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Abstract 

Stress at work can arise in a every occupation, particularly among middle managers 

who struggle to retrieve a work-life balance. In this Master’s Thesis we asked how 

middle managers experience and cope with stressful situations at work. We gathered the 

empirical material through conversations and elicited texts with seven middle managers 

in different business industries. By applying the Grounded Theory as our qualitative 

research method, we tried to avoid bringing up cheap solutions of how middle managers 

deal with occupational stress - because the scenario can suggest a wide set of 

possibilities - and instead developed a model that attempts to explain their coping 

approaches. Against prevalent studies, we revealed that being a middle manager does 

not always imply being stressed and that, further, middle managers’ work-related 

stressors rarely appear clearly characterized in literature. Our final result was five 

middle managers’ portraits that correspond to their different ways of coping with stress 

at work: Controlling, Listing & Planning, Mindful Thinking, Delegation & Seeking 

Support, and Flight.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Writing a Master’s Thesis is the culmination of an important stage in our lives as 

students: the achievement of a desired path with effort, dedication and hard work. It is 

a moment full of challenges, responsibilities and opportunities to explore an issue that 

is relevant to us where we will be confronted between our dreams and idealized plans. 

In the Introduction Chapter, we want to set up the background and the problem 

definition with the intention to narrow them down by formulating our research 

question. 

1.1 Background Information 

The current rhythm of life is not compatible with the biological rhythm of a human 

being.  

‘For many people, their job is the single activity that occupies most of their waking 

hours’ (Faragher, Cooper & Cartwright 2004, p. 189) because the daily job covers not 

only the working hours, but also fills the rest of our lives. We end up being busy to 

solve work issues before we leave home, during our lunch break, as soon as we come 

home, and even during our well-deserved weekends and holidays.  

1.1.1 Stress in the Workplace 

 

The World Health Organization has described stress as the biggest ‘epidemic of 

modern working life’ (WHO 2007, p. 12). The recognition of the importance of stress in 

the workplace has sparked an immense amount of research (Johnson et al. 2005) and it 

‘will become increasingly important in the next millennium’ (Vagg & Spielberger 1998, 

p. 302). 

Stress in the workplace can be defined as ‘job stress, work stress, or occupational 

stress’ (Vagg & Spielberger 1998, p. 294) and for the purpose of our study, we 

characterize it as a physical, emotional and mental exhaustion at work. It can last a few 

months or, in more severe cases, some years, and in the worst case scenarios it can even 

lead to terrible results, such as the French suicide scandal of 35 employees at Orange 

(ex-France Telecom) between 2008 and 2009 or the mass suicide of Chinese workers at 

Foxconn in 2010. Notably, these two incidents have raised questions and discussions 

about working conditions and the stress management worldwide. 
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Occupational stress strongly influences employee's well-being, organizational 

performance (Hart & Cooper 2001; Sparks, Faragher & Cooper 2001), effectiveness 

(Spielberger & Reheiser 1994) and productivity (Vagg, Spielberger & Wasala 2002; Jex 

1998). Stressed workers decrease their performance and increase the costs of 

organizations with health problems, absenteeism, job turnover and accidents in the 

workplace (Vagg & Spielberger, 1998; Jex 1998).  

The statistics can be extremely disturbing. The latest European opinion poll 

conducted between November 2012 and February 2013 by the European Agency for 

Safety and Health at Work among 31 countries has revealed that the most common 

causes of work stress are job reorganization or job insecurity (72%), the extended 

working hours or volume of overwork (66%), and intimidation (bullying) or harassment 

at work (59%). It has further revealed that more than half of workers (51%) considered 

the existence of stress in their workplaces as common but they believed the problem is 

not properly addressed by their organizations (European Agency for Safety and Health 

at Work 2013).  

Stress can be triggered by any kind of professional activity, although some 

occupations have been identified in the literature as more predisposing thanks to their 

characteristics: humane service professions (Leiter & Maslach 1988; Schaufeli, Leiter & 

Maslach 2009). Those jobs are usually in the health and social care fields and require a 

direct and emotional contact with people and, therefore, cause high levels of stress and 

burnout.  

For that reason, the current literature under stress and burnout has paid much 

attention to the high prevalence of occupational stress in three major groups of 

occupations: health professionals, especially nurses (Parkes 1986; Leiter & Maslach 

1988; Schaufeli, Leiter & Maslach 2009) and doctors (Schaufeli, Leiter & Maslach 

2009); teachers (ebd.); and security forces, particularly police officers (Anshel 2000; 

Johnson et al. 2005; Schaufeli, Leiter & Maslach 2009) and military services 

(Spielberger & Reheiser 1994), to mention but a few. 

1.1.2 Middle Managers 

 

Although there was some controversy about the role and importance of middle 

managers in organizations - in the 80s middle managers’ role was questioned and their 

number reduced considerably (Dopson & Stewart 1990; Leavitt and Whisler 1958) - the 

reality is they do exist and play a crucial role in organizations. 
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The literature has often provided evidence about the importance that middle 

managers have during restructuring processes (e.g. Thomas & Dunkerley 1999; 

Armstrong-Stassen 2005) and strategic decision-making processes (e.g. Westley 1990) 

in organizations, however, their influence extends beyond that.  

