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Abstract

Work-related stress is of major concern due to its adverse impact on individuals, organisations
and communities. Globalisation and constantly adapting to new technologies puts additional
strain on workers to work faster and on tighter deadlines. The current study investigated the
occurrence of work-related stress across a section of human resources directors, managers,
assistant managers and supervisors in various organisations in Nairobi Metropolitan, Kenya.
Human resources senior personnel were identified due to the critical role they play in wellness
programmes in organisations. Nairobi Metropolitan was chosen due to the large number of
organisations present. The study was an analytical cross-sectional study and the sampling
technique was purposive. Data was collected from 201 participants from a population sample
size of 271 indicating a response rate of 74%. Participants were invited via email invitation and
on the social media platform LinkedIn. The Cohen Perceived Stress Scale (CPSS) was used to
assess the prevalence of stress. Descriptive analysis was conducted to determine the occurrence
of stress where 88.6% of respondents indicated elevated levels of stress. The study also found
that 80% of respondents recorded moderate stress levels and 11% recorded low stress levels
while only 9% of the respondents recorded high levels of stress. Since the research was
undertaken during the COVID - 19 pandemic, it may have amplified the results of this research.
Findings from the current study will benefit further research in this field and create additional
awareness to organisations on this important issue.
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Background to the Study

Workplace stress is of major concern according to the Second European Survey of
Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks (ESENER) survey (EU-OSHA, 2010; 2015). Work-
related stress is defined as any harmful, physical and emotional responses that can happen when
there is a conflict between the job demands on the employee and the amount of control the
employee has over meeting these demands (Forastieri, 2013). According to Hauke et al. (2011),
work-related stress can affect a person psychologically, behaviourally and physically, which in
turn has an effect on the wellbeing of the employee and the organizations they represent. Studies
have shown that stress in the workplace has a debilitating effect on both employees who
experience stress on the job and companies who pay for it either directly or indirectly through
loss of productivity (Hassard et al., 2014).

Work, to many individuals, fulfils the need for financial freedom and overall wellbeing
(Cox et al., 2004; Waddell & Burton, 2006). However, there are good jobs and bad jobs and
when workers perceive their jobs as cumbersome, it has the potential of impacting them in
harmful ways (Leka & Jain, 2010). A recent survey by the American Psychological Association
(2021) found that some of that factors affecting stress at the workplace were low salaries (56%
up from 49% in 2019), long hours (54% up from 46%), and lack of opportunity for growth or
advancement (52% up from 44%). Approximately half of the workers (48%) indicated that lack
of autonomy contributed to their stress, an increase by 39% from the last time this question was
asked in 2019. Additionally, the survey found that 59% of employees reported that due to stress
at the workplace, they experienced negative impacts such as lack of interest, motivation or
energy (26%), challenges with focusing on tasks (21%) and reduced effort at work (19%). Moss
(2019) cites that a study conducted by researchers at Stanford on the impact of workplace stress
on health costs and mortality in the United States found that it led to the government spending
close to $190 billion in health care outlays and approximately 120,000 deaths every year.

Globalisation has brought with it many challenges, especially in developing countries
where work-related stress is of growing concern. Although there is a host of research available
on causes and effects of stress at the workplace in the developed countries, it is still an area of
concern since much work still needs to be done on it. Furthermore, there is very little or no
precise data available from developing countries, possibly due to lack of recording mechanisms
and not enough importance on the issue of work-related stress and its consequences. The
disparities amongst developed and developing countries is a factor that also contributes to the
levels and types of work-related stress (WHO, 2007). In order to survive and remain relevant,
many organisations are having to pivot towards measures such as reorganising their structures
and processes and lean management systems. As a result, employees are pressured to deliver at
higher expectations (Landsbergis, 2003; Sparks et al., 2001). According to Sonnetag and Frese
(2013), any change be it good or bad, involves individuals having to adjust their behaviour which
can be stressful. At the workplace, stress can have serious consequences to both, individuals and
organisations.

