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Abstract 

Complexity and content of the stressful workplace, and the goals or expectations of the 

worker were revealed through a micro-analytic, subjective, and contextual research approach. 

A content analysis, based on the transactional theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) was 

used to analyse 1044 stress events produced by 50 female clerical workers. These women 

recorded at least 15 responses to a bi-daily open-ended question, which was a part of a 15-day 

daily diary study (Long, n.d). The descriptive complexity of the stressful work events revealed 

that generally two salient personal or environmental elements were present during or 

contributing to the stress events. These elements were descriptively organised as either 

concurrent or hierarchical. The content analysis identified 2043 of these salient elements for 

the group, which were divided into 88 higher-order codes and, which, in turn, were clustered 

into seven categories: work-related, interpersonal, expectations of task and performance, 

technical, changes in environment, changes related to time, and personal discomfort. 

Elements, codes, and categories each varied in terms of their frequencies between and within 

the clerical workers' experiences. The personal goals or expectations of (a) competence and 

capability, (b) social, physical, and psychological well-being, and (c) predictability and stability 

were identified from the work-related, technical, expectations of task and performance 

categories, the interpersonal and personal discomfort categories, and the changes in 

environment and changes related to time categories, respectively. In conclusion, stress occurs 

when these goals or expectations become harmed/lost threatened, or challenged by 

combinations of the stressful elements and limitations created by the clerical worker's socio

economic status in the workplace. Stress for the group of clerical workers in the present study 

is cast not as deficit or dysfunction, but as striving to achieve and to protect goals or 

expectations in an environment that favours the goals or expectations of the organization or 

boss. Implications for research and counseling are discussed. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Stress is a major descriptor of the modern-day condition (Brown, 1996; Kugelmann, 

1992; Newton, 1995; Pollock, 1988), and, as a contemporary expression it has been 

predominantly examined through research methods that follow a quantitative and cross-

sectional tradition (Dewe, 1992; Lazarus, 1999; Tennen et al., 2000). Although these methods 

have led to valuable information, their popularity has created a dearth of knowledge pertaining 

to the process-oriented, subjective, and contextual aspects of the stress experience (Aldwin, 

1994; Handy, 1988; Krohne, 1990; Narayanan et al., 1999). Process-oriented, subjective, and 

contextual approaches to research can capture the stress appraisal process; a process that is 

inherent to dominant psycho-social theories of stress (Lazarus, 1999; Oakland & Ostell, 1996). 

Also, these approaches allow researchers to explore a person's goals or expectations that 

shape the individual's experience of stress (Handy, 1988; Lazarus, 1999; Locke & Taylor, 

1991; Park & Folkman, 1997). This study used repeated clerical workers' descriptions of 

workplace stress events to better understand the descriptive complexity and content of 

stressful workplace events, and the goals or expectations that undergird the stress process for 

a group of marginalized employees. 

Stress is an elusive concept that can mean many things (Brown, 1996; Kugelmann, 

1992; Newton, 1995). North American psycho-social stress research however, is most closely 

associated with the transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), 

which conceptualizes the person and environment in transaction. The transaction is a new 

person-environment system that extends beyond either personal characteristics or veridical 

environment to a new level of abstraction (Aldwin, 1994; Larazus, 1999). 
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Although there are two central constructs in this transactional theory, appraising and 

coping, this present study focuses on aspects of the appraising process. Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984) posit that the appraising process encompasses two components: primary appraising and 

secondary appraising. Primary appraising is a subjective process that determines whether the 

internal or external environment presents a harm/loss, threat, or challenge to goals, wants, or 

well being (Lazarus, 1990, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). These states of goals, wants, or 

well being are produced from higher-order goals or expectations held by the person. The 

primary appraisal process hinges on three factors: Is what is happening in the environment 

relevant to well being? Is what is happening in the environment threatening or challenging to 

well being? And, does what is happening in the environment have personal relevance or ego-

involvement? (Lazarus, 1990, 1991). These questions focus on the theme of what is at stake 

for the person. Appraising harm/loss, threat, and challenge is based on the inferential meaning 

made from what has happened rather than the veridical event itself (Dewe, 1992; Lazarus, 

1990). Primary appraising is an active and interpretative assessment of the person in his/her 

environment. 

Secondary appraising is also a subjective process, but it is focused on the assessment of 

personal resources, either for dealing with actual or potential difficulties encountered in the 

environment. Secondary appraising asks the questions: What can be done or what resources 

are available? In this appraising process, the person assesses his/her resources in general, or 

for dealing with harm/loss, threat, or challenge. It is an evaluative phase that "takes into 

account which coping options are available, the likelihood that a given coping option will 

accomplish what it is supposed to, and the likelihood that one can apply a particular strategy 
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or set of strategies effectively" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p.35). 

In this transactional theory, stress is viewed as a part of a human process where 

cognitive appraising of the environment (primary appraising) and personal resources 

(secondary appraising) lead to perceived harm/loss, threat, or challenge to personal goals, 

wants, and well being. This theory assumes an open-ended causal system in which several 

aspects of both the person or the environment may exert an effect on the new system (Aldwin, 

1994; Lazarus, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Raffety et al., 1997). Causality is multi

directional and multi-faceted, thus the relations amongst the elements of the system are 

constantly changing (Lazarus, 1990, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Given that this 

theory's defining characteristics include a human process, person-environment transaction, 

cognitive appraising, and open-ended causality, it requires a process-oriented, subjective, and 

contextual approach when conceptualizing (Krohn, 1990; Lazarus, 1999), researching 

(Aldwin, 1994; Handy, 1988; Lazarus, 1999; Payne et al., 1982), and/or planning therapeutic 

interventions (Bliese & Halverson, 1996; Firth-Cozens, 1992; Newton, 1999; Tennen et al., 

2000). Although process-oriented, subjective, and contextual considerations are slowly being 

included in the stress annals, they are seldom presented together as a prerequisite for the 

transactional theory of stress (Lazarus, 1990). 

Stress research that is process-oriented is predominantly accomplished through micro-

analytic approaches, which require multiple and intermittent reports from the participants over 

time. An early call for the repeated measurement of daily stress events was made by Stone and 

his colleagues who emphasized stress as a process with adaptive qualities (Stone, 1987; Stone 

and Neale, 1982; Stone & Shiffman, 1992). Since this time, researchers have used micro-
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analytic approaches to explore the relationship between the stress process and mood (Barling 

& Maclntyre, 1993; Repetti, 1993; Stewart & Barling, 1996; Stone, 1987), stress and coping 

over time (Raffety et al., 1997; Schwartz et al., 1999), and daily work stress and shifting 

parent-child interactions (Repetti & Wood, 1997). Micro-analytic methods have the capacity 

of capturing cognitive appraisal, proximal stressors, mood, coping, and varying contexts as 

part of an adaptative process that has discrete, continuous, and residual effects over time 

(Tennen et al., 2000). Much of the micro-analytic research however, is based on likert-type 

judgements or endorsed-scale items at specific time intervals. This process of measurement 

relies, for the most part, on recognition, thus does not elicit the participant's unique 

perspective of their own experience (Stone & Sruffinan, 1992). These research methods shape 

the participants' experiences through the scales of measurement used in the study, and thus 

lack an exploration of the self-generated or subjective content of the participant's experience. 

The lack of subjectivity in process-oriented research has left a gap in knowledge pertaining to 

the experiential complexity of the stress events over time. 

Including subjectivity in studying stress has been undertaken by researchers exploring 

the appraising process. Open-ended questions or narrative approaches have been utilized to 

understand the relational meaning between the person and his/her environment (Dewe, 1992; 

Dewe et al., 1993; Hall et al., 1992; Lazarus, 1999; Stein et al., 1997; Stevens et al., 1992). 

Open-ended questions leading to subjectively-oriented or descriptive responses provide a 

window into which a person's unique perspective of the environment or the self can be viewed. 

Subjectively-oriented studies have accessed the uniqueness of the stress experience in various 

occupational workplaces (Cassell, 1991; Dick, 2000; Narayanan et al., 1999; Wichroski, 
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1994), different subjective appraisals of the workplace (Cox & Ferguson, 1994; Dewe, 1992, 

1993a; Dewe et al., 1993), and the impact of gender on stress (Di Salvo et al., 1988; 

Narayanan et al., 1999). Although these studies have explored the impact of different 

occupations and gender on stressors and the appraising process, they failed to acknowledge 

stress as a process that assesses harm/loss, threat, and challenge in an environment over time. 

Cross-sectional research can only give a limited picture of appraising and stressors. The 

repeated nature of stress experiences in the workplace have not been adequately explored by 

subjectively-oriented research methods. 

Lazarus (1999) takes a slightly different approach through conceptually aligning the 

stress process to an emotional drama or story, which begins with the history of the person in 

the environment, the relevant personal variables (e.g., person's goals and goals or 

expectations), and the situational setting. These set the stage for the stress event. The 

person's experience comes forward through the salient elements s/he chooses to describe as 

present during or contributing to the provocation. The individual shapes his/her own event 

through its story. Given the emphasis of stress on cognitively appraising internal and external 

environments, open-ended descriptive responses are a viable yet under-utilized approach to 

accessing the uniqueness and richness of the lived stress process. 

The salient elements are subjectively assessed as stressful based on the meaning 

construed from the higher-order personal goals or expectations that exist in the setting of the 

stress story. The experience of stress occurs when these goals or expectations (or their 

situational manifestations) are harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged (Lazarus, 1990, 1991, 

1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Locke & Taylor, 1991; Park & Folkman, 1997). Therefore, 
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it is important that the study of stress move beyond stress event content or perceived stressors 

to the broader spectrum of goals or expectations that shape, create, or manipulate the 

transaction between person and environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Park & Folkman, 

1997; Stevens et al., 1992). 

The situational manifestation of personally-held goals or expectations and their 

protection and maintenance can be affected by the person's context. The workplace, 

particularly the office, is hierarchically structured in terms of personnel and goals (Finegan, 

2000; Pringle, 1988; Zahn, 1991). In the office, there is a clear delineation of power in terms of 

social, economic, and political resources (deLeon, 1993; Paul et al., 2000; Pemberton, 1994). 

A population that is marginalized within the office structure is the clerical worker (Balshem, 

1988; Hall et al., 1992; Stevens et al., 1992; Wichroski, 1994). 

Clerical work is a broad category of employment that captures secretarial roles, text 

creation roles, and receptionist roles, although a specific position can involve any or all of these 

tasks. The clerical worker's experience of herself and work can be marginalized by her socio

political, economic, and gendered status within the workplace. Several arguments have been 

used to make this point: the lack of control over tasks or changes within the occupation (Cohen 

& White, 1987; Narayanan et al., 1999), lack of control and power within the office structure 

(Balshem, 1988; Cohen & White, 1987; Wichroski, 1994), the typology of labour with lack of 

full acknowledgment of the clerical personnel's contribution (Wichroski, 1994), expectation of 

tasks dependent on gender not skill (Balshem, 1988; Cassell, 1991; Cohen & White, 1987; 

Wichroski, 1994), regulation of emotions to meet organization needs (Hochschild, 1983; 

Wichroski, 1994), and lack of formal acknowledgment of a language that portrays their 
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concerns (Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 1994). Exploring the complexity and content of 

descriptions of stress workplace events, and investigating the goals or expectations 

undergirding the clerical workers' stress process is a valuable contribution in understanding 

their experiences in the workplace. 

In the present exploratory study, open-ended questions initially collected in a micro-

analytic daily-diary study (Long, n.d.) were used to explore the workplace stress events of a 

group of clerical workers for the purpose of understanding the salient environmental and 

personal elements that they used to describe experiences of stress at work. Additionally, the 

repeated nature (2 times a day for 15 work days) of these stress events and their 

corresponding elements provides a window into the clerical workers' higher-order goals or 

expectations that are harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged, thus creating the disjuncture 

between person and environment. 

Given the nature of the micro-analytic, subjective, and contextual approaches to data 

collection in this study, three things were expected from these data. There was an expectation 

of varying degrees of complexity and repeatability amongst the salient elements described in 

the stress events. There was an expectation of meaningful self-generated content. There was 

an expectation of the implicit or explicit presence of clerical workers' goals or expectations 

and goals informing and undergirding the meaning behind the stress events. From these 

expectations, the research questions guiding the analysis were: What does the described 

composition of stress events look like over time, and to what extent are the elements within 

this composition consistent over time for an individual or the group of clerical workers in this 

study? What salient personal and environmental elements affect the clerical workers' 
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experiences of workplace stress? What are the goals or expectations that are undergirding the 

meaning-making process in these clerical workers' stressful workplace events? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The literature that shaped the quest for the salient elements present during or 

contributing to the stress events, and the goals or expectations that undergird the stress 

process for a group of employees follows. To begin, historians who have chronicled the 

history of stress have emphasized stress's meaning as changing rather than stagnant. The 

meaning of stress used in the present study is Lazarus and Folkman's transactional theory of 

stress (1984). I describe the theory and emphasize the stress appraisal process. This lead to a 

critique of the capability of traditional research methodologies of capturing the complexity of 

stress. I then present alternative research methods that focus on micro-analysis, subjectivity, 

and contextual aspects of stress. These three research considerations have the capacity of 

capturing the personal experience of stress over time. The present study focused on the 

experience of clerical workers whose political, social, and economic position in the office 

environment can affect the cognitive appraisal process; clerical workers are an occupational 

group who must negotiate the various hierarchical structures in the office in order to achieve 

and maintain their own goals or expectations and goals in the workplace. These women's 

stress event descriptions provided an unique perspective into not only personally-held goals or 

expectations, but also into the various elements in the office that thwart the achievement and 

maintenance of these workers' goals or expectations and goals. 

Evolution of the Stress Concept 

The conceptual meaning of stress has evolved. In the 14 th century, stress was used to 

mean hardship, adversity, or affliction (Lazarus, 1999). In the 17th and 19 th centuries, stress 

was understood in the context of physical sciences such as engineering. Load was the external 
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force; stress was the internal ratio of this external force; strain was the impact of the load on 

the object (Lazarus, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Stress was the internal ratio between 

the external load and the integrity of the structure. In the 19* century, the logic of the physical 

sciences seeped into the medical sciences, as stress became a causal factor to medical ailments, 

or a threat to the integrity of the human structure. Sir William Osier who commented on 

factors leading to angina, posited that devotion to work and family resulting in nervous energy 

taxed to the utmost was a cause of illness; "his system [sic] is subjected to stress and strain" 

which he concluded is "a basic factor in so many cases of angina pectoris" (cited in Hinkle, 

1977, p.30). This conceptualization of stress focuses on the body (or structure) that is coping 

with a demand not intrinsic to the body (external load), which threatens the health of the 

individual. Here, stress is referred to as the load or demand placed upon the body. 

Much later, Walter Cannon (1932) defined stress as a property of the body or its 

reaction to physiological conditions, such as cold, lack of oxygen, and low blood sugar. From 

this point onwards, stress has been understood mainly as a physiological response to imposed 

demands (Kugelmann, 1992); stress became a property of the body. In 1936, Hans Selye 

began formulating a notion of stress that is still prominent in both lay and professional domains 

(Selye, 1956). Selye used stress in a technical manner: "an orchestrated set of bodily defences 

against any form of noxious stimulus (including psychological threats), a reaction that he called 

the General Adaptation Syndrome (GAS)" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p. 2). This perspective 

reinforces stress as a property of the body, but moves it from a passive to an active response. 

Harold Wolffe (1953), a researcher writing about life stress and disease, expanded the 

definition to include stress as a dynamic state resulting from an interaction of the organism with 
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noxious stimuli or circumstances. With this addition, the concept of stress broadened from an 

active physiological response to an interaction between an individual and his/her circumstance. 

About the same time, Edward Haggard (1949) portrayed stress using two other criteria: 

individual differences affecting the ability to tolerate and master stress, and the subjective 

quality of the assessment of both resources and the situation. By the 1950s, three tenets of 

stress began to appear: "Individuals differ in their reactivity to stress... . Stress is determined 

by the perception of the stressful situation rather than by the situation itself... . The extent of 

stress depends partly on the capability of the individual to cope" (Mikhail, 1981, pp. 12-13). 

The conceptual evolution of stress culminated in a book by Lazarus and Folkman 

(1984). These authors redefined stress as a transaction between a person and his or her 

environment where the individual perceives a threat to a goal or his/her well being, and 

responds according to the subjectively perceived resources available to this person. 

Transaction is used as opposed to interaction to de-emphasize the person and environment as 

independent; these authors believed that the transaction allowed for a new level of abstraction 

that joined these two separate entities in a new relational meaning (Lazarus, 1999). This new 

relational meaning centres on the personal significance of the subjectively assessed person-

environment relationship. 

Through the early stages of stress's conceptual evolution, one finds several shifts: from 

inanimate to the animate, from an external focus to an internal focus, from a passive to an 

active organism, from a biological to a psychobiological process, from an individual to 

individual-environmental transaction, and from an objective to a subjective perspective. 

Another substantial change was from Selye's GAS (1936), a three-stage objective biological 
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theory, to Lazarus and Folkman's framework (1984), which is a subjectively-oriented, multi-

faceted, and integrative process. In summary, the concept of stress has gone through several 

adaptations before reaching the transactional framework. 

As a concept, stress has evolved and advanced according to the frame of reference or 

particular emphasis that was brought to bear by a theorist or researcher. This transformative 

history challenges stress as a particular entity, and promotes the exploration for implicit or 

explicit factors that shape contemporary stress conceptualizations. 

Transactional Theory of Stress 

The person-context transactional theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) is widely 

accepted in North America (Aldwin, 1994), and has been at the helm of psycho-social stress 

research for nearly two decades. In this theory, the person and environment meet to create a 

transactional system that extends beyond the person and environment to include a new level of 

abstraction (Aldwin, 1994; Lazarus, 1990). This transactional framework assumes an open-

ended causal system, in which several aspects of both the person or the environment may exert 

an effect or impinge on this new system, not only through multiple levels of specificity for 

individual and environment, but also by multi-directional causal cycles (Aldwin, 1994; Lazarus, 

1999). At each recursive cycle, causality is multi-directional and multi-faceted, thus the 

relations amongst the elements of the system are constantly changing (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). 

Although there are two central constructs in this transactional theory, appraisal and 

coping, this present study focuses on the appraisal process. The process of appraising stress 

has two separate components: primary and secondary. Primary appraisal is a subjective 
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assessment of the internal or external environment that monitors for the presence of harm/loss, 

threat, or challenge to goals, values, commitments, or well being (Lazarus, 1991; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). The definition of harm and loss is damage that has already occurred, such as 

an injury, illness, damage to self-esteem, or loss of a loved one (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984); 

the emotions that tend to be associated with harm/loss are sadness, regret, and fear. Threats 

are harms or losses that have not occurred but are anticipated, and tend to be associated with 

negative emotions, such as anger, fear, and anxiety. Challenges are somewhat similar to 

threats, except the focus is on anticipated gains or growth, and the emotional association is 

with positive emotions, such as eagerness, excitement, and exhilaration (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984). 

The primary appraisal process hinges on three factors: Is what is happening in the 

environment relevant to one's well being? Is what is happening in the environment threatening 

or challenging to one's well being? And, does what is happening in the environment have 

personal relevance or ego-involvement? (Lazarus, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). These 

questions focus on the theme of what is at stake for the person (Dewe, 1993; Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). For the appraisals of harm/loss, threat, and challenge, emphasis is placed on 

the inferential meaning made from what has happened rather than the veridical event itself 

(Dewe, 1992; Lazarus, 1990). The primary appraisal is an active and interpretative assessment 

of the person in his/her environment. 

Within the cognitive processing of one's environment, secondary appraising can come 

before primary appraising, as the assessment of personal resources may precede the perception 

of threat or challenge to well being. The secondary appraisal asks the questions: What can be 
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done or what resources are available (Lazarus, 1990). In this appraisal process, the person 

assesses his/her resources in general, or for dealing with a threat or challenge. It is an 

evaluative phase that "takes into account which coping options are available, the likelihood that 

a given coping option will accomplish what it is supposed to, and the likelihood that one can 

apply a particular strategy or set of strategies effectively" (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984, p.35). 

Appraisals are difficult to research because they emanate from the subjective meaning 

made from the environment and an individual's ability to deal with what is presented in that 

environment. Phillip Dewe and his colleagues have explored the stress appraisal process and 

its relationship to coping. Dewe (1992) explored appraisal meanings and coping within the 

workplace through a mixed methods approach combining both qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies. In this review, I only concentrate on the open-ended responses that were 

analysed using a content analysis. Participants were 144 employees of an insurance company 

who completed open-ended questions pertaining to a stressful event and the important factor 

that made this stressful situation demanding. The findings showed that three categories of 

work stressors were created: interpersonal relationships, work overload, and individual 

concerns. In terms of causing the demand, three factors for these stress events were produced: 

(a) how the individuals were made to feel, (b) experiences of a lack of support, and (c) 

experiences of a lack of control. 

Analysing the participant's self-generated stress events and demand factors also 

supported harm/loss and threat appraisals; an advantage of this study is that the appraisals had 

a context-focus. Further, this work showed that different interpretations for the word demand 

existed for the researcher and the participant. For the participants, demand, often used 
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interchangeably with stressor, was not affiliated with the objective presence of the event, but 

with the subjective meaning gained from the experience of an event. This observation 

suggested that environments are not necessarily demanding until judged in this manner by the 

person who has to cope in this environment. Thus, it is important to access the participant's 

meaning and not superimpose the researcher's meaning. 

The importance of this work in conceptualizing the present study is that it (a) used a 

content analysis on self-generated material thus accessing the subjective perspective of the 

participant, (b) identified stressors and appraising as different, and (c) supported the harm/ loss 

and threat appraisals but did so in a contextualized manner, and (d) highlighted the differences 

between the researcher's perspective and the participant's perspective. Dewe's stated 

limitation of this work was its cross-sectional nature, which does not access the appraisal 

process except at one point. In the present study, I used repeated open-ended reports of stress 

in the workplace, thus correcting this limitation. 

Dewe and Ng (2000) further explored the relationship between appraisal and coping. 