Middle managers are responsible for the implementation and communication of 

goals and strategic decisions taken by top and senior managers. They have to share the 

decisions of top leaders, guarantee the compliance with organizational standards, and 

encourage and motivate their teams. During this course of action, middle managers 

might experience the lack of energy to continue, their leadership role loses its meaning 

until it is only seen as a painful responsibility.  

As ‘stress experienced by different occupation types and job roles has been discussed 

in many papers with a number of different occupations’ (Johnson et al. 2005), we can 

say that stress at work occurs in every career and can affect everybody.  

The media’s attention over stress among middle managers has never been more 

alarming and is a cause for concern, with newspapers headlines such as “The Secret 

Suffering of the Middle Manager” (Lam 2015), “Why it's hard to be a middle manager” 

(Lebowitz 2015), “The Middle Management Trap: Why You Aren't Happy” (Wagner 

2015) and “Are You Stuck in Middle Management Hell?” (Fisher 2006), to reveal but a 

few. 

However, there is a lack of literature available particularly about stress among 

middle managers and their work-related stressors but we believe that they are also 

exposed to stressful daily routines due to their turbulent work environment (Dopson, 

Risk & Stewart 1992) the pressures from above and beneath them - they are ‘the filling 

in the sandwich’ (McConville & Holden 1999) and ‘the meat in the sandwich’ 

(Marshall 2012).  

Thus, it seems significant for us to understand the stress vulnerability that middle 

managers have in their workplaces and how they deal with it. Middle managers may not 

be able to avoid stressful situations in their daily jobs but they can control how to deal 

with them if they have the tools, and for that reason, we recognize that it is essential to 

raise the concept of coping. 
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1.1.3 Coping 

There is a consensus in the literature on the importance of coping to understand how 

stress affects the individuals (Skinner et al. 2003).  

The definition of coping as a process in which people guide their thoughts and 

behaviours in order to address the sources of stress and manage the emotional reactions 

(Folkman & Moskowitz 2004) is commonly accepted (Tennen et al. 2000 cited in 

Folkman & Moskowitz 2004). 

Basically, coping is the way people perceive stressful situations and how they handle 

them. Additionally, it can be classified in terms of resources, styles and strategies 

(Benner, Roskies & Lazarus 1980) and for the purpose of our study we entitle them as 

coping approaches. 

We further must acknowledge that coping does not work for every middle manager 

or in every stressful situation and we attempt to understand why. 

 

1.2 Research Focus and Research Question 

Since stress is inevitable and expected in the business environment, middle managers 

experience stressful situations throughout their job and try to deal with them in different 

ways.  

We focus on different work-related stressors that can influence the existence of 

occupational stress among middle managers, the consequences for their work-life 

balance, the personal resources, styles and strategies they mobilize in order to overcome 

(or not overcome) these complicated and uncomfortable moments in their workplaces. 

Having described above the extent of our research, it is now appropriate to formulate 

the following research question: 

How do middle managers experience and cope with stressful situations at 

work? 

The research question represents the main issues that have to be considered and 

addressed during our study and it was set to guide us to a concrete creation of 

knowledge about the research issue.  

We want to identify middle managers’ sources of stress and coping approaches - in 

terms of resources, styles and strategies - that allowed them to overcome the 

unavoidable frustrations that occupational stress brings. 
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1.3 Purpose 

The overall purpose of the present study is to identify the main sources of stress and 

coping approaches that middle managers use to deal with stress at work. 

We also want to gain a deeper understanding of how, under such circumstances, they 

were able to rebuild themselves and overcome it.  

The study seeks also to be an additional contribution to the previous studies about 

occupational stress among middle managers because we attempt to find out how the 

selection of coping approaches results from middle managers’ evaluation of the 

situational factors and their leadership styles.  

 

1.4 Disposition 

Chapter 2, Methodology describes the logic procedures of how our research is 

planned and developed. Here we present our research strategy and approach, how we 

chose our participants, as well as the way of analysing the collected data. 

Chapter 3, Literature Review presents an overview of the main themes in the 

literature that we consider helpful to conduct our study, mainly regarding occupational 

stress and coping. 

Chapter 4, Story Line gives a detailed view of the coding process, starting with the 

middle managers’ stories about stress at work constructed from the collected data. The 

final result of this chapter is the presentation of the emerging theory. 

Chapter 5, Discussion provides interpretations of our findings, by answering our 

research question, concerning the sources of stress and coping approaches selected by 

middle managers. We also present the limitations of the study by giving specific 

recommendations and conclusive remarks for future researches.  

Chapter 6, Conclusion combines the main findings of our study. 

Chapter 7, Personal Reflections includes our personal perspectives regarding our 

learning experiences. 
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2 METHODOLOGY 
 

As Aristotle proclaimed ‘for the things we have to learn before we can do them, we 

learn by doing them’. We cannot think that the methodology is a simple element of our 

Master’s Thesis as this is particularly challenging and demanding. It is the choice of 

the methodology that will clearly define the criteria underlying the construction of our 

sample, the selection and observation of the elements, as well as the tools that will 

allow us to collect reliable data and, in the final step, answer our research question. 

