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18.2: Problems of Work Adjustment
1. How do you recognize the symptoms of stress in yourself and in others?

Failure to adjust to work represents a major problem in industry today. It has been estimated that between 80 and 90 percent of
industrial accidents are caused by personal factors.! Turnover, absenteeism, drug abuse, alcoholism, and sabotage remain relatively
permanent fixtures of most contemporary work organizations. To the extent that individuals are unable to adjust to work, we would
expect them to persist in counterproductive behavior.

W. S. Neff has identified five types of people who have problems adjusting to work. He suggests that each of the five types
represents a “clinical picture of different varieties of work psychopathology”:

o Type I: People who lack motivation to work. These individuals have a negative conception of the work role and choose to avoid
it.

o Type II: People whose predominating response to the demand to be productive is fear or anxiety.

e Type III: People who are characterized predominantly by open hostility and aggression.

e Type IV: People who are characterized by marked dependency. These people often exhibit the characteristic of helplessness.
They are constantly seeking advice from others and are unable to initiate any action on their own.

e Type V: People who display a marked degree of social naiveté. These individuals lack perception when it comes to the needs
and feelings of others and may not realize that their behavior elicits reactions from and has an effect on others. Typically, these
individuals are socially inept and unaware of appropriate behavior in ordinary social situations.

Several important points follow from this analysis. First, note that failure to adjust to a normal job or work schedule does not
automatically imply that an individual is lazy or stupid. Several deeply ingrained psychological problems keep people from making
normal adjustments in many cases. Second, note that only one of the five types (Type I) exhibits a motivational problem. Managers
must look beyond motivation for answers to the psychopathology of work. One type (Type V) exhibits a form of personality
disorder, or at least social immaturity. But the remaining three types—those exhibiting anxiety, aggression, or dependency—all
have problems relating not only to personality, but more importantly, to how the nature of the job affects that personality. In fact,
anxiety, aggression, and dependency are major factors inherent in stressful jobs in organizations. Hence, it seems that at least three
of the five reasons for failure to adjust to work relate to the extent to which the job is experienced as stressful and causes the
individual to want to withdraw.

It has been wisely observed that “if, under stress, a man goes all to pieces, he will probably be told to pull himself together. It
would be more effective to help him identify the pieces and to understand why they have come apart.” This is the role of the
contemporary manager in dealing with stress. Managers cannot simply ignore the existence of stress on the job. Instead, they have
a responsibility to understand stress and its causes.

We will explore the topic of work-related stress in several stages, first examining major organizational and personal influences on
stress, then considering several outcomes of stress, and finally exploring methods for coping with stress on the job. Throughout,
emphasis will be placed on how stress and its consequences affect people at work and what role managers can play in attempting to
minimize the effects of stress on both the individual and the organization. We will make liberal use of practical examples, and, as
usual, you will be given an opportunity to evaluate yourself on several aspects of stress and wellness in organizations.

Work-Related Stress

For our purposes here, stress will be defined as a physical and emotional reaction to potentially threatening aspects of the
environment. This definition points to a poor fit between individuals and their environments. Either excessive demands are being
made, or reasonable demands are being made that individuals are ill-equipped to handle. Under stress, individuals are unable to
respond to environmental stimuli without undue psychological and/or physiological damage, such as chronic fatigue, tension, or
high blood pressure. This damage resulting from experienced stress is usually referred to as strain.

Before we examine the concept of work-related stress in detail, several important points need to be made. First, stress is pervasive
in the work environment.4 Most of us experience stress at some time. For instance, a job may require too much or too little from
us. In fact, almost any aspect of the work environment is capable of producing stress. Stress can result from excessive noise, light,
or heat; too much or too little responsibility; too much or too little work to accomplish; or too much or too little supervision.

Second, it is important to note that all people do not react in the same way to stressful situations, even in the same occupation. One
individual (a high-need achiever) may thrive on a certain amount of job-related tension; this tension may serve to activate the
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achievement motive. A second individual may respond to this tension by worrying about her inability to cope with the situation.
Managers must recognize the central role of individual differences in the determination of experienced stress.