The current study explored workplace stress and its occurrence across a section of human
resources directors, managers, assistant managers and supervisors in various organisations in
Kenya. According to Andrews (2003), human resources professionals, because they are
constantly dealing with the human side of issues in organisations, stress can take a toll on them.
For example, in a survey on 154 members of the Society for Human Resource Management, two
thirds of the respondents indicated feeing extremely stressed, and four-fifths of the respondents
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indicated that the pace of their work was fast or very fast. In addition, human resource managers
are responsible for executing employee wellness programmes and involving them in this study
will possibly create awareness on mental health issues at the workplace. The findings from this
study will enable organisations to take heed of the issue of mental health and make it a pivotal
part of their strategic intent.

Statement of the Problem

On average, workers spend 90,000 hours or approximately 50% of their waking hours at
the workplace (Clifton, 2017). A report done by the National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health (NOSH) in America found that of the people surveyed, 40% indicated that their job is
“very or extremely stressful” and 75% felt that work-related stress is more prevalent today than a
generation ago (Milligan, 2016). New challenges include the increase in use of technology at the
workplace (Reyt & Wiesenfeld, 2015), the advent of globalization, and in order to navigate the
competitive environment, organizations have had to downsize and reward workers who work
harder (Ayyagari et al., 2011).

A study conducted in Kenya among employees in the civil service found that 9.5% and
24.1% had average and high levels of emotional exhaustion and chronic stress respectively
(Ojwang, 2012). At a conference on mental health in Kenya, Gakanu (2019) cited that 36% of
work-related illnesses in Kenya were due to stress. When the Taskforce on Mental Health in
Kenya (Mental Health and Wellbeing: Towards Happiness and National Prosperity, 2020) went
on the ground, they found that Kenyans were exposed to high levels of stress where one group
cited stress at the workplace, where their managers were responsible for their stressors. It is
therefore evident, that there is a gap in Kenya regarding stress at the workplace, mental health
and mental illness. Organisations, as key stakeholders, have a responsibility to ensure that in
order to meet the Kenya 2015 -2030 mental health goals, action must be taken.

According to Patten (1991), common mental disorders can potentially result from
stressful experiences. The Health and Safety Executive (2020) found that work-related stress
coupled with anxiety and depression prevailed in 2,400 workers per 100,000 workers in Great
Britain. Andrews (2003) posits that human resources professionals have a unique set of
challenges and stressors such as laying off employees, restructuring, and trying to maximise
talent in their organisations. Other stressors include time pressures, managing conflicts,
navigating between human concerns and business interests, the pace of change in the human
resources profession and managing mergers and acquisitions.

Recognising workplace stress and other mental illnesses at the workplace can be
challenging since although employees may exhibit physical symptoms and physical complaints,
often there can be a psychological component present. According to Schott (1999), in many
programmes on human resources management and public administration training, and in relevant
textbooks, the topic on mental health seems to be lacking. Accepting mental health as part of the
overall organisation development by bringing in the human element into is of great importance.
Educating managers on relevant mental disorders is therefore critical, and in doing so, managers
can incorporate it when dealing with their subordinates and as a result make mental health a part
of their organisation culture. By creating a climate where employees feel safe to talk about their
mental health concerns, the hesitancy to talk about it and the secrecy around it can be lifted.
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Limitations of the Study

There were certain limitations to the study. The Cohen Perceived Stress Scale (CPSS),
was a self-reported assessments and although it is widely used in clinical settings and research,
it can be prone to bias. Furthermore, the results can also be dependent on the person’s
psychological state at that time of responding to the survey. Another limitation to the current
study was the aspect of individual differences in how one perceives and responds to stress.
Certain psychopathologies such a depression and anxiety can run concurrently or can be
comorbid with stress and therefore may show higher stress scores.

The impact of COVID-19 may also have had an impact on the findings of the current
Study on workplace stress since it was undertaken during a global pandemic. According to
Kniffin et al. (2020), numerous challenges are being faced by employers and employees as they
adapt to this pandemic. Employees are expected to work from home, organisations are either
furloughing or retrenching staff, and there is evidence that for many employees, due to the
conditions at work, employees are at greater risk of job burnout — a chronic stress symptom.
These factors may have amplified the results of the current study.