 

2.1 Research Strategy 

The two types of research strategies are quantitative and qualitative (Bryman and 

Bell 2015).  

Quantitative strategies want to search for a relationship between the theory and the 

empirical reality by using mathematics as a tool to analyze and interpret the collected 

data. Alternatively, qualitative strategies do not rely on statistical data and, instead, 

make use of ‘persons’ lives, lived experiences, behaviours, emotions, and feelings’ 

(Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 11).  

We do not believe that these two research strategies are incompatible, they rather 

offer different perspectives of the aim under study and they can, of course, be part of the 

same study.  

However, we considered that the best way to fulfil the purpose of our study is by 

using a qualitative strategy. It allowed us to explore the meanings and discover the 

coping approaches behind the stressful situations that “our” middle managers 

experienced at work. 

 

2.2 Research Approach 

There are several different approaches for doing a qualitative study and we decided 

to follow the Grounded Theory.  

Grounded theory was initially developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 

1967, as part of their studies about terminal patients at the hospital, when they 

questioned the prevailing idea at the time according to which a qualitative research was 

inaccurate and only a quantitative approach was credible.  
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They proposed a grounded research model in order to create a connection between 

theory and observed reality, without putting away the active role of the researcher in the 

process. 

Grounded theory is ‘derived from data, systematically gathered and analysed through 

the research process. In this method, data collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand 

in close relationship to one another’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 12). This methodology 

approach recommends that the theory should evolve in the course of the investigation 

itself through close and dynamic relationships between analysis, data collection and 

construction of theory. Haig (1995, pp. 1-2) has stated that a good grounded theory is a 

theory that derives inductively from data, is prone to theoretical development, and is 

considered an adequately judged with a set of evaluative criteria. 

What differentiates grounded theory from a quantitative analysis is the fact that in a 

quantitative analysis the researchers initiate the collection of data after they understand 

the theoretical background, in order to confirm or refute the theory; but when we use 

grounded theory we can go directly to the field with just a general overview of the 

theme under study.  

The main purpose is to generate a new theory by analysing the collected data and 

making interpretations about the experiences and meanings of the participants. This 

leads us to know how they capture reality and give it a meaning. For that reason, 

grounded theory also allow us to be creative: it gives us the opportunity to make sense 

and give meaning to data and, at the same time, encourages us to construct new theories 

as we could look beyond the existing literature. 

 

2.3 Participants and Selection Process 

As implicit in the grounded theory method, we constructed a theoretical sampling: 

the sample was defined by the learning opportunity represented by each participant and 

was not previously selected by us based on the representativeness of a given population. 

This means that ‘when researchers sample theoretically, they go to places, persons, and 

situations that will provide information about the concepts they want to learn more 

about’ (Strauss & Corbin 2014, p. 135). 

The selection of participants was systematic: middle managers were selected on the 

basis of information that they could provide about the topic of our research. We looked 

for them in two different ways: in our network of personal contacts and/or in online 

communities (e.g. LinkedIn).  
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For instance, we decided to search for LinkedIn groups as we knew that they are a 

virtual place where people share common interests and have insightful discussions. As 

we were looking for middle managers who need to deal with stress at work, we first 

searched for groups related with stress. In total, we created a discussion in the following 

four groups: “Work related stress & wellbeing”, “Stress & Burn Out in Business”, 

“Mindfulness in Leadership” and “Facilities Management Positions”. 

All of the middle managers had a particular and deep knowledge about occupational 

stress and they personified the information that we intended to collect. Compared to the 

traditional approaches of sampling, this is a rupture introduced by qualitative research 

and clearly rejects the mandatory randomness in the selection of samples. 

The number of participants that we reached was also influenced by their availability, 

time and existing resources to satisfy the requirements of the construction of our 

theoretical sample. Despite that fact, the suitable procedure is that we need to analyse 

the conversations/questionnaires at the same time that they were performed/received in 

order to end the process when we reached a counterproductive level - theoretical 

saturation (Strauss & Corbin 1998) - when the categories found begin to stabilize and 

new participants do not bring anything new to the study.  

Without mentioning a specific number of cases to consider, Charmaz (2006) advises 

for the risk of making superficial analyzes because small samples do not bring sufficient 

data to completely fill out the categories. For us, the sampling was therefore more 

concerned for quality rather than quantity: we wanted to understand the experiences and 

individual perceptions of middle managers, rather than extrapolate their thoughts and 

actions. 

A deeper characterization of the seven middle managers that participate in our study is 

presented in Chapter 4. Story Line. 
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2.4 Data Collection 

According to Strauss and Corbin (1998) one of the three components of qualitative 

research is the data. We collected our data mainly through conversations and elicited 

texts.  

2.4.1 Conversations 

If in the beginning we thought that conversations would be our main source of data, 

we quickly found out that we, as beginners’ researchers, were wrong.  

