload. 

- Lack of participation in the decision-making process will be addressed in the section 

relating to lack of authority. 

- Responsibility for people has been interpreted in most cases as related to the 

management of relationships at work, with clients, or colleagues and subordinates. 

- Because all cases of person-role conflicts arose from negative work climate, 

restructuring and responsibility for people, the related coping strategies will be 

addressed in these different sections. 

- Likewise, cases of intra-sender conflicts and inter-sender conflict have been analysed 

as cases of relationships with supervisor and task conflict. 
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- Quantitative work overload, time pressure, task conflict and role overload will be 

addressed in a single section. 

 

Coping strategies related to quantitative work underload, qualitative work overload, hard 

physical environment, shift work, lack of training, inter-role conflict and perceived over 

promotion will not be analysed because of a lack of data. 

 

As a result, the following stressors are analysed in this project: 

Table 7: Description of stressors reviewed during the project 

Stressor Description 

Inability to achieve one’s work in the 

specified time line 

This stressor is comprised of the following elements: 

- Quantitative work overload 

- Task conflict 

- Role overload 

- Time pressure 

Qualitative work underload One is not given the possibility to use one's skills or to acquire 

new skills 

Role and task ambiguity - Unpredictability of consequences and information deficiency 

regarding expected role behaviours 

- Uncertainty about the best way to do one’s task 

Lack of authority and lack of control 

over how to do one’s job 

Lack of autonomy and inability to make decisions one feels 

entitled to make 

Job insecurity Self-evident 

Budget cuts and uncertainty over the 

future company’s policies 

Uncertainty on potential restructurings and budget reductions 

Relationship with supervisor - Lack of support from supervisor 

- Bullying from supervisor 

- Interpersonal conflict 

Relationship with colleagues - Lack of cooperation or competence from colleagues 

- Bullying from colleagues 

- Interpersonal conflict 

Relationship with clients Dealing with dissatisfied or angry customers 

Relationship with subordinates - Lack of cooperation or competence from subordinates 

- Bullying from subordinates 

- Interpersonal conflicts 

Negative work climate Dealing with a workplace with grieving staff, or staff competing 

with each other, without any specific interpersonal conflict 

Apparently caused by an unfair management (or perceived so), or 

by job insecurity 
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4 STRESSORS AND LEVEL OF STRAIN 

 

Eighty-three stressor experiences have been reported, thirty-six from past positions, and 

forty-seven from participants’ current role. The most frequent stressors appear to be the 

relationship with supervisor (sixteen reported situations), quantitative work overload 

(seventeen situations) and role and task ambiguity (sixteen situations). These stressors are 

then those on which the data about coping will be the most complete. 

 

Table 8: Number of reported situations 

 Level of strain Number of Total 

 Low Average High Past situations Present 

situations 

Role and task ambiguity 10 5 1 2 14 16 

Relationship issues 4 9 24 18 19 37 

QWO 4 5 8 11 6 17 

Lack of control and 

authority 

0 1 3 1 3 4 

Job insecurity 0 1 2 2 1 3 

Budget cuts 1 1 1 0 3 3 

Qualitative work 

underload 

0 2 1 2 1 3 

TOTAL 19 24 40 36 47 83 

 

No obvious link is evidenced between the level of stress and the nature of the stressor. 

However, the high number of situations linked to respondents’ relationships at work and 

working climate tends to evidence the importance of one’s working relationships at work. 

This is even reinforced by the above observation that the most frequent reported stressor 

related to the participants’ relationships with their supervisors. It appears that role and task 

ambiguity have generally been reported as not being very stressful. This may suggest that: 

- people tend to attribute much importance to their relationships at work, and they are 

then very affected by any perceived deterioration in their working relationships, while 

they do not attribute much importance to their role clarity; or 

- people have, on average, access to resources to cope with role ambiguity, while they 

lack resources to cope with any deterioration in their working relationships. 
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This last assumption is addressed in the following chapter, which details what coping 

strategies have been adopted by participants for addressing each of these stressors, and 

therefore what resources have been used for each of these stressors. 
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 CHAPTER 8: COPING STRATEGIES AND RESOURCES 

SPECIFIC TO STRESSORS 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to find out how far coping strategies and resources are specific to 

stressors, and which coping strategies and resources are used when a person confronts each 

of the considered stressors. However, before detailing the coping strategies reported by the 

participants, the structure of coping will be analysed to determine whether the adoption of 

pure emotion- and problem-focused strategies depends partly on the nature of the stressor. 

This chapter then describes the strategies specific to each stressor, and those that do not fit 

with previous research. Finally, from these observations, conclusions concerning resources 

and their relevance to each stressor will be drawn. 

 

1 STRUCTURE OF COPING AND EFFICIENCY 

 

Most of the coping strategies reported by the respondents have mixed emotion- and 

problem-focused elements (sixty-four over eighty-three situations), which is consistent 

with Folkman & Lazarus’ (1980) conclusions. Participants reported adopting pure 

problem-focused strategies in eight situations only, while thirteen situations were 

addressed by pure emotion-focused strategies (see Appendix 2). From the data collected, it 

appears that the most prominent criterion for choosing one of these types of strategies was 

the level of strain.  

 

In seven of the eight situations addressed by pure problem-focused strategies, respondents 

reported a low strain level, while ten out of the thirteen situations addressed by pure 

emotion-focused strategies were associated with high strain level (these strategies included 

resignation). This may be explained by the fact that, when strain is low, people do not feel 

the need to protect themselves against stress symptoms and they deal with the stressor 

through problem-focused strategy only, while a high strain might stem from a perceived 

lack of resources to enact problem-focused strategies. 
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The reverse analysis comparing the strategies adopted by participants reporting a low level 

of strain and those adopted by participants reporting a high level of strain shows that all 

people reporting high levels of strain integrated emotion-focused elements in their 

strategies, while in 37% of the situations associated with low levels of strain no emotion-

focused behaviour was adopted. However, in two situations triggering low levels of strain, 

participants reported emotion-focused strategies only. These strategies were all appraising 

strategies: reappraising the event as innocuous had been enough to manage their level of 

stress. 

 

Table 9: Coping structure – low and high level of strain 

 Low level of strain High level of strain 

Mixed strategies 8 30 

Problem-focused strategies 7 0 

Emotion-focused strategies 2 8 

Missing data on strategies 2 2 

Total 19 40 

 

The high number of resignations following the implementation of pure emotion-focused 

strategies (seven resignations out of thirteen cases) tends to corroborate the assumption that 

emotion-focused strategies are not efficient, compared to problem-focused strategies. 

However, with regard to the collected data, such a claim seems to be somewhat 

exaggerated. As seen above, two instances of appraising strategies were successful in 

dealing with mildly stressful situations. These examples illustrate that appraising strategies 

are efficient in dealing with some stressors. Over the eighty-three reported situations, 

twenty-one led to a resignation. Fifteen of these situations were first addressed by mixed 

strategies. This shows that problem-focused elements are not necessarily efficient, and that 

their efficiency depends upon their fit to people’s environment. 
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Table 10: Cases of resignations 

Stressor Number of resignations 

Relationship issues 11 

Relationships with supervisor 8 

Negative work climate 3 

Relationships with subordinates 0 

Relationships with colleagues 0 

Relationships with clients 0 

Inability to achieve one’s work under given deadlines 6 

Job insecurity 2 

Lack of control and authority 1 

Qualitative work underload 1 

Role and task ambiguity 0 

Budget cuts 0 

TOTAL 21 

 

Moreover, the nature of the encountered stressor seems to influence the structure of coping 

strategies. It appears that most pure problem-focused strategies are related to task 

ambiguity (six situations out of eight). In contrast, job insecurity was only addressed by 

pure emotion-focused strategies. Negative work climate and budget cuts were also mainly 

dealt with by pure emotion-focused strategies (three and two cases respectively, out of 

three situations). Pure emotion-focused strategies were also reported in cases of conflict 

with a supervisor or with a client. These stressors are also those which gave rise to the 

highest number of resignations, along with the perceived inability to achieve one’s work 

within one’s deadline (see table below). This might indicate that people tend to be given 

less operational resources to cope with these stressors. As for task ambiguity, it is 

apparently not seen as a major stressor or else employees tend to have access more easily 

to the needed resources. 

This illustrates the importance of analysing what conditions are needed to deal with each of 

the most prominent job stressors, which is the focus of the following section. 
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2 COPING STRATEGIES RELEVANT TO ALL STRESSORS 

 

See Appendix 3 detailing the strategies adopted for each stressor experience. 

 

One may intuitively assume that emotion-focused coping strategies are those which are 

least stressor-specific, as they focus on strain rather than on the nature of the stressor. The 

interviews with the project’s participants tend to confirm this assumption, as the coping 

elements most often reported, whatever stressor is considered, are seeking emotional 

support, stepping back from work, or accepting the situation. However, one problem-

focused strategy has also been quoted across stressors: appealing to one’s supervisor. This 

further enhances the importance of the available support from one’s supervisor in the stress 

process. 

 

The first strategy, seeking emotional support, has served different purposes and has taken 

several forms, as was pointed out by Beehr et al. (2010), when they studied the importance 

of analysing contents of communication. Participants in this study reported using 

emotional support for a variety of situations: 

- Unburdening themselves and feeling understood by others. 

- Getting help to appraise the situation, either to make sure that the importance they give 

to the event is justified, or, on the contrary, to be told that it is not as important as they 

first considered. For example, A2 relied on her husband to lessen the importance of her 

conflict with her supervisor in her mind, while B13 and B1 talked to their family and 

friends to help them assess the appropriateness of their management’s behaviour. These 

two last examples were people on their first job, who felt the need to ask more 

experienced people for feedback. 

- Switching off from work, by making fun of the stressful situation, or by enjoying 

activities with friends. A4 used to go out with her friends when her organisation was 

being restructured. In the same way, B14 makes jokes with her team about her 

organisation’s financial hardships. 
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Emotional support was looked for mainly from friends, family or spouse. Colleagues are 

also called upon. However, unless one personal friend is a colleague, support from 

colleagues rather than friends is sought after first, because the stressor is shared with them. 

This has happened particularly in the case of job insecurity or budget cuts, or in case of 

relationship issues with one’s supervisor. Even in this case, emotional support from 

colleagues has been reported mostly relevant when the supervisor tends to “bully” the 

team. It has to be noted that, in cases of job insecurity, budget cuts and a bullying 

supervisor, support from one’s colleagues appears so important that some strategies have 

been aimed at retaining or increasing it (see below). 

 

Emotional support and stepping back from one’s work have ambiguous relationships even 

though they are equally widespread. Although emotional support has been reported as 

helping to reappraise an event as unimportant, or to enable switching off from one’s work 

through sharing activities, it has also been pointed out as susceptible to increasing one’s 

perception of the importance of the stressor. Indeed, several participants have reported not 

seeking emotional support from their friends and family in order to switch off from their 

work while at home (A14 and B11), while another preferred not to seek his colleagues’ 

emotional support while facing budget cuts and a sense of job insecurity, so as not to 

worsen his concern (B17). 

