STRESS...AT WORK
The nature of work is changing at whirlwind speed.
Perhaps now more than ever before, job stress poses a
threat to the health of workers and, in turn, to the health
of organizations. Through its research program in job
stress and through educational materials such as this
booklet, NIOSH is committed to providing organizations
with knowledge to reduce this threat.
This booklet highlights knowledge about the causes of
stress at work and outlines steps that can be taken to
prevent job stress.

1

Stress in Today’s Workplace
The longer he waited, the more David worried. For weeks he had been plagued
by aching muscles, loss of appetite, restless sleep, and a complete sense of
exhaustion. At first he tried to ignore these problems, but eventually he became
so short-tempered and irritable that his wife insisted he get a checkup. Now,
sitting in the doctor’s office and wondering what the verdict would be, he didn’t
even notice when Theresa took the seat beside him. They had been good friends
when she worked in the front office at the plant, but he hadn’t seen her since she
left three years ago to take a job as a customer service representative. Her gentle
poke in the ribs brought him around, and within minutes they were talking and
gossiping as if she had never left.

“You got out just in time,”
he told her. “Since the
reorganization, nobody
feels safe. It used to be
that as long as you did
your work, you had a job.
That’s not for sure
anymore. They expect the
same production rates even
though two guys are now doing the work of three. We’re so backed up
I’m working twelve-hour shifts six days a week. I swear I hear those
machines humming in my sleep. Guys are calling in sick just to get a
break. Morale is so bad they’re talking about bringing in some
consultants to figure out a better way to get the job done.”
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NIOSH Approach to Job Stress
On the basis of experience and research, NIOSH favors the view that working
conditions play a primary role in causing job stress. However, the role of
individual factors is not ignored. According to the NIOSH view, exposure to
stressful working conditions (called job stressors) can have a direct influence on
worker safety and health. But as shown below, individual and other situational
factors can intervene to strengthen or weaken this influence. Theresa’s need to
care for her ill mother is an increasingly common example of an individual or
situational factor that may intensify the effects of stressful working conditions.
Examples of individual and situational factors that can help to reduce the effects
of stressful working conditions include the following:
• Balance between work and family or personal life
• A support network of friends and coworkers
• A relaxed and positive outlook
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Job Conditions That May Lead to Stress
The Design of Tasks. Heavy workload, infrequent rest breaks,
long work hours and shiftwork; hectic and routine tasks that have little
inherent meaning, do not utilize workers’ skills, and provide little sense
of control.
Example: David works to the point of exhaustion. Theresa is tied
to the computer, allowing little room for flexibility, self-initiative,
or rest.
Management Style. Lack of participation by workers in decisionmaking, poor communication in the organization, lack of familyfriendly policies.
Example: Theresa needs to get the boss’s approval for everything,
and the company is insensitive to her family needs.
Interpersonal Relationships. Poor social environment and lack
of support or help from coworkers and supervisors.
Example: Theresa’s physical isolation reduces her opportunities to
interact with other workers or receive help from them.
Work Roles. Conflicting or uncertain job expectations, too much
responsibility, too many “hats to wear.”
Example: Theresa is often caught in a difficult situation trying to
satisfy both the customer’s needs and the company’s expectations.
Career Concerns. Job insecurity and lack of opportunity for
growth, advancement, or promotion; rapid changes for which workers
are unprepared.
Example: Since the reorganization at David’s plant, everyone is
worried about their future with the company and what will happen
next.
Environmental Conditions. Unpleasant or dangerous physical
conditions such as crowding, noise, air pollution, or ergonomic
problems.
Example: David is exposed to constant noise at work.
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Job Stress and Health
Stress sets off an alarm in the brain, which responds by preparing the body
for defensive action. The nervous system is aroused and hormones are
released to sharpen the senses, quicken the pulse, deepen respiration, and
tense the muscles. This response (sometimes called the fight or flight
response) is important because it helps us defend against threatening
situations. The response is preprogrammed biologically. Everyone responds
in much the same way, regardless of whether the stressful situation is at
work or home.
Short-lived or infrequent episodes of stress pose little risk. But when
stressful situations go unresolved, the body is kept in a constant state of
activation, which increases the rate of wear and tear to biological systems.
Ultimately, fatigue or damage results, and the ability of the body to repair
and defend itself can become seriously compromised. As a result, the risk
of injury or disease escalates.
In the past 20 years, many studies have looked at the relationship between
job stress and a variety of ailments. Mood and sleep disturbances, upset
stomach and headache, and disturbed relationships with family and friends
are examples of stress-related problems that are quick to develop and are
commonly seen in these studies. These early signs of job stress are usually
easy to recognize. But the effects of job stress on chronic diseases are more
difficult to see because chronic diseases take a long time to develop and can
be influenced by many factors other than stress. Nonetheless, evidence is
rapidly accumulating to suggest that stress plays an important role in
several types of chronic health problems—especially cardiovascular
disease, musculoskeletal disorders, and psychological disorders.

Health care expenditures are nearly 50% greater for workers who
report high levels of stress.
—Journal of Occupational and Environmental Medicine
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Early Warning Signs of Job Stress
Headache
Sleep disturbances
Difficulty in concentrating
Short temper
Upset stomach
Job dissatisfaction
Low morale

Job Stress and Health:
What the Research Tells Us
Cardiovascular Disease
Many studies suggest that psychologically demanding jobs that allow employees
little control over the work process increase the risk of cardiovascular disease.
Musculoskeletal Disorders
On the basis of research by NIOSH and many other organizations, it is widely
believed that job stress increases the risk for development of back and upperextremity musculoskeletal disorders.
Psychological Disorders
Several studies suggest that differences in rates of mental health problems (such as
depression and burnout) for various occupations are due partly to differences in job
stress levels. (Economic and lifestyle differences between occupations may also
contribute to some of these problems.)
Workplace Injury
Although more study is needed, there is a growing concern that stressful working
conditions interfere with safe work practices and set the stage for injuries at work.
Suicide, Cancer, Ulcers, and Impaired Immune Function
Some studies suggest a relationship between stressful working conditions and these
health problems. However, more research is needed before firm conclusions can be
drawn.