Although conversations would give us the possibility to get directly into contact with 

middle managers who already witnessed occupational stress at some point in their 

careers, they were often uncomfortable with an interview situation. 

We tried to explain to them that during conversations, we would not interfere, 

manipulate, influence or control anything because we wanted them to describe the 

reality by themselves using their own words and terms. We would just be there as active 

and interested listeners since we wanted them to share their feelings, emotions, hopes, 

and opinions.  

Certainly, we could never be completely convinced that participants will agree to be 

interviewed but perhaps our ingenuity lead us to think that it was uncomplicated to ask 

“Tell us about your experience with stress at work? We want to hear your experience”. 

However, we discovered that we were dealing with sensitive information and since most 

of the middle managers did not know us personally, they were reluctant to share their 

private dilemmas at work. 

Only one middle manager accepted to have a conversation via Skype and we should 

mention that we were not allowed to record it because it contained rather personal 

moments and information of his live. For that reason, we decided to take notes that 

would help us later to interpret his actions and reactions. We will go further into detail 

on this issue in section 2.6. Ethical Considerations. 

We came to a point where we asked ourselves about where to go next, started to 

think about backup plans to collect data and how to engage the middle managers 

interested in participating in our study anyway.  

During our rigorous search we came across a concept, hitherto unknown to us called 

elicited texts. 
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2.4.2 Elicited Texts 

‘Elicited texts involve research participants in producing written data in response to a 

researcher's request and thus offer a means of generating data’ (Charmaz 2006, p. 35).  

We did not have the certainty that we could use written responses as a method for 

data collection as we decided to follow the grounded theory, but one of the intrinsic 

qualities of this research approach is that there are many substitute data sources (Strauss 

& Corbin 2008). 

As a result, we decided to create a short questionnaire with open-ended questions and 

send it by e-mail to the middle managers that were willing to be part of our study. The 

questionnaire began by considering the variety of workplace factors that can cause 

stress among middle managers and they were asked what sort of strategies they adopted 

to help them overcome it. We also wanted them to describe their experiences regarding 

the fact that they need to respond both to the demands of top-level management and 

team members. The questionnaire can be found in Appendix 1. 

We were aware that elicited texts have advantages and disadvantages when 

compared to both conventional conversations and interviews. For example, elicited texts 

gave middle managers the opportunity to reveal personal secrets and failures about 

coping with stress at work without being too embarrassed to share them with us face-to-

face; also elicited texts did not allow us to modify questions once we send the 

questionnaire (Charmaz 2006) or even to have an active role in the process of 

construction and meaning with the participants. In order to overcome these weaknesses, 

we told our middle managers that later on we could send them follow-up questions 

based on what they have answered, for clarification.  

 

2.5 Data Analysis 

A question came to our minds when we started thinking about the way to analyse 

data: how do we synthesize our collected data in order to construct a theory out of it?  

The answer is, writing a story line. It is considered as a technique design to integrate 

concepts immersed in data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and ‘can permeate the entire 

process of grounded theory’ (Birks et al. 2009, p. 407). 

Story line was the solution that we found to articulate and describe the collected data 

through conversations and elicited texts gathered from our middle managers, together 

with the usual coding procedures (open, axial and selective coding) of grounded theory. 
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The process of open coding ‘is to discover, name, and categorize phenomena 

according to their properties and dimensions’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 206). The 

procedures that we used to make this open coding were essentially asking questions and 

making comparisons. At the same time that we write the personal story behind each 

middle manager, we asked “what sense might we pull out from this story?”. However, 

we are aware that we were changing somehow the raw data, but we remained careful to 

neither lose any information nor misinterpret nor distort the middle managers’ words.  

 After this, we carefully passed from description to conceptualization of categories: 

we compared the stories and combined similar ones together into just one category, 

which led us to the axial coding. 

The axial coding is a set of procedures by which the data that is already 

conceptualized and categorized will be reorganized based on the links identified 

between categories, by establishing a coding paradigm. According to Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) the basic components of the paradigm are: conditions, 

actions/interactions and consequences and: 

‘When analysts code axially, they look for answers to questions such as why or how 

come, where, when, how, and with what results, and in so doing they uncover 

relationships among categories’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 127).  

As ‘the aim of research is not just to come up with a list of categories, it is to tell us 

something about those categories’ (Strauss & Corbin 2008, p. 148), we explored each 

category by building up a table with its various dimensions and properties, which 

emerges from the stories, either directly or through interpretation. 

The last procedure is the selective coding which is ‘the process of integration and 

refining the theory’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 143). This process is more abstract and 

it is at this stage that data becomes theory: after collecting, analysing and categorizing 

the data, we, as researchers, faced the final task to integrate all the categories in the 

shape of a theory.  

As a final result, the grounded theory allowed us to reach a new theory, by 

establishing relationships between middle managers and the interpretations that they 

have of how to cope with stress at work. 
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Figure 1 illustrates our data analysis procedures: 

 

Figure 1 - Data Analysis Procedures 

Source: The Authors 

 

2.6 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations cover all stages of the research process and since the 

beginning they were a constant concern for us because our theme requires high 

sensitivity regarding middle managers’ experiences of stress at work. Of course, some 

problems appeared (e.g. we were not able to record the Skype conversations), but we 

searched for better solutions and alternatives in order to be consistent with the ethical 

principles that a research should demonstrate.  