Often the key reason for the different reactions is a function of the different interpretations of a given event that different people
make, especially concerning possible or probable consequences associated with the event. For example, the same report is required
of student A and student B on the same day. Student A interprets the report in a very stressful way and imagines all the negative
consequences of submitting a poor report. Student B interprets the report differently and sees it as an opportunity to demonstrate
the things she has learned and imagines the positive consequences of turning in a high-quality report. Although both students face
essentially the same event, they interpret and react to it differently.

Third, all stress is not necessarily bad. Although highly stressful situations invariably have dysfunctional consequences, moderate
levels of stress often serve useful purposes. A moderate amount of job-related tension not only keeps us alert to environmental
stimuli (possible dangers and opportunities), but in addition often provides a useful motivational function. Some experts argue that
the best and most satisfying work that employees do is work performed under moderate stress. Some stress may be necessary for
psychological growth, creative activities, and the acquisition of new skills. Learning to drive a car or play a piano or run a
particular machine typically creates tension that is instrumental in skill development. It is only when the level of stress increases or
when stress is prolonged that physical or psychological problems emerge.

General Adaptation Syndrome

The general physiological response to stressful events is believed to follow a fairly consistent pattern known as the general
adaptation syndrome. General adaptation syndrome consists of three stages (see Figure 18.2.1). The first stage, alarm, occurs at
the first sign of stress. Here the body prepares to fight stress by releasing hormones from the endocrine glands. During this initial
stage, heartbeat and respiration increase, blood sugar level rises, muscles tense up, pupils dilate, and digestion slows. At this stage
the body prepares basically for a “fight or flight” response. That is, the body prepares to either get away from the threat or to
combat it. Following this initial shock, the body moves into the second stage, resistance. The body attempts to repair any damage
and return to a condition of stability and equilibrium. If successful, physical signs of stress will disappear. If the stress continues
long enough, however, the body’s capacity for adaptation becomes exhausted. In this third stage, exhaustion, defenses wear away,
and the individual experiences a variety of stress-related illnesses, including headaches, ulcers, and high blood pressure. This third
stage is the most severe and presents the greatest threat both to individuals and to organizations.

Alarm Resistance Exhaustion

Figure 18.2.1 The General Adaptation Syndrome (Attribution: Copyright Rice University, OpenStax, under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
license)

Types of Stress: Frustration and Anxiety

There are several different ways to categorize stress. However, from a managerial perspective, it is useful to focus on only two
forms: frustration and anxiety. Frustration refers to a psychological reaction to an obstruction or impediment to goal-oriented
behavior. Frustration occurs when an individual wishes to pursue a certain course of action but is prevented from doing so. This
obstruction may be externally or internally caused. Examples of people experiencing obstacles that lead to frustration include a
salesperson who continually fails to make a sale, a machine operator who cannot keep pace with the machine, or even a person
ordering coffee from a machine that fails to return the correct change. The prevalence of frustration in work organizations should
be obvious from this and other examples.

Whereas frustration is a reaction to an obstruction in instrumental activities or behavior, anxiety is a feeling of inability to deal
with anticipated harm. Anxiety occurs when people do not have appropriate responses or plans for coping with anticipated
problems. It is characterized by a sense of dread, a foreboding, and a persistent apprehension of the future for reasons that are
sometimes unknown to the individual.

What causes anxiety in work organizations? Hamner and Organ suggest several factors:
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“Differences in power in organizations which leave people with a feeling of vulnerability to administrative decisions adversely
affecting them; frequent changes in organizations, which make existing behavior plans obsolete; competition, which creates the
inevitability that some persons lose ‘face,” esteem, and status; and job ambiguity (especially when it is coupled with pressure). To
these may be added some related factors, such as lack of job feedback, volatility in the organization’s economic environment, job
insecurity, and high visibility of one’s performance (successes as well as failures). Obviously, personal, non-organizational factors
come into play as well, such as physical illness, problems at home, unrealistically high personal goals, and estrangement from one’s
colleagues or one’s peer group.”

Concept Check

1. What is work related stress?
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