 

As stated above, stepping back from one’s work is a usual coping strategy which has been 

reported at least once across all stressors. It can take several forms, the commonest being 

getting engaged in leisure activities or committing oneself to one’s family life outside 

working hours. Some participants reported other ways of stepping back, such as reducing 

one’s attendance at work (leaving work early, or taking breaks during the day, or taking 

days off), or stopping thinking about upsetting events. Although these two ways of 

stepping back can a priori be adopted across several stressors, they seem to be more 

relevant to some stressors than to others. The former, reducing one’s physical attendance to 

work, was mainly reported in cases of inability to achieve one’s work by the given 

deadline and role and task ambiguity, while stopping thinking about work was reported for 

relationship issues. The last way of stepping back reported by participants is fully specific: 

when facing negative work climate and job insecurity, participants reported stepping back 
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by focusing on their work and their tasks. Such a strategy would obviously not be relevant 

in cases where the stressor lies in one’s role. 

 

Another widespread emotion-focused strategy consists in reappraising the situation. As for 

stepping back, while very common across all stressors, this category of coping strategies 

does have a degree of specificity. The appraisal of an event depends upon the nature of the 

event, and the reappraisal focuses on the most stressful feature of the stressor. Some of the 

reappraising strategies consisted in appraising the importance of the threat as low. Either 

the threat itself was deemed as unlikely to happen (as in case of budget cuts, where 

reappraising took the form of appraising dismissal as unlikely) or the consequences of the 

threat were deemed low (considering a restructuring as an opportunity, in case of job 

insecurity, or considering the consequences of an error as low, in case of task and role 

ambiguity).  

 

Some reappraising strategies involved considering the importance of one’s job as low (“it 

is just a job”), hence lowering the importance of the stressor. Others applied to one’s 

emotional reactions: because one’s reactions to stress are perceived as stable overtime and 

follow some definite steps, some respondents reported waiting until they had gone through 

the overall process. The last type of reappraising consisted in reducing one’s own 

importance and endorsing the organisation’s point of view. For example, in case of a 

restructuring, the necessity of job cuts was admitted by respondents. This last form of 

reappraising was only mentioned in relation to restructuring. Even though the size of the 

sample of respondents does not allow ascertaining its level of specificity, we may assume 

that such a reappraising strategy would only be relevant when the stressor lies in the 

organisation’s policy, strategy or structure and would not apply to stressors resulting from 

one’s relationships at work, for example. 

Relationship issues gave rise to other appraisals: respondents were anxious not to take 

issues personally, or not to set the blame of others’ inappropriate behaviours on 

themselves. As for role and task ambiguity, participants relieved their level of strain by 

appraising that there would not be any significant consequence should they make a mistake 

(A5, A2, A8). 
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Accepting the situation is another emotion-focused strategy common to several stressors, 

such as the perceived inability to achieve one’s work by the given deadline, job insecurity, 

budget cuts or a lack of support from one’s supervisor. This consists of accepting that one 

has no control over the situation and has to put up with it. On the whole, such a strategy 

has been reported as efficient, while it does not tackle the problem directly. This may be 

because such strategy is being adopted when the situation is acceptable or cannot be acted 

upon immediately. For example, A12 accepts quantitative overload because her workload 

actually fluctuates over time, and she then expects overload issues to be temporary. In 

cases of rumours of redundancy, this strategy has been justified by the fact that a lack of 

information prevented the respondents from determining their course of action, and they 

were then in a “wait and see” position. 

 

As said above, the last coping strategy commonly reported for all types of stressors is a 

problem-focused strategy; it consists in resorting to one’s management to get support in 

order to solve the problem. This shows that people expect that their supervisor would be 

supportive, as part of his/her role, and would have the authority for giving efficient help. 

Hence, in case of quantitative work overload or task conflict, they are asked to reallocate 

work, postpone deadlines, prioritise or recruit. People facing a lack of authority reported 

asking a higher authority to their supervisor, or else to act as a substitute and get the work 

done when the lack of authority undermined colleagues’ cooperation. Qualitative work 

underload has also been addressed through negotiation with the management to get higher 

responsibilities. The same request was made by a respondent who faced role ambiguity and 

who considered that being given more control over the overall process she was dealing 

with would allow her better understanding of the expectations attached to her role. 

 

Likewise, supervisors are asked to play a mediating role when conflicts with colleagues 

arise, or to offer their appraisal support in case of conflicts with a client, or in case people 

face task ambiguity and are unsure of the quality of their work. All these strategies are 

efficient, providing the supervisor is willing to provide support and has the right amount of 

authority to solve the problem. This explains partially why conflict with one’s supervisor is 

one of the stressors associated with the highest strain levels. Such conflicts are often 

addressed by an open-hearted discussion with one’s supervisor, to recover the support 

people feel the need of. 
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3 STRESSOR-SPECIFIC COPING STRATEGIES 

 

In addition to the strategies described above, most participants adopted coping strategies 

which were more specific to the stressors they were facing.  

 

3.1. Inability to achieve one’s work under the given timeline 

A perceived inability to achieve one’s work under a given deadline gave rise to behaviours 

such as working extra hours, managing time efficiently, delegating, prioritising one’s 

work, and anticipating one’s future workload to prevent unmanageable peaks. All these 

behaviours rely mostly on people’s time management skills and partly on the clarity of 

their role, as they are supposed to be able to discriminate tasks depending on their urgency 

or their importance for the organisation and to anticipate their future workload. Having 

authority is obviously a resource relevant to this stressor, insofar as it allows delegating 

part of one’s workload. However, in case of a lack of authority, this strategy has been 

substituted (in one case) by asking colleagues for instrumental support. Such a strategy is 

only possible when some colleagues have the necessary competence and skills, and enough 

time, to take up some of the participant’s tasks.  

 

Working extra hours is the most frequent coping strategy. However, it can be considered as 

one of the symptoms of the stressor, and it has not been reported as efficient in several 

cases, mostly when one’s workload is constantly perceived as unmanageable. This also 

explains why some participants coped partly by refusing to work extra hours, a strategy 

reportedly aimed at preserving work-life balance and at preventing an increase in 

expectations. Another strategy exclusively attached to this stressor was to focus on one 

task and stop thinking about the other tasks to be done. 

 

Despite all these strategies, a perceived inability to achieve one’s work in the given 

deadline has led to a large number of resignations (six out of sixteen situations). Five of 

these resignations were accounted for by a perceived lack of support from management 

and then a perceived inability to resolve the problem in the long term. 
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3.2. Lack of control and authority 

As for a perceived lack of authority, in addition to seeking emotional support from family 

and friends, stepping back from work and negotiating a higher level of control and/or 

authority with management, participants reported two strategies: 

- Doing things in their own way, even though it did not correspond to their instructions. 

The participant who reported this strategy stated that it was “easier to be forgiven than 

to get authorisation at first.” 

- Communicating about their responsibilities with the colleagues from whom they had to 

gain cooperation without any formal authority. 

For this stressor, support from one’s supervisor or management appears to be paramount, 

as are the relationships with one’s colleagues, which help in substituting legitimacy for 

authority. 

 

3.3. Qualitative work underload 

Qualitative work underload is also mostly coped with through negotiation with 

management. However, one strategy specifically applies to this stressor, and it is getting 

engaged in other activities outside or within working hours. This strategy was reported by 

all three participants who had faced qualitative work underload. However, while two of 

them engaged in leisure activities only, the other worked on future career options. It 

appears that the importance of one’s job in one’s career expectations is important in the 

level of strain caused by qualitative underload: the participant who suffered most from this 

stressor considered that his job was part of his career path, while the others saw their jobs 

as temporary positions. 

 

As pointed out above, although reappraising strategies have been reported across all 

stressors, they are partly stressor-specific in the focus they have. The one reappraising 

strategy associated with qualitative underload was that of finding enjoyments in one’s job 

by adapting one’s expectations and one’s goals to the nature of the job. Thus, one 

respondent stated that rather than focusing on the nature of her tasks, she decided to focus 

on how well she managed to perform them. 
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3.4. Role and task ambiguity 

Specific strategies attached to role and task ambiguity issues deal primarily with getting 

access to information, through seeking informational support from one’s colleagues or 

supervisors or through reading existing resources (procedures, books or internet resources). 

Trial and error has also been a common strategy to work out how best to perform a task. 

Other reported strategies have been to create informational resources oneself, either by 

writing a book of procedures while performing one’s tasks, or by writing one’s job 

description before having it validated. The final two specific strategies are avoiding doing 

what is unclear, and making risky decisions. The latter was reported by a participant who 

had management responsibilities. Such a strategy has already been described by Erera-

Weatherley (1996), who focused on managers’ coping with policy ambiguity and 

conflicting expectations.  

 

3.5. Budget cuts and job insecurity 

Budget cuts and job insecurity are mostly addressed through appraising strategies, stepping 

back strategy and appeal to emotional support. Most of these strategies have been 

described above. But because, as stated earlier, budget cuts result not only in fear for one’s 

job but also in fear for losing resources to perform one’s job satisfactorily, some other 

strategies were reported, mostly to anticipate future difficulties raised by the budget cuts. 

They included looking for another job, thinking about counselling resources at hand, and 

avoiding seeking emotional support from colleagues, to prevent any deterioration in the 

working climate. Another strategy was “working around budgets” and trying to find new 

ways of achieving one’s mission. In this example, the participant had management 

responsibilities and was accountable for her department’s budgets. This strategy was the 

only problem-focused strategy associated with budget cuts, which may be because among 

the respondents, B14 is the only one who has authority and responsibility over her team’s 

budgets and objectives. However, whether a higher level of authority is a relevant resource 

to cope with budget cuts is doubtful: in fact, even though it might allow choosing oneself 

how one’s mission is impacted, it also leads to difficult decisions. 
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Job insecurity has often been associated with negative work climate. Negative work 

climate was felt very acutely by respondents who experienced it, and it often led to 

resignation. The only strategy specific to this stressor identified by the respondents was to 

provide emotional support to colleagues affected by job insecurity matters or by the 

perceived unfairness of the management’s decisions. However, as job insecurity led to 

resignation, it might be assumed that all resources related to an efficient job search are 

valued in this case (e.g., a large professional network, and highly sought-after skills). 

 

3.6. Relationship issues 

All the situations characterised by issues in participants’ relationships with their 

supervisors led to a termination of their working contract, either after resignation or after 

dismissal. When ongoing, these situations were addressed through strategies including 

open-hearted discussions with the manager to clear the misunderstanding, or a possible 

appeal to a mediator or any other arbitrating authority. The behaviours used across all 

stressors (seeking emotional support, or stepping back from work) were also reported. 

Emotional support was also sought from counsellors. In cases of conflict with a supervisor, 

the following strategies were adopted: when the problem lay in perceived unethical and 

inappropriate orders, the participant decided not to comply with the orders she received 

and, as for all other stressors related to relationships at work, people facing issues with 

their supervisor sought appraisal support from their colleagues, or their family and friends.  

 

Appeal to a mediator was reported as unhelpful in the one case when it was used. 

However, the case here-mentioned does not fully allow determining when mediation is an 

efficient coping strategy, and does not fully uncover the conditions under which mediation 

is successful. In contrast, arbitration has proved helpful in the one case where it was 

reported. In this case, arbitration was sought after disagreements with management led to 

dismissal. Although the judgement did not help the participant recover her job, getting a 

positive arbitration helped her overcome the stress. Once again, however, this does not 

allow concluding on the conditions under which arbitration is helpful.  

 

Relationships with subordinates, although they reportedly led to significant strain, were 

handled more efficiently, notably through the resort to disciplinary process, the access to 
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training in management, or through open-hearted discussions with subordinates. These 

strategies follow a chronological order. The open-hearted discussion was reported as the 

first step in the attempt to resolve the situation, while appealing to a mediator or beginning 

a disciplinary process appeared to be a second step, selected when discussions had not had 

the desired effect. Another strategy adopted by one of the participants was to offer support 

to the other team members, in order to preserve the quality of her relationship with the 

whole team while addressing the problem with the one subordinate she was in conflict 

with. Sharing responsibilities with other management staff was reportedly helpful, because 

it alleviated one’s sense of responsibility, and because it ensured emotional support from 

colleagues would be available. 