Bryman and Bell (2015) have acknowledged four ethical principles when a research 

is conducted: harm to participants, lack of informed consent, and invasion of privacy 

and/or deception. 

As we know that we are dealing with sensitive and personal information, we want to 

protect the privacy of the middle managers involved in our study: their identity and 

workplaces are protected (stay anonymous) in order to not bring any harm to their 

careers and jobs. However, their age, gender and job position are identified with their 

permission. We approached our participants and informed them beforehand of the 

purpose of our study, allowing them to decide if they still want to participate or not. We 

also guaranteed them that we were not going to use the collected data for any other 

purpose than this research. 
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2.7 Research Credibility 

Validity and reliability are crucial to have trustworthy and credible research findings: 

‘this is particularly vital in qualitative work, where the researcher’s subjectivity 

can so readily cloud the interpretation of the data, and where research findings are 

often questioned or viewed with scepticism by the scientific community’ (Brink 

1993, p. 35).  

However, we must be aware that ‘tests and measures used to establish the validity 

and reliability of quantitative research cannot be applied to qualitative research’ (Noble 

& Smith 2015, p. 34). Therefore, strategies that are used to examine the validity and 

reliability are not the same.   

Strauss and Corbin (1998) emphasize the importance to maintain ‘a workable 

balance between objectivity and sensitivity’ (p. 48) but they acknowledge that 

maintaining complete objectivity is impossible. Therefore, the first step to keep 

credibility is to recognize the subjectivity of the researcher throughout the process. 

According to the authors, in a qualitative research, objectivity rather means to be open-

minded. They suggest five techniques that are helpful to maintain a certain degree of 

objectivity: 

            

Figure 2 - Techniques to maintain objectivity 

Source: Based on Strauss & Corbin 1998, pp. 44-46 

 

• Using literature to find examples of similar phenomena and 
comparing it, but not using them as data but rather to 
stimulate our thinking. 

1. Thinking Comparatively 

• Choosing various data-gathering techniques and approaches 

• Obtaining multiple viewpoints to an event or gaining data 
on the same event in different ways. 

2. Triangulation 

• Asking what is going on here? 

3. Taking a Step Back 

• Especially important when using categories emerged from 
the literature. 

4. Maintaining an Attitude of Scepticism 

5. Following the Research Procedures  
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According to Strauss and Corbin (1998) sensitivity refers to ‘having insight into, and 

being able to give meaning to, the events and happenings in data. It means being able to 

see beneath the obvious to discover the new’ (p. 46). In order to maintain sensitivity to 

the meaning in data the authors outlined the following techniques:  

(i) Using our accumulated knowledge: As insights ‘happen to prepared minds during 

interplay with data’ (Strauss and Corbin 1998, p. 47), we need to use the theories in our 

minds and knowledge to understand the data. As we cannot forget what we already 

know, it is therefore important how to use the knowledge. As Dey (1993 cited in Strauss 

& Corbin 1998, p. 47) says “in short, there is a difference between an open mind and an 

empty head”; 

(ii) Personal and professional experience can increase sensitivity as they provide us a 

comparative base for asking questions. 

Nevertheless, it is to stress that there is no universally accepted model to evaluate a 

qualitative research (Noble & Smith 2015, p. 35). To further enhance the credibility of 

our study, to minimise bias and to maintain an open mind, we selected additional 

strategies, as outlined by Noble and Smith (2015):  

1. Including thick descriptions of the data collection and coding process. As Slevin 

and Sines (2000) suggest, we provide detailed descriptions of participants’ accounts to 

support the findings. As Brink (1993, p. 38) recommends, we described, explained, and 

justified how the sampling was done, how the data were collected, how and why 

participants were approached, in order to give clarity regarding the interpretation 

process which is affected by the subjectivity of the researchers.  

2. Brink (1993, p. 37) further proposes to have a judge panel to avoid selective 

inattention during the categorization phase. It will reduce the bias of holistic fallacy 

(Miles & Huberman 1984) which makes look data more patterned than it actually is. 

3. Long and Johnson (2000) suggest respondent validation. We gave the participants 

a possibility to comment on our coding results regarding the identified themes and 

categories, and whether they adequately reflect the phenomena under study or not.   

We must acknowledge that the entire research process depends highly on our 

subjective decisions and interpretations. However, we include the aforementioned 

strategies to provide transparency in our interpretation process and ultimately, to ensure 

a higher degree of credibility.  
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3 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The literature review will be our compass: it will guide our path in order to better 

understand the current concerns and directions of the main concepts that hold up our 

study. We will start by making a brief description of the main themes that we will use 

during our study, followed by an attempt to clarify their meaning. 

 

3.1 Leadership Approaches 

We briefly present the evolution of leadership approaches, starting with individual 

perspectives related with traits and behaviours and proceed with approaches that give 

importance to situational factors.  