Like his prior work, this more recent research focused on appraisal and coping, but the 

research methodology used was a quantitative strategy. Participants were 174 civil employees 

from a range of occupations. A primary appraisal scale constructed from an earlier 

qualitatively-oriented study (Dewe, 1993) was used to measure primary appraisals; this scale 

was made up of 23 items that loaded onto 5 factors (accounting for 50% of variance) defined 

as losing credibility, being seen as a difficult person, feeling you may not achieve, being made 

to feel responsible, and sense of injustice (Dewe, 1993). Primary appraisals were defined as 

the meaning and importance given to an event. They were measured using the above scale, 
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with the importance of the appraisal being measured using a single item on a separate five-

point scale. This study also used intercorrelations, multiple regression, and structural equation 

modelling strategies for analysis. Although Dewe and Ng's work produced several findings, 

the following were relevant to the present research study. Several relationships within the 

stress process (e.g., appraisal-coping relationship, lack of appraisal in some coping, and 

stressor or appraisal - coping relationship) were established, which lead to the authors 

suggesting that appraising should be viewed through many lenses. 

One of the lenses was provided by structured equation modelling, which revealed that 

coping may occur without enlisting the appraisal process. In the situation of repeated stressors 

or familiarity with the stressor, the full appraisal process may not be necessary. Dewe and Ng 

(1999) called for more exploration in the nature of the stressors, and in their intensity, 

duration, and frequency. 

Another finding of Dewe and Ng's work was the differential influences on coping when 

the participant's focus was on the stressor or the appraisal. This finding illuminated the issue 

of the causal priority element. This brought forward the question of the "role that appraisal 

plays in this causal pathways towards activating a coping strategy" (Dewe & Ng, 1999, p.414). 

In their study, coping was differentially activated by both appraisals and stressors. This finding 

lead the authors to mention that more work needs to be done in the area of the type of 

cognitive activity engaged in during the appraisal process. Both relevant findings highlight the 

complexity of the stress appraisal process. 

The importance of this work in conceptualizing the present study is that it (a) outlined 

various workplace appraisal types, (b) provided empirical support for research determining the 
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frequency of stressors, (c) highlighted the difference between the stressor and the appraisal 

process but studied them both in the same work, and (d) brought forward the issue of the 

causal priority element for the appraisal process. Like Dewe's prior work, the reported 

limitation with Dewe and Ng's (1999) study is that a cross-sectional approach prohibited 

access to studying stress as a fluid and fluctuating human process. In the present study, I used 

repeated open-ended reports of stress in the workplace, and explored the issues of descriptive 

complexity in the appraisal process. 

Other authors have taken up the challenge of studying appraisals, but with less of a 

focus on process and more emphasis on population differences and appraisal. Di Salvo and his 

colleagues (1988) explored the effects of gender on work-related stress appraisals. 

Participants were 148 managerial or supervisory personnel (85 women and 63 men) who were 

asked to discuss "major causes of stress in the workplace" (p. 164), and then were asked to 

identify which causes were most devastating. The participants produced 1001 personal causes 

of stress. A content analysis classified the responses into 14 categories that fell into two broad 

categories: work content and work context. Work content contained the categories of 

unpleasant internal task duties, unpleasant external task duties, work load, performance of 

others, professional risk. Work context contained time, other people's attitudes/ behaviours, 

work inhibitors, task communication, power, resources, physical, and interpersonal relations. 

The responses in each cluster were then cross-tabulated by "category of response, 

gender of respondent, and devastation identification of the response" (Di Salvo et al., 1988, 

166). Findings of a hierarchical log linear analysis showed that gender did not impact the 

intensity level of the two categories, as stressors in either category could be devastating. There 
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were, however, gender differences found within the categories in terms of what created stress. 

Unpleasant internal task duties and other's attitudes created stress more frequently for men 

than women, and workload and power differentials created stress more frequently for women 

than men. Even though these workers shared an occupational title, gender had an impact on 

their experiences of workplace stress, and this was seen through the different elements of the 

workplace that stood out as stressful. 

The importance of this work in conceptualizing the present study is that it (a) used a 

content analysis to determine major causes of workplace stress (stressors) and (b) provided 

empirical support for differences between males and females in terms of causal factors in the 

stress process. Limitations are the cross-sectional nature of the data, and that Di Salvo and his 

colleagues' work surveyed only professionals in the workplace. Their work did not include the 

stress experiences of lower echelon employees. The present study responds to the findings and 

limitations of this study by using female clerical workers employees and a micro-analytic 

approach to studying the workplace stress experiences. 

Finally, Narayanan and his colleagues (1999) studied the effects of gender and 

occupations on workplace stress appraisals. These researchers believed that both gender and 

occupation would influence stressors and reactions to these stressors. Participants were 387 

employees from three occupations (sales, clerical, and academic). Only female participants 

were found in the clerical field, however both sexes were represented in the sales and academic 

occupations. Open-ended questions regarding "the most stressful event in the last month" 

(Narayanan et al., 1999, 67) with a rating as to this event's stressfulness were posed to the 

participants. A content analysis was used to assess the "general context of the event, the 
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reasons for the incident being a problem (sources of stress), the affective reactions 

(psychological strain) and the coping mechanisms"(Narayanan et al., 1999, 67); a percentage 

of occurrence and chi-square analysis were used to ascertain the difference between genders 

and occupations. The findings showed that stressors and reactions differed across occupations 

and sexes. Although interpersonal conflict, work overload, and time wasters were consistently 

found across occupations, lack of control and work overload were reported as major stressors 

for the clerical workers, and interpersonal conflict was a major stressor for the sales and 

academic occupations. Gender differences occurred in the area of interpersonal conflict with 

more women than men reporting this stressor. Thus, differences in stressors were found across 

occupations. And like DiSalvo and his colleagues (1988), an exploration based on gender 

within the occupations yielded differences in stressors. This study suggested that 

understanding the specific stressors confronted by the different occupations maybe a more 

advantageous approach to developing occupation-specific stress reduction interventions, than 

the use of more global, non-specific measures of stress. 

The importance of this work in conceptualizing the present study is that it (a) used a 

content analysis on self-generated workplace stress events, (b) provided empirical support for 

differences between men and women in terms of causal factors in the stress process, (c) 

outlined the importance of observing differences in occupations in terms of the stressors and 

coping techniques, and (d) translated its findings in terms of stress-reduction interventions. 

Limitations are the cross-sectional nature of the data and the period of recall; recall over a 

month is likely to produce errors in the stress event detail. The present study used open-ended 

responses recorded over short-time periods, and studied only females from one occupation 
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The Narayanan et al.'s (1999) research casts light on the various aspects of appraisal as 

a subjective and cognitive process. They also emphasize the importance of viewing appraisal in 

larger contexts, such as gender and occupation. Of note, one of the commonalities amongst all 

of the above reviewed research on appraisal is its dependence on or inclusion of qualitative or 

text-based research methods; each of the aforementioned authors specify the importance of 

qualitative research for accessing the subjective, contextual, and meaning-based perspective of 

appraisal. Additionally, a common limitation of the above studies and stress research in general 

is its cross-sectional nature. Each of the above authors suggested further research using 

longitudinal or micro-analytic approaches to understanding the stress process. The authors 

also outlined the severe limitations inherent with the use of quantitative methodologies. An 

exploration of approaches to research and their impact on stress research is presented below. 

Methodological Considerations 

Process-oriented/Micro-analytic approaches. A common criticism of stress and coping 

literature is that much of it is based on cross-sectional methodological approaches. Data from 

cross-sectional research studies are generated by a group of individuals at a single point in 

time. This form of research is deceptive because a single snap-shot in time cannot indicate how 

the characteristics of the environment or person change, thus it can give a false impression of 

the nature of the person or process under scrutiny (Lazarus, 1990). Although the person-

environment transactional system is always in flux due to the repeated appraisals and 

reappraisals of the environment, cross-sectional research casts this reiterative process as static. 

Additionally, a snapshot of a stress experience can neither access the repetition in the 

environment or experiences for a single person, nor can it measure the impact of this repetition 
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on the other parts or systems of the person over time. 

Process-oriented, micro-analytic approaches record and study shifts or changes through 

repeated measures during specific time-frames. Capturing the changes and impact over time of 

stressors, appraisal, or coping is important in representing stress as an open-ended, reiterative, 

and living process that affects and is affected by a myriad of elements in both personal and 

environmental systems. Researchers who are interested in the effect stress has on other human 

processes, such as mood and familial interaction, have employed micro-analytic approaches. 

Stewart and Barling (1996) used micro-analysis to study a stress-performance model, a 

framework that relates objective stressors, a subjective stress model (rating of stress), mood, 

and interpersonal job performance. Seventy-one physicians, nurses, and technologists 

completed a daily occupation-specific questionnaire for 20 working days; this questionnaire 

was created through a pilot study that assessed the content of the stress events encountered by 

these three occupations. Through the daily reporting of occupation-specific workplace 

stressors, these authors were able to look at moderating factors influencing the stress-mood 

relationship and the lagged effects of daily stressors the day after the stress event. 

The results showed that job experience, job satisfaction, role ambiguity, and social 

support all moderated the stress-mood relationship. This research also supported a challenge 

to mood as predominantly a dispositional factor because showing fluctuating levels of mood 

when moderated by the subjective perception of the daily work stressors. As for the lagged 

effect, the research indicated that the consequences of daily work-stress lasts only as long as 

the stressor itself. Using a micro-analytic approach, this study was able to assess within-

subject fluctuations in reported workplace stress and mood over the 20 days of the study. 
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Although subjective perception is included in this study, it is in the form of a likert-type scale 

of distress. Thus, subjective orientation in terms of meaning-making was only cursively 

explored. 

Repetti and Wood (1997) used a micro-analytic method in their study of daily stress at 

work and end of day mother and child interactions. Thirty mother-preschooler dyads' 

interactions were studied for 5 consecutive workdays. Both reports and videotaped selections 

of these dyads were used to understand the effects of daily work stressors in the form of 

workload and negative social interaction at work on mother-child interactions after work. The 

findings of this study suggested that short-term increases in stressors at work were linked to 

greater parental withdrawal at the end of the day. Additionally, increased workload was 

related to fewer signs of emotional and behavioural involvement, and disturbance created by 

negative social interaction with coworkers and supervisors was related to greater same day 

withdrawal from the child. Common work stressors impacted the day-to-day behavioural and 

emotional interactions between mother and child. This study failed to present possible 

interaction effects between the workload and negative social interactions at work on parent-

child relationship, thus the complexity of the workplace is not fully represented. 

Stone (1987) used a daily diary strategy to assess whether stress event content is 

related to concurrent mood. Seventy-nine married male participants completed at least 84 days 

of questionnaires that included two checklists: a mood adjective checklist and a stress event 

checklist that was created using a content analysis of daily diary recordings. The findings 

showed that the stress-event content was differentially related to mood: family-leisure, friend-

relative, and spousal-event content was moderately related to positive mood, and undesirable 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 23 

work and negative work interactions were moderately related to negative mood. Not all of the 

positive and negative stress-event content was clearly related to either positive or negative 

mood; most of the mood and stress event correlations fell between r=.00 and r=(-).10 

(p>0.05). The minimal strength of these correlations may be due to the lack of information 

pertaining to the personal relevance of the various items endorsed on the stress event checklist. 

Stone's (1987) findings also outline the effects of aggregating stress-event items into 

broader categories. Because the category content was made up of independent items, there 

could be specific item patterns responsible for the total correlations. Exploring the two highest 

mood and stress event correlational sets, Stone found that all of the family-leisure items had 

moderate correlations with mood, whereas only 2 of the 10 items for work category were 

significantly correlated with mood. Therefore, family-leisure total correlational scores 

reflected the item correlations that made up that category, whereas work total correlational 

scores reflected only a minimal number of item correlations. 

In summary, the emphasis on stress as an adaptive process and on micro-analytic 

methods creates potential to explore covariance between stressors and distress, stressors and 

interaction, and stressor-type and mood-type. Process-oriented methods also illustrated 

temporal shifts in mood and health. Thus, microanalytic techniques with multiple and repeated 

measurements can portray stress as a fluid and flexible process. However, these studies have 

not been able to account for the subjective and contextual nature of stress. Thus, the 

traditional use of cross-sectional approaches is only one of the research hindrances to 

observing the complexity inherent to stress. 

Quantitative difficulties. Along with the traditional usage of cross-sectional research, 
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most stress and coping studies are variable-centred and quantified. Reliance on these 

methods is rife with problems when applied to the exploration of the stress process (Aldwin, 

1994; DeRidder, 1997; Dewe, 1992; Handy, 1988; Lazarus, 1999; Oakland & Ostell, 1996). 

When applied to stress and coping, objective and quantitative methods break the stress 

experience into small parts or variables, which simplify and reduce the larger experience for 

the purpose of understanding the structure and process of the phenomenon (Gillespie, 1992; 

Lazarus, 1999). The logic behind quantitative methods is deductive and analytic, and its 

purpose is to find "a universal cause-and-effect arrangement that works the same way in any 

context" (Lazarus, 1990, p. 175). However, the parts of the phenomenon become the object 

of study, which then often become confused with the whole phenomenon (Lazarus, 1999). 

An objective of quantitative methods is the isolation of the variable from its context: 

the parts from the whole, or the whole from its larger context. Stress and coping and other 

contextually-embedded disciplines have been contextually stripped: "concepts, environments, 

social interactions are all simplified by methods that lift them out of their contexts, stripping 

them of the very complexity that characterizes them in the real world" (Peplau & Conrad, 

1989, p. 386). Context does not present itself as a neat, well-defined unit of analysis 

(Kindermann & Valsiner, 1995), therefore the casualties of quantitative approaches are often 

elements that are complex and ambiguous that lead to imprecision and measurement error. 

Variable-centred methods require and promote the isolation of the object of study from 

confounding factors (i.e., error). 

Although context in variable-centred methods is conceptualized as passive, benign, 

and/or irrelevant, many researchers are challenging this depiction claiming that context has a 
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dynamic and determining effect on phenomenon (Gillespie, 1992; Lerner, 1995; Sarbin, 1986; 

Thomgate, 1995). The results of this reductionism is stress and the stressed subject portrayed 

as apolitical, ahistorical, non-gendered, and individualized (Newton, 1995). This effectively 

alters not only the pertinent characteristics of the person, but obstructs the study of stress as it 

is lived. For complex contextual experiences, the reductive tendencies of quantitative research 

methods cannot capture the multi-faceted, open-ended, and subjective qualities indicative of 

the stress experience. 

Although the knowledge gained from traditional research methodologies is invaluable 

for understanding stable and predictable relationships in complex systems, there is a high price 

to be paid for the reduction of complexity: a limited and conditional understanding of the 

phenomenon that has been altered from its original state. "We have broken a phenomenon 

down in a reductive, analytical search for causal components—that is part processes—the whole 

phenomenon must still be resynthesized to what it is in nature" (Lazarus, 1999, p. 195). 

Researchers have suggested that exploring stress should focus on the individual and 

his/her experiences within a specific environment (Aldwin, 1994; Dewe, 1992; Handy, 1988). 

The quantitative approach and its tendency for reduction and isolation is inappropriate for 

understanding or capturing the rich interconnectedness and complexity that the study of stress 

requires. 

Subjective and idiographically focused methods. Several researchers have focused on 

the idiographic aspect of the workplace stress experiences through open-ended questions and 

interviews (e.g., Balshem, 1988; Cassell, 1991; Dewe, 1992, 1993; Dewe et al., 1993; Dick, 

2000; DiSalvo et al., 1988; Firth-Cozens, 1992a,b; Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 1994; Hall et al., 
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1992; Hubertobler, et al., 1992; Narayanan et al., 1999; Stevens et al., 1992; Wichroski, 

1994). These researchers seek the participants' subjective experiences of environment 

through a variety of methods, such as content analysis, case study, and narrative. These 

research methods allow for a subjective and idiographic perspective of stress, as the person's 

experiences are the central focus of the research. The subjective perspective or the meaning 

the individual makes of his/her transaction with the environment becomes the fulcrum of 

research. 

Balshem (1988) studied the relationship between clerical workers and their bosses to 

support a hypothesis that poorer relationships with bosses can be an important contributor to 

stress in the workplace. Participants were 97 clerical workers from an university setting. 

Interviews and survey data supported the hypothesis that an unsupportive boss stands out as 

the single most stressful factor related to job stress. " A keynote of the unsupportive boss is 

the apparent disinclination to respect the ability of clerical workers or to delegate authority to 

them" (p.363). This author suggested that having a sense that one's work is meaningful and 

appreciated, and that one's contribution is unique and has worth is a cornerstone to happiness 

in one's job. Balshem concluded that this may not be the case with many clerical workers 

because their relationships with management may undermine the qualities of occupational 

happiness as the relationship with the boss is hierarchically organized with the boss "assuming 

both social and intellectual superiority"(p. 366). 

Cassell (1991) examined a different aspect of clerical work, its relationship with 

technology, and explored it to understand clerical workers' reaction to the introduction of 

information technology into the workplace. Participants were 28 clerical workers who were 
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interviewed about their experiences with word processors. The interviews were content 

analysed by dividing response statements into a number of themes and sub-themes. The 

findings showed that women were largely happy with the purchases of word processors 

because they thought it kept them up to date with technology, however they were worried 

about their own competence, and the negative consequences of the technology taking jobs, 

streamlining skills, and hindering social contact. The negative consequences were turned 

positive by some clerical workers in the study as they saw proficiency with the technology as 

an avenue to gain more control over their work. Cassell also emphasized gender stereotypes 

and themes of women not being technically minded and clerical work as a passive profession, 

as some of the possible causes to the above stated fears pertaining to competence with the 

new technology. The author stated that the women are "clearly capable in any technological 

field when, as with men, sufficient access and information is made available" (p. 180). 

Finally, Firth-Cozens (1992a) used a case-study of a general manager for a health 

district who came into therapy for depressive symptoms related to difficulties at work to 

explore the meaning of occupational stress for one man. Sixteen therapy sessions using a 

psycho-dynamic therapy that focused on personal relations were examined. Therapy worked 

on several themes such as silence was safer, lack of entitlement, insecurity of the self at work, 

change from a helper to a manager, and an earlier childhood fantasy. The findings showed a 

relationship between job perceptions and symptomology: the more negative or dysfunctional 

the perception, the greater the symptoms. Conversely, as job perceptions improved so did 

negative depressive symptoms. The 'break-through' in the session was when the individual 

began to align the problems at work with the difficulties in his childhood: not rocking the boat, 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 28 

and being rejected and unwanted. Understanding this parallel in his life was paramount for 

this individual to forge a new path towards his present work and allow for the preparation of a 

new occupation. Firth-Cozens suggested that therapy provided a non-specific sense of 

empowerment that supported the possibility of change; the author also noted that this non

specific empowerment could just as well as been provided by a good senior manager. 

These three studies all explored the experience of stress in the workplace from the 

perspective of the individual who experiences the stress. The methods employed were all 

open-ended. The power of these research methods is that the meaning being made from the 

experience, and the context of the experience were both central to the study. The stress 

experienced resulted from the appraisal of the individuals in their environments. However, 

appraisals were all entrenched in their respective contexts: hierarchically organized workplace, 

advancing technological field with stagnant gender and occupational stereotypes, and a 

difficult workplace parallelling childhood experiences, respectively. Both Lazarus (1990, 

1999) and Folkman and Moskowitz (2000) emphasized the importance of interpreting 

appraisals within their contexts because it is these contexts that help structure the meaning, 

interpretation, and personal relevance of the environment to the individual. 

Contextual considerations. The knower cannot be separated from the known as the 

subjective experience embodies the meaning and interpretation of the event (Gergen & 

Gergen, 1986; Gillespie, 1992). Cognitive activity is seen as both a product of the real and 

social worlds, as environment and beliefs shape the interpretation of that environment. In an 

article aptly titled The Context Matters, Folkman and Moskowitz (2000) present a challenge 

to the research findings of a study by Carver et al. (2000). Carver and his colleagues contest 
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the notion that the degree of personal control over desired outcome explains distress. Carver 

et al.'s article instead proposes that it is the likelihood or expectancy of the outcome that 

explains distress. Two groups of women undergoing cancer treatment were used to support 

this hypothesis. 

Folkman and Moskowitz (2000) agree that both personal control and outcome 

expectancies influence distress, but these authors counter Carver's conclusions stating that it is 

the relative importance placed on either personal control or outcome expectancies that is the 

critical element for distress. "If an outcome is highly important, what should matter with 

respect to well-being is increasing the probability of a favourable outcome, regardless of 

personal agency" (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000, p. 151). Carver et al.'s (2000) findings can 

also support Folkman and Moskowitz's argument, as it is reasonable to believe that for 

women fighting cancer, the expectation of a positive outcome would be more important than a 

woman's personal control over this outcome. The significant difference for Folkman and 

Moskowitz is the emphasis is on the personal relevance or context of the expectancy, not just 

the expectancy itself. 

Although the context of personal relevance is argued to be important in understanding 

distress, personal relevance or the stakes one has in a particular outcome can also shape the 

conceptualization of stress itself. Stress as a concept has a non-referential nature, and can 

simultaneously refer to personal responses, environmental stimuli, interactions between 

response and stimulus, or transactions between individual and environment (Brown, 1996). 

The word stress can mean different things depending on the context applied. Steven Brown 

(1996, 1997) argued that the meaning of stress is found in its "textuality" or the context in 
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which the stress concept is used. In the 1981 dispute between the US Professional Air Traffic 

Controllers Organization (PATCO) and Federal Aviation Authority (FAA), Brown makes the 

point that the meaning of stress was manipulated depending on the contextual reference being 

applied. The air-traffic controllers used a meaning of stress that focused on their jobs and its 

demands. At the congressional hearings in 1979 on this labour dispute, a witness reported 

seeing air traffic controllers break down and weep under the intolerable pressure experienced 

by these controllers (Tesh, 1984). The focal point for interpreting stress was the work 

context. 

The F A A however targeted stress as a health issue; this frame placed culpability for 

stress in the hands of the workers because health is ultimately the responsibility of the person 

(Brown, 1996, 1997). The F A A defined stress as Cortisol levels, heart rate, and various 

personality measures, and thus refuted personal experiences as an appropriate measure of 

stress (Tesh, 1984). Using this definition, they were able to argue that no stress existed in this 

work environment. The focal point of the meaning of stress was the context of health and the 

personal responsibility of maintaining health. 

This example demonstrates that the multiple meanings of stress or ambiguity does not 

impede comprehension, but that there was "a strategic grasp of the term according to the 

particular concern it is directed towards"(Brown, 1996, p. 177). Thus, a deadlock between 

two different referential perspectives being used for stress ensued, one focusing on a systemic 

issue and the other on the individual. The question now becomes, who has the power to 

enforce their perspective. "The mistake the air traffic controllers made was to bring up the 

term 'stress' in the first place. ... Once the experts entered the discussion, the battle was lost" 
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(Tesh, 1984, pp.585-586). The North American bias to perceived stress as an individual's 

issue took precedence. Thus, communication, beliefs, and power can shape the accepted 

notion of stress. 