Objective of the Study
The objective of the study was to:
Determine the occurrence of workplace stress among human resources directors, managers,
assistant managers and supervisors in various sectors in Nairobi Metropolitan, Kenya.

Significance of the Study

It is anticipated that the study will be beneficial to organisations by creating awareness
and to destigmatise stress at the workplace so that employees can lead productive lives and
organisations can thrive. The study will be beneficial to policymakers in the mental health arena
who will have interesting data to lean on when advocating for better mental health policies in
order to reduce the burden of disease in Kenya. The study will also add value to clinicians who
work with and within organisations to explore workplace stress in order to get better outcomes
for their clients. Together with this, the study will add to the research on the topic of stress at the
workplace.

Literature Review

At the World Economic Forum (2019) in Davos where global leaders and key influencers
gathered to discuss global issues, mental health in organisations had an unprecedented focus.
Recognising mental health is now becoming a boardroom issue for it makes good business sense.
The workplace therefore becomes a key platform for dealing with the issue of mental health
through training and strategically embedding it in their human resources and operations
strategies (Cheshire, 2019). Stress, according to the organisation stress theory (Kahn & Byosiere,
1992) happens when one experiences stress as a process and not a single event. The process
involves how one evaluates and responds to stressors and how one attempts to cope with it.
Stress, as a response to a stimulus, is experienced differently by individuals depending on one’s
capacity to deal with the incoming stressor. There are individual differences in how one
cognitively appraises a stressor, which depends on the individual’s capacity to cope, the
psychological, physiological and cultural characteristics that define the individual, and the type
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of stressor (Hegberg & Tone, 2015). It is these interactions between the type of stressor and
individual characteristics of the person that determine how one responds cognitively,
behaviourally, psychologically and physiologically. When the type of stressor is beyond one’s
capacity to cope, it can sometimes lead to serious psychological and physical illnesses (Hegberg
& Tone, 2015; Parker & Ragsdale, 2015).

Today, be it individuals or in organisations, stress is of great concern (Richardson, 2017).
A study conducted by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Work
Conditions (2012) found that some of the psychological risks surveyed that workers faced, were
tight deadlines (62%), working under pressure (59%), navigating changes in the organisation
(51%) and having to extend their work hours to more than 40 hours a week (24%).

Constant changes in technologies that are being delivered at a faster pace is a key
challenge for workers (Hills, 2018; Tarafdar et al., 2007). In a study conducted by the Australian
Psychological Society (APS) on 1,109 managers across occupational sectors, the majority
reported that they felt moderately stressed by the 20 to 50 work-related emails they had to deal
with every day (Mathews et al., 2003). A study done by International Business Machines
Corporation (IBM, 2010) on 629 Australian middle/senior level managers on the effect of
responding to emails on stress, found that 48% reported that they were stressed. The age of social
media (e.g., Facebook and Twitter) although it gives a platform for employees to engage with
one another, can also lead to workplace incivility. Technostress and telepressure are terms that
indicate that technology, too, can be a source of pressure at the workplace (Richardson, 2017).
Studies in the field of information systems indicate that there is a negative correlation between
technostress and productivity and job satisfaction (Ragu-Nathan et al., 2008; Tarafdar et al.,
2007). Barber and Santuzzi (2015) found that telepressure at work where employees are
compelled to instantly respond to work-related issues through technology platforms is linked to
poor outcomes in both physical and psychological aspects of the employees’ health.

Work characteristics such as insufficient leadership, perceived or real injustice at work,
and poor organizational climate have been linked to work-related stress (Head et al., 2007,
Kivimaki et al., 2003; Vadninen et al., 2004). The annual cost to organisations in the United
States, due to supervisors who are abusive is close to $23.8 billion. This is mainly due to health
costs of workers and resultant loss of productivity and absenteeism (Tepper et al., 2006). A study
in the US by Schat et al. (2006) found that 13.6% of workers said that they were exposed to
abusive supervision.