—Encyclopaedia of Occupational Safety and Health
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Stress, Health, and Productivity
Some employers assume that stressful working conditions are a necessary evil—
that companies must turn up the pressure on workers and set aside health
concerns to remain productive and profitable in today’s economy. But research
findings challenge this belief. Studies show that stressful working conditions are
actually associated with increased absenteeism, tardiness, and intentions by
workers to quit their jobs—all of which have a negative effect on the bottom line.
Recent studies of so-called healthy organizations suggest that policies benefiting
worker health also benefit the bottom line. A healthy organization is defined as
one that has low rates of illness, injury, and disability in its workforce and is also
competitive in the marketplace. NIOSH research has identified organizational
characteristics associated with both healthy, low-stress work and high levels of
productivity. Examples of these characteristics include the following:
•
•
•
•

Recognition of employees for good work performance
Opportunities for career development
An organizational culture that values the individual worker
Management actions that are consistent with organizational values

Stress Prevention and Job Performance
The St. Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Company conducted several studies
on the effects of stress prevention programs in hospital settings. Program
activities included (1) employee and management education on job stress,
(2) changes in hospital policies and procedures to reduce organizational
sources of stress, and (3) establishment of employee assistance programs.
In one study, the frequency of medication errors declined by 50% after
prevention activities were implemented in a 700-bed hospital. In a second
study, there was a 70% reduction in malpractice claims in 22 hospitals that
implemented stress prevention activities. In contrast, there was no reduction
in claims in a matched group of 22 hospitals that did not implement stress
prevention activities.

—Journal of Applied Psychology
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According to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, workers who
must take time off work because of stress, anxiety, or a related disorder
will be off the job for about 20 days.
—Bureau of Labor Statistics
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What Can Be Done About Job Stress?
The examples of Theresa and David illustrate two different approaches for
dealing with stress at work.

Stress Management. Theresa’s company is providing stress management
training and an employee assistance program (EAP) to improve the ability of
workers to cope with difficult work situations. Nearly one-half of large companies
in the United States provide some type of stress management training for their
workforces. Stress management programs teach workers about the nature and
sources of stress, the effects of stress on health, and personal skills to reduce
stress—for example, time management or relaxation exercises. (EAPs provide
individual counseling for employees with both work and personal problems.)
Stress management training may rapidly reduce stress symptoms such as anxiety
and sleep disturbances; it also has the advantage of being inexpensive and easy to
implement. However, stress management programs have two major
disadvantages:
• The beneficial effects on stress symptoms are often short-lived.
• They often ignore important root causes of stress because they focus on the
worker and not the environment.

Organizational Change. In contrast to stress management training and
EAP programs, David’s company is trying to reduce job stress by bringing in a
consultant to recommend ways to improve working conditions. This approach is
the most direct way to reduce stress at work. It involves the identification of
stressful aspects of work (e.g., excessive workload, conflicting expectations) and
the design of strategies to reduce or eliminate the identified stressors. The
advantage of this approach is that it deals directly with the root causes of stress at
work. However, managers are sometimes uncomfortable with this approach
because it can involve changes in work routines or production schedules, or
changes in the organizational structure.
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As a general rule, actions to reduce job stress should give top priority to
organizational change to improve working conditions. But even the most
conscientious efforts to improve working conditions are unlikely to eliminate
stress completely for all workers. For this reason, a combination of
organizational change and stress management is often the most useful
approach for preventing stress at work.

Need Additional Information?
• More about NIOSH
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH)
1–800–35–NIOSH
4676 Columbia Parkway
Outside the U.S.: 1–513–533–8328
Cincinnati, Ohio 45226–1998
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh
NIOSH provides information and publications about a wide range of occupational hazards,
including job stress. NIOSH information about job stress can be found on the NIOSH job
stress internet page (http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/jobstres.html), or call 1–800–35–NIOSH
(1–800–356–4674)

• More Information about Job Stress
The Encyclopaedia of Occupational Health and Safety, 4th Edition (ISBN 92–2–109203–8)
contains a comprehensive summary of the latest scientific information about the causes and
effects of job stress (see Vol. 1, Chapter 5, Mental Health; Vol. 2, Chapter 34, Psychosocial
and Organizational Factors).
International Labour Office (ILO) Publications Center
P.O. Box 753
Waldorf, MD 20604

301–638–3152

• Other Publications about Job Stress
Go to the NIOSH job stress internet site (http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/jobstres.html), or call
the NIOSH 800 number (1–800–35–NIOSH).

• Location of a Psychologist or Consultant in Your Area
American Psychological Association (APA)
750 First St., N.E.
Washington, DC 20002–4242

202–336–5500
fax: 202–336–5723

State psychological associations maintain a listing of licensed psychologists who may be able
to help with stress-related issues. Call the APA or your State psychological association for
more information, or refer to the APA internet site with this information
(http://helping.apa.org/refer.html).
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For information about other occupational safety and health concerns,

Call NIOSH at
1–800–35–NIOSH (1–800–356–4674)
Fax number: (513) 533–8573
E-mail: pubstaft@cdc.gov
or visit the NIOSH Homepage at
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh
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