 

Colleagues’ lack of competence and low level of cooperation is also a source of strain. 

Respondents reportedly addressed such issues by supporting their colleagues. This strategy 

was adopted to help colleagues achieve an acceptable level of performance, or to make 

them indebted and hence to improve their future cooperation. Other strategies consisted in 

communicating one’s objectives in order to gain cooperation and have one’s constraints 

taken into account, or to avoid any occasion for cooperation. 

 

Conflicts with clients were mostly addressed by keeping a professional attitude, sticking to 

the company’s procedures and policy, trying to be helpful to the client, and applying stress 

management techniques acquired during professional training sessions. These strategies 

along with appraisal support received from the supervisor have ensured mild to average 

levels of strain. As can be observed, seeking appraisal support is consistently comprised 

among coping strategies relative to conflict. This tends to show that conflict may threaten 

people’s confidence in their management skills and then their self-esteem. 

 

Although most strategies deal directly with the stressor being faced, participants sometimes 

displayed preventive coping strategies, through attempting to protect resources they 

considered were threatened by the stressor. None of these strategies were specifically 

mentioned in the typologies of coping strategies detailed in the preceding chapter. 
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4 PREVENTIVE STRATEGIES 

 

It is interesting to note that participants reported preventive strategies, which did not deal 

directly with the stressors but rather were aimed at avoiding any “collateral damage” on 

valued conditions. The preventive strategies reported in the frame of this project aimed at 

preserving participants’ work-life balance, in case of quantitative work overload, and 

participants’ team cohesion, in case of negative work climate. These strategies took the 

form of “refusing to work extra hours,” for work-life balance preservation, or of 

“supporting colleagues” in order to preserve team morale. We may assume that helping 

others serves other functions, further to protect the team’s cohesion. It may help the 

individual in not focusing on their own problem and then would be a way of leaving the 

problem behind, not feeling alone, realising that others have similar difficulties, and 

feeling valuable, hence protecting one’s self-esteem. This is particularly interesting, 

because these strategies were not dealt with in any of the coping typologies identified in 

the literature. It also illustrates the importance given by people to their work climate, their 

team morale and their work-life balance. 

 

Following Hobfoll’s terminology, these three “resources” are obviously of symbolic value. 

The following section deals more particularly with the resources with instrumental values, 

i.e., those providing people with the means to cope efficiently with stressors. 

 

5 CONCLUSIONS ON RESOURCES 

 

As seen above, some coping strategies are not specific, and consequently the resources 

they use are necessarily relevant across all stressors. However, the existence of stressor-

specific coping strategies suggests that some resources are stressor-specific as well. The 

non stressor-specific coping strategies are appealing to emotional support, stepping back 

from one’s work, and seeking support from one’s supervisor. As a consequence, resources 

that are relevant whatever the stressor are: 

- the availability of emotional support from one’s family and friends; 

- being engaged in regular leisure activities; and 
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- being engaged in one’s family life. 

Support is also sought from counsellors or professional networks. Counselling services 

have not been used as a compensation for a lack of available emotional support but rather 

as a complement. Two out of the three respondents who reported having visited a 

counsellor had access to emotional support as well. Leisure activities are particularly 

important to deal with work qualitative underload, and that leisure has to allow a high 

degree of commitment to help build up a sense of achievement. 

 

The other significant resource applying to all stressors is support from one’s supervisor. 

This has many aspects, each of which is relevant to one or more stressors. A perceived 

inability to achieve one’s work under given deadlines, qualitative work underload, and a 

lack of authority can be solved providing one’s supervisor recognises the efforts and 

achievements of their team, is willing, and has enough authority to reallocate work or 

reallocate authorities. Supervisors are also expected to help out with people’s relationships 

with their colleagues, subordinates, or clients. In the last two cases, appraisal support is the 

main resource sought from supervisors, while in the first, one’s supervisor is more seen as 

the arbitrating authority who can solve relationships issues within the team. The role of 

supervisors is less prominent in case of job insecurity or budget cuts, or in case of negative 

work climate. In addition, supervisors’ support is a significant source of strain, and to 

avoid creating significant strain for their team supervisors are expected not to adopt 

inappropriate behaviour, to take any ethic consideration coming from their team into 

account, to show equanimity, and to give clear and consistent directions and orders. 

 

Having a sufficient amount of authority can act as a substitute for the lack of supervisor 

support. It allows delegating work to colleagues when confronted with quantitative work 

overload, setting oneself one’s responsibilities and role when confronted with task and role 

ambiguity, and gaining colleagues’ cooperation when facing conflicts with colleagues. 

Conversely, the ability to initiate a change in policies and guidelines, and cooperation from 

colleagues are key resources to fight against lack of authority and control. 

 

Appraising strategies are not necessarily associated with specific resources. However, 

respondents often quoted the past stressful experiences they had encountered at work as an 
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input in their appraising. Having already experienced similar situations or, on the contrary, 

reverse situations, reportedly helped them work out their expectations at work. The use of 

experience was particularly reported in cases of job insecurity, budget cuts, and 

quantitative work overload. For example, B6 reported having gone through quantitative 

underload and, because this experience had shown her she preferred busy working 

environments, she had built up resiliency against quantitative work overload. Participants 

who were at the beginning of their career substituted this lack of experience with the 

emotional support from more experienced family members or friends, in order to adjust 

their expectations about their workplace. Participants also used their past stressful 

experience to recognize the pattern of their distress. They used it to recognise the step they 

were at and then to expect immediately that they would calm down and that their distress 

was temporary. 

 

Job insecurity was also coped with more efficiently when participants reported they trusted 

their management and their organisation to do their best to minimise the impact of the 

restructurings on the number of staff, to be transparent, and to offer support for future job 

searches should they make employees redundant.  

The tolerance perceived vis-à-vis errors and mistakes also reportedly helped people be less 

affected by role and task ambiguity, as did an awareness that clients can be offensive when 

they were dealing with conflicts with clients. 

All these resources, because they help building resilience to stressors, constitute resilience 

resources, and are used in the frame of emotion-focused strategies. Some of them relate to 

people’s personal resources (leisure activities, emotional support, level of experience) and 

others are relative to the organisational culture, such as tolerance for mistakes, 

transparency of management etc. 

 

Other resources have been identified, which are mostly stressor-specific. Quantitative work 

overload can be addressed thanks to the availability of a backup in the organisation, to 

whom one’s workload can possibly be transferred. Factors also helpful in avoiding this 

stressor are the use of efficient technologies and processes, a satisfactory level of 

cooperation with one’s colleagues, and colleagues’ performance in their jobs. 
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Role and task ambiguity are coped with through the use of informational resources, 

including detailed policies and procedures, mentoring, training programs upon arrival, and 

access to one’s predecessors. All these resources have been reported by respondents who 

did not experience role and task ambiguity. All these resources can be substituted by 

informational support from one’s supervisor or one’s colleagues, providing information 

providers do have the needed level of information. 

 

The following are resources specific to relationships issues: 

- The access to an arbitrating authority or a mediator. This is particularly relevant for 

relationships with one’s supervisor or subordinates, for in case of a conflict with a 

colleague, it seems usual to appeal to their common supervisor as a mediator. 

- The availability of specific procedures dealing with conflicts management. 

- In case of conflicts with clients, the availability of specific procedures and policies 

justifying one’s behaviours and one’s decisions. These policies are valuable, for they 

discharge people from personal responsibilities in the decision or behaviour which has 

caused clients’ discontentment. 

- Training on conflict management and on management has reportedly helped dealing 

with conflicts generally and, in the case of the latter, with conflicts with subordinates. 

- As stated above, appraisal support from one’s supervisor has been reported as helpful 

in case of conflicts with clients and subordinates. When one is facing conflict with 

his/her supervisor, such appraisal support is mostly sought from colleagues. 

Ultimately, two respondents reported appreciating that sharing responsibilities with other 

management staff was helpful, when conflicts with clients or subordinates arise. 

 

This chapter has identified some valuable resources to deal with specific stressors. The 

table below offers a synthesis of the resources identified in the course of this project. 
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Table 11: Coping resources by stressor 

Stressor Resource 

ALL STRESSORS 

Emotional support from family and friends 

Leisure activities 

Family life 

Instrumental support from supervisor 

High level of experience or access to support from 

experienced people 

Access to counselling 

Job insecurity 

Trust in one's organisation 

Highly sought-after skills 

Good personal network 

Lack of control and authority 

Supervisor’s level of authority 

Cooperation from colleagues 

Tolerance vis-à-vis non-compliance with orders 

Qualitative work underload 
Leisure activities 

Other occupational projects 

Inability to achieve one’s work under given 

deadlines 

Instrumental support from supervisor and supervisor’s level 

of authority 

Authority 

Instrumental support from colleagues and availability of a 

back-up 

Colleagues’ skills and performance in their jobs 

Efficient technologies and processes 

Role clarity 

Relationship with supervisor 
Arbitrating authority or mediator 

Appraisal support from family, friends and colleagues 

Relationship with subordinates 

Shared managerial responsibilities 

Arbitrating authority or mediator 

Organisational procedures and policies 

Access to training 

Appraisal support 

Relationship with colleagues 
Authority 

Instrumental support from supervisor 

Relationship with clients 

Organisational procedures and policies 

Appraisal support from supervisor 

Access to training 

Role and task ambiguity 

Access to training 

Informational support from colleagues and supervisors 

Organisational procedures and policies 

Authority 

Tolerance vis-à-vis mistakes 
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Using a qualitative methodology has proved appropriate given the project’s goal of 

identifying stressor-specific resources. However, as the role of self-esteem in the stress 

process might not be conscious most of the time, this analysis has not allowed determining 

its relevance across situations. Because previous research has shown that the relationship 

between the perceived availability of social support and the received social support is not 

as straightforward as one would expect, it is important to investigate the relationship 

between available social support and social support seeking. 
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 CHAPTER 9: THE SPECIFIC ROLE OF OBSE AND AVAILABLE 

SOCIAL SUPPORT 

 

 

Unsurprisingly, self-esteem was never mentioned during the interviews. Indeed, it may be 

assumed that the role of self-esteem in the stress process is mostly unconscious and cannot 

be captured through interviews. Because perceived available social support and received 

social support do not play the same role in the stress process (Lindorff, 2000), perceived 

available support’s role in the stress mechanism has been investigated further in this study. 

 

1 THE ROLE OF ORGANISATION-BASED SELF-ESTEEM 

 

Self-esteem has been defined as a multidimensional construct which contains different 

constructs, corresponding to different contexts (global self-evaluation, role-specific self-

evaluation and task-specific self-evaluation). This project focuses on “organisation based 

self esteem” (OBSE), a concept first developed by Pierce et al. (1989). OBSE measures to 

what extent people feel “important, meaningful, effectual and worthwhile within their 

employing organization.” (Pierce et al., 1989, p. 625). This construct was designed for 

organisational studies and has been studied as a resource in workplace stress studies.  

 

As seen before, self-esteem has been assumed to have different effects on stress: 

- Self-esteem has been assumed to enhance one’s resilience to stressors in non esteem-

threatening situations (Brockner, 1988). Brockner (1988) assumes that the higher the 

self-esteem, the more sensitive to esteem-threatening situations. 