The meaning of stress can also shift according to broad political and economic 

discourses found in different societies (Newton, 1995). In a similar vein to Brown's work, 

stress's conceptual meaning can be shaped according to the larger socio-political agenda of 

the researcher and the research milieu. Gardell (1983) studied the impact of autonomous 

group work organizations on work perception and stress. Employees of a manufacturing plant 

were organized into work groups that had input into "planning and purchasing, as well as the 

organization and distribution of work" (Newton, 1995, p.45). Gardell argued that it was 

through democratic work organization that "worker's self-confidence had risen, and their self-

identity had changed in that they saw themselves as more competent and more 

influential"(Newton, 1995, p.45). Gardell's findings pertaining to a reduction of stress in the 

workplace appeared positive, but limited. 

Newton (1995) argued that Scandinavian stress research, an example being Gardell's 

study, followed a more collectivized, contextualized, and politically-critical program than their 

North American counterparts, which maintained an individualistic and biological focus. "Stress 

is portrayed as being primarily not about the individual's subjective appraisal of the 

environmental stressors, but is also about the politics of the work organization" (Newton, 

1995, p.46). Thus, socialistic and collective-responsibility was the shaping ideology behind 

the meaning of stress for Gardell and other Scandinavian research, as contrasted with the 

individualistic and personal-responsibility ideologies that undergird North American research. 
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Broader belief systems at the national and even the institutional level can provide social 

and political scaffolding supporting the construction of stress. Dick (2000) found that beliefs 

and values within an institution can shape the meaning of the occupational stressors 

encountered. In a similar research approach to Firth-Cozen (1992a), Dick used the therapy 

sessions (Rational Emotive Behavioural Therapy. REBT) of 35 police officers who had faced 

an acute stressor on the job. REBT is founded on principle that irrational beliefs drive 

emotional disturbance, thus this therapy requires not only a statement of the stressor but also 

the belief system around the stressor. Dick used the stressor, appraisal, and belief systems of 

the person as her data. The findings showed that internalized beliefs about the stressors were 

related to harm appraisals; fear that the acute stressor had negatively impacted or damaged the 

officer, and this damage affected the officer's perception and his/her colleagues' perceptions 

of this individual's operational reliability. Allowing the acute stressor to occur or becoming 

victim to it (violence, drastic role change, conflict with boss or coworkers) confronted the 

core grass-root policing value of acting tough, and this negatively influenced the occupational 

identity of the individual. This supported an alignment of occupational self-identity and core 

organizational values. 

Additionally, the police values of action and control were countered by the officers' 

beliefs of pessimism and cynicism— "the world is beyond help and it is pointless to attempt to 

intervene in it"( Dick, 2000, p.241). The author suggested that the cynicism functioned to 

build "a sense of solidarity within a context where there is little evidence that policing has any 

effect on crime rates or crime deterrents" (Dick, 2000, p. 241), and this also served to 

legitimize the burnout response for many of the officers. The discrepancy between the 
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rhetoric and the reality of the policing institution served to shape not only the identity and 

beliefs of the police, but also the meanings behind the harm and threat appraisals of the 

officers' interpretations of the acute stressors. 

In summary, context, as Folkman and Moskowitz (2000) state, does matter to stress 

research on many levels. From understanding a specific appraisal to the broad rationalization 

of harms and threats of a group of employees, context brings research into the living space of 

the participant. Authority, such as official police rhetoric and the F A A , had the power to set 

up the discrepancies that the employees would have to negotiate. The dominant beliefs do not 

negate the reality of the marginal belief system, but they do impact the degree that the 

marginalized perspectives are valued and considered representative of experience. This is one 

reason that micro-analytic, subjective, and idiographic research on the stress experiences of 

those who are marginalized in a specific environment is important. 

Workplace and Stress 

The study of stress in the workplace is crucial because of work's role in everyday life. 

People's dependence on their employment ranges from financial benefits to personal identity 

to health and well being. Work satisfies the basic financial requirements for person and/or 

family, and can also reflect one's status and identity in the broader societal milieu (Bridges, 

1994; Zunker, 1998). Thus, the workplace has great relevance to a person's well being. 

Work therefore is ideal for important transactions between an individual and his/her 

environment where a perceived harm/loss, threat, or challenge to goals, desires, and well being 

may take place. 

As most of the studies reviewed throughout this literature review pertained to stress 
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and appraisal in the workplace, the two following articles only cursively examined the impact 

of stress in the workplace. Hemingway and Smith (1999) explored the relationship between 

stress, organizational climate, and negative outcomes such as work-related injury and 

withdrawl behaviours (turnover and absensteeism). The study also examined the relationship 

between particular stressors and outcomes. Participants were 252 nurses who completed a 

series of scales pertaining to the study's objectives. The study produced several findings. 

Organization climate or the employees' shared feelings or perceptions about a given 

work environment was found to be an antecedent factor to stress, with negative climates 

relating to outcomes such as withdrawl behaviours and injury. As for specific stressors related 

to specific outcomes, employee turnover was predicted by role conflict. This highlights the 

difficulty of clustering stressors into a total stress score; overall stress scores have in the past 

been shown to influence employee turnover. These authors however question whether it was 

the role conflict stressor within the total score that produced this effect. Additionally, injury 

was related to an increase in the specific stressors of role ambiguity and dying patients; both of 

these stressors have the capacity of reducing attention through pre-occupation with the nature 

of the task or grief, respectively. 

Finally, this study found that when occupational stressors were partialed out of the 

organization climate-negative outcome relationship, significance was not reached. It was 

concluded that withdrawl behaviours and injury could be reduced by decreasing the specific 

stressors encountered, but that these negative outcomes would not necessarily be reduced by 

merely improving the organizational climate. Thus, understanding the particular stressors and 

the antecedents to those stressors was suggested as a more effective method for occupational 
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stress-reduction programs than general or global approaches. 

Abraham (1998) explored the effect of emotional dissonance in the workplace. The 

main constructs of this study were emotional dissonance (an employee's expressed emotions 

conforming with the organizational requirements but not reflecting the person's true feelings) 

and job autonomy (the degree of freedom, independence, and discretion in completing or 

executing job tasks). Participants were 106 customer-service representatives from a variety 

of settings who completed a battery of scales that pertained to the objectives of the study. 

The findings showed that emotional dissonance had an inverse relationship with job autonomy 

and job satisfaction, and a positive relationship with emotional exhaustion. Also, social 

support and self-monitoring emerged as possible methods of coping with emotional 

dissonance. The author concluded by stating that emotional dissonance can lead to a 

fragmentation of the self, which in turn can possibly lead to emotional exhaustion and job 

dissatisfaction. Thus, the requirement of emotional dissonance could lead to absenteeism, 

turnover, or reduced productivity. Although enforced as a criteria of employment, this 

dissonance could end up being counterproductive to the goals of the organization and the 

personnel. 

These two studies have demonstrated that job-related stress affects not only the 

employee, but also has the capacity of negatively affecting the workplace through 

absenteeism, turnover, and harming an employee's sense of self-identity and integrity. The 

workplace is not a static environment; it is an active and evolving context with beliefs and 

goals that have the power to impact the lives of its employees, particularly those employees 

who are in the lower echelons of the organization. 
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Clerical Workers 

In the workplace, clerical work is an occupation with low socio-political-economic 

status within the organization. Although broad in its scope, clerical work is typified by lower 

salaries (Truss, 1993), lack of control (Nararyanan et al., 1999), simple job content (Cohen & 

White, 1987), few promotions (Carayon, 1993a,b; Truss, 1999), and gender-specific 

attributes (Gwartney-Gibbs & Lach, 1994; Wichroski, 1994). Labels such as pink-collar 

work, office wife, or secretarial ghetto have been used to describe the occupational status of 

clerical workers. Exploring the clerical workers' experiences of stress is important because of 

(a) their limitations in terms of power, position, and opportunity in the office structure and (b) 

the sheer number of individuals that fall into this occupational grouping. 

In 1996, approximately 70% of this occupation was female, with clerical workers 

making up approximately 22% of employed female Canadians (Statistics Canada, 1996). 

Additionally, clerical work as an occupational grouping was over twice the size of any other 

category, regardless of sex (Statistics Canada, 1996). Eliminating the sales and service 

category, clerical work is four times the size of any other female occupational group. Further, 

visible minority workers, particularly newer immigrants, tend to work in lower paying clerical, 

service, or manual jobs; over half of the post-1980 South East Asian and Latin American 

immigrants clustered in these types of jobs (Kelly, 1998). Finally, in 1996, there was a ratio 

of 22 clerical workers for every 1 clerical supervisor (Statistics Canada, 1996). Thus, it can 

be concluded that these employees are a majority in terms of numbers, but a minority in terms 

of power and status. 

Clerical work is not uniform or standardized, but can span a number of disparate 
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explicit and implicit tasks depending on the company, role, and/or management (Cassell, 

1991). Clerical work can be broadly categorized by three relationships: worker to boss, 

worker to office machine, or worker to role (Cohen & White, 1987). The first relationship, 

clerical worker to boss, is best exemplified by the secretarial role. Secretaries are largely 

dependent on their bosses, who possess most of the control in shaping this position and its 

tasks (Balshem, 1988). This structured hierarchy results in the boss having a great deal of 

latitude in deciding the tasks depending on the type of support required; this can lead to a 

'principled arbitrariness' where this level of control can lead to "arbitrary behaviour limited 

only by general abstract notions of fair treatment" (Balshem, 1988, p. 361). This power 

structure and the sex typing of clerical tasks allow for the boundaries between public and 

private spheres to be breached. Such breaches create occupationally defining labels such as 

'office wife'. 

Organizational streamlining and technology have affected secretarial work. A 

secretary with 40 years experience reflected that when she started work, there was a one to 

one ratio of secretary to boss; this has changed to one secretary supporting 7 to 10 people 

(Cohen & White, 1987). Technology has also shifted the nature of clerical work. Personal 

computers allow supervisors or bosses to manage their own paperwork, mail, files, 

scheduling, and communication; these tasks, in the past, were largely secretarial. Overall, the 

relationship of clerical worker to boss has changed, and is now generally characterized by 

organizing and managing as many responsibilities and tasks as possible, and from a multitude 

of different people within the office hierarchy (Cohen & White, 1987; Wichroski, 1994). 

The second category is the relationship between worker and office machine. The data 
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entry clerk is predominantly involved with text production. "The work is very routine and 

controlled with immediate visible results that can be easily measured by the number of 

documents completed at the end of the day" (Cohen & White, 1987, p. 15). The de-skilling 

effect of technology impacts this group through reducing multi-functional jobs to single 

function jobs. Office technology also controls much of the decision-making (classifying and 

sorting), job content, and pace of the work; this used to be in the clerk's domain (Cohen & 

White, 1987). Additionally, technology introduces a new aspect of supervision. The 

supervisor no longer needs to be on site to monitor productivity, which can be ascertained 

down to the keystroke at an exact moment in time. 

The final category contains jobs where the relationship is between the worker and the 

public, such as receptionists, customer agents, etc. These employees become the human face 

of an organization; they are the first contact the general public has with the organization. A 

doctor cited in Wichroski (1994) stated, "(o)ur front office person is very, very crucial. We 

need someone who works well with people, who is empathetic, ... well spoken, pleasant, 

cheerful, and caring" (p.36). This person has to inspire confidence, and a happy atmosphere 

so patients or clients can feel taken care of and trust for the attending professionals 

(Wichroski, 1994). Thus, the skill base for these positions can encompass the first two 

defining relationships as well as elements of emotional control and specific emotional 

presentation on demand. 

With organizational downsizing and technological advancement, a clerk's duties may 

fall into all or some of the categories, as these personnel adapt to meet the varying needs of 

the organization. Each of these relationships contains elements of serving or supporting a 
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boss, a machine, the public, or a combination thereof. The difficulty of this occupational 

position is partially shown through the power differential between worker and supervisor, lack 

of control overtasks and environment, and a restriction of personal expression based on 

organizational expectations. A clerk's subordination is built into the hierarchy. 

Interestingly, the clerical worker's status can even be established by the occupational 

prestige of other non-management workers. Pemberton (1994) advocated for a 

differentiation between clerical workers and records and information management (RIM) 

professionals. He claimed that a lack of distinction between these two occupations is largely 

responsible for R I M not being considered a profession because of its close affiliation to the 

para-professional clerical worker. Pemberton cites four critical differences between these 

occupations, which could potentially establish RTM as a profession. The first is what he calls 

"natural law and common sense" (p.56); offices have hierarchies and R I M is higher on the 

corporate ladder than clerical, thus this is a differentiating characteristic. Second is the 

possession of knowledge/theory vs. technique. It is argued that RTM professionals operate 

according to a more reflective and analytic approach with "wanting to know why things 

happen (theory), not merely how to work them (technique)" (p.57). For example, it is argued 

that RTM professionals design the filing systems that clerical workers use. A third difference 

was educational standards, with RTM education usually entailing an university degree and 

standards set by the RTM profession. Clerical work does not have any professional standards. 

Finally, this authors points to the issue of loyalty. He argues that R I M professionals are 

committed to their professions, whereas clerical workers are committed to their companies or 

jobs. The arguments set forth by Pemberton suggested that marginalization can originate not 
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only from the hierarchical workplace or management, but also from other workers within the 

organization. 

Exploring clerical personnel's experiences of the workplace is important to 

understanding the nature of the experiences they may find threatening or challenging. 

Wichroski (1994) studied the tasks of secretaries in the workplace by interviewing 61 

secretaries in order to understand these women's perspectives of their work experiences. 

This research produced a typology that helped explain the difficulty of "superimposing an 

economic value on this work" (p.35). This typology contains three categories: rational, 

emotional, and peripheral. 

Rational or visible labour is work that acknowledged by the organization as legitimate 

for this occupation, and is the type of work that one would expect from clerical personnel. 

Observed, routinized tasks that are stereotypical of this position are typing, filing, 

photocopying, telephone answering, dealing with clients, and office administration and 

organization (Gwartney-Gibbs & Lach, 1994; Wichroski, 1994). These are the acknowledged 

or expected forms of labour. However, one clerical worker summed up the reality of the job, 

"a global thing about clerical work is there is a million details with no training. You can't 

train a clerk to cover all the details that are not written down anywhere, and can't be written 

down anywhere" (Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 1994, p.618). Thus, there may be a defined role 

description, but actual aspects of the job is less clear. With a multiplicity of tasks and 

responsibilities, the boundaries between the clerical worker's recognized and tacit labour are 

quite diffused. 

Tacit or invisible labour is not officially acknowledged by the organization, although it 
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is implicitly expected. An example of this is emotional labour, which is not formalized by the 

company, however it is critical for survival in it. It is the emotional control or manipulation of 

self and/or others (Hochschild, 1983). The process of altering the emotions of the worker in 

order to change, abate, or exacerbate the emotional states of the consumers is often an 

unspoken requirement of the job (Wichroski, 1994). This unacknowledged expectation to act 

friendly and in an attractive manner to create a comfortable and hospitable environment for 

the clients or customers can be demanded, even in highly hostile and unjust situations 

(Steinberg & Figert, 1999a). Emotions become a part of the pool of employable skills, and 

thus, controllable via the organization's objectives and values (Steinberg & Figart, 1999b). 

Another form of invisible labour is peripheral labour. These tasks are performed 

outside of the boundaries of the clerical role, and can include "housekeeping tasks, such as 

cleaning desks, making and serving coffee, sharpening pencils, running personal errands, and 

doing personal favours for the boss" (Wichroski, 1994, p.38). These can be closely aligned 

with gender-based expectations, and lead to the labels such as 'the office wife'. Although 

undeniably supportive, responsibilities such as planning the boss's diary, making 

appointments, making tea and coffee, watering office plants, to the extreme levels of 

Christmas shopping and running the boss's personal errands can become part of the clerical 

worker's repertoire of duties (Balshem, 1988; Cassell, 1991; Wichroski, 1994). Similar to the 

duties of a housewife, they are condoned in the office because of the gender typing of this 

particular occupation. Many of these latent or peripheral tasks breach the boundaries between 

the private and public spheres, and serve to segregate this occupation along gender lines. 

Although the prevalence and types of peripheral or emotional labour are idiosyncratic to the 
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demands and expectations of the specific workplace, the examples exemplify the given socio

political status and gendered nature of clerical work, and clarify its status within the office 

hierarchy. 

Threaded throughout the description of clerical work is gender, which is one of the 

decisive organizing factors in the office, and the workplace in general (Cassell, 1991). The 

division of labour based on gender in the greater society is echoed in the world of the office, 

as patriarchal relations relegate women to a supportive and often subordinate role (Cassell, 

1991). Initially, clerical work was a predominately male position, which was somewhat 

analogous to middle management with the clerk being "the right-hand man of the financier or 

industrialist... often a bright young man on his way up" (Balshem, 1988, p.361). However, 

the advent of "typewriters, telegraphs, telephones, mimeographs and machines for accounting, 

calculating, addressing, billing, and mailing made it possible to mechanize, standardize, and 

routinize the functioning of the office" (Balshem, 1988, p. 361), thus contributing to the 

feminization of this role through shifting the skill set from intellectual to manual. Shifts in 

tasks moved the role from having some authority or upward mobility, to manualized labour in 

a strictly supportive role. The proletarian shift to typing, filing, telephoning, and the 

narrowing of power through limiting tasks, lowered expectations, and the sex-typing of these 

tasks resulted in the devaluation and segregation of this occupation in the organizational 

hierarchy (Wichroski, 1994). 

Through the feminization of clerical work, "a malleable and passive workforce" 

moulded to the hierarchical needs in the organization has been created (Gwartney-Gibb & 

Lach, 1994). Gender also impacts other aspects of work. Gwartney-Gibb and Lach (1994) 
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studied the effects of gender in the workplace pertaining to conflict resolution. They 

interviewed 23 female and 11 male clerical workers, and concluded that the women often 

used a different style of communication in expressing conflict when compared with their male 

counterparts. Women often couched their workplace problems as personality problems or 

interpersonal issues. The discursive practice used by female clerical personnel was not an 

organizationally approved language, thus the appreciation for these women's perspectives of 

their environments was limited (Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 1994). This was worsened by the 

fact that the "gatekeepers (of dispute resolution processes) routinely discounted the 

importance and complexity of clerical worker's feelings, dismissing emotionally-laden 

conflicts as mere personality conflicts" (Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 1994, p. 633). These clerical 

workers had their experiences of the workplace de-legitimized because of the language they 

used to convey their problems; the content of these disputes was not seen as valid workplace 

conflict but was rather discounted as emotional or interpersonal (Gwartney-Gibb & Lach, 

1994). This research states that the manner of expression or language that female clerical 

workers used was different from the dominant discursive practices of the workplace, and this 

silenced communication about the experiences or problems they encountered. 

Finally, Hall, Stevens, and Meleis (1992) and Stevens, Hall, and Meleis (1992) studied 

clerical workers, who these authors portray as a population with "low earnings, low status, 

limited career mobility, poor working conditions, few fringe benefits and lower job security" 

(Hall et al., 1992, p.448). Both articles analysed the interviews of 87 clerical workers with 

narrative approaches that focused on different topics. More specific to the purposes of the 

present study, the second of the two articles explored the vulnerability of clerical workers 
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from different ethnic groups. Stevens and her colleagues found both themes of vulnerability 

in both work and home spheres. 

Concentrating on the findings from the work domain, four themes of vulnerability 

came forward. Vulnerabilities related to 'job closure' were the lack of job opportunity, lack 

of exercising talents and potential, and "dead-end positions at the bottom of organizational 

hierarchies, with little to look forward to or learn" (Stevens et al., 1992, p.759). The 

women's stories included being overworked, with an under-valuing of their skills (Stevens et 

al., 1992). Another vulnerability was ethnic and racial tensions created by prejudice based on 

ethnicity, race, or skin-colour; this "included unwarranted criticism, punishment, 

nonpromotion '[sic], firings, ostracism, disrespect, and humiliation (Stevens et al., 1992, 

p. 760). The next theme was the vulnerability of "the job robs my children of their mother" 

(p.760); work consumed energy and time that should have been spent with families. This 

created guilt and fear in the clerical workers, as they felt that they "imperiling their children" 

(p. 760). And, the final work-related theme of vulnerability was an 'economic stranglehold'. 

Clerical work's poor wages and the women's financial burden was argued to prohibit positive 

steps to gain control in their lives, "such as moving out of unsafe neighbourhoods, divorcing 

abusive spouses, quitting ungratifying jobs to pursue education, or hiring adequate child care" 

(Stevens et al., 1992, p. 761). Although much of Stevens and her colleagues' work focused 

on the interface of the home and work domains, the effect produced by being in a socially, 

politically, and economically marginalized occupation was not only evident in the workplace, 

spilled over into their private domains. 

In conclusion, the clerical worker's experience of self and context are marginalized in 
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many ways by their socio-political and economic status. Several arguments have been used to 

make this point: the lack of control over task or the changes within the occupation, lack of 

control and power within the office structure, the typology of labour with lack of full 

acknowledgement of the clerical personnel's contribution, expectation of tasks dependent on 

gender not skill, regulation of emotions to meet organization needs, and lack of formal 

acknowledgement of a language that portrays their concerns. Finally, the impact of low 

income and limited vertical and horizontal movement in their occupations led to vulnerabilities 

in both professional and private spheres. Due to the broad nature of the occupation and the 

massive numbers of clerical personnel, these are just a small sample of marginalizing 

characteristics of this occupation. 

To understand the clerical workers' stress experiences, it is important to seek these 

women's experiences from their perspectives. This present study helps to elucidate clerical 

workers' experiences through a subjective, contextual, and micro-analytic approach, which 

provides a formal recognition of their experiences from their perspectives. This approach also 

acknowledges the unique elements in their workplaces that are present, contributing, or 

creating the harm/loss, threats, or challenges to a group of clerical worker's goals, desires, 

values, beliefs, or expectations. 
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Chapter 3: Method 

Design of the Study 

The analysis depicted in the present study was a secondary analysis of data collected in 

a larger research project entitled "Clerical workers' experiences of work stress. A nomothetic 

and idiographic study" (Long, n.d.). This larger project entailed two stages: assessment of 

clerical workers' personal characteristics; and daily recordings of a stress event, stress 

appraisals, coping strategies, and negative emotional responses for these clerical workers. 