Following this path, we will go toward the thoughts that dominate the leadership 

research today, where the most important aspect is the relationships that are established 

between leaders and followers. 

Reviewing literature of leadership approaches seems relevant for us as our research 

question suggests the possibility that there is a link between situational factors (and how 

they change the middle managers’ leadership style) with the coping approaches that middle 

managers select to deal with stress at work. 

3.1.1 Traditional Leadership Theories 

Despite the diversity of theories and models, it is commonly accepted that traditional 

leadership theories embrace: trait approaches (related with leaders’ personal attributes), 

style approaches (linked with leaders’ behaviours) and finally, contingency approaches 

(recognize that situational factors - environment and context - determine the 

effectiveness of leadership). 

Trait Approach 

The earliest literature (during the 1930s and until the late 1940s) followed the trait 

approach on leadership which is based on the personal characteristics and qualities of 

leaders. Following the trait theory, successful leaders have certain abilities and 

personality traits that make them more suitable for the role of leadership positions. 

Therefore, leaders are understood as born, not made. This theory has been historically 

influenced by the Great Man Theory of leadership (proposed by Thomas Carlyle) based 

on historical figures of that time.  
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Stogdill (1948 cited in Yukl 2010) conducted two reviews about the traits studies (in 

total 287 studies were made between 1904 and 1970) and he identified characteristics 

that often appeared associated with great leaders such as: 

“intelligence, alertness to the needs of others, understanding of the task, initiative 

and persistence in dealing with problems, self-confidence, and desire to accept 

responsibility and occupy a position of dominance and control”. (Stogdill 1948 

cited in Yukl 2010, p. 45).  

Gardner (1990) also listed certain attributes that appear in leaders. They included for 

example a need for achievement, a capacity to motivate people, self-confidence, 

flexibility, courage, trustworthiness, among others. 

Trait approach identified important personality traits demonstrated in a leadership 

role however it is criticized as a too simple and not convincing enough as we cannot 

distinguish between successful and unsuccessful leaders because we do not have 

“universal leadership traits” (Stogdill 1948 cited in Yukl 2010, p. 46)  that could 

actually represent what a leader is. 

 The lack of answers given by the trait approach about general qualities among 

leaders made researchers look for other factors that also play a role in leadership. 

Style Approach 

Due to the weaknesses of the trait approach, researchers suggested the style approach 

and focused on the behaviour of leaders until the late 1960s. The focus shifted away 

from characteristics to behaviours. The main assumption of this approach was based on 

the belief that it would be possible to identify a behavioural pattern, a leadership style 

that was effective in any leading role. 

The pioneering studies about leaders’ behaviours come from the Ohio State 

University and the University of Michigan and they were almost developed at the same 

time. In the first study, according to Yukl (2010, p. 104), researchers found two types of 

leaders behaviours: consideration (leaders are concern about their followers’ needs and 

feelings) and initiating structure (leaders focus on their tasks). In the second study 

researchers found three types of leaders behaviours (Yukl 2010, pp. 107-108): task-

oriented (setting realistic goals by scheduling and planning the work), relations-

oriented (giving support and help to their followers) and participative leadership 

(promoting cooperation and communication in every decision). 



  
 

17 

Theories about leadership styles emphasize what a leader does by showing what 

his/her behavioural style to lead is. Following this thought, Lewin, Lippitt and White in 

1939 assessed the performance of five groups, each consisting of children aged 10, 

under the influence of three leadership styles: autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire 

(Bass & Stogdill, 1990). Autocratic leaders make decisions alone: they announce to 

their followers what they have to do and expected to be obeyed without problems. They 

do not trust others and their defence mechanisms trigger their tyrannical and austere 

behaviours. The main weaknesses of this leadership style are the huge need for security 

and the anxiety about salary, reputation and career. Democratic leaders include their 

followers in the decision-making process: the final outcome is a result of a team 

discussion. Laissez-faire leaders give freedom to their team: they do not interfere and do 

not take part in the work because they avoid making decisions. Even when the company 

is going in an uncontrolled direction, they do not seem affected by the situation: they 

will only provide decisions under expressed orders of a higher authority. 

The style approach does not identify general leaders’ behaviours and guidelines to 

different situations. Therefore, this approach led to the contingency approach which 

considered situational and contextual factors as influencers on leadership effectiveness. 

Contingency Approach 

The appearance of contingency theories (until the early 1990s) came to symbolize a 

change in the leadership research: effectiveness depends on the leader, the followers, the 

task and the situation. This means that leadership does not apply only to what the leader 

is or does but extends also to the type of subordinates who work in the organization, the 

type of tasks that need to be performed and the context in which all members of the 

organization are inserted. Contingency approach analyzes how situational factors 

change the behaviours and leadership styles of a leader.  