- Self-esteem has been assumed to impact one’s assessment of available resources. 

- It has also been assumed that people with high self-esteem tend to adopt active coping 

strategies, while people with low self-esteem tend to adopt avoidance coping strategies. 

- People with high self-esteem are also assumed to avoid help-seeking coping strategies, 

contrary to people with low self-esteem. 
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This section tests the impact of OBSE on resilience to stress and on the adoption of help-

seeking strategies. However, the impact of OBSE on respondents’ structure of coping 

(selection of problem-focused vs. emotion-focused strategies) is not tested because, as 

shown above, most participants reported mixed coping strategies. 

 

1.1. OBSE’s Qualification 

Participants’ OBSE has been measured through the questionnaire developed by Pierce et 

al. (1989) and using a five point Likert-scale. Then, the qualification of the OBSE level 

was determined according to the average results reported in the frame of similar studies 

(same questionnaire on a same scale). Five of the identified studies report explicitly 

obtained average results. 

 

Table 12: OBSE’s score reported in literature 

Reference Sample Mean of 

OBSE 
Sample profile Number of 

participants 

Pierce et al., 1989 Summer School teachers 32 2.97 

Employees of mining firms with a variety of 

occupations and skills 

329 3.53 

Automobile Service Club employees, all 

levels and job functions 

469 3.86 

Office employees - all levels 96 3.98 

Evening MBA students with various types of 

jobs 

45 4.05 

Pierce et al., 1993 Every employee of a power systems division 145 3.99 

Hui & Lee, 2000 Employees at a consumer products company 

- random sample, including all levels and all 

jobs 

378 3.99 

Riordan et al., 2001 Newly hired employees of a banking 

institution 

162 3.88 

Heck, Bedeian, & Day, 

2005 

Schoolteachers and their immediate 

supervisors 

300 4.027 
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The weighted average
1
 of these results is 3.86. This suggests that an OBSE below 3.5 can 

be considered low, an OBSE ranging from 3.5 to 4.0 could be qualified as average, and an 

OBSE above 4 could be considered high. 

 

The sample’s OBSE scores range from 3.1 to 5.0, and are distributed as follows: 

Table 13: Distribution of OBSE scores 

 OBSE Score 
TOTAL 

Less than 3.5 3.6to 4.0 More than 4.1 

Number of respondents 5 11 16 32 

 

Because the score 4.0 represents the median and is close to this sample’s average score, 

4.07, and because chi-square tests may not be reliable with the use of three categories due 

to the limited size of the sample, it has been decided to qualify respondents’ OBSE as low 

when ranging from 3.1 to 4.0, and as high when ranging from 4.1 to 5.0. 

 

1.2. Stressors’ qualification 

In the analysis of coping strategies and resources, the following stressors have been 

analysed: perceived inability to deal with one’s workload in the given deadline; role and 

task ambiguity; relationships with one’s supervisor, one’s colleagues, one’s subordinates 

and one’s clients; qualitative work underload; job insecurity; lack of control and authority; 

and budget cuts and uncertainties about the company’s future policy. Below is the analysis 

of whether they should be qualified as esteem-threatening. 

                                                 

1 Weights have been attributed to each study according to their number of participants. 
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Table 14: Qualification of stressors as self-esteem threatening stressors 

Stressor Qualified as Rationale 

Perceived inability to 

deal with one’s 

workload in the given 

deadline 

Esteem-

threatening 

- Respondents have not mentioned their level of confidence 

when talking about this stressor 

- None of them has reported a coping strategy which might be 

aimed at enhancing one’s confidence (i.e., seeking appraisal 

support) 

However, it might reasonably be assumed that feeling unable to 

achieve one’s objectives may threaten people’s self-efficacy, and 

hence their self-esteem. Moreover, this stressor has been associated 

with a perceived lack of support from supervisor, which might be 

esteem-threatening if it is interpreted by respondents as a signal of 

distrust. 

Role and task 

ambiguity 

Esteem-

Threatening 

Some participants have sought appraisal support 

Relationships with 

one’s supervisor 

Esteem-

Threatening 

Some participants have sought appraisal support 

Relationships with 

one’s subordinate 

Esteem-

Threatening 

Some participants have sought appraisal support 

Relationships with 

one’s colleagues 

Esteem-

Threatening 

Some participants have reported strategies aiming at enhancing 

their self-esteem (A3) 

Relationships with 

clients 

Esteem-

Threatening 

Some participants have sought appraisal support 

Negative work 

climate 

Non esteem-

threatening 

- Respondents have not mentioned their level of confidence 

when talking about this stressor; 

- None of them has reported a coping strategy which might be 

aimed at enhancing one’s confidence (i.e., seeking appraisal 

support) 

Qualitative work 

underload 

Esteem-

Threatening 

- None of the respondents has reported a coping strategy which 

might aim at enhancing one’s confidence 

- However, qualitative work underload may be a signal of 

management’s distrust in one’s abilities 

Lack of control and 

authority 

Esteem-

Threatening 

- None of the respondents has reported a coping strategy which 

might be aimed at enhancing one’s confidence 

- However, lack of control and authority may be a signal of 

management’s distrust in one’s abilities 

Job insecurity Esteem-

threatening 

In one instance, job insecurity has been appraised as questioning 

the participant’s added value to his organisation 

Budget cuts and 

uncertainties about 

the company’s future 

policy 

Non esteem-

threatening 

None of the respondents has reported a coping strategy which 

might be aimed at enhancing one’s confidence. 

Budget cuts are not decided because of an individual’s lack of 

performance. 

 

It may be assumed, following Brockner’s behavioural plasticity theory, which postulates 

that OBSE has a negative relationship with strain in case of non-esteem-threatening 

situations, while it has a positive relationship with strain in case of esteem-threatening 

situations (Brockner, 1988), that: 
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- OBSE is negatively associated with the level of strain caused by perceived inability to 

deal with one’s workload under the given deadlines, with negative work climate and 

with budget cuts, which are assumed to be non esteem-threatening stressors; and 

- OBSE is positively correlated with the level of strain caused by all the other stressors, 

which are assumed to be esteem-threatening stressors. 

 

1.3. No relationship is evidenced between strain level and OBSE 

As shown below, the sample’s data do not display any signification relationship between 

OBSE and strain. 

Table 15: Frequency table – OBSE and strain 

 
OBSE 

Total Low High 

Strain level Low 6 9 15 

Average 6 5 11 

High 4 2 6 

Total 16 16 32 

Chi-Square 1.358 Sig. 507 (NS) .  

 

The frequency table shows that, in the sample, people with high self-esteem have a slightly 

lower level of strain than people with low self-esteem. However, as evidenced by the chi-

square test, this difference is not significant and cannot be extrapolated to the whole 

population. According to the resource-matching principle, the lack of relationship between 

OBSE and the level of strain might stem from the fact that OBSE is not a resource relevant 

in all the situations taken into account. 

 

The thirty-two participants who completed the OBSE questionnaire reported forty-three 

stressful situations in their current positions. The table below displays data obtained on 

OBSE and level of stress by stressors. 
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Table 16: Frequency table – OBSE and strain by stressor 

Stressor 

OBSE 

Total Low High 

Inability to achieve one’s 

work under given deadline 

Level of Strain Low 1 1 2 

Average 2 0 2 

High 0 1 1 

Total 3 2 5 

Role and task ambiguity Level of Strain Low 6 4 10 

Average 0 3 3 

High 0 0 0 

Total 6 7 13 

Relationships and working 

climate 

Level of Strain Low 3 2 5 

Average 3 3 6 

High 5 1 6 

Total 11 6 17 

Qualitative work underload Level of Strain Low 0 0 0 

Average 1 0 1 

High 0 0 0 

Total 1 0 1 

Budget cuts Level of Strain Low 1 0 1 

Average 0 1 1 

High 1 0 1 

Total 2 1 3 

Job insecurity Level of Strain Low 0 0 0 

Average 1 0 1 

High 0 0 0 

Total 1 0 1 

Lack of control and authority Level of Strain Low 0 0 0 

Average 0 1 1 

High 2 0 2 

Total 2 1 3 

Total Level of Strain Low 11 7 18 

Average 7 8 15 

High 8 2 10 

Total 26 17 43 

 

For most stressors, no clear relationship appears between OBSE and strain. Data suggest 

however that people with high OBSE are less resilient to role and task ambiguity than 

people with low OBSE, while OBSE would be a valuable resource in the case of 

relationship difficulties at work. However, given the small size of the sample, such a 
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relationship is far from established. If it were, this would mean, again referring to 

Brockner’s behavioural plasticity theory, that role and task ambiguity is esteem-

threatening, while relationship issues are not. Such a statement is clearly at odds with the 

interviews and the reported coping strategies. In fact, appraisal support was looked for in 

cases of conflict, but not in cases of role and task ambiguity. The small sample sizes do not 

allow investigating further the relationship between OBSE and role and task ambiguity 

through a reliable chi-square test, and no reliable conclusion can be drawn from the present 

sample. 

 

1.4. OBSE’s influence on adoption of help-seeking strategies 

Theories of self-esteem do not attribute to the construct only one role in the stress process. 

It is believed that people with low self-esteem tend to adopt more help-seeking strategies 

than people with high self-esteem, partly because low self-esteem people search for others’ 

approval (Brockner, 1988) and also because help-seeking can be esteem-threatening 

(Nadler, 1990). This claim is not supported by the table below. Indeed, results show that 

the higher the OBSE, the more willing people are to seek help.  

 

Table 17: Frequency table OBSE – Help-Seeking 

 
Help Seeking (count) 

TOTAL 
No Yes 

OBSE 
Low 16 10 26 

High 2 15 17 

TOTAL 18 25 43 

Chi-square 10.464 Sig. .001 

 

The chi-square test confirms the existence of such a relationship. This may be explained by 

the fact that OBSE does not have the same effects on people’s behaviours as general self-

esteem, and that help-seeking in the workplace is not generally viewed as threatening one’s 

perceived value as an organisational member, but may instead be a means to asserting 

one’s membership in the organisation. 
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1.5. Conclusion 

Although the same problem did not allow an analysis of the impact of OBSE on people’s 

level of strain for each stressor, it seems that, on the whole, OBSE has no significant 

impact on people’s resilience to strain. This result contradicts Bowling’s finding that 

OBSE is negatively correlated with strain symptoms (Bowling et al., 2010). The arisal of a 

type II error is not excluded. A significant relationship between OBSE and help-seeking 

has also been evidenced, once again in contradiction with research assumptions drawn 

from Nadler’s (1990) and Weiss and Knight’s (1980) conclusions, which may suggest that 

help-seeking in the workplace does not have the same meaning as help-seeking in other 

settings. 

 

2 THE ROLE OF SOCIAL SUPPORT 

 

Social support has undoubtedly been one of the resources most used by respondents. 

However, some researchers have pointed out that the relationship between perceived and 

received social support is not fully understood. While some studies have evidenced that 

received social support was an antecedent of perceived social support (Prati & Pietrantoni, 

2010), others have not evidenced any correlation between the variables (Lindorff, 2000). In 

this study, we will investigate whether perceived social support is linked to seeking social 

support. We assume that perceived social support is positively linked with support seeking 

when social support is a relevant resource to cope with the specific stressful situation. 