The present study used the idiographic material generated from the daily diary's bi-

daily recordings of a workplace incident that was found most stressful for a specific time 

period. This subjectively-oriented and idiographic material was created by an open-ended 

question that elicited a description and the causal reasoning of a stress event. 

Sampling and Procedures 

A total of 229 clerical workers participated in a larger idiographic and nomothetic 

project, which focused on the well-being of female clerical workers. Female clerical workers 

were solicited for participation in the initial study through networking and by written requests 

circulated in the printed media. Recruitment was focused at full-time clerical workers, and 

depicted the study as trying to understand how clerical workers experienced chronic work 

stress. Respondents who met the following criteria were eligible: (a) did not supervise other 

workers, (b) were employed a minimum of 20 hours per week, (c) were experiencing ongoing 

work-related stress, and (d) were female. The participants were all employees of large and 

small organizations in the same large western Canadian city. Participants received a small gift 

for their participation, and were sent a summary report of the study findings. Participation 

was voluntary, and confidentiality of all individual data was guaranteed. 

Not all who participated in the larger initial study completed the daily diary portion. 

Of the first 127 women who were willing to complete the daily diary, 23 participants were 
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excluded because they failed to complete their diaries. Seven women who reported fewer 

than five stressors and 1 woman who recorded only evening diaries were also excluded. 

Results of statistical tests (e.g., Wests and chi-square analysis) revealed that those who failed 

to complete the study did not differ in terms of age, years of education, income levels, or 

years in the workforce; however, they were more likely to be parents compared with those 

who completed the study. 

The sample for the daily diary portion of the study consisted of 96 women. Their ages 

ranged from 18 to 61 years old (M= 39.24, SD = 9.36). Sixty-two percent were married or 

living with a partner, and 41% had children. Fifty-three percent had some college or 

university education (e.g., 2 years), 13% graduated from college or university, and 34% had 

either technical training, or high school education, or less. Thirty-five percent had an annual 

household income between 26,000 and 40,000 Canadian dollars, 6% had an income of less 

than 25,000, and 5% greater than 100,000. The predominantly Caucasian sample also 

included 8% Asian, 6% First Nations (i.e., American Indian), and 2% South Asian women. 

Job classifications included clerical workers (46%), secretaries (25%), and administrative 

assistants (29%). The women had been in the work force for an average of 19.36 (SD = 8.13) 

years. The 96 clerical workers reported 1536 stress events (ranging from 5 to 30 events per 

person; M=15.84, SD = 6.83, Md = 15.0) over the 30 occasions. 

The participants for the present study were a sub-set of the larger daily diary sample. 

These individuals were chosen based on a sampling criterion of 15 or more stress entries for 

the open-ended question over the 30 occasions. The present study included 50 of the 96 daily 

diary participants. The 50 clerical workers reported 1044 stress events (ranging from 15 to 

30 events per person; M=21.12, SD = 4.49, Md = 17). 

Results of statistical tests (e.g., Mests and chi-square analysis) revealed that those 

who completed 15 or more stress events when compared with the larger sample of 96 women 
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did not differ in terms of age, years of education, income levels, or years in the workforce. 

The ages of the women in the final sample ranged from 21 to 58 years old (M= 38.5, SD = 

8.71). Sixty-eight percent were married or living with a partner, and 38% had children. Fifty-

two percent had some college or university education (e.g., 2 years), 18% graduated from 

college or university, and 30% had technical training, high school education, or less. Thirty-

eight percent had an annual household income between 26,000 and 40,000 Canadian dollars, 

4% less than 25,000, and 2% greater than 100,000. The predominantly Caucasian sample 

also included 9% Asian, 7% First Nations (i.e., American Indian), and 2% South Asian. Job 

classifications included clerical workers (62%), secretaries (20%), administrative assistants 

(27%), and receptionist/customer services (16%). The women had been in the work force for 

an average of 19.50 (SD = 7.89) years. 

Procedures for the initial daily diary study. The participants of the daily diary study 

were screened over the telephone to ascertain if they met the study criteria. Respondents met 

with a research assistant at a convenient place (e.g., their home) to complete an informed 

consent form (see Appendix A), demographic and work history information, and measures of 

personal characteristics. The research assistant had the participant complete a practice set of 

diaries. Participants then began recording the daily diaries at noon on the next convenient 

workday. On each workday of the 15-day period, participants completed questionnaires 

concerning a specific stressor event, appraisals, coping strategies, and emotional responses at 

noon, and at the end of the workday, either before leaving work, or immediately upon arriving 

home (see Appendix B for daily diary forms). Participants were instructed to (a) miss the 

recording period entirely if they did not fill in a diary within the specified time period, (b) 

complete the diary based on their experience for that morning, or since the previous recording, 

(c) place the diary in a sealed envelope after completing it, and (d) mail in their responses at the 

end of each block of 5 workingdays. Participants were telephoned twice a week as a reminder 
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to complete the forms and to clarify any questions. Each set of daily diary recordings took 

approximately 15 minutes. 

Open-Ended Question of the Daily Diaries. Each diary booklet contained an open-

ended question regarding an event that the participant found most stressful during the target 

period of the specific diary: morning or afternoon. The following are the instructions for 

completing the open-ended question for each of the diary booklets. 

Morning Diary: 

Consider all of your experiences related to work since you left home this morning. 

Please tell us about the event or experience that was most stressful for you. This may 

have been some problem or tension with your boss, something that involved your work 

tasks, or even something as minor as an annoying telephone call. Traveling to work 

can also be considered. Describe what HAPPENED and what was stressful about it. 

The afternoon diary's wording of the first line was changed to "Consider all of your 

experiences related to work since you completed the diary at noon. And the second to last 

line's wording was changed to "traveling from work"... . 

For both sets of diaries, six lines followed these instructions prompting the participant 

to write their descriptions of these experiences, and why these events were considered 

stressful. 

Data Analysis of the Present Study 

Content analysis. The content analysis technique has often been implemented by 

researchers using an open-ended question format in studying stress (e.g., Cassell, 1991; Dewe, 

1992, 1993a; Dewe et al., 1993; Di Salvo et al., 1988; Narayanan et al., 1999; Wichroski, 

1994). Content analysis has been successfully utilized in stress and coping research either to 

achieve the outcomes of the research process, or as a mid-point to generate quantitative 

variables that are grounded in subjectively reported textual responses (Boyatzis, 1998; Lee & 
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Peterson, 1997). The advantage of content analysis is the focus on information pertinent to a 

certain aim. The aim of this study was to produce, identify, and analyse the salient elements 

present during or contributing to the stressful workplace experience as they were 

communicated through descriptions of clerical workers' stress events over time. 

The present study used a theory-based content analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) that used the 

transactional theory of stress and coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) as a framework for 

analysis. This theory guided the content to be analyzed, in terms of the person or 

environmental elements that were present during or contributing to the stress event; the 

content analysis facilitated access to elements of the subjectively-understood, idiographic 

descriptions of the person-environment transactions being interpreted as stressful. Elements 

are parts, units, or aspects of the stress event, and salient elements are those elements that are 

used in the description of the stress event. The focus of this study was on salient elements that 

are either present during or contributing to the stress event, as it was described by the clerical 

worker. In the final step of the analysis, the transaction theory of stress also supported the 

analysis of these salient elements in terms of the higher-order goals or expectations that are 

antecedent factors for the stress process. 

The steps of the present analysis were as follows. First, two independent coders 

consistently identified as elements present during or contributing to the stress event 

descriptions that were important to the communication of the experience of stress. Second, 

themes, codes, code definitions, and categories for the identified elements of the stress events 

were collaboratively developed by the two coders to aid in organizing and understanding these 

micro-analytic and subjective workplace experiences. Finally, interpretation of the themes, 

codes, code definitions, and categories were used to develop a composite of the personal 

higher-order goals or expectations held by these clerical workers. 

Step one, part one—Training the coders. As the principal coder, I am a female 
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graduate student with a background in political philosophy and therapeutic practice. The 

second coder was a male and a program director in a social services agency. Training of the 

coders was an iterative and collaborative process and ensured that each coder isolated and 

coded the target content similarly. The definition for target content or units of analysis (UA) 

was 'those elements of the stress event descriptions that were identified by the clerical worker 

as being present during or contributing to the stress event'. These could either be personal or 

environmental in nature. The U A for this study were focused on the appraisal segment of the 

stress process. Content that was not included in the selection of a U A was statements about 

how the stress made the clerical worker feel after the event or how the individual responded to 

or evaluated the stress event. Additionally, no weight was placed on these various elements in 

terms of their centrality to the stress experience. 

The training procedure was as follows: an explanation of the U A content definition was 

provided and a random sub-sample of stress events not used for the present research (clerical 

workers who did not complete 15 or more stress events in the daily diary study) was used to 

locate U A and create raw codes (see Step one, part two for the procedure of raw coding). 

The accuracy of this process was checked using a percentage of agreement; this process 

assessed both the number of U A identified and the similarity of the content. When the coders 

achieved a minimum 85% consistency, it was assumed that the coders used the same content 

definitions or had a similar understanding of the type of content being coded. 

Accuracy again was checked after approximately half of the clerical workers' data or 

25 participant data sets were raw coded. Both the number of elements and the general content 

of the U A was assessed for accuracy. Agreement was sufficiently high (over 85%), thus extra 
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training or fining-tuning of the U A definition was not necessary. 

Step one, part two—Raw coding. (See Figure 1 for Schemata of Analysis). Each of the 

participant's responses for the daily diary study's open-ended question was transcribed into a 

single word processing computer file. These files were considered sub-samples; the stress 

events within each sub-sample were considered a discrete block of text for analysis. Thus, 

each clerical worker's entries were a sub-sample with 15 or more discrete blocks of text to be 

analyzed. These sub-samples were analyzed exactly as they were transcribed into the computer 

file; there was no editing of the text. 

The two coders worked independently on this part of the analysis. Each coder read the 

sub-samples thoroughly to facilitate familiarity with the text. Then for each stress event, each 

coder identified the U A . These units were elements of the person or environment that were 

described as either present during or contributing to the stress event. The coders also recorded 

the number of U A found in each stress event. 

Once all of the U A for a single stress event had been identified, a system of open or raw 

coding was used to simplify the U A to the essence of the personal or environmental elements 

being represented; this was done through in vivo coding if the U A was small enough, or 

paraphrasing to capture the nub or essence of what was being described. An example of this 

raw coding process for one coder is as follows. The stress event described by the clerical 

worker islam so, so far behind in the piles of work on my desk and people keep giving more 

work with crazy deadlines. The phone keeps ringing and my supervisor does nothing to help 

me. This would be raw coded as piles of work with people giving more work, crazy deadlines, 

phone keeps ringing, and supervisor does nothing to help. One coder had isolated four UAs 
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Step One: 

Event #1 

Event #2 

Event #3 

Step Two: 

Raw Codes (Elements) 

Units of Analysis 
(Salient Personal or 
Environmental Elements) 

Units of Analysis 
(Salient Personal or 
Environmental Elements) 

Units of Analysis 
(Salient Personal or 
Environmental Elements) 

Themes 

Raw Codes (Elements) 

Raw Code (Elements) 

Raw Code (Elements) 

Definition/ Codes 
/ 

Step Three: 

Definition/ Codes 
/ 

/ 

Stress Category 

/ 

Goals/ Expectations 

Figure J. Schematic of analysis that models the progression of the content analysis through the 

Analysis 
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three steps, and created the corresponding raw codes for this particular stress event. The 

criteria of this stage of coding was to remain as closely connected to the data as possible. Each 

of the coders raw coded all of the sub-samples and recorded the frequency of the units of 

analysis for each of the stress events. 

Step two, part one—Consensus on the UA and raw codes. Although the present study 

did not impose a prior established list of codes on the data, it did use a structure provided by 

the Lazarus and Folkman (1984) model of transactional stress experiences. More specifically, 

the content analysis focused on internal or external environmental elements that the person 

described as being present during or contributing to an experience of stress. Again adhering to 

the structure provided by the transactional theory of stress, the content sought in the final steps 

of analysis was expanded to include higher-order goals or expectations, which were 

conceptualized by Lazarus (1991) and others (Park & Folkman, 1997) as antecedent factors to 

the stress process. 

A double coding data analysis strategy (Boyatzis, 1998) was used throughout the 

theory-based content analysis. Double coding consisted of two or more coders independently 

making judgements about the identification and coding of the salient elements present during 

or contributing to the stress event as they were described by the clerical workers. Two 

separate raw code lists were created independently, and brought together in a collaborative 

process in which coders compared and contrasted the raw codes and number of units of 

analysis per stress event. The coders used a process of consensus to establish the raw codes to 

be used in the next step of the analysis. Both the number of U A and the assigned raw codes 

were compared for similarity. If the content of the U A and the raw code wording was the 
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same, then the code remained. If the content of the U A was the same, but the raw codes used 

different words or phrases, then the code that was most representative of the U A content was 

collaboratively developed. If the content of the U A was different (the coders did not record 

the same UA), then a discussion ensued regarding the reasons for the different judgements until 

agreement was reached on the U A and the raw code. None of the U A or codes failed to reach 

consensus, therefore it was not necessary for the principal investigator to make unilateral 

decisions regarding cases of non-agreement. Consensus to building coding or resolving coding 

discrepancy has been used by other authors in qualitative stress research (Hall et al., 1992; 

Narayanan et al., 1999; Stevens et al., 1992). This part of the analysis reduced the total 

material to the salient elements of the stress events. ATLASt i 4.1 (Muhr, 1997), a computer 

program, was used to manage the processed raw codes of all of the stress events. 

Inter-rater reliability, percentage of agreement (with the exception of checking for 

similar U A content definitions in the training portion of the analysis), and the kappa statistic 

were not used in the main analysis of study for the following reasons. First, the goals of this 

study were largely exploratory, and not confirmatory; the process was building codes and 

categories from the data, not corrfirming the presence of established codes and categories. 

Second, there was no established list of codes used in this study, thus the ability to agree on 

how an U A was coded (what words were chosen to represent the U A ) was curtailed by the 

subjectivity of the inductive coding process. Collaboration, not percentage of agreement, was 

better able to meet the exploratory requirements of this study; collaboration also allowed for 

two opinions to be voiced about the content of the data. Third, accounting for chance 

agreement was irrelevant because the purpose was to explore, not confirm the presence of an 
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established category with a specific frequency within a specified degree of probability. Nor 

were the clerical workers used in this study conceptualized as being representative of a larger 

population. 

Step two, part two—Creation of codes and coding definitions. This part of the analysis 

continued the double coding efforts. Both coders independently surveyed the alphabetically 

sorted raw code list and created broad themes based on similar content of the personal or 

environmental elements (raw codes). Again, the coders compared and discussed the themes 

found in the raw code list and collaboratively developed these themes into broad families. 

These larger groupings were used to collapse the massive raw code list into manageable 

groupings. 

From this point, themes from within the broad families were developed from the 

different personal or environmental elements (or raw codes). The process of double coding 

was used. Within the families, the coders separately created themes that possessed maximum 

differentiation and minimum exclusion amongst the raw codes (Boyatzis, 1998): different 

personal and environmental element groups with meaningful frequencies. The coders 

compared and contrasted their separate themes to collaboratively develop a set of themes, and 

create corresponding definitions with indicators of the themes and possible exclusionary 

criteria. If it was found that the thematic definition was too vague (lack of differentiation) or 

too narrow (high exclusion rates), then the theme was rewritten so as to widen the breadth of 

its content and its ability to differentiate between, and yet include, as many elements as possible 

within the broader family. A label for each finer theme was created, and this became the code 

label. Thus, this part of the analysis resulted in a code label, definition, and indicator for the 
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code. If necessary, exclusionary criteria was also included. The process of creating the code 

labels and definitions utilized constant reflection back to the initial stress events for the purpose 

of maintaining the essence of the personal or environmental element as it was conveyed in the 

context of the initial stress event. Once the codes were created, ATLASt i 4.1 was used to 

transpose the raw codes into these newly created codes. 

At this point, summary information pertaining to the codes and the individual clerical 

worker and the group were tabulated. For each clerical worker and the total group, the 

number of events completed, total number of elements found in these events, mean number of 

elements (standard deviation for the means), modal number of elements for the events, and the 

range of the number of elements for the events were recorded. 

Additionally, the number of elements that repeated over time across the events and the 

percentage of repeating elements to total elements were calculated for each clerical worker and 

the group. The total number of codes across all of the clerical workers' events, the number of 

repeating codes, and the percentage of repeating to total codes were recorded for each clerical 

worker and the group. The range of the number of repeating codes for each clerical worker 

was also recorded. 

Step three, part one—Stress categories for the code definitions. The final step of 

analysis entailed the creation of the goals or expectations and beliefs in the workplace from all 

of the information generated from the prior two steps. In the first part of this step's analysis, 

the two coders created categories for the codes. The coders independently developed themes 

from the code definitions. These themes were built using the related characteristics of the 

definitions, identified underlying constructs behind the definitions, and/or developmental 
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hierarchies in that some elements may lead to other elements (Boyatzis, 1998). The coders 

came together with their independently created themes, and developed exhaustive categories 

for the codes. Definitions were created for these newly formed themes, and category labels 

were also developed. The codes were transposed into the stress categories in ATLASt i 4.1, 

and total frequency, range of frequencies, and modal frequency across clerical workers were 

recorded. 

Step three, part two-Integrating the results. In order for there to be an experience of 

stress, there must be a goal, commitment, or well-being state, which is harmed/lost, threatened, 

or challenged. These goal, commitment, or well-being states exist prior to the stress state. 

Additionally, it has been suggested by many authors working in the domain of stress that these 

goals, commitments, and well being are manifestations of high-order goals or expectations 

(Kahn, 1990; Lazarus, 1990, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Locke & Taylor, 1991; Park & 

Folkman, 1997; Stein et al., 1997). The adjective global is often used for the broader, higher-

order level, and the situational is used for the narrow or situation-specific level. Personally-

held goals or expectations provide personal relevance or ego-involvement (Lazarus, 1991), 

thus are necessary but not sufficient for the experience of stress. Thus, there is a relationship 

between the goal state and the stressed state. 

To gain access to the higher-order goals or expectations, the coders used the implicit 

relationship between goal states and stressed states to find patterns or goal or expectation 

constructs undergirding the categories/definitions and their corresponding codes/definitions. 

For the purpose of this study, the specific goal, commitment, or well being state in a workplace 

situation that was being harm/lost, threatened, or challenged was conceptualized as a 
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manifestation of a higher-order goal or expectation. In this step, the analysis was guided by 

several questions: What makes the individual elements/codes stressful, how would one make 

the elements not stressful (transposing the element or code into a benign form), and what is 

being harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged by the properties in the respective category. 

These questions helped identify related characteristics in the elements and underlying 

constructs undergirding the categories and codes (Boyatzis, 1998). The coders separately 

answered the questions for each of the categories and their respective codes, then came 

together to discuss their answers. Given the repeated nature of the data and the quest for 

higher-order personal goals or expectations, greater emphasis was placed on the higher 

frequency elements, or the elements that had high repetition for either the individual clerical 

worker or the group. 

The responses to the aforementioned questions, the categories/definitions, and 

codes/definitions were formulated into broad workplace goals or expectations of the clerical 

workers. Thus, the purpose of this step's analysis is to identify the goals or expectations being 

harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged in the stress events being described by the clerical 

workers. 

Establishing Credibility of the Findings 

Double coding was one method used throughout the present study to establish a form 

of credibility for the findings. Double coding is advocated by Boyatizis (1998) as a method to 

establish credibility in content analysis. The process of double coding included an independent 

perusal of the material prior to the collaborative process. This allowed each coder to form 

their own ideas about the data prior to coming together in the collaborative process. 
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Additionally, the form of collaborative analysis between coders that was used in the 

present research has been undertaken in other research. Stevens et al. (1992) and Hall et al. 

(1992) used a similar process on their narrative themes as was used in the present study's 

content-analysed themes: "(t)he analysis was dialogical, involving information sharing, debate, 

brainstorming, and reclarification" (p. 758). Additionally, Narayanan et al. (1999) used a 

collaborative process as part of their analysis of open-ended question responses. 

Also, there were differences between the two coders in terms of (a) familiarity with the 

theoretical and background literature for the study, (b) gender, and (c) occupational status. 

During the collaborative process, the second coder presented his findings and his discussion 

prior to the principal coder's presentation; this ordering was to open the dialogue of the 

collaborative process in a way that was sensitive to the potential power differences in the 

pertinent knowledge levels between the coders. A process of checking-in about feeling heard 

and having the space for debate around differing views was undertaken to ensure that the 

valued opinions of both coders were equally presented and weighted. 

Finally, credibility was also established internally through frequency of occurrence of 

the codes and categories within and across the clerical workers' experiences, and externally 

through stress or methodological literature or research integrated into the findings and 

discussion sections. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussions 

The salient personal and environmental elements that were either present during or 

contributing to the stress event (i.e., elements), the thematically-based groupings of the similar 

elements (i.e., codes), and thematically-based groupings of the similar codes (i.e., categories) 

reflect the clerical workers' experiences of the workplace environment. The findings and 

discussions are divided into sections that each respond to the three research questions. The 

section on complexity of workplace stress descriptions answers, What does the subjectively 

generated composition of stress events look like over time, and to what extent are these 

elements within this composition consistent over time for an individual or the group of 

clerical workers in this study? The section on content of the stressful workplace descriptions 

answers, What salient personal and environmental elements are being used to express the 

clerical workers' experiences of workplace stress? Finally, the section on the goals or 

expectations of the clerical workers answers, What is the nature of the clerical workers' goals 

or expectations that are undergirding the meaning-making process in these clerical workers' 

stressful workplace events? 