Among the various contingency theories, the earliest is the Fiedler's 

Contingency Model which attempts to explain the performance of group as the result of 

the interaction of two factors: “leadership style and the degree to which the leader’s 

situation is favorable for influence” (Fiedler 1967 cited in Horner 1997, p. 271). This 

model brings up two types of leader, according to Bass and Stogdill (1990): 

relationship-oriented (leaders complete the tasks by having good relations with the team 

members) and task-oriented (leaders are just worried with the accomplishment of their 

duty). Nevertheless, there are no perfect leaders; both can be effective if their leadership 

style and personality are suitable to the situation.  
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Moreover Hersey and Blanchard (1977 cited in Yukl 2010) proposed a situational 

model based on the idea that the most effective leadership style differs according to the 

maturity level of subordinates and the characteristics of the situation. It should be noted 

that the key concept of this theory is the maturity level of subordinates, which can be 

divided into ‘their job maturity (capacity, ability, education, and experience) and their 

psychological maturity (motivation, self-esteem, confidence, and willingness to do a 

good job)’ (Bass & Stogdill 1990, p. 489). Effective leaders can correctly make a 

diagnosis about the situation, recognize the level of maturity of their subordinates and 

adopt the most appropriate leadership style. The model comprises two dimensions (task 

behaviour and relationship behaviour) that lead to four leadership styles - delegating, 

supporting, coaching and directing (Blanchard 2007, p. 123) - which fit to the maturity 

level of subordinates: as they will reach higher levels of maturity, the leader should take 

action by recognizing and reducing the control over people and tasks. 

However, it is important to note that the leadership approaches above are today 

overtaken by modern research on leadership and newer approaches. New leadership 

theories are related to charisma, authenticity, inspiration and followers.  

3.1.2 The “New” Leadership Theories 

Despite the acceptance of contingency and situational theories of leadership, research 

on effective leadership did not stop, neither in terms of theories or methods. As a result, 

there was a growing interest in the study of leaders that can gather surprising levels of 

commitment and effort among their followers. From the early 1980s the “new” 

leadership approach focuses on transactional and transforming leadership (Burns 1978 

cited in Yukl 2010, p. 263). Bernard Bass introduced some changes in Burns’ theory in 

1985 and used the term transformational rather than transforming.  

In contrast to previous approaches, theories of transactional and transformational 

leadership have a broader extent because they merge simultaneously leadership traits, 

power, behaviours and situational factors. Transactional leaders give rewards to their 

followers in exchange for their compliance and transformational leaders motivate 

followers by inspiring, influencing, and stimulating them.  

In the 1990s the focus was less on those “mega-leaders” and it viewed leaders for 

example as mentors, facilitators or team builders (dispersed leadership). Today the 

research focuses completely on the followership and asks why people follow or what 

follower’s types and behaviours exist.   
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3.2 Stress 

3.2.1 The Development of the Stress Concept 

The concept of stress started to be used in Physics and Engineering before joining the 

vocabulary of Medicine and Psychology and it was defined as a pressure or a restriction 

of a physical nature.  

Try to imagine the following situation: an object might collapse if the strength and 

extreme pressure that was putting on top of it does totally exceed its sufficient 

capability and resilience to suffer it. For instance, Robert Hooke (cited in Lazarus 1999) 

clarified three engineering concepts of load, stress and strain. ‘When these engineering 

ideas were applied to society, the body and the mind, the basic concepts were relabelled 

and often used differently’ (Lazarus 1999, p. 32). 

The concept of stress has been extended throughout the history and considering that 

its definition has also been changing, it is important to mention the relevant 

contributions of several authors to establish its meaning as we understand today. 

In the literature, we found three classic ways of conceptualizing stress: 

 

 

Figure 3 - Ways of defining stress 

Source: Based on Lazarus & Folkman 1984; Butler 1993; Cooper, Dewe & O’Driscoll 

2001  
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Stress as a Stimulus 

In the 19
th

 century, a French physiologist named Claude Bernard pointed out during 

his human medical experimentation the importance of the development of defensive 

responses by the body prior to a threat, but his studies were not specifically related with 

stress and emotions (Lazarus 1999).  

By following the ideas developed by Claude Bernard, Walter Cannon investigated 

the specific mechanisms of the body's response to changes in the external environment. 

He introduced the term homeostasis which describes the ability that a human being has 

to maintain a stable internal environment despite the modifications that occur in the 

external environment. And he also used the term stress to describe the forces that act on 

the body and disturb the homeostasis. He demonstrated that both physical stimulus (pain 

and hunger) and psychological stimulus (fear and anger) can cause similar physiological 

responses (Lazarus 1999).  

Goldstein and Kopin (2007) recognized that Cannon developed one of the first 

models of stress, called fight or flight reaction: as we are influenced by our 

physiological changes, on the one hand we can cope with them in order to eliminate 

stress or in the other hand we can try to avoid the source of stress. 

The perspective of the stress as a stimulus was the key to discover the sources of 

stress among individuals. Thus, Thomas Holmes and Richard Rahe developed in 1967 a 

questionnaire called Social Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) that gathers 43 of the 

most stressful life events (death of spouse, divorce, marriage, pregnancy, fired at work, 

trouble with boss, among others). They examined over 5,000 patients. Their studies 

revealed two important aspects: first, there are events that are more likely than others to 

provoke stress in human beings and second, that problematic events strongly affect their 

health. 