 

Overall, the relationship between social support and strain has been studied extensively but 

somewhat inconclusively dealt with. It is generally assumed that there is a negative 

relationship between social support and strain (Viswesvaran et al., 1999). However, the 

main uncertainties lie in the role of social support in the stress process, and whether social 

support has a main effect on strain or on stressors, or a moderating effect on the stressor-

strain relationship. The contradictory conclusions reached so far (Cohen & Wills, 1985; 

Viswesvaran et al., 1999) have been attributed to methodological issues, above all to the 

large scope of social support construct. Authors have suggested distinguishing social 

support by functions (informational, instrumental, emotional and appraisal support) and by 

provider (supervisor, colleagues, family and friends). The questionnaire submitted to the 
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project’s participants distinguished these aspects. Although assumptions about the 

existence of a main or a moderating effect will not be tested, the association between the 

different forms and providers of support will be looked at. 

 

2.1. Relationship between perceived social support and strain 

2.1.1 Social support qualification 

Available social support has been measured through the questionnaire developed by 

Lawrence et al. (2007). Thirty-two participants have completed the questionnaire. One of 

them did not complete all the questions, and some of the scores could not be computed. It 

should be noted that participants of this study reported an average of available social 

support much higher than the average scores reported by Lawrence et al. (2007). 

Table 18: Average of social support score 

Available support General average* Sample average 

Overall 33.72 37.51 

By provider 

Supervisor support 9.98 12.76 

Colleague support 11.85 12.79 

Non-work support 11.89 11.96 

By function 

Emotional support 8.96 9.97 

Informational support 8.07 8.99 

Instrumental support 8.29 9.02 

Appraisal support 8.40 9.57 

*(Lawrence et al., 2007) 

 

Given the distribution of scores (see below) and the averages, social support has been 

qualified as follows: 
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Table 19: Qualification of social support 

Available support Low support High support 

Overall Less than 40 More than 40.1 

By provider 

Supervisor support Less than 12.9 More than 13 

Colleague support Less than 12.9 More than 13 

Non-work support Less than 12.9 More than 13 

By function 

Emotional support Less than 9.9 More than 10 

Informational support Less than 8.9 More than 9 

Instrumental support Less than 9.0 More than 9.1 

Appraisal support Less than 9.33 More than 9.34 

 

Following this classification, respondents’ scores are distributed as follows: 

Table 20: Distribution of social support scores 

Available support Low support High support Total 

Overall 8 23 31
2
 

By provider 

Supervisor support 14 17 31 

Colleague support 16 15 31 

Non-work support 18 13 31 

By function 

Emotional support 9 22 31 

Informational support 13 19 32 

Instrumental support 17 15 32 

Appraisal support 14 18 32 

 

2.1.2. The overall relationship 

The present analysis aims to determine the strength of the relationship between overall 

social support and strain. As shown by the table below, and although the sample size does 

not allow a reliable chi-square test, the overall perceived support is negatively correlated 

with the level of strain. 

 

                                                 

2 Because one of the participants did not answer all the questionnaire’s questions, her score could only be computed for the 
informational, instrumental and appraisal support. 
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Table 21: Frequency table – overall social support and strain 

 
Level strain (count) Total 

Low Average High 

Social support 
Low 3 10 3 16 

High 13 2 0 15 

Total 16 12 3 31 

Chi-square 14.566 Sig. .001
3
 

 

A further analysis of the relationship between social support and individual strain, in which 

all support functions and providers are distinguished, led to the same conclusions, even 

though the sample size does not allow reliable chi-square tests.  

 

                                                 

3More than 20% of cells in this sub-table have expected cell counts less than 5. Chi-square results may be invalid. 
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Table 22: Frequency table – individual social support and strain by functions and providers 

 

Strain level (count) Total 

Low Average High 

Support by functions 

Emotional support 
Low 3 6 2 11 

High 13 6 1 20 

Total 16 12 3 31 

Chi-square 4.336 Sig. .114 (ns) 
 

Appraisal support 
Low 3 8 3 14 

High 13 4 1 18 

Total 16 12 4 32 

Chi-square 8.212 Sig. .016 (ns) 
 

Informational support 
Low 2 8 3 13 

High 14 4 1 19 

Total 16 12 4 32 

Chi-square 10.580 Sig. .005 
 

Instrumental support 
Low 6 8 3 17 

High 10 4 1 15 

Total 16 12 4 32 

Chi-square 3.221 Sig. .200 (ns) 
 

 Support by providers 

Support from supervisor 
Low 3 9 2 14 

High 13 3 1 17 

Total 16 12 3 31 

Chi-square 9.381 Sig. .009 
 

Support from colleagues 
Low 5 8 3 16 

High 11 4 0 15 

Total 16 12 3 31 

Chi-square 6.558 Sig. .038 (ns) 
 

Support from family and friends 
Low 8 8 2 18 

High 8 4 1 13 

Total 16 12 3 31 

Chi-square .883 Sig. .643 (ns) 

 

 

A similar analysis is performed, based on each stressor experience, so that the effect of 

each support function and support provider can be analysed based on its relevance to the 

considered stressor. The thirty-one participants who fully completed the social support 
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questionnaire reported forty-three ongoing stressor experiences, while the one who filled it 

partially reported only one ongoing stressor experience. The table below provides the 

frequency table for each support function and each support provider for all stressors. It is 

followed by frequency tables relating to the stressors to which each function is specifically 

relevant. 

 

Table 23: Frequency table – strain and social support – all stressors 

 
Strain level (count) 

Total 
Low Average High 

Overall social support 
Low 7 16 7 30 

High 10 3 0 13 

Total 17 19 7 43 

 Support by functions 

Emotional support 
Low 2 8 3 13 

High 15 11 4 30 

Total 17 19 7 43 

Appraisal support 
Low 3 13 5 21 

High 14 6 3 23 

Total 17 19 8 44 

Informational support 
Low 3 14 7 24 

High 14 5 1 20 

Total 17 19 8 44 

Instrumental support 
Low 5 14 7 26 

High 12 5 1 18 

Total 17 19 8 44 

  Support by providers 

Support from supervisor 
Low 4 15 4 23 

High 13 4 3 20 

Total 17 19 7 43 

Support from colleagues 
Low 4 14 7 25 

High 13 5 0 18 

Total 17 19 7 43 

Support from family and friends 
Low 7 12 4 23 

High 10 7 3 20 

Total 17 19 7 43 
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Table 24: Frequency table – strain and social support – specific stressors 

 
Strain level (count) 

Total 
Low Average High 

Appraisal support 
Low 3 11 3 17 

High 13 4 2 19 

Total 16 15 5 36 

Informational support 
Low 2 4 0 6 

High 7 1 0 8 

Total 9 5 0 14 

Instrumental support 
Low 4 13 6 23 

High 12 4 1 17 

Total 16 17 7 40 

 

Once again, none of the chi-square tests were reliable because of the low frequency of each 

case. However, the chi-square tests are still an indication of the difference in the strain 

level between people with low and people with high social support, within the considered 

sample. 

 

Table 25: Chi-square test between perceived overall social support and strain 

 All stressors considered Relevant stressors only 

Social support Chi-square Sig. Chi-square Sig. 

Overall social support 11.501 .003* - - 

By support function 

Emotional social support 4.548 .103 - - 

Appraisal social support 10.127 .006 9.635 .008 

Informational social support 15.646 .000* 5.306 .021 

Instrumental social support 10.539 .005* 11.699 .003 

By support provider 

Social support from supervisor 11.121 .004* - - 

Social support from colleagues 15.294 .000* - - 

Social support from family and friends 1.787 .409 - - 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

Although the chi-square tests are not reliable, and the significance data cannot be 

interpreted, it is noticeable that: 
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- the relationship between available social support by functions and strain displayed by 

the sample is higher when all stressors are taken into account than when specific 

stressors are selected, based on the coping strategies used by respondents; 

- emotional support seems to be the function of social support the least related to strain; 

and 

- family and friends seem to be the providers of social support who account least for 

respondents’ resilience to stress. 

 

Although these observations do not necessarily evidence the actual relationships between 

the different variables, they tend to contradict Cohen & Wills (1985), who claimed that: 

- the relationship between available social support and strain is higher if only stressors 

for which social support is needed are taken into account; and 

- emotional support refers to one’s embeddedness in one’s community and might 

therefore account for one’s resilience to strain more efficiently than other types of 

support. 

 

2.2. Link between help-seeking strategies and social support 

Contrary to what was assumed, the collected data do not evidence any significant 

association between available social support and help-seeking strategies: an overall 

analysis, which does not distinguish the functions of the support perceived as available and 

the support used, shows no correlation between both variables. This would mean that 

people will adopt (or not) help-seeking strategies whatever their perception of available 

social support. The chi-square results not being statistically significant means the two 

variables could be deemed independent. Such an analysis can be refined through an 

analysis of the relationship between available social support by functions and help seeking 

behaviours in situations where the considered support has been reported as relevant. It is 

here-considered that a resource is relevant if it has been used at least once to cope with the 

considered stressor. 
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Table 26: Frequency table – social support and help-seeking 

 
Help-seeking 

Total No Yes 

Social support Low 14 16 30 

High 3 10 13 

Total 17 26 43 

Chi-square 2.111 Sig. 0.146 (ns) 

 

Emotional support has been used for all stressors, while appraisal support has been used 

for addressing relationship issues, role and task ambiguity, and perceived inability to 

achieve one’s work in the given deadlines (36 ongoing situations). Informational support 

has only been referred to in role and task ambiguity situations (14 situations). As for 

instrumental support, it has been mentioned in situations of lack of control and authority, 

qualitative work underload, perceived inability to achieve one’s work in the given 

deadlines, relationship issues and role and task ambiguity (40 situations). 

 

Table 27: Frequency table – support and support seeking 

 

Seeking Support (count) TOTAL 

No Yes  

Emotional Support  

Emotional Support 
Low 7 6 13 

High 22 8 30 

 TOTAL 29 14 43 

  Appraisal Support  

Appraisal Support 
Low 13 4 17 

High 17 2 19 

 TOTAL 30 6 36 

 Informational Support  

Informational Support 
Low 1 5 6 

High 1 7 8 

 TOTAL 2 12 14 

 Instrumental Support  

Instrumental Support 
Low 18 15 33 

High 5 2 7 

 TOTAL 23 17 40 
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The analyses of each of these functions and help-seeking in these situations are all 

inconclusive because of the small sample size: the low frequency of variables’ values did 

not allow a reliable interpretation of chi-square test for independence. However, the 

frequency tables suggest that appraisal, instrumental and informational support seeking is 

independent from the perceived levels of available appraisal, instrumental and 

informational support respectively. Such a finding is counter-intuitive: it is worth going 

into more detail to account for some of these results, regarding informational and 

emotional support for example. The following table provides a detailed account of the 

coping strategies and the level of perceived informational support of the participants who 

reported ongoing role and task ambiguity issues: 
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Table 28: Available informational support score and coping strategies – role and task 

ambiguity 

Name Strategy 
Informational support 

Score Qualification
4
 

B12 

- Avoidance 

- Working a book of procedure 

- Asking an extension of responsibilities and control 

- Seeking appraisal and informational support from supervisor 

5.67 Low 

B6 

- Seeking information on the internet/through reading; 

- Seeking informational support from colleagues 

- Trial and error 

6 Low 

B19 
- Trial and error 

- Seeking informational support 
8 Low 

A9 Trial and error 8 Low 

A7 
- Seeking information on the internet/through readings 

- Seeking informational support 
8 Low 

A6 Seeking informational support 8 Low 

B3 Making decisions 9.33 High 

B9 Asking for informational support 9.33 High 

B5 

- Trial and error; 

- Asking colleagues for informational support; 

- Asking supervisor for informational support 

9.67 High 

A11 Asking for informational support 10 High 

A2 Seeking informational support 10.33 High 

A5 
- Asking for informational support 

- Appraising consequences of an error as low 
10.33 High 

B10 
- Seeking informational support 

- Looking for information in procedures 
10.67 High 

A8 
- Trial and error 

- Seeking informational support 
11.67 High 

 

The table above shows that, contrary to expectations, people with low perceived available 

informational support tend to seek informational support as much as people with high 

perceived level of informational support. Such a finding may result from the fact that either 

people with a low perceived informational support seek social support when they do not 

have access to any other source of information, or the informational support they received 

has proved less helpful than other sources of information (e.g., procedures or trial and 

                                                 

4 Qualification has been based on a comparison between participants’ individual scores and the average score reported by Lawrence et 
al. (2007), based on a survey with 268 participants. The average score for informational support was then 8.07. 
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error). This lowers their perception of available informational support. For example, B6 

and A7 report resolving their task and role ambiguity issues predominantly from readings.  