While some stress at the workplace is normal for employees, excessive stress can
interfere with productivity and performance, impact their physical and mental health, and
eventually affect one’s success on the job (Harzer & Ruch, 2015b). Work- related stress has
consequences on an individual physiologically, emotionally, cognitively and behaviourally.
Physiologically, individuals experience an increase in heart rate and blood pressure and an
increased secretion of stress hormones namely cortisol and adrenaline. As a response to work-
related stress, emotionally, individuals may start to get nervous and irritated, and cognitively,
forgetfulness and challenges with attention and perception can occur. Work-related stress also
has an effect on the behaviour of workers than can manifest in aggression, impulsive behaviour
and making mistakes (WHO, 2007).

Methodology

This was an analytical cross-sectional design in which the target population comprised of
human resources directors, managers, assistant managers and supervisors in Nairobi
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Metropolitan. The researcher used purposive sampling where the target population was 271
individuals with a response rate of 74%. The data collection tool was the Cohens Perceived
Stress Scale (CPSS), a widely used psychological instrument for measuring the perception of
stress. The instrument was loaded on a link from Google Docs and sent to the individuals via
email and the social media platform LinkedIn directly to their inboxes. The researcher used
descriptive statistics and content analysis to analyse the data. Data was presented in frequency
tables.

Findings

Of the 201 respondents of the study, 62% were female and 37% male while 1% preferred
not to reveal their gender. In addition. 57% of the respondents indicated that they were married.
Those who were single, separated and divorced were at 5%, 3% and 2% respectively. Two
percent were cohabiting and 1% were widowed. The highest percentage of respondents were
managers (55%) followed by assistant managers (24%), directors (15%) and supervisors (6%).
Majority of respondents (43%) earned more than 200,000 KSH per month. Twenty-eight percent
earned between 100,000 — 200,000 Kenya shillings per month and 18% earned between 50,000
and 100,000 per month while only 9% earned below 50,000 KSH per month. In terms of
education level, the majority had bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees with combined
percentage of 86%, followed by diploma holders with 11% while certificate holders and PhD
holders only were only 1% and 3% respectively. The majority of the respondents worked in the
private sector, followed by the public sector and finally the NGOs with 70%, 17% and 11%
respectively. According to age categories, 53% belonged to the Gen-Xers category which are
aged between 40 and 50 years old, followed by Millennials at 39% aged between 25 and 39 years
old and finally 7% made up Baby Boomers aged between 55 and 66 years old.

Prevalence of Stress Among Human Resource Managers in Nairobi Metropolitan Area

The study sought to determine the occurrence of stress among human resources directors,
managers, assistant managers and supervisors in Nairobi Metropolitan Area. The respondents
were asked to respond to statements on Cohen’s Perceived Stress Scale on their perceived levels
of stress ranging from never, almost, sometimes, fairly often and very often. The results are
shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Occurrence of Stress Among Human Resource Senior Personnel in Nairobi

Metropolitan
Variable Stress Levels Frequency Percent
Stress Normal 23 11.4
Elevated 178 88.6
Total 201 100

Table 1 illustrates that 11.4% of respondents showed normal levels of stress, while
88.6% of respondents exhibited clinically significant, elevated stress levels.

Additional analysis on the levels of workplace stress was carried out and is indicated in
Table 2.
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Table 2: Levels of Stress Among Respondents

Stress Levels Frequency Percent
Perceived Stress Scale Low Stress 23 11.4

Moderate Stress 161 80.1

High Stress 17 8.5

The study further wanted to establish the stress levels among human resources directors,
managers, assistant managers and supervisors. Table 2 illustrates that 80% of respondents
recorded moderate stress levels and 11% recorded low stress levels while only 9% of the human
resource managers interviewed recorded high levels of stress.