Complexity of Workplace Stress Descriptions 

Descriptive compositional complexity. Descriptive frequencies from the workplace 

stress events showed that the clerical workers varied in terms of the number of salient elements 

and codes. The stress event elements, the means, modes, and ranges for each clerical worker 

varied, although not substantially (see Table 1 for the descriptive information of each clerical 

worker and the group). Over the total 1044 stress events, 2043 salient elements were reported 

within these events, with clerical workers having a mean of approximately two elements in a 
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Table 1: Frequencies Information of Each Clerical Worker and the Group 

# #of 
Events 

Total # 
elements 
/ C W 

Mean # 
element 
/ Event 

SD Modal* 
elements 
/ Event 

Range 
element 
/ Event 

# Repeat 
elements 
(repeat-
total %) 

Total 
#of 
codes 
/ C W 

# Repeat 
codes 
(repeat-
total % 

Rang 
repeat 
codes 
/ C W 

1 17 35 2.06 0.9 2 1-4 18 (.64) 26 9 (.35) 2-2 

2 16 31 1.94 1.2 1 1-4 19 (.61) 18 7 (.39) 2-6 

3 16 38 2.38 0.6 2 1-3 24 (.63) 21 9 (.41) 2-5 

4 19 38 2 0.9 2 1-5 22 (.58) 21 5 (.24) 2-7 

5 23 41 1.78 0.6 2 1-3 34 (.83) 20 13 (.65) 2-4 

6 30 67 2.23 0.7 2 1-4 51 (.76) 30 15 (.50) 2-7 

7 15 26 1.7 0.9 1 1 -3 18 (.69) 15 7 (.47) 2-4 

8 20 53 2.65 1.1 3 1-5 48 (.91) 27 17 (.63) 2-5 

9 15 24 1.6 0.5 2 1 -2 16 (.67) 15 7 (.47) 2-3 

10 22 49 2.23 0.8 2 1-3 30 (.61) 31 12 (.39) 2-4 

11 16 47 2.94 0.8 3 1-4 43 (.91) 16 12 (.75) 2-8 

12 16 34 2.13 0.4 2 1-3 19 (.56) 20 5 (.20) 2-7 

13 21 35 1.67 0.6 1 1-4 30 (.86) 13 8 (.62) 2-8 

14 19 45 2.37 1.1 1 1-3 26 (.58) 31 11 (.35) 2-4 

15 17 31 1.82 0.9 1 1-3 24 (.77) 16 10 (.63) 2-4 

16 23 38 1.65 0.6 2 1-3 26 (.68) 22 10 (.45) 2-6 

17 17 29 1.71 0.6 2 1-3 19 (.66) 16 6 (.38) 2-6 

18 16 19 1.19 0.5 1 1-3 10 (.53) 11 3 (.27) 2-6 

19 19 35 1.84 0.8 2 1-4 20 (.57) 23 8 (.35) 2-5 

20 17 32 1.88 0.7 2 1-3 17 (.53) 22 7 (.32) 2-5 

21 22 35 1.59 0.6 1 1-3 32 (.91) 11 8 (.72) 2-

22 16 41 2.56 0.8 3 1-4 34 (.83) 20 13 (.65) 2-5 

23 18 50 2.77 0.8 2 1-4 39 (.78) 23 12 (.52) 2-6 

24 22 51 2.32 0.8 2 1-4 40 (.78) 21 10 (.48) 2-8 

25 28 51 1.82 0.9 2 1-4 33 (.50) 30 12 (.40) 2-7 

26 23 40 1.74 0.6 2 1-3 22 (.55) 27 9 (.33) 2-4 

27 21 39 1.9 0.6 2 1-3 20 (.51) 26 9 (.35) 2-3 
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Table 1- cont. 

# #of 
Events 

Total # 
elements 
/ C W 

Mean# 
element 
s / 
Event 

SD Modal # 
elements 
/ Event 

Range 
element 
/ Event 

# Repeat 
elements 
(repeat-
total %) 

Total 
#of 
codes 
/ C W 

# Repeat 
codes 
(repeat-
total %) 

Rang 
repeat 
code 
/ C W 

28 28 64 2.29 1 1 1-4 53 (.83) 26 15 (.58) 2-9 

29 22 41 1.95 1 2 1 -4 26 (.63) 23 8 (.35) 2-6 

30 22 28 1.27 0.6 1 1 -3 18 (.64) 16 7 (.44) 2-4 

31 16 26 1.62 0.8 1 1-3 15 (.58) 16 5 (.31) 2-5 

32 25 50 2 0.6 2 1-3 27 (.59) 35 12 (.34) 2-3 

33 17 26 1.53 0.8 1 1-3 15 (.58) 16 5 (.31) 2-5 

34 16 34 2.13 1 2 1 -4 21 (.62) 21 8 (.38) 2-4 

35 24 46 1.92 0.9 1 1-4 35 (.76) 22 11 (.50) 2-4 

36 26 46 1.77 0.5 2 1-3 28 (.61) 28 10 (.36) 2-4 

37 21 41 1.95 0.6 2 1-3 25 (.61) 25 9 (.36) 2-5 

38 22 43 1.95 0.8 2 1-4 33 (.77) 18 8 (.44) 2-7 

39 27 60 2.22 0.5 2 1-3 41 (.68) 31 13 (.42) 2-7 

40 18 36 2 0.6 2 1-3 16 (.44) 25 5 (.25) 2-5 

41 29 73 2.52 0.6 2 1-3 52 (.71) 25 8 (.32) 2-14 

42 25 48 1.96 0.9 2 1-5 42 (.88) 18 12 (.67) 2-7 

43 15 32 2.13 0.8 2 1-4 12 (.38) 24 5 (.21) 2-3 

44 23 49 2.13 0.9 2 1-4 38 (.78) 20 9 (.45) 2-13 

45 20 40 2 0.9 1 1-4 32 (.80) 18 10 (.56) 2-4 

46 30 52 1.73 0.6 2 1-3 36 (.69) 28 14 (.50) 2-6 

47 26 45 1.58 0.7 1 1-3 29 (.64) 23 7 (.30) 2-10 

48 18 27 1.5 0.5 1 1-2 12 (.44) 20 5 (.40) 2-3 

49 20 31 1.55 0.7 2 1-3 18 (.58) 20 7 (.35) 2-5 

50 30 51 1.7 0.7 1 1-3 33 (.65) 28 10 (.36) 2-5 

T 1044 2043 1.96 0.7 2 1-5 1391 
(.68) 

1098 457(.42) 2-14 
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stress event (M=l .96, SD=0.74). The range of means for the clerical workers across their 

individual series of events was 1.50 to 2.94 elements per event. Seventeen (34%) clerical 

workers had a mean number of more than two elements per event for their series of events, and 

28 (58%) clerical workers had a mean of less than two elements per event across their series of 

events, and four (8%) had a mean of two elements per event across their series of events. 

The modal response was two salient elements per event for the group. For individual 

clerical workers, 31 (62%) clerical workers reported a mode of two elements per event for their 

series of stress events, 16 (32%) clerical workers had a mode of one element per event across 

their series of events, and 3 (6%) clerical workers had a mode of three elements per event 

across their series of events. 

The range of elements for the total group was 1 to 5 elements per event. Three (6%) 

women had a range of 1 to 5 elements per event in her series of stress events. Eighteen clerical 

workers (36%) had a range of 1 to 4 elements, 27 (54%) clerical workers had a range of 1 to 3 

elements per event, and 2 (4%) women had a range of 1 to 2 elements per event across their 

stress events. 

For the 2043 personal or environmental elements either present during or contributing 

to the stress events, 89 codes with definitions were created. An average of 22 different codes 

were used to represent the elements identified in any one clerical worker's series of stress 

events, with a range of 15 to 31 different codes being assigned across these women's series of 

events. 

The codes that repeated within a clerical worker's series of events, the percentage of 

repeating codes to total codes for a clerical worker, and the percentage of elements represented 
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by these repeating codes to the total elements varied substantially across the clerical workers. 

The percentage of codes that repeated across a clerical worker's entries ranged from 20% to 

75%, with an average of 42% of the codes repeating themselves for the group. The percentage 

of elements that are represented by these repeating codes ranged from 44% to 91% of the total 

elements; for the group, an average of 68% of the total elements were represented by repeating 

codes. As for the repeatability for a particular code in a clerical worker's series of events, this 

ranged from codes that repeated just twice to the same code repeating 14 times within one 

women's series of stress events. 

Thus, the descriptive complexity reflected the stress event in terms of its structure. The 

above findings highlighted the complexity of the stress event descriptions in terms of number of 

elements that were found and potentially dealt with in an event. Descriptive complexity was 

also established through the repeatability of these codes and elements across the duration of the 

study, and through the ratio of repeating codes and elements to total codes and elements for a 

clerical worker. The repetition of codes and these codes' corresponding elements presents a 

picture of the homogeneity (or heterogeneity) within the workplace environments as they were 

described by the various clerical workers in this study. The following aspect of complexity 

presents two ways in which the clerical workers descriptively structured the elements that they 

encounter in the workplace. 

Descriptive organizational complexity. This aspect of descriptive complexity was 

generated from the coders' discussions pertaining to a difficulty in coding some of the events. 

When the units of analysis or salient elements were being isolated in the stress events (step one 

of the analysis), a problem independently arose for both coders pertaining to how certain events 
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were being arranged or structured by the clerical worker. For some of the events, descriptive 

emphasis was placed on a variety of elements in the environment or person that seemed to co-

occur in time or place. There was no ostensible hierarchical organization for the description, 

however each of the elements was clearly described as contributing to the experience of stress. 

The elements in these entries were very straight forward to identify and code. Examples of six 

stress events from six clerical workers are below: 

• #20 Co-worker came up to my desk, and demanded a report from me. I was on the 
telephone, dealing with a caller and had another person waiting @ my desk to talk to me. 

• #27 The "normal" deadline items. 3-4 people in my office all at once - someone wants a 
phone number, someone wants a list, one wants to tell me something, one wants something 
typed now. 

• #28 Copier not working. Can't figure out job instructions re: changing info in computer. 
Can't answer questions on phone. 

• #33 Completing chores for scheduled deadlines and trying to collect necessary paperwork 
from other staff, doing a bank run, getting 11:30 cheques ready, relieving front desk for 
their lunch. 

• #411 was the only one on reception and I was trying to get a lot of work done, plus answer 
the phone. Al l of the realtors I work with were whining and wanting me to drop everything 
to do a little thing for them. It felt very overwhelming to me and I felt that no one was 
respecting the fact that there was only of me and 35 of them. 

• #55 It was just really busy. I had tons of filing and the mail came late and when it finally 
arrived there was tons of it to sift through, the phone kept ringing. When another staff 
member asked me about a particular file, I nearly cried because I had so much to do already. 
There just wasn't time to fit everything in 

For other events, the clerical workers described experiences where the elements seemed 

hierarchically linked: one element cascaded from another element. The elements in these events 

were hierarchically organized or linked, therefore the inciting element may be considered as 

more important than the other elements present in the event even though some non-inciting 
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elements could stand on their own as causal to a stress event. Examples of four stress events 

from four clerical workers are below: 

• #24 My supervisor and I arrived Monday morning to find we were the only two admin. 
Usually we have 5. This meant that we had to cover for three others and this made it a very 
very busy day for both of us. I had to help clients up at the front as well as run cheques and 
help with phones. 

• #28 Other secretary went for long lunch hour. I ended up answering everyone's calls and not 
able to go on my lunch break until after 1:15. 

• #29 Receptionist called in sick which meant I would be covering her work and not getting 
my own done. 

• #47 Short of staff - 3 on holidays / 2 at Dr.'s appointments. Additional functions to do to 
cover for missing staff - left 2 of us at counter - extremely long line-ups. Late leaving for 
lunch - as usual. 

For some of the events, it was not clear whether the event was descriptively organized 

around the experience of stress and the elements that contribute to the experience, or around an 

inciting element. 

• #30 Trying to learn a new computer program - no manual and no help - boss keeps 
changing his mind as to the layout and content of presentation. 

The ambiguous events made isolating and identifying the organization of the stress 

description difficult. Overall, to obtain a frequency of these and the different ways that the 

elements in the stress events are structured would require more detail from the clerical worker 

as to how she understood the relation between stress event elements. 

Discussion of descriptive complexity of workplace stress events. The descriptions of 

the stressful events were complex not only in composition, but also in their organization. 

Gaining insight into the subjective complexity of workplace stress is uniquely achieved through 

the subjective descriptions of these experiences over time. Multi-faceted descriptions of the 

stressful workplace events often had two salient elements that were either present during or 
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contributing to the stress event. Variability was apparent through the individual ranges of 

elements per event, which had a maximum range of between one and five salient elements for 

some women. This emphasized the conceptualization of stress and appraisal from a multi

variate perspective (Lazarus, 1990), and supports the usage of subjective and open-ended 

research approaches to the study of appraisals and stressors. 

This finding supports a more complex portrayal of appraisals; in this study, these 

women described on average two salient elements in their environment that was perceived as 

harmful, threatening, or challenging. This points to the difficulty with much of the stress 

appraisal research; it is difficult to know which elements or which combination of elements have 

causal priority in terms of the experience of stress (Dewe & Ng, 1999). 

Additionally, the elements within the descriptions were differentially linked in terms of 

their hierarchical relation to each other. Some of the events were organized around an inciting 

element that lead to the inclusion of other salient elements in the event. Other events presented 

a list of elements that shared a temporal and spacial relation with descriptive emphasis on the 

cumulative effects of the elements. Thus, the questions of which element had causal priority, 

and where the various elements enter into the stress process become important (Lazarus, 1990). 

These results support Dewe and Ng's (1999) observation of the cognitive complexity and 

variability of the appraisal process. In terms of the present study, no proportions for the 

different hierarchical structures could be provided because of a lack of specific information 

regarding these structures for a number of the stress events. 

The findings for the descriptive complexity section also supported the research stating 

that clerical work is not a homogeneous occupation in terms of task and workplace 
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composition, but has instead diversity across the occupation but also within an individual's 

experience of her work (Balshem, 1988; Wichroski, 1994). Descriptive complexity across time 

was accessed through the degree of consistency that the codes and their corresponding 

elements were described across time for both the individual clerical worker and the group. 

There was substantial diversity amongst the clerical workers' description of stressful 

environments in terms of a code only occurring once over the series of entries, ranging to a 

code appearing with relative frequency across time. Some of the clerical workers had low 

consistency in the descriptive content of their stress events (dealt with different types of stress-

related personal and environmental elements in their stress events), as seen by the lower ratio of 

repeating codes and elements. Whereas, other clerical workers had high consistency in the 

descriptive content of their stress events, as seen by the higher ratio of repeating codes and 

elements. In terms of types of codes repeating across the duration of the study, the group of 

clerical workers described new types of content about half (42%) of the time. For the group, 

approximately 68% of the total elements encountered repeated at some time over the duration 

study. 

The diversity of the repeating elements outlines the importance of micro-analytic 

research in capturing the stressful elements that re-appear over time. The impact of a repeating 

element may be compounded depending the experience of the last encounter with that element. 

This blurs the line between when the stressor or stress event began; the repetitive nature of 

some of the elements makes understanding where a "stressor" begins and ends very difficult 

(Lazarus, 1990; Stone & Shiffman, 1992). The above findings and discussion support the 

conceptualization of stress as an open-ended system that is affected by recursiveness (Aldwin, 
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1994; Lazarus, 1990, 1999). The complexity dimension explored the frequency, consistency, 

and structure of the elements within a stressful workplace event. Next is an exploration of the 

content of the stressful workplace 

Content of the Stressful Workplace 

Content in this study was conceptualized as salient personal and environmental elements 

that were present during or contributing to the experience of stress in the workplace. These 

elements were grouped according to stress themes and represented by code labels and 

definitions (See Appendix C for the list of code labels and definitions). This analysis was 

organized into the seven stress categories (see Table 2). Non-work related stressors were not 

included in this portion of the analysis, thus this part of the analysis was completed with 2008 

total elements for the group. 

Work-related category. The definition for this category was 'elements related to the task, 

workload, or the process of work involved with making work more difficult'. This was the 

largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was composed of 31 codes that 

appeared 872 times across the clerical workers. This category accounted for 44% of all of the 

stress elements present in this study. The range that this category occurred within a clerical 

worker's experience of the workplace over time was 3 to 36 times, with a mean of 17.2 work-

related codes (SD=7.68) for the group. 

Elements pertaining to six codes were related to workload and made up 37% of the 

total elements in the Work-Related category. Six codes were to do with the specific task at 

hand and composed 19% of the total elements in the Work-Related category. Elements 

pertaining to 4 codes were related to difficulty in the flow of work, and 5 codes were related to 
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Table 2: Stressful Workplace Categories and Codes 
(Frequency of Occurrence for Clerical Worker Group; Maximum Range of Times Repeated for 

a Single Clerical Worker) 

Changes in the 
Environmental (83:0-10) 

-Anticipating Job Changes (5;0-l) 
- Job Changes (37;0-7) 

-Office Policy Changes (11;0-3) 
-Commute (27;0-5) 

-Office Environment 
Changes (3; 0-3) 

Changes Related to Time 
(80;0-8) 

-Shift Beginning (23;0-3) 
-Shift Break (12; 0-6) 

-Shift End(41;0-5) 
-Issues w/ Vacation 

Time (4;0-2) 

Expectations of Task and 
Performance (273: 0-21) 

-Time Pressure (91;0-8) 
-Client Demands (18;0-7) 

-Client Requests (17;0-4) 
-Coworker Demands (12;0-3) 
-Coworker Request (28;0-5) 

-Boss Request (58; 0-5) 
-Boss Demand (15;0-5) 

-Performance Evaluation (5; 0-3) 
-Office Expecations (15;0-8) 
-Personal Work Ethic (8;0-3) 

-Salary Problems (7;0-4) 

Personal Discomfort(76;0-12) 
-Office Temperature (5; 0-1) 

-Office Area/ Crowding (12; 0-3) 
-Discomfort Psychological (11,0-2) 

-Discomfort Physical (29;0-9) 
-Personal Boundaries Issues (8;0-3) 

-Office Noise (11 ;0-3) 

^ T R E S S F U L ^ 

^ W O R K P L A C E > 

C A T E G O R I E S A N D 

C O D E S 

/ \ 

Technical (95:0-9) 
-Computer Problems (54;0-6) 
-Computer Training (24;0-7) 

-Office Machinery 
Malfunction (17;0-2) 

Interpersonal (529:2-26) 
-Anticipating Difficulties (7;0-l) 

-Difficult Boss (33;0-6) -Difficult Client (46;0-10) 
-Difficult Coworker (65; 0-6) 

-Not Appreciated by Boss (13;0-3) 
-Meeting with Boss (17; 0-2) 

-Boss Lack of Communication (17;0-2) 
-Coworker Lack of Communication (12;0-4) 

-Office Lack of Communication (14;0-3) 
-Receive Boss's Negative Emotions (5;0-5) 

-Receive Client's Negative Emotions (57; 0-8) 
-Boss Negative Interaction (40;0-5) 
-Client Negative Interaction (2; 0-1) 

-Coworkers Negative Interaction (48;0-4) 
-Worried about Coworker (4; 0-2) 
-Coworkers Complaining (9;0-3) 

-Client Complaint (7;0-2) 
-Client Not Listening (8; 0-2) 

-Office Unsafe (10;0-4) -Office Meeting (30;0-4) 
-Office Negative Atmosphere (32; 0-4) 

-Office Dynamic (10;0-1) -Social Expectations (9;0-2) 
-Outside or Union for Help (5;0-2) 

-Witnessing Negative Interaction (7;0-2) 
-Other Inconvenienced (6;0-2) 

Work-Related (872:3-36) 
-Anticipating Workload (3; 0-3) 
-Boss Lack of Support (24;0-3) 

-Lack of Support or Help (43;0-4) 
-Can't Connect with Needed Person (4; 0-2) 

-Client Error (26;0-7) -Boss Error (11 ;0-2) 
-Coworker Error (10;0-2) -Office Error (5;0-2) 
-No Control (12;0-3) -Personal Error (32;0-3) 

-Coworker Increasing Workload (17;0-3) 
-Coworker Incompetence (25;0-5) 
-Coworker Needing Help (7;0-2) 

-Coworker Shirking Responsibility (9;0-2) 
-Instructions Change (8;0-3) 

-Instructions Insufficient (14;0-3) 
-Phone (15;0-7) -Staff Shortage (68;0-14) 

-Task Critical(29;0-5) -Task Difficult (67;0-6) 
-Task Disliked (14;0-3) - Task Novel (7;0-2) 

-Task Not in Job Description (23;0-3) 
-Task Unable to Complete (24;0-3) 

-Work Interraption(52;0-8) -Work Delay (27;0-3) 
-Workload (96;0-13) -Workload: Busy (83;0-l 1) 

-Workload Increasing (66;0-4) 
Workload: Too Little Work (9;0-4) 

Workload: Multiple Tasks (46; 0-7) 
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errors, and comprised 12% and 10% of the category, respectively. The staff shortage code 

made up 8% of the elements in this category and lack of support codes made up 7% of the 

elements in this category. The remainder of the elements fall under the theme of making work 

more difficult. 

In terms of repeating personal or environmental elements within this category, the codes 

that had the highest re-occurrence for an individual clerical worker were staff shortage (14 

times), workload (13 times), workload: busy (11 times), work interruption (8 times), client 

error (7 times), phones (7 times), and workload: multiple task (7 times). 

Interpersonal category. The definition for this category was 'elements related to 

interacting, explicitly/implicitly and directly/indirectly, with another person or group of people'. 

Explicit interaction is an external display of communication or emotions, and implicit 

interaction is an internal judgment of another who can or does have an effect on you. Directly 

is face to face and indirectly is witnessing or being a third party to the interaction. This was the 

second largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was composed of 26 codes that 

appeared 529 times across the clerical workers. This category accounted for 26% of all of the 

stress elements present in this study. The codes within this category ranged from a frequency 

of 2 to 26 times within a clerical worker's stressful experiences of the workplace over time, 

with a mean of 10.6 interpersonal codes (SD=5.23) for the group. 

The Interpersonal category contained interactions with the groups of individuals 

encountered on the job: coworkers, clients, bosses, or the non-specified office personnel. Also, 

degrees of intensity or directness of negative emotion were present in the codes. Beginning 

with the least extreme and most implicit interaction, difficult, annoying, or frustrating 
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individuals in the office made up 27% of the total elements represented by this category, with 

difficult bosses, difficult coworkers, and difficult clients comprising 7%, 12%, and 9% of the 

total for this category, respectively. Next, engaging in a negative interaction involving a 

comment/action and response comprised 17% of the total elements represented by this 

category, with negative interaction with bosses and negative interaction with coworkers 

comprising 8% and 9% of the category, respectively; client frequency was negligible for the 

negative interaction code comprising only 0.4% of the total elements in this category. 