 

As A6 does not use any other source of information, she might only have access to 

informational support as a source of information. The apparent contradiction between her 

informational support score and her coping behaviours might also stem from the scope of 

the used social support questionnaire. When she faces task ambiguity, she seeks 

information outside her department, while in the meantime she reports low levels of 

cooperation in her department. Her questionnaire on social support might reflect the 

support she receives in her team and not outside the team.  

 

As for B19, his role ambiguity issues consist in unclear orders. Although he reportedly 

sometimes asked his order providers for more specifications, he says that working out from 

their unclear orders what his order providers wish is part of his role. He then considers that 

it is part of his role to propose a draft project and work out, from the reactions of his 

“clients,” what they truly expect. 

 

Consequently, the apparent lack of relationship between perceived available support and 

support-seeking behaviours might stem from the following: 

- No other relevant resource is available, and then help-seeking behaviours are adopted 

without regard to perceived available support. 

- Other resources have proved more appropriate, and then the outcome of help-seeking 

has caused a decrease in perceived available support. 

- Although support is perceived available, help-seeking might appear inappropriate 

under the circumstances. 

 

Emotional support seeking is more frequent among people with low perceived available 

emotional support. This last statement is counter-intuitive. It may be attributed to a 

specificity of the sample. Indeed, the small size of the sample does not allow a reliable chi-

square test. However, as it has been seen that emotion-focused strategies were mainly 

linked to high strain level, and that problem-focused strategies were mainly linked to low 
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strain level, it may be assumed that people, whatever the level of emotional support 

available to them, do not appeal to emotional support when their level of strain is low. 

 

The following frequency table displays the relationship between emotional support seeking 

and perceived available emotional support, across all levels of strain. Again, no chi-square 

test on these relationships is reliable due to the small sample. However, no relationship is 

indicated between the level of perceived emotional support and emotional support seeking 

in this sample. 

 

Table 29: Perceived available emotional support and emotional support seeking 

Level of Strain 
Emotional Support Seeking 

Total 
No Yes 

Low Emotional support Low 1 1 2 

High 14 1 15 

Total 15 2 17 

Average Emotional support Low 4 4 8 

High 7 4 11 

Total 11 8 19 

High Emotional support Low 2 1 3 

High 1 3 4 

Total 3 4 7 

Total Emotional support Low 7 6 13 

High 22 8 30 

Total 29 14 43 

 

An additional possible explanation for the negative relationship between perceived 

available emotional support and emotional support seeking may lie in the fact that 

perceived available emotional support may also reflect people’s sense of embeddedness. 

Following Cohen and Wills’ (1985) analysis, such sense of embeddedness may enhance 

people’s resilience to stress without any further help-seeking behaviour. 

 

In conclusion, although the sample displays a negligible or non-existent association 

between help-seeking behaviours and perceived availability of social support, the non-

existence of such an association is not established, because of the small sample size. 
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2.3. Social support and OBSE 

The following analysis is based on the reports of twenty-nine participants. Although thirty-

two participants out of the thirty-four interviewed completed the OBSE questionnaire, and 

thirty-two participants completed the social support questionnaires, only twenty-nine 

participants completed both. 

 

Table 30: Frequency Table – OBSE and Social Support 

 
OBSE (count) 

Total 
Low High 

Social support 
Low 10 4 14 

High 5 10 15 

Total 15 14 29 

Chi-square 4.209 Sig. .040 (ns) 
 

Support from supervisor 
Low 6 6 12 

High 9 8 17 

Total 15 14 29 

Chi-square .024 Sig. .876 (ns) 
 

Support from colleagues 
Low 7 7 14 

High 8 7 15 

Total 15 14 29 

Chi-square .032 Sig. .858 (ns) 
 

Support from family and friends 
Low 10 7 17 

High 5 7 12 

Total 15 14 29 

Chi-square .029 Sig. .362 (ns) 

 

OBSE and social support at work have been shown to be correlated (Bowling et al., 2004). 

Because OBSE relates to the workplace and is assumed to be fuelled by appraisal from 

supervisor and colleagues, we might assume that the correlation between OBSE and 

support from supervisors and colleagues is stronger than the correlation between OBSE 

and social support as a whole. Such an assumption is not supported by the collected data. 

They evidence a weak and non-significant relationship between social support and OBSE, 

and the relationship between OBSE and support from supervisor or colleagues does not 
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appear stronger than the relationship between OBSE and overall social support. Such a 

result is difficult to interpret. 
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 CHAPTER 10: DISCUSSION 

 

 

The study’s results first back Cooper et al.’s (2001) and Oakland and Ostell’s (1996) claim 

that coping is a complex process, and that any study of coping should embrace the dynamic 

of the process and the nature of the adopted behaviours, as well as their meaning and their 

aim. The present study has evidenced that the sequence of coping behaviours might inform 

the meaning and the expected consequences of some behaviours. For example, in cases of 

conflict with subordinates, enacting disciplinary processes as a coping behaviour has 

reportedly threatened the working climate within the team, then representing another 

stressor, which might necessitate a response. In fact, it appears that respondents chose to 

enact disciplinary policies if and only if open-hearted discussions and interpersonal 

negotiations had failed, because they expected that disciplinary processes came at a cost.  

 

Moreover, it has been shown that the same behaviour may not have the same meaning, 

depending on the circumstances. Engaging in leisure activities, for instance, has been 

shown not to have the same meaning or the same aim if a response to quantitative work 

overload or qualitative work underload. In the former example, engaging in leisure 

activities aims at switching off from work, while in the latter it aims at finding a sense of 

achievement outside the work setting. 

 

Lastly, following Hobfoll (1989), this study has evidenced the adoption of preventive or 

proactive strategies, which aim to protect resources perceived as threatened by the 

encountered stressors. Such strategies were not identified in the coping questionnaires 

developed by Latack (1986) and Dewe and Guest (1990). Analysing these proactive 

strategies has evidenced some of the expected consequences associated with specific work 

stressors: quantitative work overload is perceived as threatening one’s work-life balance, 

whereas conflicts at work or negative work climate are felt as threatening one’s team’s 

morale. 
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The same level of complexity applies to resources. Indeed, while research has so far 

focused on a small set of generic resources, such as task variety, autonomy, authority, 

support, role clarity or access to information (Bentley et al., 2009; Demerouti et al., 2001; 

Xanthopoulou et al., 2007), the present study showed that although these resources are 

indeed relevant, most of them are relevant in specific situations only, or under specific 

conditions, and that they might not be sought after for the same reasons, depending on the 

situation. For example: 

- Although support from one’s colleagues is sought in a variety of situations, such as a 

lack of authority, a perceived inability to achieve one’s work under given deadlines, or 

conflict with one’s supervisor, the nature of the help sought differs across these 

situations. In the first case, people seek recognition of their legitimacy from their 

colleagues, while in the second they seek a more efficient division of the workload. As 

for conflicts with supervisors and negative work climate, they were the only situations 

where emotional support from colleagues was sought. 

- Policies and procedures were reported as relevant for coping with role and task 

ambiguity and conflicts with subordinates or a client, but the information sought in 

these procedures differed depending on the situations. In the first case, people looked 

for more information about their objectives and also the steps of the processes they 

were involved in, while in the second case what were sought were clear guidelines as to 

how to manage conflicts within the organisation. In the case of conflict with a client, a 

description of the organisation’s policies and commitments was reported as relevant. 

The same applies to training programs, which constitute resources if and only if their 

content is relevant to the employees’ needs. 

In addition, some relationships between resources have been isolated. For example, it has 

appeared that cooperation from colleagues could be a substitute for a lack of authority or 

that, in cases of quantitative work overload, authority could substitute for a lack of 

supervisory support. 

 

The conditions under which each identified resource is adequate have not been 

systematically uncovered in this study. For example, it is clear that, in cases of quantitative 

work overload, one of the conditions for supervisory support to be efficient is that one’s 

supervisor has a sufficient amount of authority. However, when it comes to conflict issues, 
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appealing to mediation has given inconsistent results, and no information has been 

obtained over the conditions under which conflict mediation is efficient. Bultena, Ramser 

& Tilker (2010) claim that the conditions for a successful mediation lie in participants’ 

mindsets. This resource is valuable if and only if the two conflicting parties are determined 

to find an agreement. 

 

Research over the conditions ensuring the adequacy of resources is needed: for example, it 

has appeared, from the number of reported resignations and the reported level of strain, 

that the acutest reported stressors relate to relationships at work (and mainly with one’s 

supervisor), and to one’s ability to achieve one’s work under given deadlines. Each of 

these stressors has been associated with specific resources, and most participants have 

mobilised at least one of these resources to cope with these stressors. These data tend to 

show that overall people are not endowed with adequate resources to cope with the arisal 

of conflicts with management, or quantitative work overload. In contrast, they have been 

proved well-prepared to cope with role and task ambiguity issues, which were reported as 

mildly stressful and efficiently addressed by pure problem-focused strategy. This tends to 

show that, as claimed by Mazzola et al. (2011), the emphasis researchers have put on role 

ambiguity does not reflect the actual prevalence of the stressors in today’s organisations. 

 

The results of the qualitative analysis have had two other major outcomes: they have 

allowed the identification of resources used only at the appraising stage of the stress 

process, and they have also emphasised the importance of support from one’s supervisor as 

a resource against stress. Participants have referred to resources which, even though they 

were not strictly speaking operational, helped them cope with stressors. For example, 

participants reported that when making the decision to enter a disciplinary process, sharing 

management responsibilities was helpful, for they did not feel alone and solely responsible 

for the disciplinary action. In the same way, referring to past experiences of stressor or 

strain, or having access to more experienced friends or relatives to help them appraise the 

seriousness of the situation, was explicitly reported as helping them appraise a situation 

when these resources were not operational in themselves. These data were interesting 

insofar as they tended to contradict Hobfoll (1989 and 2001), who attributed the adoption 

of these strategies to a lack of resources instead of to access to specific resources. 
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The importance of supervisory support and its particular relevance to mitigate occupational 

stress has already been claimed by several researchers (Cooper et al., 2001; Fenlason & 

Beehr, 1994; Greenglass, 1993). The present study has shown that this claim was well-

founded and that supervisory support was one of the few resources sought across all 

stressors. However, the nature of the sought support differs from one situation to another, 

and supervisory support is adequate under specific conditions only, relating to the 

supervisor’s level of authority and level of competency. 