Discussion

The current study found that a total of 80% of human resources directors, managers,
assistant managers and supervisors recorded moderate stress levels and 11% recorded low stress
levels while only 9% of the human resource managers interviewed recorded high stress levels.
Overall, 88% of the respondents had elevated levels of stress while 11% recorded normal levels
of stress. In a survey by The Human Resources Executive on 830 human resources leaders in the
United Kingdom, 90% indicated that compared to the previous year, their stress had increased,
forty-seven percent of whom revealed that their levels of stress had increased dramatically
(Mayer, 2021). In a study conducted by Perkbox (2020), 79% of British adults in employment
indicated experiencing work-related stress (20% higher than findings in 2018). In another study
on 1,500 workers in senior positions, working in various sectors from 46 countries, found that
stress at the workplace is a serious problem. Eighty-nine percent of the respondents indicated
that their work life was getting worse. The study also found that 85% and 56% of respondents
found that their wellbeing had declined and that their job demands had increased respectively.
Only 21% of the respondents indicated that their wellbeing as being “good” and a meagre 2%
said that their wellbeing was excellent (Moss, 2020).

Apart from stressors at work, studies have shown that there are other factors that lead to
stress, such as individual differences in how people respond to stress and therefore the negative
consequences of stress may not be the same for everyone (Abazaid et al., 2009). Furthermore,
individuals who have undergone previous stress have a higher probability of being impacted by
subsequent stressful encounters due to stress related chemicals being already present in the brain
(Anisman et al., 2003). Furthermore, early life experiences may also predispose individuals to
stresses later on in their lives (Heim et al., 2008).

These findings suggest that although the current study found the incidence of workplace
stress (88%) among human resources directors, managers, assistant managers and supervisors,
there are also other factors that may be attributing to these results. The fact that the research was
conducted on participants who are currently working and although some of these participants
may be predisposed to stress, it is important to note that stress is prevalent at the workplace.

Conclusion

The aim of the current study was to determine the prevalence of stress at the workplace.
The literature on workplace stress and the findings from this study suggest that there is a
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prevalence of stress at the workplace (88%) among human resources directors, managers,
assistant managers and supervisors in Nairobi Metropolitan. Cohen et al. (1983) posit that when
interpreting the scores for levels of health concerns, scores ranging from 0 — 7 indicate very low
health concerns, scores ranging from 8 — 11 indicate low health concern, scores ranging from 12
— 15 are of average health concern whilst scores ranging from 16 — 20 and 21+ indicate high
health concern and very high health concern respectively. Accordingly, the current study found
that the majority of the respondents indicated very high health concerns (50.25%) and high
health concerns (32.84%). Studies have also shown that workers who scored high on stress
scores also had a one-month occurrence of anxiety or mood disorder (6.8%) compared to those
who showed low stress scores (1.8%).

Human resources professionals therefore have a critical role to play in the mental
wellbeing of workers. Identifying best practise in the management of stress prevention
programmes and enabling a culture where there is psychological safety in organisations is an
area that needs additional emphasis. A 2021survey by the Human Resource Executive (HRE)
cited that human resources leaders are focusing on improved employee communication (61%)
employee wellbeing (53%), improving work/life policies and initiatives (39%) and enhancing
capacity-building of their leaders and managers (39%) (Mayer, 2021).

Clinicians can be critical partners to organisations in the mental wellbeing of their
workers. Stress management training that includes assertiveness training and relaxation
techniques, to name a few, are commonly used programmes in some organisations. However,
clinical expertise that psychologists can provide such as working on modalities of cognitive
behaviour therapy for stress, and the management of common mental disorder cannot be ignored.
Human resources leaders can therefore benefit from engaging with clinicians in their wellness
programmes for better outcomes.

Recommendations

The study made the following recommendations:

1) Additional research be carried out on workplace stress in other counties together with
the Nairobi Metropolis in Kenya and with a bigger sample size in order to validate
findings on this topic. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic may have amplified
some of the findings from this study and it is therefore suggested that additional
research be done not only during the pandemic phase but also post-pandemic.

2) Organisations should take heed of the phenomenon of work — related stress. A 2010
World Health Organisation study stated that at the workplace, mental health has
serious repercussions on productivity and the survival of organisations due to
absenteeism, presenteeism and early retirement.

3) Clinicians and physicians to take note that when working with individuals who are
employed who may be showing physical and/or mental health related ailments,
explore stress at the workplace that may be a possible trigger.
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