The most interpersonally extreme was receiving negative emotions. In these codes, the 

tide of negative emotion flowed from someone to the clerical worker. Eleven percent of the 

total elements in the category were made up by this code, although only one group is 

represented—clients. The frequency for the receiving boss's negative emotions code was 

negligible, comprising only 0.9% of the total elements in this category. Although this code was 

minimally representative of the group's experience, it was important for one of the clerical 

workers. Al l of the elements in this code were registered by one clerical worker who 

experienced hostility from her many bosses. 

Other dominant themes found in the interpersonal category are those of meetings, office 

environment, and lack of communication. Meetings of the office and with the boss make up 

9% of the total elements of this category; this code is an example of a code that did not 

explicitly contribute to stress, but was reported as present during the stress event. Negative 

office environment or office dynamic, or an office being emotionally unsafe comprised 14% of 

the total elements in this category. Finally, reported lack of communication with coworkers, 

bosses, clients, or the office comprises 10% of the total elements in this category. In 
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terms of personal and environmental elements within the Interpersonal category, the codes with 

the highest re-occurrence for an individual clerical worker were difficult client (10 times), 

receiving client's negative emotions (8 times), difficult coworker (6 times), difficult boss (6 

times), receiving boss's negative emotions (5 times), and boss negative interaction (5 times). 

Expectations of task and performance category. The definition for this category was 

'elements related to self and other's expectations of work task and work performance'. This 

was the third largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was composed of 11 

codes that appeared 273 times across the clerical workers. This category accounted for 14% 

of all of the stress elements present in this study. The codes within this category ranged from a 

frequency from 0 times to 21 times within a clerical worker's stressful experiences of the 

workplace over time, with a mean of 15.7 expectations of task and performance codes 

(SD=AA1) for the group. 

Three dominant types of codes appeared in this category: time pressures, requests, and 

demands. Time pressures comprised 32% of the total elements for this category. The demands 

and requests codes differed based on emotional intensity, with demands having a negative 

emotion tone present. Again, these two themes were present for the three main office 

groupings: client, coworker, and boss. Demands for these groups comprised 16% of the total 

elements for this category; client, coworker, and boss demands comprised 6%, 4%, and 5%, 

respectively. Requests comprised 36% of the total elements for this category; client, coworker, 

and boss requests comprised 6%, 10%, and 20%, respectively. 

In terms of repeating personal or environmental elements within this category, the 

codes that had the highest re-occurrence for an individual clerical worker were time pressures 
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(8 times), office expectations (8 times), client demands (7 times), boss demands (5 times), boss 

requests (5 times), and coworker requests (5 times). 

Technical category. The definition for this category was 'elements related to technical 

problems/issues such as computer problems, office machinery malfunction, and computer 

training'. This was the fourth largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was 

composed of three codes that appeared 95 times across the clerical workers. This category 

accounted for 5% of all of the stress elements present in this study. The codes within this 

category ranged from a frequency from 0 times to 9 times within a clerical worker's stressful 

experiences of the workplace over time, with a mean of 1.9 technical codes (SD=2.2$) for the 

group. 

Computer problems, computer training, and office machine malfunction comprised 

57%, 25%, and 18% of the total elements in the category, respectively. In terms of repeating 

personal or environmental elements within this category, the codes that had the highest re

occurrence for an individual clerical worker were computer training (7 times) and computer 

problems (6 times). 

Change in environment category. The definition for this category was 'elements 

related to a change in the environment, such as changes to job, office policy, physical 

environment, or transiting from one system into another (work to non-work)'. This was the 

fifth largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was comprised of five codes that 

appeared 83 times across the clerical workers. This category accounted for 4% of all of the 

stress elements present in this study. The codes within this category ranged from a frequency 

from 0 times to 10 times within a clerical worker's stressful experiences of the workplace over 
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time, with a mean of 1.7 change in environment codes (SD=2.22) for the group. 

Job change and commute comprised 45% and 33% of the total elements in this 

category, respectively. In terms of repeating personal or environmental elements within this 

category, the elements that had the highest re-occurrence for an individual clerical worker were 

job change (7 times) and commute (5 times). 

Change related to time category. The definition for this category was 'elements related 

to time or temporal shifts that signal a shift from one system to another (work to non-work)'. 

This was the sixth largest category in terms of frequency and elements. It was composed of 

four codes that appeared 80 times across clerical workers. This category accounted for 4% of 

all of the stress elements present in this study. The codes within this category ranged from a 

frequency from 0 times to 8 times within a clerical worker's stressful experiences of the 

workplace over time, with a mean of 1.6 change related to time codes (SD=l .91) for the group. 

Shift beginning, shift break, and shift end comprised 29%, 15%, and 51% of the total 

elements in the category, respectively. In terms of repeating personal or environmental 

elements within this category, the codes that had the highest re-occurrence for an individual 

clerical worker were shift break (6 times), shift end (5 times), and shift beginning (3 times). 

Personal discomfort category. The definition for this category was 'elements related to 

physical or psychological discomfort'. This was the seventh largest category in terms of 

frequency and elements. It was comprised of 6 codes that appeared 76 times across clerical 

workers. This category accounted for 4% of all of the stress elements present in this study. 

The codes within this category ranged from a frequency from 0 times to 12 times within a 

clerical worker's stressful experiences of the workplace over time, with a mean of 1.52 
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personal discomfort codes (iSD=2.13) for the group. 

This category has three broad themes: physically, psychologically, and environmentally-

induced discomfort (crowding, noise, and temperature) that comprised 38%, 25%, and 37% of 

the total elements in the category, respectively. In terms of repeating personal or 

environmental elements within this category, the codes that had the highest re-occurrence for 

an individual clerical worker were physical discomfort (9 times), office crowding (3 times), 

issues pertaining to personal boundary (3 times), and office noise (3 times). 

Discussion of the content of the stressful workplace. The findings above outline seven 

major categories of the stress event content that clerical workers described in their daily lives at 

work: Work-Related, Interpersonal, Expectations of Task and Performance, Technical, 

Changes in Environment, Changes Related to Time, and Personal Discomfort. Other literature 

and articles support these categories and their corresponding codes. Hepburn and her 

colleagues' (1997) chapter on coping with chronic stressors outline several sources of chronic 

stressors in the workplace, some of which apply to the present study: role stressors, 

interpersonal relationships, job content, uncertainty, and technological advances. 

The Work-Related and Interpersonal categories and the codes contained within these 

categories had the greatest frequencies across the clerical workers' experiences and within a 

specific clerical worker's experiences. These seem to be the most identified stressors in the 

broader field of stress and appraisal research (Dewe, 1993; Gwartney-Gibbs & Lach, 1994; 

Hugentobler et al., 1992; Narayanan et al., 1999; Repetti & Wood, 1997). 

Hugentobler and her colleagues' (1992) work supports some of the findings in this 

present study. The interview portion of their action research cited problems with supervisors, 
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communication problems, job demands, and equipment problems, and their open-ended 

questionnaire portion of the study cited problems with people, job demands and pressures, 

materials and equipment, and physical work environment. Their results revealed that the most 

frequently reported content was problems with people (33% of responses), their job demands 

and pressures (17% of responses), materials and equipment (16% of responses), and finally the 

physical work environment (10% of responses). 

Although similar stressors were reported in the present study, the frequencies differed. 

The first two frequencies reported above are essentially the reverse of the frequencies in the 

present study. It is unknown whether this difference resulted from the cross-sectional nature, 

the mixed occupations, and mixed gender of Hugentobler et al.'s study, as opposed to the 

repeated description, single occupation, and single gender approach to the present study. This 

finding gives support to Narayanan et al.(1999) and Di Salvo et al.'s (1988) call for research to 

seriously consider the differential effects that occupation and gender can have on findings. 

Frequencies may provide more differentiation between populations and gender than does 

content alone. Also, Dewe's (1992, 1993) and Stone and SWffman's (1992) call for repeated 

or a micro-analytic approach to better understand the process of stress is important, especially 

if the frequencies being reported are meant to represent the content of the stressful workplace 

and the types of stressors one is more likely to encounter in the particular workplace. This 

cannot be accomplished from a cross-sectional perspective. 

Additionally, the present research supports the caution provided by other research 

regarding the broad clustering of stressors into categories (Heminway & Smith, 1999; Stone, 

1987). Inductively building the categories rather than using prior research allowed for the 
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nuances present in the clerical workers' experiences to come forward. These nuances can be 

seen in the definitions of the codes because these contain the maximum inclusion and exclusion 

information for identification and grouping. Understanding these nuances and specifying how 

stressors or elements are being grouped into broad categories is important to the understanding 

how various elements are being conceptualized by female clerical workers. Although clustering 

is undertaken in the present study, the categories never completely subsume the codes that 

created them; these codes and their frequencies exist and are stated under the umbrella of the 

category. 

The examples such as workload emphasize this point. Workload was not homogeneous 

in its descriptive expression. Some clerical workers reported the phenomenonological 

experience of the workload, such as busy; others gave more objective descriptors of multiple 

and often simultaneous tasks being faced. The workload theme in the present study points to 

Dewe and Ng's (1999) suggestion for further work on the cognitive complexity of appraisal 

processes and the differences between a participant focusing on the experience of stress (busy) 

or the stressors (tasks). 

Frequency of content across clerical workers and within clerical workers is an unique 

contribution of this present study. These are the elements that repeat over time for a clerical 

worker, which she must negotiate repeatedly in order to survive or thrive in her environment. 

When the clerical worker is unable to nullify these elements over the long-term, she must 

instead cope with them repeatedly. These repeating elements are important for understanding 

stress as a process-oriented phenomenon. In contrast, cross-sectional research warps the stress 

experience by only capturing one point in time for an element that may be very prevalent over 
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time for some people, but relatively infrequent for others. Thus, the nature of the personal or 

environmental element's prevalence or repeatability in a clerical worker's stressful environment 

could be very important for suggesting the types and effectiveness of particular coping 

strategies implemented in given circumstances. 

Finally, my focus of stress event elements rather than broader stressors allowed for a 

window into the aspects of the environment that may be acting like foundations for the stressful 

person-environment transactions. The office meetings code and the Change Related to Time 

category were both prevalent in the descriptions of the stress event, but would have escaped 

consideration if only causal elements were included. Office meetings and supervisor meetings 

are places where negative transactions often take place, and shifts between systems provide 

expectations that can be easily offended. This creates an opportunity for a negative 

transaction. These are not ostensible problems in and of themselves, but do provide points of 

vulnerability for clerical workers in terms of exposure to negative transactions between 

themselves and environments. Thus, accessing the person's descriptions of workplace stress 

events, using micro-analytic approaches that were able to record repetition of specific 

environmental and personal elements provided a window into which were stress event content 

could be identified and tabulated. 

Higher-Order Goals or Expectations of the Clerical Worker 

The stressful categories and codes provided an avenue into the goals or expectations 

that guide the meaning behind the elements of the workplace that were being interpreted as 

stressful. Each of the stressful categories and corresponding codes represented aspects of the 

person-environment transaction that is, or is part of, a harm/loss, threat, or challenge to one's 
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preferred way of being: achieving and maintaining goals, commitments, and well being. These 

preferred ways of being are conceptualized as being situationally specific manifestations of 

higher-order goals or expectations. Given that the data reflect repeated person-environment 

transactions that involved harm/loss, threat, and challenge to many situational goals, 

commitments, or well being, I sought to understand the clerical workers' higher-order goals or 

expectations undergirding these person-environment transactions. This was ascertained 

through identifying constructs and patterns supporting the meaning of the elements in the 

categories in terms of the following questions: What makes the individual elements/codes 

stressful? How would one make the elements not stressful (transposing the element/code into 

a benign form)? What is being harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged by the elements or 

codes of this category? 

Because I sought to identify prevailing goals or expectations, I placed emphasis on high 

repeating codes/elements because of the consistency of these codes/elements at the group and 

individual level. Although these code/elements are not necessarily responsible for the stress, 

they are at minimum present during it. The findings are organized according to three broad 

goals or expectations that emerged from the constructs and patterns formed from the responses 

to the above questions. 

The first goal or expectation was that these clerical workers wanted to feel and 

be seen as competent and capable at their work or tasks, and want to lessen the amount 

of difficulty confronted in performing and completing their work. This statement is 

predominantly supported out of the responses of the Work-Related, the Expectations of Task 

and Performance, and the Technical categories. Effective and efficient completion of one's 
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work without having obstacles to the flow of the work process and feeling undue pressure to 

complete assigned work tasks seem to be a goal for some of these clerical workers. Work-

related elements can threaten or challenge the process of performing one's job or task in the 

manner one wants, or can harm/loose one's feeling of competence and capability, or the 

perception of others that one is competent and capable. Having one or many of the work-

related stress items interfere with one's ability to perform or complete work could lead to 

internal and/or external consequences: lowered feelings of competence and capability, and/or 

being reprimanded by coworkers and/or management. 

A similar conclusion can be drawn from the Expectations of Task and Performance 

category. Failure to meet expectations, other's or one's own, can lead to internal or external 

consequences. Whereas, meeting or surpassing these expectations can again lead to feelings of 

accomplishment and achievement. The items contained in the Expectations of Task and 

Performance and Work-Related categories can be related to harm/loss, threats, or challenges to 

the situational manifestation of this value, which could in turn lead to internal or external 

consequences. 

Finally, the Technical category creates obstacles to the flow of work and difficulty in 

completing work. Computer and office machine difficulty can create work delays that are 

beyond the individual's ability or control as workers become dependent on a third-party for 

repairs. Learning new software and computer systems can be a benefit over the long run, but 

in the short term, proficiency with the new systems can create a harm/loss, threat, or challenge 

to feelings of competence and capability. 

Examples of stress events from 4 clerical workers that may present a harm/loss, threat, 

or challenge to the value outlined above are: 
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• #8- Deadline for payroll to be done. I have not only our department but I do two other 
depts as well. Just the pressure to get it done and signed off today as boss away for 
next 2 days- But the constant interruptions made things worse. 

• #16- Boss continued in the afternoon to pressure me about my workload. She wants me 
to take on more duties. I can only work part-time. I don't know how I can with my 
workload the way it is now. 

#20- My work is piling up; am feeling overwhelmed can't keep up. 

• #56- While preparing financial statements I realized there was a $260 NSF charged in 
December. I should have discovered this error in January! Everything turned out ok 
after discussing it with the accountant, but it was just another indication of the poor job 
I'm able to do because of my ridiculous workload. 

• #56- I was doing a job outside of my usual job duties and after 5 minutes I realized I 
was doing it wrong. It was stressful because I'm a perfectionist and hate to make 
mistakes. 

• #56-1 had a meeting with one of the Deans. The difficulty is operating this department 
while blindfolded, I don't know when my boss is returning and she didn't give me 
enough info before she departed so I feel ill-equipped to look out for our best interests. 

The descriptive complexity of the stress events also expressed itself here in the last 

stress example (#56): two goals or expectations related to two salient elements present 

themselves in one stress event. Although the last stress event was placed under the personal 

work expectation and wanting to do a good job for the organization, it could also fall under the 

auspice of the next goal or expectation, because of its references to a lack of communication 

within the office or a disconnection with others in her environment. 

The second goal or expectation was identified as people's psychological, physical, and 

social well being is a valued state of concordance of one with oneself and one with one's 

surroundings. This statement is predominantly supported out of the responses of the 

Interpersonal and Personal Discomfort categories. The goal state is to have a comfortable 

connection to one's surroundings in accordance with one's needs. Desires of getting along, not 
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being in conflict or overly affected by another's emotional state or behaviours, and getting a job 

done without enduring a threat to psychological, physical, and social well being is an objective 

of these clerical workers. The items in the Interpersonal category can become part of a threat 

or challenge to one's social well being in that these items can create a division between or 

conflict with those that exist in one's surroundings. Or these elements can harm one's 

perspective of one's self in one's social world. They create or provide the foundation for 

difficulty or disconnection within one's environment. Additionally, interpersonal conflicts take 

energy and attention away from one's work or tasks, therefore these become subordinate tasks 

critical for effective and efficient existence in the workplace. 

Elements of the Personal Discomfort category can become part of a harm/loss, threat, 

or challenge to one's sense of comfort with one's self and one's connection with the 

environment. This discomfort can emanate from either internal or external sources, within 

one's self or from the office, respectively. Again, having a comfortable connection, or 

concordance with one's self and one's environment is an objective of the clerical worker. 

Items in the Personal Discomfort and Interpersonal categories shunt energy and attention away 

from tasks and goals of work; these items consume resources that could otherwise be invested 

in work tasks. 

Examples of stress events from 5 clerical workers that may present a challenge, threat, 

or harm/loss to the belief outlined above: 

• #1- This afternoon a co-worker brought up a situation that happened a year ago and 
started to rehash it. It bothered me that it was still an issue. I thought we had gotten 
beyond it. I'm wondering what else is still hanging in the air. Do I need to watch what I 
do and say? 
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• #13- Just before 4:00 pm, one of our confused residents was yelling and screaming at 
me. Of course she wouldn't listen to reason and started calling me names. I tried to 
defuse the situation and ended up calling the social worker. 

#23 -Front by myself; Dealt w/ swearing/aggressive client on phone & front desk. 

• #25- Boss got upset because he knocked the supports off his in/out basket. Asked me 
if I had trouble with it -1 said no; he told me I was calling him clumsy - I explained he 
used it more than I did. Asked me if I spoke to my husband that way. I ordered a solid 
in/out basket (he's had the one he knocked for 8 years -1 ordered that one too). 

• #41- One of our realtors was obviously having a bad day and took it out on me. He 
took some offense to the fact that I had written down the numbers on a message 
unclearly (to him) and proceeded to yell at me for 10 minutes in front of all my 
co-workers. 

The following was the last goal or expectation revealed by the analysis in the present 

study. People expect a level of stability, predictability, or constancy in their systems or 

environments, and they expect a smooth and fluid transition between systems so as to establish 

themselves into the next system with the least amount of difficulty. This goal or expectation 

was supported through the Changes in Environment and Changes Related to Time categories. 

A level of stability, predictability, or constancy in the work routines and environments is an 

expectation of these clerical workers. Changes in environment are shifts in or between physical 

systems: the job, the environment, or home and work systems. Items in the Change in 

Environment category can become part of a harm/loss, threat, or challenge to the stability, 

predictability, and constancy in the environment. When one is faced with a shift or transition 

between procedural, environmental, or occupational systems, one desires or expects that 

transition between systems will be brief and smooth so that the experience between the systems 

is limited and one can establish him/herself efficiently and effectively, such that stability, 

predictability, and constancy can be returned to their routine. Shifts in job or office policy 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 86 

present a period where stability and predictability are in flux, as past experience is limited in 

establishing and predicting skill sets, requirements, and demands; these transitions are 

representative of learning the new expectations of a job or office system. Work to home and 

home to work commutes are transitions between the two dominant systems, where one wants 

to arrive at the next system with limited interference and difficulty. 

The Change Related to Time category is similar to the Change in Environment 

category, except that the transition is based on time. At certain times of the day, people shift 

between work and non-work systems, beginning, mid, and end of the day. There are 

expectations regarding when to start and what the daily transition into work should be like 

(allowing someone to settle and become established prior to demands and requests). Mid-day 

breaks should be mid-day at a prescribed time that is adhered to regardless of demands and 

workload. End-of-day transitions should be timely and respectful that the work day is winding 

down. The change in time items are not necessarily stressful in and of themselves, but the 

scheduled transitions can present an opportunity for a breach of expectations around these 

transitions. Both change in environment and change related to time represent transitions that 

lead to possible vulnerability to breaches in other's or one's own expectations. 

Examples of stress events from 6 clerical workers that may present a harm/loss, threat, 

or challenge to the value outlined above are as follows: 

#1- Misplaced my car keys-- wanted to leave at 5:00pm, but instead left at 5:17 pm 

• #7- Impatient doctors wanting things right away therefore I was not able to get myself 
organized right away (when I came on shift). 

#30-1 have requested that I come into work earlier and leave earlier because of traffic 
situation. When I went to leave at 3:30 my boss decided certain things had to be done 
"right now". I ended up staying past my leaving time. 
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• # 43- unusual day- training new software. A real concern for me is how my job will be 
changing. 

• #53- We had quite a line up before we opened up and when the security guards opened 
the doors, there was a bit of a scuffle and the guards were yelling quite loudly. I was 
anticipating some sort of mini riot but eventually things calmed down. 

#55- On my way into work - driving - there was a guy standing in the middle of Powell 
Street, just standing there, not crossing the road. He was looking at the cars and 
waving. It was kind of odd and a little stressful because I wasn't sure what he was doing 
or how to react to it. 

Again one finds with clerical worker #43, not all of the stress events neatly fit into one 

value. In this instance, two elements are present, computer training and anticipating job 

changes. The emphasis is being placed on job changes, therefore this event is serving as an 

example of this belief. However, it should be noted that the computer training has been 

mentioned by other clerical workers as a challenge or threat to competence or capability. Thus, 

as with much of the stress domain, nothing is objectively clear-cut with obvious boundaries . 

Discussion of goals or expectations of the clerical worker. The three specific goals or 

expectations about work competence and capability, psychological, physical, and social well 

being, and expectations of stability, constancy, and predictability have support in other's 

theorizing about work goals (e.g., Locke & Taylor, 1992) and in other research on important 

aspects of occupational mental health (e.g., Kahn, 1990; Warr, 1994). As for their place in the 

stress rubric, these personally-held goals or expectations compose part of the setting or 

structural milieu for the stress event, or the personal factors that affect appraisal (Lazarus, 

1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). These goals or expectations provide the personal relevance 

of the person-environment transaction (Lazarus, 1991). The aforementioned goals or 

expecations may not be specific to clerical work. The goals of competence and capability, 

sustainment of well being, and desire for stability and predictability are more general and are 

expected goals or expectations within a North American cultural system. The individual brings 
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these goals or expectations to the workplace, and these help to guide the meanings made in the 

workplace. 

Park and Folkman (1997) describe the place of goals or expectations in the stress 

process through the importance of global and situational meanings. "Global meaning ... refers 

to the most abstract and generalized level of meaning: people's basic goals and fundamental 

assumptions, beliefs, and expectations about the world" (Park & Folkman, 1997, p. 116). The 

three goals or expectations established above are examples of a person's global meanings that 

interact with the circumstances of the workplace to create the stressful person-environment 

transaction. The global meanings infuse the specific person-environment transactions with 

personal relevance. The clerical workers' situational meanings are what is being described in 

the stress events. It is the incongruence between a person's global meaning and the meaning 

being generated by the perception of the various person-environment transactions or the 

situational meanings that form the impetus of the stress process (Park & Folkman, 1997). 