 

If the qualitative analysis is mostly consistent with previous research, while going into 

deeper detail in the review of resources, the quantitative analysis investigating the role of 

social support and of OBSE has been inconsistent with previous findings. First of all, no 

significant relationship has been evidenced between OBSE and strain, contrary to what 

was claimed by Bowling et al (2004). The relationship remained insignificant when 

specific stressors were isolated, and the calculated chi-square test failed to be reliable 

because of the small sample size. As a consequence, Brockner’s (1988) assumption that the 

role of self-esteem might depend upon the esteem-threatening aspect of the encountered 

situation has not been successfully tested. No conclusion has been reached on the 

possibility that the role of OBSE in the stress process differs from one stressor to another. 

Moreover, OBSE has been found positively related to help-seeking behaviours, while 

Nadler (1990) assumed a reverse relationship due to the esteem-threatening aspect of help-

seeking behaviours. This inconsistent finding calls for more research to determine whether 

help-seeking might, under some conditions, be esteem-enhancing. 

 

Although social support was indeed significantly related to strain, the data have not 

supported the assumption that such relationship would be stronger if only the relevant 

functions and providers were taken into account. This might be due to the high correlation 

between these different constructs or to the characteristics of the sample, as its size did not 

allow reliable chi-square tests. 

 

In addition, and in contradiction with the general assumption that help-seeking behaviours 

depend on the perceived availability of social support, which is consistent with Lazarus’ 
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model of stress, perceived support and help-seeking behaviours have appeared 

independent, even when support functions and support providers were isolated. This, along 

with the more detailed analysis of the interviews, shows that help-seeking depends not only 

on the perceived availability of support but also on the availability of other relevant 

resources, and on the desirability of help-seeking behaviours. This shows that the 

relationship between resources and coping cannot be based on the analysis of a few 

resources or behaviours but rather must take into account and embrace the overall 

situation. Besides, as advocated by Beehr et al. (2010), behaviours’ desirability has also to 

be analysed to account for coping. 

 

Before concluding this study, its limitations have to be acknowledged. 
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 CHAPTER 11: LIMITATIONS 

 

The main limitations of the present study lie in the interview process itself. Among the few 

assumptions on which the present study has been based are that participants recognise and 

are aware of all the mechanisms they have adopted to cope with stressors, and that all 

attempts to deal with the stressors are relevant. 

 

The inefficiency of some coping strategies has mostly been attributed to “resource 

inadequacy,” i.e., an insufficient level of the adequate resource. Such a view is supported 

by Oakland and Ostell (1996). For example, the inefficiency of mediating efforts has been 

attributed to the fact that the mediator was biased, and the failure of open-hearted 

discussions to resolve conflicts was attributed to a lack of cooperation from those 

participants were in conflict with. The assumption that inefficient coping strategies were so 

because they were irrelevant has not been explored. 

 

In addition to that, further to the identification of relevant resources, a study of the 

conditions under which these resources are indeed adequate to deal with stressors that may 

arise is needed. Access to policies and procedures has been shown to be a valuable 

resource in case of role and task ambiguity and in case of conflict, either with a client or 

with a subordinate. However, previous studies have shown that although procedures are 

beneficial to individuals, formalization could also contribute to the stress (Cooper et al., 

2001). It seems then that detailed procedures are valuable under some specific conditions, 

and that their role in employees’ well-being depends partially on their content, which 

should be evaluated. 

 

Furthermore, the present study cannot pretend to the identification of all strategies and 

resources relevant to each of the considered stressors. Firstly, participants may not have 

mentioned all coping strategies, and may have focused on socially acceptable behaviours 

and/or efficient coping behaviours. Or, they might have overlooked some coping 

behaviours because they were not aware of having used them. Indeed, “because coping 

may not be a fully conscious process, self-reports are liable to errors, omission and 
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distortion” (Dewe & Guest, 1990, p. 136). This tends to be confirmed by the fact that, 

while research has extensively dealt with the role of personality traits in the stress process 

as personal resources, no participant mentioned their own personality as a resource. 

Another of the factors which might have caused distorted reports is the time scale. While 

all participants were asked to report the stressor they were experiencing at the time of the 

interview (if any), they were also asked to report the acutest stress they had experienced in 

their workplace, without any instruction on the time scale. This has created the risk of loss 

of information about their coping strategies. However, this was compensated by a more 

balanced and dispassionate view of events (Dewe & Guest, 1990). 

 

Although the frequency of coping behaviours associated to a specific stressor has been 

reported and analysed, the small number of reported stressor experiences for some 

stressors prevents any conclusion over the actual frequency of each coping strategy in 

response to the considered stressor (Mazzola et al., 2011). Only three cases of job 

insecurity, of budget cuts and of qualitative work underload were reported. 

 

The analysis of the role of perceived social support and OBSE in the stress process has also 

suffered from some limitations, the most important of which is the small sample size. 

Because of it, most independency tests failed to be reliable, and hence the existence of 

relationships between the analysed variables has not been ascertained in most cases. 

Moreover, the questionnaires on social support were filled in after the interviews, and 

social support scores may have been influenced by the interviews. However, the absence of 

any relationship between perceived social support scores and help-seeking behaviours 

reported during interviews tends to show that participants were not influenced by the 

interview when filling out the social support questionnaire. 

 

Despite these limitations, the present study has reached some conclusions, which are 

presented below. 
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 CONCLUSION 

 

The present study responds to a call for more qualitative research on workplace stress 

(Cooper et al., 2001; Mazzola et al., 2011). Although Mazzola et al. (2011) claim that 

qualitative studies have so far failed to determine what coping strategies are most 

frequently used for a specific type of stressor, because of the small number of participants 

generally involved in these projects, this study represents a first step in identifying the 

coping strategies specific to stressors and the resources relevant to specific stressor. 

 

This study highlights the fact that, although employees adapt their coping strategy to the 

context, some strategies are constantly reported across all stressors. Those consist not only 

in emotion-focused strategies, such as seeking emotional support or switching off from 

work, but also in problem-focused strategy, namely appealing to one’s supervisor. Such a 

large use of supervisor support shows that employees tend to set high expectations on their 

supervisor. More generally, it appears that relationships at work are highly valued, as 

shown by the reported frequency and acuteness of stressors related to these relationships. 

Besides, the quality of working relationships, along with the work-life balance, are the only 

resources preserved specifically through preventive strategies. 

 

In addition to these non-stressor-specific strategies, interviews have allowed the 

identification of strategies specific to each stressor, and the identification of resources 

specifically relevant to some of the considered stressors. A first analysis has been made to 

determine what relationship might exist between resources, mostly what resources might 

be substitute for others. All these findings will need to be confirmed in a larger study. 

 

As for the role of OBSE and perceived social support, most statistical analyses have been 

inconclusive. The few conclusions reached are counterintuitive and difficult to interpret. 

They include the conclusion that OBSE has no significant relationship with people’s level 

of strain, and that the relationship between OBSE and social support is not stronger when 

the support provider is the supervisor or colleagues than when the support provider is a 

relative or a friend. Moreover, OBSE has been shown to be positively related to help-
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seeking behaviours, in contrast to such researchers as Nadler (1990), who have claimed 

that people with high self-esteem tend to seek less help from others, as this behaviour 

might be esteem-threatening. This may need further investigation of the conditions under 

which help-seeking is or is not esteem-threatening, as it may indicate that support seeking 

is not necessarily esteem-threatening. 
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 APPENDIX 1: QUESTIONNAIRES 

 

Questionnaire 1 – Organisation-Based Self-Esteem 

Please, indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements: 

 1 - Strongly disagree 

2 - Disagree 

3 - Neither agree nor disagree 

4 - Agree 

5 - Strongly agree 

 

I COUNT around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am TAKEN SERIOUSLY around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

There is FAITH IN ME around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am TRUSTED around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am HELPFUL around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am a VALUABLE PART OF THIS PLACE 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am EFFICIENT around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am an IMPORTANT PART OF THIS PLACE 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I MAKE A DIFFERENCE around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 

I am COOPERATIVE around here 1: � 2: � 3: � 4: � 5: � 
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Questionnaire 2 – Social Support 

The following questions ask about the reliability of various people in providing you with support when you experience problem at work. 

Please respond to each question by circling a number from the rating scale below in all three columns. In this way for each question, you will 

rate separately your direct supervisor, your work colleagues and your partner/family/friends. 

1 = Not at all 2 = A little 3 = Some-what 4 = Very much 

How much can you rely on your... 

 Direct supervisor Work colleagues 
Non work 

(partner/family/friends) 

... to share their experiences of a work problem similar to yours? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to reassure you about your ability to deal with your work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to listen to you when you need to talk about work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

.... to help you evaluate your attitudes and feelings about your work-related 

problems? 

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to give you practical assistance when you experience work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to help you feel better when you experience work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to suggest ways to find out more about a work situation that is causing you 

problems? 

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to be sympathetic and understanding about your work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to help when things get tough at work? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to acknowledge your efforts to resolve your work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to spend time helping you resolve your work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 

... to provide information which helps to clarify your work-related problems? 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 
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 APPENDIX 2: STRUCTURE OF COPING 

Table 1: Situations addressed by problem-focused strategies 

Respondent Stressor Level of stress Coping strategy 

B19 Quantitative Work 

Overload 

Low 

“He left his job because he wanted to go back to New Zealand and not because he 

disliked it.” 

Working extra hours 

B16 Task Conflict Low 

“He says that he does not stress because, though he sometimes thinks about work outside 

of work, he does not worry about it.” 

Prioritizing 

B9 Task Ambiguity Low 

“She says that she really likes her job” 

Asking for informational support 

B10 Task Ambiguity Low 

“She likes working with the library” 

- Asking for informational 

support; 

- Looking for information in 

procedures 

B5 Task Ambiguity Low 

“She loves her job” 

- Trial and error; 

- Asking colleagues for 

informational support; 

- Asking supervisor for 

informational support 

A8 Role and Task 

Ambiguity 

Average 

“It was a little bit stressful” 

- Trial and error; 

- Writing procedures 

B19 Task Ambiguity Average 

“He does not feel that his job is stressful.” “What makes him ‘feel like a number’” 

- Trial and error;  

- Asking more specifications 

A6 Task Ambiguity Low 

A6 does feel stressed, but the role and task ambiguity issues are not those which worry 

her. 

Asking for informational support 
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Table 2: Situations addressed by emotion-focused strategies 

Respondent Stressor Level of stress Coping strategy 

B11 Time pressure 

Lack of performance  

High 

“She did experience significant stress in her previous 

role” “She never really turned off from all that” 

- Switching off from work outside working hours 

- Not talking about work outside work; 

- Emotional support from colleagues 

- Resigned 

A7 Lack of control and authority Average 

“A does not have much of these problems, and it is a 

healthy workplace where people are not required to 

show off by working long hours etc. However, she 

does report to feel angry at the obligation of” 

- Seeking emotional support from supervisors, colleagues 

and family 

- Switching off while at home 

A8 Job insecurity Average 

“She only reports ‘a little bit of stress’” 

- Accepting the situation as a situation beyond her control 

- Switching off from work 

- Not giving too much importance to her job 

- Seeking emotional support 

- Understanding the management's position 

- Supporting colleagues 

- Keep working 

A4 Job insecurity High 

“found emotionally difficult” 

- Understanding the need for a restructuring 

- Appraising the restructuring as an opportunity 

- Supporting colleagues 

- Focusing on work 

- Seeking emotional support 

- Switching off from work 

- Taking time off 

- Resigning 
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Respondent Stressor Level of stress Coping strategy 

B17 Job Insecurity High - Practising sports 

- Resigning 

B2 Relationships with supervisor High 

“She hated this job” 

- Detaching from one's job 

- Resigning 

B4 Relationships with supervisors Very high 

“a little bit burnt out” 

- Getting informational support from colleagues 

- Getting emotional and appraisal support 

B1 Relationship with supervisor High 

“This position was very stressful and she had rashes 

because of stress.” 

- Getting emotional support from family and colleagues 

- Resigning 

B1 Relationship with clients Low 

“she does not worry too much” 

- Not taking things personally 

- Using stress management techniques learnt during a 

training session 

- Seeking emotional support through training 

- Seeking appraisal support from supervisor 

B3 Negative work climate High 

“She found all that very demoralizing” 

- Resigning 

- Seeking emotional support from colleagues 

A6 Negative work climate High 

“she feels that she does not fit with her workplace’s 

culture” 

- Not dwelling on past events 

- Seeking emotional support 

B17 Negative work climate High - Practising sports 

- Resigning 

B9 Budget cuts and uncertainties 

about future company’s policies 

Low 

“She says that she really likes her job” 

- Appraise rumours as being unlikely 

- Appraise her job as necessary 
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Respondent Stressor Level of stress Coping strategy 

B17 Budget cuts and uncertainties 

about future company’s policies 

High - Emotional support from family and friend 

- Not seeking emotional support from colleagues 

- Appraising dismissal as unlikely 

- Looking for another job 
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 APPENDIX 3: COPING STRATEGIES BY STRESSORS 

 

 

Table 1: Coping strategies – inability to achieve one’s work under given timeline 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases
1
 

Working extra hours Deals directly with the situation 

 

8 

Managing time efficiently 1 

Asking colleagues for instrumental support 2 

Prioritizing 4 

Delegating 2 

Seeking instrumental help from supervisor - Deals directly with the situation: 

- Having one’s workload reallocated to other 

colleagues, or through recruitments, or 

through redefinition of priorities 

4 

Communication to supervisor - Deals directly with the situation 

- Letting one’s supervisor know the work 

cannot be done under existing timeline 

1 

Taking problem one bit at a time Facilitating direct action by reducing anxiety 

and panic 

1 

Anticipating Action enabling one to deal with the problem 

more effectively in the future 

1 

Refusing to work extra hours - Attempting not to create new expectations 

- Protecting one’s work-life balance 

- “Symptom management strategies” 

3 

Switching off from work (through leisure 

activities/family life/the refusal to seek 

emotional support outside work) 

Protecting oneself against the consequences of 

the situation (“symptom management strategy”) 

8 

Seeking emotional support from colleagues 

or family 

- Unburdening to others; 

- Getting help in appraising the situation 

5 

Going to the doctor Symptom management strategy 1 

Taking breaks during the day Leaving the problem 2 

Accepting the situation Passive attempts to tolerate the effect 2 

Taking days off Escapism 1 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 6 

 

                                                 

1 The number of cases displays the number of respondents having adopted the considered behaviours among those who reported this 

stressor. Insofar as participants adopted several coping behaviours at the same time, the total of this column cannot equal the number of 
situations associated with this stressor. 
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Table 2: Coping strategies – lack of control and authority 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Negotiating with management - Dealing directly with the situation 

- Asking an extension of authority 

1 

Asking for instrumental support 

from supervisor 

- Dealing directly with the situation 

- Asking supervisor to use his authority to get the things 

done 

1 

Doing things in one’s own way - Dealing directly with the situation 

- Taking the needed authority 

1 

Communicating about one’s role 

and responsibilities 

Dealing directly with the situation 1 

Seeking emotional support - Unburdening to others 

- Seeking sympathy 

- Having a sense of not being the only one facing the 

problem 

3 

Switching off from work Protecting oneself against the consequences of the situation 

(“symptom management strategy”) 

3 

Not dwelling on past events 2 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 1 

 

 

Table 3: Coping strategies – job insecurity 

Coping strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Appraising the situation as an opportunity Reappraising strategy 1 

Not giving too much importance to one’s job Reappraising strategy 1 

Understanding management’s decisions and 

behaviour 

Reappraising strategy 2 

Seeking emotional support Sympathy, help in rationalizing and in 

switching off 

2 

Switching off from work Leaving the problem 3 

Focusing on one’s work Leaving the problem 2 

Supporting one’s colleagues Preventing subsequent repercussions 2 

Accepting the situation Symptom management strategy 1 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 2 

Taking time off Recovery 1 
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Table 4: Coping strategies – budget cuts and uncertainty about company’s policy 

Coping strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Working around budget cuts Dealing directly with the problem 1 

Looking for another job Eliminating the problem 1 

Appraising dismissal and rumoured 

changes as unlikely to happen 

Appraising strategy 3 

Seeking emotional support 

From family and friends; 

From colleagues 

- Unburdening to others 

- Switching off for work 

- Playing down the significance of the event 

2 

Not seeking emotional support from 

colleagues 

- Protecting one’s peace of mind 

- Protecting one’s relationship with one’s 

colleagues 

1 

Switching off from work Stress Symptom Management - Leaving the problem 1 

Accepting the situation Stress Symptom Management 1 

Thinking about resources at hand 

(counselling) 

Stress Symptom Management - Planning next steps in 

case of unmanageable stress 

1 

 

Table 5: Coping strategies – qualitative work underload 

Coping strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Communicating and negotiating with 

management 

- Deals directly with situation 

- Attempt to “enrich” one’s position 

1 

Appealing to a mediator - Deals directly with situation 

- Attempt to facilitate negotiations with management 

1 

Identifying other sources of satisfaction 

in one’s work 

Cognitive reappraisal 1 

Getting engaged in other activities 

within working hours 

Symptom management activity 1 

Getting engaged in other activities 

outside working hours 

Symptom management activity 2 

Seeking emotional support Getting sympathy and advice about possible coping 

strategies 

1 

Going to the doctor Taking some action enabling one to deal with the 

problem more effectively in the future 

1 

Switching off from work Symptom management activity 1 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 1 
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Table 6: Coping strategies – role and task ambiguity 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Setting oneself one’s responsibilities Deals directly with the situation 2 

Trial and Error 5 

Making risky decision 1 

Seeking informational support 12 

- from supervisor/instruction-giver 3 

- from colleagues 8 

- from family and friends 1 

Seeking information through 

reading/internet/procedures 

3 

Drafting a book of procedures Enable dealing with the problem more effectively in 

the future 

2 

Asking an extension of authority to one’s 

supervisor 

1 

Seeking emotional support from family 

and colleagues 

Unburdening to other (family, friends, colleagues) 3 

Taking time off during working hours Leaving the problem 2 

Leaving work early 1 

Avoiding doing what is unclear Eliminating the problem 1 

Switching off from work when back home Protecting oneself against the consequences of the 

situation (“symptom management strategy”) 

1 

Appraising consequences of an error as 

low 

Reducing anxiety and panic through rationalisation 2 

Seeking appraisal support from supervisor 1 
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Table 7: Coping strategies – relationship issues with the supervisor 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Appeal to an arbitrating authority (mediator, court, 

higher management, HR) 

Dealing directly with a situation perceived as 

unfair 

3 

Open-hearted discussion with one’s supervisor Dealing directly with the situation 3 

Seeking informational support from colleagues Compensating lack from supervisor 1 

Applying to one’s supervisor’s position 1 

Supporting colleagues - Brainstorming with colleagues to deal 

with their supervisor 

- Protecting team’s cohesion 

1 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 5 

Not complying with orders Dealing directly with the situation 1 

Seeking emotional support - Symptom management strategy: 

- Getting help in appraising the situation 

- Getting sympathy 

6 

Using counselling services - Symptom management strategy 

- Getting help in appraising the situation 

- Getting help in identifying possible 

coping strategies 

3 

Switching off from work through leisure activities Symptom management strategy 2 

Taking time off Symptom management strategy 1 

Seeking appraisal support Symptom management strategy 2 

 

Table 8: Coping strategies – relationships with subordinates 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Appeal to an arbitrating authority (mediator, 

court, higher management, HR) 

Dealing directly with the situation 1 

Open-hearted discussion with one’s 

subordinates 

Dealing directly with the situation 2 

Following disciplinary process Dealing directly with the situation – avoiding 

responsibility and personal handling of the 

conflict 

1 

Attending training in management Preparing against further conflicts 1 

Supporting other subordinates (team building 

activities etc.) 

Preventing any effect of the conflict on the 

team’s cohesion 

1 

Seeking emotional support Symptom management strategy 2 

Switching off from work through leisure 

activities and through avoidance of emotional 

support 

Symptom management strategy 2 

Seeking appraisal support Symptom management strategy 1 

Not taking things personally Reappraising 1 
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Table 9: Coping strategies – relationships with colleagues 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Giving support to colleagues - Preventing similar situations to occur in the 

future by: 

- Gaining colleagues’ cooperation 

- Helping colleagues improve their performance 

2 

Implementing an “audit process” to 

identify the sources of colleagues’ 

difficulties 

Preventing similar situations occurring in the future 1 

Communicating on one’s objectives Gaining colleagues’ cooperation  1 

Asking supervisor for instrumental 

support 

Gaining colleagues’ cooperation 1 

Not asking supervisor for support Seen as useless as supervisor perceived as not having 

the sufficient authority to deal with the situation 

efficiently 

1 

Avoiding situations where cooperation is 

needed 

Avoidance 1 

Seeking emotional support Unburdening to others 3 

Accepting the situation Stress Symptom Management 2 

Rationalizing Stress Symptom Management 1 

Not dwelling on past events Stress Symptom Management 1 

 

Table 10: Coping strategies – interpersonal conflicts with colleagues 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Open-hearted discussion with 

colleagues 

Resolving conflict 1 

Not seeking support from colleagues 

or supervisor 

Preventing further issues 2 

Emotional support - Not feeling alone in one’s situation 

- Receiving sympathy 

- Being advised on coping behaviours and stress 

management techniques 

2 

Counselling - Rationalising 

- Being advised on coping behaviours 

1 

Asking supervisor for instrumental 

support  

- Seeking an arbitration 

- Asking to avoid relations with colleague 

2 

Seeking explanation / Rationalising Stress symptom management 1 

Accepting the situation Stress symptom management 1 
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Table 11: Coping strategies – relationships with clients 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Keeping professional behaviour Preventing any further development in the 

argument 

1 

Being helpful to the client Building a trusting relationship with the client 1 

Following the procedures in case of 

disagreement/conflict 

Avoiding responsibility over the way the 

situation is dealt with 

2 

Not taking things personally Not feeling responsible for the situation 2 

Seeking emotional support - Feeling that other people encounter the 

same problems 

- Receiving sympathy 

3 

Asking supervisor for appraisal support Having feedback on the way one has dealt with 

the situation 

1 

Applying stress management techniques Stress symptom management 1 

 

Table 12: Coping strategies – negative work climate 

Strategy Objective # of 

cases 

Supporting colleagues Protecting or improving team’s cohesion 2 

Focusing on work Leaving the problem 1 

Switching off from work Leaving the problem 2 

Not dwelling on past 

events 

Leaving the problem – stress symptom management 1 

Resigning Eliminating the problem 3 

Seeking emotional 

support 

- Receiving sympathy (from friends and family) 

- Getting the feeling that others share the same difficulty (from 

colleagues) 

- Getting help in appraising the situation (family and colleagues) 

3 

Taking time off Recovery 1 
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