The three goals or expectations were gleaned from the elements and meanings provided 

in the repeated stress event descriptions, and are the objects of harm/loss, threat, and challenge 

by the various personal or environmental elements. These antecedent goals or expectations are 

necessary, but not sufficient for the stress process. 

General Discussion 

"After we have broken a phenomenon down in a reductive analytic search for causal 

components ... the whole phenomenon must still be resynthesized to what it is in nature" 

(Lazarus, 1999, p. 195). The analysis of work stress presented above were the descriptions of 

stress for a group of clerical workers is pulled apart into pieces. The experience of stress for 

these clerical workers was, however, more than the sum of these pieces. The following 

presentation of the experiences of workplace stress is a combination of the descriptive 

complexity and content of the workplace stress events with the personally-held goals or 

expectations. 
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The workplace for these women was an environment with a multitude of elements that 

bind together creating difficulties for clerical workers in terms of achieving and protecting their 

goals or expectations in their respective workplaces. These personal and environmental 

elements did not appear one at a time, nor did these elements have specific patterning or 

organization for this particular group. On average, there were two elements presented in each 

stress event with these elements appearing in different combinations-that is, a workload with a 

difficult boss, or a computer problem with coworker demands, or difficult work task at the end 

of the day and dealing an aggressive client, or multiple task workload with repeated work 

interruptions. In the descriptions of the clerical worker, the elements that are present during or 

contributing to stress seldom occurred independently, but instead appeared in tandem with, or 

related to other elements. It is a combination of personal and environmental elements that 

harm, threaten, or challenge the corresponding combination of goals or expectations held by 

the person. Thus, it is not only one goal or expectation that may be affected by a particular 

combination of elements, but a combination of goals or expectations that are challenged or 

threatened by a person-environment transaction. 

These elements seldom appear one at a time, and seldom do they appear at only one 

time. The repetition of the elements in this study highlights the stressful environments in which 

the clerical workers work. The differences across the individual clerical worker's ratios of 

repeating elements to total elements showed that the stress-inducing environments confronted 

by the clerical worker were not uniform, but that there was variety not only across these 

women's experiences, but also within a clerical worker's experiences. Also, repeating elements 

complicate the nature of stressful environments because a stress experience may be resultant of 

acute or chronic elements that may be in combination with other acute or chronic stress-related 

elements. Thus, knowing when a stress event begins or the elements' onset becomes blurred. 

This should caution researchers to the limitations of cross-sectional research approaches; 

whereas, micro-analytic approaches can detect nuances and shifts across and within the clerical 
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workers' experiences. 

In summary, the context of clerical workers of this study is one where the goals or 

expectations of competence and capability, well being, and stability and predictability are 

manifested in various situational forms. Competence can be harmed/lost, threatened, or 

challenged by repetitive unrealistic workloads, time pressures and deadlines, additional requests 

and demands, and staff shortages. Physical, psychological, and social well being can be 

harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged by repetitive negative experiences or interactions with 

bosses, coworkers, and clients, or enduring physical and psychological discomfort at work. 

And, expectations of stability, predictability, and constancy can be harmed, threatened, or 

challenged by job changes, office changes, difficult commutes, or difficulties pertaining to shift 

beginning, break, or end. Further, it is usually combinations of these various elements that 

comprise the harms/loss, threats, or challenges that the clerical worker in this present study 

faced. For this group of clerical workers, focusing on the personal and environmental elements 

that frequently harm, threaten, or challenge the competence and capability, social, 

psychological, and physical well being, and stability and predictability goals or expectations are 

potential avenues to explore for lessening the experience and impact of workplace stress on 

these employees. 

Focusing on the specific stressors confronted in a workplace was mentioned as an 

intervention type in the work of Hemingway and Smith (1999) and Narayanan et al., (1999). 

However, the present study suggests that content is only one aspect of the stress in the 

workplace. Descriptive complexity in terms of frequency of occurrence of these workplace 

elements (stressors) for the particular occupation and the individual, the higher-order goals or 

expectations, and the availability of resources to defend these goals or expectations would also 

be other considerations for building workplace stress interventions, at least for this group of 

clerical workers. 
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Conclusions 

'Competence inducing, discomfort reducing, and stability producing' is the motto of 

findings and discussion of this study. Although the entries for analysis were only six lines of 

self-generated stress event description over 30 occasions, a subjective, contextualized, and 

micro-analytic approach to data collection was effective at producing the salient elements 

present during or contributing to the stressful workplace event. For the clerical workers of this 

study, the nature of the harm/loss, threats, and challenges clustered into seven broad groups or 

categories, and 88 smaller thematic groupings or codes. Each of these groupings had varying 

frequencies across and within the clerical workers in this study. As well as connecting with the 

descriptive complexity and content of workplace stress events, this research method was able 

to access possible work goals or expectations of a group of clerical workers. The goals or 

expectations generated by the salient elements of the clerical workers' stressful events are not 

necessarily specific to clerical workers, but could be conceptualized as more global meanings or 

goals of employees in general. 

Implications for the Present Study 

The present study has implications for both research and practice. Overall, this research 

helps fill gaps in knowledge by using a subjective, contextual, and micro-analytic approach to 

studying stress experiences. The present study started with the clerical workers' own 

descriptions of repeated stress events, and then attempted to understand workplace stress 

through accessing elements present during or contributing to the stress event, rather than 

exclusively targeting identified or hypothesized stressors. This strategy allowed for salient 

parts (elements) of the stress events to come forward, without the researcher/coders passing 

judgement on the elements' eentrality to the stress experience. The Change Related to Time 

category and the office meetings code were able to be presented as salient, even though they 

did not seem directly causal to the stress event. This introduces new research and a practical 

focus in terms of transitional periods in the participant's day (more broadly, transitions 
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between systems) and situations that may facilitate the stressful transactions. 

The descriptive complexity of the stress experience is an unique contribution of this 

study. This was ascertained because of the specific research methods used. The workplace 

stress event was not described as simple and straight forward. It was shown to be multi-

faceted, with examples of up to five salient elements in one event. Also, these elements were 

revealed to be differentially connected: hierarchically or concurrently. These findings can 

impact both appraisal and coping research. Research that portrays the fulcrum of the 

appraising process or person-environment transaction with one stressor, examples being 

workload or interpersonal or office temperature, is misconstruing the complexity of the 

environment. In the experience of the clerical workers of this study, these types of elements 

were often presented together in one event, thus appraising or coping research should account 

for this tandem nature. Further research would be required to see if descriptive complexity is 

an unique characteristic of the clerical workers in this study, or a generalizable aspect of the 

experience of stress. 

Understanding subjective complexity is paramount for coping research if appraisal-

coping or stressor-coping congruence is sought (see Dewe [1992] and Dewe & Ng [1999] for 

an example of this research). Discrepant salient elements with their corresponding goals or 

expectations may confront the clerical worker either at the same time (concurrently), or one 

element may lead to the experience of another element (hierarchical). Understanding 

congruence with coping would be difficult without accounting for the complexity and cognitive 

structure of the stress appraising process. Also, the degree that complexity in the stress 

experience shifts over people, populations, occupations, or even personality styles is unknown; 

this may provide valuable information in understanding the differences between people and 

jobs. 

Another factor that has implications for research and practice is the repetition of the 

content in the stress events. This is another major contribution of the present study. Does the 
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same causal element produce the same appraisal each time it is encountered or does its meaning 

shift given its repetition? Dewe and Ng (1999) suggest that repeated stressors (causal 

elements) may produce different, limited, or no appraising process because of past experience 

with the stressor. The importance of this statement is highlighted by the findings of this present 

study: about half of the salient elements in these clerical workers' stress experiences repeated 

over the duration of the study. Thus, the chronic stress experience of the clerical workers in 

this study was created by a combination of a variety of repeating elements and elements that 

only appeared once over the duration of the study for the individual clerical workers. Although 

participants experienced chronic stress, the types of stressful elements encountered waxed and 

waned over the duration of the study. Grappling with the complexity of the subjective stress 

experience and the perceived environment would seem to be an important objective of research 

focusing on the stress appraising process. 

In terms of stress-related intervention, authors have called for a greater emphasis being 

put on the specific elements (stressors) being confronted, rather than focusing on the more 

general workplace (Hemingway & Smith, 1999; Narayanan et al., 1999). Although this may be 

necessary, I believe that it is not sufficient. This present study would suggest that frequency as 

well as content of the stressful workplace would be beneficial; it would allow therapeutic 

interventions to target specific content but also differentially emphasize the content in terms of 

its frequency in the environment, for not only the group but also for the individual. Given the 

range of frequencies of repeating elements for the individual clerical workers in the study and 

the lack of homogeneity in the occupation, content may be a good starting point for 

intervention, but content with frequency will render a better picture of the experience, as it can 

provide emphasis at the level of the salient difficult elements or at the level of the broader 

categories. This can allow interventions to more effectively meet the needs of the particular 

client. 

The content portion of the present study has implications for research. Clustering elements into 
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higher-order categories then using the categories as replacements for the elements represents a 

loss of information that can produce misleading results (Hemingway & Stone, 1999; Stone, 

1987). Although raw material must be collapsed (in the present study 2043 elements collapsed 

in 88 codes then into seven categories), caution must be used so as not to lose the important 

differences in the data. Conceptually aligning a repeating experience of a coworker's critical 

attitude (very distressful because it repeats) with a negative aggressive encounter with a client 

(very distressful because of its negative emotional impact) is to lose critical information 

regarding the participant's experiences. Although reduction simplifies the process of research, 

over reduction reduces the usefulness of the research. Dealing with the subjective descriptions 

of the clerical workers experiences of stress elucidated the difference between simplifying data, 

and oversimplifying content and the experience. 

Finally, the last unique contribution of the present study is the investigation of higher-order 

goals or expectations as the backbone of the stress process. This perspective of stress moves it 

from a study of dysfunction and deficit, to a process of striving to achieve and maintain 

important personally-held goals or expectations. The exploration of higher-order goals or 

expectations extends the conceptualization of the stress process to the setting of stress and the 

situational goals, commitments, and well being. The research methods of this study provided a 

minimum of 15 discrete windows into the experience of manifested higher-order goals or 

expectations being harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged by the internal or external 

environments for each of the 50 clerical workers in the study. Using the cumulative 

experiences of the clerical workers, three hypothesized goals or expectations were revealed. 

Further research is required to understand other potential higher-order goals or expectations 

that may be present for these employees. 

Including higher-order goals or expectations as part of the stress process may provide an 

interesting link between repeated stress events to burnout literature because of the cumulative 

effects of harm/loss, threats, or challenges to the goals or expectations over a longer periods of 
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time. Also, exploring high-order goals or expectations possibly undergirding the stress process 

for a client provides a different starting point or emphasis to stress interventions. Higher-order 

goals or expectations provide an opportunity for linking or generalizing to others and their 

experiences; they can normalize the stress as a healthy process of letting the client know when 

important goals or expectations are being harmed/lost, threatened, or challenged. This can shift 

emphasis from the individual having a dysfunction or deficit, to a process of striving to achieve 

and maintain personally-held goals or expectations in a context that may promote different, 

even opposing goals or expectations. This may shift the meaning for the client and allow 

her/him to explore appraising or coping strategies from a new perspective. 

Limitations 

This exploratory study has four main limitations. The nature of the research methods 

and the limited sampling precludes generalizations to the broader field of clerical work. The 

women in the current sample were predominantly non-immigrant and European-descent, and 

self-identified as having chronic stress at their work. Also, over half had some college or 

university education and over half had household incomes that were between $40 000 and $100 

000. Thus, the sample's nature and the methodological constraints caution the results from 

extending beyond the sampled group. In order for generalizations to be made, further sampling 

and a triangulation of the findings of this study with other methodologies and other samples 

would be required. 

Second, the procedure of double coding is vulnerable to a dominant coder's opinion in 

the consensus procedures (Boyatzis, 1997). Although discussions, reflection, and checking-in 

between the coders helped monitor the coding process, a third coder would be advantageous to 

check the credibility of the salient element selection and code assignment. 

Third, the higher-order goals or expectations were generated by the coders of the 

present study based on their extensive exposure to the data and a guided analysis of the 

findings. The higher-order personal goals or expectations, however, cannot be didactically 
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identified from the descriptions of the clerical workers, thus these goals or expectations and 

their corresponding salient elements should be taken to clerical workers for a confirmation of 

the validity of the goals or expectations and the appropriateness of their connection to the 

salient elements. 

A related presupposition of this present study is that these goals or expectations can be 

generalized across a majority of occupations, regardless of content, status, or power indicative 

of these occupations. There may be occupations or individuals where competence, well being, 

and stability and predictability are not appropriate goals or objectives, thus other value systems 

would be prevalent for these individuals. Further research would be required to substantiate 

the generalizability of the workplace goals or expectations of competence and capability, well 

being, and stability and predictability. Overall, this work on the goals or expectations is largely 

exploratory, and further work is necessary to get a better understanding of the higher-order 

goals or expectations of clerical workers, employees, and individuals in general. 

Finally, the ability of the present study to access the clerical workers' context(s) may be 

considered limited. Although the research method was conceptualized as repeatedly accessing 

(15 to 30 times) the clerical worker's context or the belief systems that were guiding the 

meaning behind her stress process, the amount of information provided by the clerical worker 

was minimal in some cases. There are contexts guiding the meaning of the stress events for 

these clerical workers, however, exactly which context (or contexts) and its (their) impact has 

not been well established by this present study. Context is a critical aspect of stress in terms of 

primary and secondary appraising, thus deserves and requires further research with more in-

depth subjectively-oriented or narrative responses. With this being said, the present study may 

be a considered a limited version of a contextual approach to stress research. 

Future Research 

Future research is discussed throughout the conclusion section, however other research 

not linked to implications and limitations is posited below. Currently in the stress annals, 
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micro-analytic, subjective, and contextual criteria to research is not seen as requirements of 

stress research, particularly research that follows a transaction theoretical orientation. This 

should be challenged. Further inquiries into creative utilization of these criteria in research 

would be advantageous to filling in the knowledge gaps (e.g., the complexity of the stress 

experience, subjectively-generated content, and higher-order goals or expectations) that have 

been produced by the over reliance on objective and quantitative research methodologies. 

Also, understanding complexity, content, and goals or expectations from specific 

personality types or personal traits would be an important contribution. The questions of (a) 

do different types of personalities report repeated elements more often than others, as in, do 

some become fixated on certain aspects of their environments more so than other personality 

styles, and (b) do specific personality styles adhere to different higher-order goals or 

expectations than other groups, are important to ask for both research and intervention 

purposes. 

Finally, using a similar research approach to the one used in this study would allow for 

comparison amongst the various occupations that make up the office environment. 

Understanding the similarities and differences in the global goals or expectations and how these 

global goals or expectations situationally manifest for the various groups of the office 

environment would allow for a more complete perspective of the workplace. Additionally, 

understanding how the workplace uniquely and repeatedly thwarts attaining and sustaining the 

personally-held goals or expectations for individuals and groups would be important for not 

only research purposes but also for therapeutic interventions. 
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Appendix A: Informed Consent and Ethics Confirmation 

CLERICAL WORKER/SECRETARY STRESS AND COPING PROJECT 
Informed Consent 

Purpose of the Study 
This research project is part of a study funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 

Council of Canada. The aim of this project is to understand how clerical workers respond to work-related 
stress, from day to day, over the course of several months. The information you provide will help us 
understand more about the factors that help or hinder clerical workers' ability to deal with work stress. 

Procedure 

As a participant, you will be asked to meet with a researcher for a personal interview that will take 
approximately 1 1/2 hours. During this interview, you will complete Booklet No. 1 that contains questions 
about you and some of your personal characteristics. In addition, procedures for recording work stresses on a 
daily basis will be demonstrated for you. For the next 15 working days you will be asked to complete a short 
set of questions, at noon and before retiring, every work day. These questions will take you no more than 10 
minutes to complete each time you do them. You will be provided with stamped addressed envelopes and 
expected to return the questionnaires on a weekly basis. A researcher will call you twice a week to remind you 
to do this. At the end of the one month, you will be asked to complete Booklet No. 2. A researcher will meet 
with you and explain the questionnaires in Booklet No. 2, which focus on work stress, coping use, and your 
work environment. The questionnaires will take approximately 45 minutes to complete. Booklet No. 3 will be 
left with you to complete one month later, and is similar to Booklet No. 2. It will take approximately 45 
minutes to complete. Considering all of the time involved, in total, the entire project should take no more than 
8 hours of your time, spread over three months. We hope that completing these questionnaires will be of some 
benefit to you and to other clerical workers who are experiencing work stress. 

This is to certify that I, , agree to voluntarily participate in this 
investigation of clerical worker stress. I understand that I do not have to participate, and that I am free to 
withdraw my consent and terminate my participation at any time without jeopardizing my opportunity to 
participate in any other programs sponsored by the University of British Columbia. All information that I 
provide will be kept strictly confidential with regard to my identity. Participants will be identified by number 
only, and all questionnaires will be locked in a file cabinet. Only the principal investigator and research 
assistants will have access to the files. If I complete and return all questionnaires, I will have the opportunity 
to participate in a lottery along with the other participants (approximately 300 women). Several prizes can be 
won in the lottery, for example, a free fitness assessment, Body Shop products, chocolates, a stress 
management workshop. 

I have had a chance to ask any questions I want about this research project, and these questions have 
been answered to my satisfaction. I will receive a copy of this consent form. I will also have the opportunity to 
indicate on one of the questionnaire forms if I would like to receive a summary of the research results either 
through group meetings, in written format, or both. 

Participant's Signature Date 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Bonita Long, UBC Depart, of Counselling Psychology (822-5259) 

A:/ Stream One Consent No Small Gift Doc. 
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Appendix B: Forms for the Daily Diaries: Lunch and Evening 

Code# Day (please circle): M T W T H F S.Su 
Date: 

Time: 

C O M P L E T E THIS DIARY DURING YOUR LUNCH HOUR 
(or about half way through your workday). 

WORKPLACE STRESS 
A. Consider all of your experiences related to work since you left tome this morning. Please tell us about 
the event or experience that was most stressful for you. This may have been some problem or tension with 
your boss, something that involved your work tasks, or even something as minor as an annoying telephone 
call. Traveling to work can also be considered. _ 

C H E C K H E R E IF NOTHING STRESSFUL HAPPENED DURING THIS TIME PERIOD 
and skip to section E on page 4. 

Describe what HAPPENED and what was STRESSFUL about it. 

1. Was this event mainly an interpersonal conflict? (please check) Yes 1 1 1 

If yes, who were you in conflict with? a man(men) 
a woman(women)_ 
both 

2. To what extent do you feel responsible ior the event just described? 
not at all somewhat 
responsible responsible 

1 2 3 4 

supervisor(s) 
co-worker(s) _ 
client(s) 
other(explain): 

completely 
responsible 

5 

3, How upsetting was this experience for you? 
Not Very Slightly Fairly Very Extremely 
Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. In relation to other stressful situations that you have experienced, how would you rate this situation? 
Not Very Stressful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Most Stressful Stressful 

I have ever experienced 
5. Was it an anticipated problem or situation? 

Completely Somewhat Somewhat Completely 
Unexpected Unexpected Anticipated Anticipated 

1 2 3 4 
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6, Has this problem or situation happened before? No If yes* how many doles? 

7, Was the problem a single event or a more long-standing chronic situation? Single event 
Long-standing 

Not at ail Somewhat A Great 

8. To what extent do you feel that you could change 
or do something about the situation? 1 2 3 4 5 

9. To what extent do you feel that you could take steps 
to resolve the situation? 1 2 3 4 5 

10. How much do you feel that the situation is 
influenced by external factors? 1 2 3 4 5 

11. How much do you feel that you have to accept the 
situation, that there is nothing you can do to change it? 1 2 3 4 5 

12. How much do you feel that the outcome of the 
situation is beyond your control? 1 2 3 4 5 

13. How confident are you that the situation will be 

resolved to your satisfaction? 1 2 3 4 5 

14. To what extent did this situation change your mood? 1 2 3 4 5 

15. To what extent are you concerned that the situation 
might effect your relationship with others at work? 1 2 3 4 5 

16. To what extent are you concerned that the situation 
might effect your self-esteem? 1 2 3 4 5 

B. We would like to fmd out what you did to cope with this particular stressful experience you just 
described. Please circle the number below that best describes how much you used each strategy 
listed hclow. Some of these may not apply to your situation. 

0 - Does not apply 1 = Not at all 2 = Some 3 - A Lot 

1. Stood my ground and fought for what I wanted 0 1 2 3 

2. Refused to get too serious about the situation; tried to laugh about it 0 1 2 3 

3. Didn't let it get to me; refused to think about it too much 0 1 2 3 

4. Tried to get the person responsible to change his or her mind 0 1 2 3 

5. Realized I brought the problem on myself. 0 1 2 3 

6. Expressed anger to the person(s) who caused the problem 0 1 2 3 

7. Hoped a miracle would happen 0 1 2 3 

8. Concentrated on what I had to do next-the next step 0 1 2 3 

9. Talked to someone about the situation 0 1 2 3 

10. Talked to someone about how I was feeling 0 1 2 3 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 109 

0 = Does not apply 1 = Not at all 2 = Some 3 = A Lot 

11. Changed or grew as a person in a good way 0 1 2 3 

12. Kept others from knowing how bad things were 0 1 2 3 

13. Tried not to act too hastily or follow my first hunch 0 1 2 3 

14. Tried to keep my feelings to myself 0 1 2 3 

15. Criticized or lectured myself 0 1 2 3 

16. Increased my efforts to make things work 0 1 2 3 

17. Rediscovered what is important in life 0 1 2 3 

18. Went on as if nothing had happened 0 1 2 3 

19. Made a promise to myself that things would be different next time 0 1 2 3 

20. Wished the situation would go away or somehow be over with 0 1 2 3 

21. Talked to someone who could do something concrete about the problem 0 1 2 3 

22. Had fantasies about how things might turn out 0 1 2 3 

23. Made a plan of action and followed it 0 1 2 3 

24. Prayed or found faith in God or my religion 0 1 2 3 

25. I tried to see things from the others' point of view 0 1 2 3 

26. I used reason to settle things 0 1 2 3 

27. I tried to find a solution that was fair to both of us 0 1 2 3 

28. Bargained to get something positive from the situation 0 1 2 3 

29. I met the other person(s) half way 0 1 2 3 

30. Compromised to get something from the situation 0 1 2 3 

C. Now we would like to find out what your goal was in coping with the experience described on the 
previous page. Indicate how IMPORTANT the following goals were for you. 

Not very Moderately Very 
Important Important Important 

or Not applicable 
1. To actively confront someone and to clear 

up what was at stake 1 2 3 4 5 

2. To maintain a friendly atmosphere and to prevent 

an argument 1 2 3 4 5 

3. To remain calm and composed 1 2 3 4 5 

4. To keep my self-esteem 1 2 3 4 5 
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IX Now we would like to find out about the ways in which other people may have made this stressful 
experience harder or easier for you. 

1. Please circle the people listed below who contributed to the stressfulness of the experience described 
on the previous page. 

a. your boss/supervisor/manager 
b. your co-worker(s) 
c. the client(s) 
d. Other: 
e. No one 

2. Please indicate the people listed below who reduced the stressfulness of this experience. 

a. your boss/supervisor/manager 
b. your co-worker(s) 
c. the client(s) 
d. Other: 
e. No one 

li. 'Hie following* items ate a reflection of the work load you experienced this morning. Please indicate 
the extent to which you agree with the following statements. 

Not at all true Somewhat Very True 

1. This morning was one of my busiest times. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. This morning there was little work to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. This morning I had more work to do than there 

was time to do it in. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. This morning I had a lot of work pressure to deal with. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. This morning I had to struggle to find something to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS 
F, This Scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. Read each 

item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. Indicate to what extent you 
have felt this since the last ratings. 

1 2 3 4 5 
Very slightly A Little Moderately Quite a Bit Extremely 
or Not at all 

Interested 
Distressed 
Excited 
Upset 
Strong 
Guilty 
Scared 
Hostile 
Enthusiastic 
Proud 

Irritable 
Alert 
Ashamed 
Inspired 
Nervous 
Determined 
Attentive 
Jittery 
Active 
Afraid 
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G. A number of statements that people have used to describe themselves are given below. Read each 
statement and circle the appropriate value to the right of the statement to indicate how you feel right 
now, that is, at this moment. There are no right or wrong answers. Do not spend too much time on 
any one statement bnt give the answer which seems to describe your feelings best. 

Not at all somewhat Moderately Very 
So Much So 

1. I feel calm 1 2 3 4 
2. I feel strong 1 2 3 4 
3. I am tense 1 2 3 4 
4. I feel blue 1 2 3 4 
5. I feel at ease 1 2 3 4 
6. I feel miserable 1 2 3 4 
7. 1 am presently worrying over 

possible misfortunes 1 2 3 4 
8. I feel downhearted 1 2 3 4 
9. I feel nervous 1 2 3 4 
10. I feel alive 1 2 3 4 

11. I am jittery 1 2 3 4 
12. I feel sad 1 2 3 4 
13. I am relaxed 1 2 3 4 
14. I feel safe 1 2 3 4 
15. I am worried 1 2 3 4 
16. I feel gloomy 1 2 3 4 
17. I feel steady 1 2 3 4 
18. I feel healthy 1 2 3 4 
19. I feel frightened 1 2 3 4 
20. I feel hopeful about the future 1 2 3 4 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THE DIARY 
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Code# Day (please circle): M T W TH F S Su 
Date: 

Time: 

COMPLETE THIS DIARY IN THE EVENING 

WORKPLACE STRESS 
A, Consider all of your experiences related to work sirce you con^letM die diary at noon. Please tell us 
about the event or experience that was most stressful for you. This may have been some problem or tension 
with yoar boss, something that involved your work tasks, or even something as minor as an annoying 
telephone call. Traveling from work can also be considered. . 

CHECK HERE IF NOTHING STRESSFUL HAPPENED DURING THIS TIME PERIOD 
and skip to section E on page 4. 

Describe what HAPPENED and what was STRESSFUL about it. 

1. Was this event mainly an interpersonal conflict? (please check) Yes 

If yes, who were you in conflict with? 

No 

a man(men) 
a woman(women)_ 
both 

supervisor(s) 
co-worker(s) _ 
client(s) _ 
other(explain): 

2. To what extent do you feel responsible for the event just described? 
not at all somewhat 
responsible responsible 

1 2 3 4 

completely 
responsible 

5 

3. How upsetting was this experience for you? 
Not Very Slightly Fairly Very Extremely 
Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting Upsetting 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. In relation to other stressful situations that you have experienced, how would you rate this situation? 
Not Very Stressful 1 2 3 

5. Was it an anticipated problem or situation? 
Completely Somewhat 
Unexpected Unexpected 

1 2 

Somewhat 
Anticipated 

3 

Most Stressful Stressful 
I have ever experienced 

Completely 
Anticipated 

4 
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6. Has wis problem or situation happened before? No If yes, how many times? 

7, Was the problem a single event or a more long-standing chronic situation? Single event „ 
Long-standing 

Not at ail Somewhat A Great 

8. To what extent do you feel that you could change 
or do something about the situation? 1 2 3 4 5 

9. To what extent do you feel that you could take steps 
to resolve the situation? 1 2 3 4 5 

10. How much do you feel that the situation is 
influenced by external factors? 1 2 3 4 5 

11. How much do you feel that you have to accept the 
situation, that there is nothing you can do to change it? 1 2 3 4 5 

12. How much do you feel that the outcome of the 
situation is beyond your control? 1 2 3 4 5 

13. How confident are you that the situation will be 

resolved to your satisfaction? 1 2 3 4 5 

14. To what extent did this situation change your mood? 1 2 3 4 5 

15. To what extent are you concerned that the situation 
might effect your relationship with others at work? 1 2 3 4 5 

16. To what extent are you concerned that the situation 
might effect your self-esteem? 1 2 3 4 5 

B. We would like to find out what you did to cope with this particular stressful experience you just 
described. Please circle the number below that best describes how much you used each strategy 
listed below. Some of these may not apply to your situation. 

0 = Does not apply 1 = Not at all 2 = Some 3 = A Lot 

1. Stood my ground and fought for what I wanted 0 1 2 3 

2. Refused to get too serious about the situation; tried to laugh about it 0 1 2 3 

3. Didn't let it get to me; refused to think about it too much 0 1 2 3 

4. Tried to get the person responsible to change his or her mind 0 1 2 3 

5. Realized I brought the problem on myself 0 1 2 3 

6. Expressed anger to the person(s) who caused the problem 0 1 2 3 

7. Hoped a miracle would happen 0 1 2 3 

8. Concentrated on what I had to do next-the next step 0 1 2 3 

9. Talked to someone about the situation 0 1 2 3 

10. Talked to someone about how I was feeling 0 1 2 3 
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0 = Does not apply 1 = Not at all 2 = Some 3 = A Lot 

11. Changed or grew as a person in a good way 0 1 2 3 

12. Kept others from knowing how bad things were 0 1 2 3 

13. Tried not to act too hastily or follow my first hunch 0 1 2 3 

14. Tried to keep my feelings to myself. 0 1 2 3 

15. Criticized or lectured myself. 0 1 2 3 

16. Increased my efforts to make things work 0 1 2 3 

17. Rediscovered what is important in life 0 1 2 3 

18. Went on as if nothing had happened 0 1 2 3 

19. Made a promise to myself that things would be different next time 0 1 2 3 

20. Wished the situation would go away or somehow be over with 0 1 2 3 

21. Talked to someone who could do something concrete about the problem 0 1 2 3 

22. Had fantasies about how things might turn out 0 1 2 3 

23. Made a plan of action and followed it 0 1 2 3 

24. Prayed or found faith in God or my religion 0 1 2 3 

25. I tried to see things from the others' point of view 0 1 2 3 

26. I used reason to settle things 0 1 2 3 

27. I tried to find a solution that was fair to both of us 0 1 2 3 

28. Bargained to get something positive from the situation 0 1 2 3 

29. I met the other person(s) half way 0 1 2 3 

30. Compromised to get something from the situation 0 1 2 3 

C. Now we would like to find out what your goal was in coping with the experience described on the 
previous page* Indicate how IMPORTANTthe following goals were for yon, 

Not very Moderately Very 
Important Important Important 

or Not Applicable 
1. To actively confront someone and to clear 

up what was at stake 1 2 3 4 5 

2. To maintain a friendly atmosphere and to prevent 

an argument 1 2 3 4 5 

3. To remain calm and composed 1 2 3 4 5 

4. To keep my self-esteem 1 2 3 4 5 
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D. Now we would like to find out about die ways in which other people may have made this stressful 
experience harder or easier for you. 

1. Please circle the people listed below who contributed to the stressfulness of the experience described 
on the previous page. 

a. your boss/supervisor/manager 
b. your co-worker(s) 
c. the client(s) 
d. Other: 
e. No one 

2. Please indicate the people listed below who reduced the stressfulness of this experience. 

a. your boss/supervisor/manager 
b. your co-worker(s) 
c. the client(s) 
d. Other: 
e. No one 

E. The following items are a reflection of the work load you experienced this afternoon. Please indicate 
the extent to which you agree with the following statements: .... 

Not at all true Somewhat Very True 

1. This afternoon was one of my busiest times. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. This afternoon there was little work to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

3. This afternoon I had more work to do than there 

was time to do it in. 1 2 3 4 5 

4. This afternoon I had a lot of work pressure to deal with. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. This afternoon I had to struggle to find something to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS 
F. This Scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. Read each 

item and then mark the appropriate answer in the space next to that word. Indicate to what extent 
you have felt this since the last ratings at noon. 

1 2 3 4 5 
Very slightly A Little Moderately Quite a Bit Extremely 
or Not at all 

_ Interested Irritable 
Distressed Alert 
Excited Ashamed 
Upset Inspired 
Strong Nervous 
Guilty Determined 
Scared Attentive 
Hostile Jittery 
Enthusiastic Active 
Proud Afraid 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 116 

FEELINGS AND EMOTIONS 
G. This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions. Read each 

item and then circle the appropriate number. Indicate to what extent you have felt tins way during 
interactions with your supervisor/boss/manager fjamJ«L&ne yoa started work until now, 

Rarely or Never Almost Always 

1. Sociable 1 2 3 4 
2. Respected 1 2 3 4 
3. Close 1 2 3 4 
4. Positive 1 2 3 4 
5. Happy 1 2 3 4 
6. Satisfied 1 2 3 4 
7. Supported 1 2 3 4 
8. Appreciated 1 2 3 4 
9. Cared about 1 2 3 4 
10. Accepted 1 2 3 4 
11. Trusting 1 2 3 4 
12. Enthusiastic 1 2 3 4 
13. Sharing 1 2 3 4 
14. Commitment 1 2 3 4 
15. Sincerity 1 2 3 4 
16. Warm 1 2 3 4 
17. Attacked 1 2 3 4 
18. Distant 1 2 3 4 
19. Pressured 1 2 3 4 
20. Annoyed 1 2 3 4 
21. Tense 1 2 3 4 
22. Resentful 1 2 3 4 
23. Anxious 1 2 3 4 

H. Please complete die same list for the extent to which you have felt this way during interactions with 
your co-workers from the time you started work today until now? 

Rarely or Never Almost Always 

1. Sociable 
2. Respected 
3. Close 
4. Positive 
5. Happy 
6. Satisfied 
7. Supported 
8. Appreciated 
9. Cared About 
10. Accepted 
11. Trusting 
12. Enthusiastic 
13. Sharing 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 

3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 

4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
4 
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Rarely or Never Almost Always 

14. Commitment 1 2 3 4 
15. Sincerity 1 2 3 4 
16. Warm 1 2 3 4 
17. Attacked 1 2 3 4 
18. Distance 1 2 3 4 
19. Pressured 1 2 3 4 
20. Annoyed 1 2 3 4 
21. Tense 1 2 3 4 
22. Resentful 1 2 3 4 
23. Anxious 1 2 3 4 

I. A number of statements that people have used to describe themselves are given below. Read each statement 
and circle the appropriate value to the right of the statement to indicate how you feel right now^that is, at 
this moment. There are no right or wrong answers. Do not spend too much time on any one statement but 
give the answer which seems to describe your feelings best. 

Not at all somewhat Moderately Very 
So Much 

1. I feel calm 1 2 3 4 
2. I feel strong 1 2 3 4 

2 3 4 
4. I feel blue 1 2 3 4 

2 3 4 
6. I feel miserable 1 2 3 4 
7. I am presently worrying over 

possible misfortunes 1 2 3 4 
8. I feel downhearted 1 2 3 4 
9. I feel nervous 1 2 3 4 
10. I feel alive 1 2 3 4 
11. I am jittery 1 2 3 4 
12. I feel sad 1 2 3 4 
13. I am relaxed 1 2 3 4 

2 3 4 
15. I am worried 1 2 3 4 
16. I feel gloomy 1 2 3 4 
17. I feel steady 1 2 3 4 
18.1 feel healthy 1 2 3 4 
19. I feel frightened 1 2 3 4 
20. I feel hopeful about the future 1 2 3 4 

Last, were there events in your life, outside of work, that affected your ability to cope with your work today? 
No If Yes, please explain: 

THANK YOU FOR COMPLETING THE DIARY . 
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Appendix C: Codes and Definitions 

Code Definition 

anticipate 
difficulties 

-anticipating difficulties regarding an interpersonal response, a task, 
mistake, or meeting 

anticipating new job 
changes 

-anticipating changes pertaining to the actual job, or aspects or duties 
ofthe job 

anticipating 
workload 

-anticipating workload because of knowing regular routine, or because 
expecting learning new task plus regular duties 

boss request 

request of boss 

-boss, supervisor, or management asking, wanting, or expecting a task 
to be completed. There is no obvious emotion related to the request. 

boss error -boss error or mistake; commission or omission directly related to 
stress event; forgetting to send or finish task, not doing task correctly 

boss lack of 
support 

-absent from office or not available, and needing signing or boss's 
authority to complete task. No direction. No response. No one else to 
complete necessary task. 

boss demand - boss, supervisor, or management asking, wanting, or expecting a task 
to be completed. There can be negative emotion or tone related to the 
request or consequence to inaction and/or urgency. 

boss lack of 
communication 

- boss not listening, responding, informing, talking to staff. 

can't connect with 
need person 

-work delay or break in work flow caused by the required person not 
being available or not being able to contact him/her 

change in office 
environment 

-a change in the working environment or working space either 
temporarily (off-site task), or permanently (physical department 
change). 

client complaint -client complaining about service, organization, or clerical worker 

client error -client error or mistake; commission or omission directly related to 
stress event; sending to wrong address, not sending something, arriving 
at the wrong time, wrong forms, etc 

client demand -client asking, wanting, or expecting a task to be completed. There can 
be negative emotion or tone related to the request or consequence to 
inaction and/or urgency. 
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client negative 
interaction 

-having an argument, disagreement, or dispute with a client. Negativity 
is around an interaction. 

client negative 
emotions 

-receiving negative emotions from a client. Not stated retaliation, and 
emotional state is made known by the client stated (unhappy, upset, 
irate, angry, hostile, rude) 

client difficult -client who presents as problematic, annoying, or difficult, or who 
could potentially present a problem; negative energy or tension created 
by the person. No response is stated. 

client request -client asking, wanting, or expecting a task to be completed. There is 
no obvious emotion related to the request. Not stated consequence or 
urgency. 

clients not listening -client not listening to answers or directions. Some need to repeat. Not 
processing information provided 

commute -trip into work or home from work. Anything that happens en route to 
and from work. 

complaining 
coworkers 

-coworkers complaining about clerical worker, office, conditions, or 
other workers or circumstances. 

completing tasks 
before a deadline 

-completing tasks so a smooth transition can take place (leaving for the 
day, weekend, holiday). No stated pressure to complete. 

computer problems -problem with computer- crash, break down, software, hardware, 

computer training -training with new computer software, new systems, new hardware 

coworker-increasin 
workload 

-coworker passing on extra work or tasks; also through error, 
incompetence, or inconsiderateness creates more work. 

coworker needing 
help 

-coworker requesting or needing help or assistance undertake a task, 
answer a question; temporary situation 

coworker request -coworker asking, wanting, or expecting a task to be completed. There 
is no obvious emotion related to the request. 

coworker-error -coworker making errors that is effect the clerical worker 

coworker- negative 
interaction 

-having an argument, disagreement, or discussion with a coworker. 
There are negative emotions, but there is a response. 

coworker-demand -coworker asking, wanting, or expecting a task to be completed. There 
can be negative emotion or tone related to the request or consequence 
to inaction and/or urgency. 



Clerical Workers'Workplace Stress 120 

coworker-shirking 
responsibility 

-coworkers passing on the problem or avoiding responsibility 

coworker-lack of 
communication 

-lack of communication or listening on the part of coworkers. Not heed 
given information, advise, 

coworker 
incompetence 

-coworker repeated mistake, inability to do job, lack of skill or 
efficiency, not able to help, poor choices, blatant avoidable errors or 
problems, not doing job 

critical task -task that has urgency, consequence, or priority related to it. It will 
effect others if not done on time or properly. 

difficult boss -boss who is problematic, annoying, or difficult, or who could 
potentially present a problem; negative energy or tension created by the 
person. No response is stated. Negative attitude, mood, making job 
harder, inconsiderate, unfair, controlling, condescending. 

difficult task -task that is hard to complete due to inside or external influences, or 
incomplete information, urgency, challenging, or complex -difficult 
task made difficult because of lack of support 

difficult coworker -coworker who is problematic, annoying, or difficult, or who could 
potentially present a problem; negative energy or tension created by the 
person. No response is stated. Negative Attitude, mood, manner, 
inconsiderate, creating waves, not following rules, overly social, not 
team, hurtful, control 

discomfort-physical - physical discomfort: tired, pain, illness, headache, 

discomfort-psychol 
ogical 

-psychological state mentioned as problematic: upset, angry, expectant, 
inadequate, stupid, burned out, questioning self, perfectionism 

instructions- change -instruction for a task change mid-way or at the end thus creating more 
work 

instructions-
insufficient or 
unclear 

-instructions for a task are insufficient or unclear or ambiguous. Makes 
job harder or impossible to complete 

job change -related to change in job descriptions or duties, or end of job or change 
injobs 

lack of support/ 
help 

-asking for help and not receiving it, alone doing everything, not office 
supplies, noone available to help (especially signing), no directions 

lack of office 
communication 

-staff not listening, not talking about problem, or assumptions about 
communication, not being informed of changes 
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little work - lack of work or tasks 

meeting with boss -meeting, discussion, talk with boss, supervisor, or manager 

negative interaction 
with boss 

-having an argument, disagreement, or discussion with a boss. 
Negativity is around an interaction. 

negative office 
atmosphere 

-negative/hurtful message, environment is negative, problem/staff, 
tension in office, sense not right, pressure 

negative emotion 
from boss 

-receiving negative emotions from a boss. Not stated retaliation, and 
emotional state is made known by the boss stated (unhappy, upset, 
irate, angry, hostile, rude) 

no control - lack of control in situation to make changes or help 

non-work stressor - not related to work although may be effecting work 

not appreciated or 
respected by boss 

-lack of consideration for responsibilities, knowledge, presence, duties, 
politeness or manners, personhood, or apologies. 

office unsafe 
emotional place 

-fear or worry created by issues not being resolved, paranoia, being 
monitored, fear of reprisal, worried about faux pas. 

office-environmental 
noise 

-office environment loud or volume noisy creating unpleasant or 
difficulty 

office changes -changes in office running, routine, policies, and expectations 

office dynamics -change or difficulty with office relations between people or different 
people coming on or leaving. Problems between people 

office social 
expectation 

-social feeling of having to get involved or having to help, having to 
observe social obligation, expectation to help or not although want 
opposite. 

office expectations - expectations of office, task, how one is expected to be to dress, 
productivity, expectations of the office hierarchy 

office machinery 
malfunction 

-failure of non-computer machinery; phones, printers, staplers, copiers 

office meeting -office meeting that is not specifically with the boss but with the office. 

office temperature -temperature in office (cold or hot) creating discomfort 

office error -non-specified error creating problems 

office space or area -crowding of space,sharing, small, can't claim space as own, 
restrictions on space and movement. 



Clerical Workers' Workplace Stress 122 

office- unfair 
situation 

- unfairly being targeted, unequal treatment of staff, not honest, not 
follow through, not paid time, cornering staff, unfair requests, 

other 
inconvenienced 

-other's are inconvenienced or having to do things because of needs of 
clerical worker 

Outside or union 
resources to help 

- having outside help to resolve internal problems (HR or union) 

performance 
evaluation or 
monitoring 

-having performance or productivity monitored for evaluation 

personal boundaries -issues related to personal boundaries, being able to defend where you 
end and work or responsibilities begin. Knowing and stating limitations. 

personal work ethic -feeling guilty or under pressure to perform according to personal or 
other standard. 

personal error - error that the clerical worker makes 

phone -telephones ringing or needing to be answered 

problems with 
vacation time 

-problems with scheduling vacations, getting the needed time, 

salary problems -problems with actual pay cheque or pay scale or contract talks about 
pay, or late pay. 

shift beginning -issues with or at the beginning of shift not pertaining to commute. 
Late, first thing phone call, first thing piles of work 

shift break -issues with or before the break lunch or coffee. 

shift end -issues pertaining to the end of the day. 

staff shortage -shortage of staff possibly due to scheduling or absent staff 

task-not in job 
description 

-being required to do task that is not in job description or part of job. 
Can be related to job or not. 

task-novel -new task requiring learning 

task- unable to 
complete 

-unable to complete task due to difficulties, not enough time, in the 
time frame specified or expected. 

task- disliked -not wanting to be involved in task, not needing to be involved, menial 
task, wasting time. 
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time pressure -deadlines, pressure to complete quickly and according to a schedule or 
time line; rushed or pressured by time. 

witnessing negative 
interaction 

-witnessing negative interaction between other individuals: coworker, 
boss, clients, and/or any arrangement 

work or task 
interruption 

- short term interruption of flow of work or task. Disturbance or 
distraction. 

work or task delay -longer term interruption of flow of work. Stops work or task from 
being completed 

workload -amount of work needed to be done, focuses on amount: piles or 
mound of work 

workload- busy -amount of work needed to be done, focuses on pace of work: rushed, 
pressured, frazzle feeling. 

workload- multiple 
tasks 

-amount of work needed to be done, focuses on different number of 
tasks need to be done. Some as simultaneous and multiple tasks. 

workload-
increased 

- workload is already present but focus is on being increased with extra 
work tasks, jobs, responsibilities, or redoing jobs because of error. 

worried about 
coworker 

-worried about coworker: job or health. 