Furthermore Lazarus and Cohen (1977 cited in Lazarus & Folkman 1984) revealed 

three types of stressors based on the intensity of a situation: “major changes often 

cataclysmic and affecting large numbers of persons; major changes affecting one or a 

few persons; and daily hassles” (p. 12). 

However, ‘what makes the stimulus stressful depends to some extend on the 

characteristics of the person exposed to it, which would account for the ever-present 

individual differences’ (Lazarus 1999, p. 53). Over time, many other researchers have 

developed their studies and the stress began to be studied less in terms of a reaction to a 

stimulus but rather as a response model with a predominantly physiological orientation.  
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Stress as a Response 

Hans Selye is considered the Father of Stress and we owe him the first formulation 

of stress as a biological response of the organism rather than as a stimulus that is carried 

in the body: 

‘Selye redefined the word, stress, from its meaning in the physical world as a force 

that results in a deformity and results in strain, the opposing force tending to 

restore the unstressed state’ (Goldstein & Kopin 2007, p. 110).  

Selye (1950) proposed the General Adaptation Syndrome (G.A.S) which includes 

three stages in stressful situations: the Alarm Reaction, the Stage of Resistance and the 

Stage of Exhaustion. 

1. Alarm Reaction: This stage is similar to the Cannon’s fight or flight response 

towards a dangerous situation. There is an initial loss of strength (shock reaction) 

followed by the contrasting reaction (counter shock) during which the awakening of the 

body's defence capabilities takes place. 

2. Stage of Resistance: In this phase, the causes of stress remain active while the 

organism tries to resist and adapt to them. Nevertheless, if stress goes on or defence 

mechanisms do not work, the body will remain exposed to intense stress, entering in a 

state of exhaustion. 

3. Stage of Exhaustion: In this stage, if the causes of stress continue to have influence 

over the body, they can bring physiological damages because the body weakens due to 

excessive chemical load provoked by stress. 

It is important to remember that not all kinds of stress bring negative effects: 

‘depending upon conditions, stress is associated with desirable or undesirable effects’ 

(Selye 1976, p. 15).  

As a result, Selye (1976) made a distinction between positive (eustress) and negative 

(distress) outcomes that stress can bring: stress can be seen as a challenge in which 

individuals develop skills and strategies for problem-solving; or it can be considered as 

an excessive, prolonged and unpredictable issue and individuals feel that they do not 

have the appropriate tools to deal with it and symptoms of frustration are susceptible to 

appear. In other words, stress can be good, if it is propulsive and acts as a resource for 

people being able to perform their tasks.  
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However, while there are people who can assimilate stress and deal with it, others 

become hostages of this painful stimulus and in the worst case scenario stop 

functioning. Lazarus (1999) acknowledged these two categories as a constructive and a 

destructive type of stress, respectively.  

Cartwright and Cooper (1997) mentioned that critics of Selye’s work claim that he 

excluded the psychological factors during his research and ignored, in addition, the 

emotional and individual activations that the stress factors can bring to mind. 

We can say that the approach of stress as a response is not sufficient enough to 

generalize the stress factors among individuals: everyone has their own interpretations 

of events and a situation can be stressful for some and not for others. For example, 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) said that many effects can be considered as indicators of 

stress and be not the case: the accelerated heartbeat of people who went jogging means 

that they feel relaxed and not stressed. 

 

Stress as a Relation 

The perspective of stress as a relation emerged as a response to the limitations of the 

previous approaches: ‘what it is about the stimulus that produces a particular stress 

response, and what it is about the response that indicates a particular stressor’ (Lazarus 

& Folkman 1984, p. 14).  

Over time, research on stress changed from a model of stimulus and responses to 

stress factors to a model that recognizes the interaction between the environment and 

the person ‘that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or her resources 

and endangering his or her well-being’ (Lazarus & Folkman 1984, p. 19). 

Concisely, Richard Lazarus and his collaborators believed that stress is not confined 

to a stimulus followed by an answer, but it is the result of a variety of physiological 

processes that need to be analyzed as critical factors in the process.  

Lazarus and Averill (1972) and Lazarus and Folkman (1984) bring up the 

Transactional Model of Stress and Coping to explain the relationship that is established 

between the individual and the environment which highlights two processes: cognitive 

appraisal (evaluation process of stressful events) and coping (cognitive and behavioural 

efforts to deal with these stressful situations).  
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‘Three formal kinds of appraisal processes may be distinguished: primary appraisal, 

secondary appraisal, and reappraisal’ (Lazarus & Averill 1972, p. 242). 

1. Primary appraisal is when the person tries to know if the occurrence of a situation 

is appropriate/inappropriate or helpful/unhelpful.  

2. Secondary appraisal ‘has to do with options for coping’ (Lazarus 1999, p. 93). It 

happens when the person judges the available resources to deal with the situation, in 

order to avoid the harmful consequences or anticipate the positive aspects.  

3. Reappraisal is when the person makes a balance of the possibilities according to 

the previous appraisals. Consequently, if the person recognizes that the situation is bad 

in the primary appraisal and that it is impossible to deal with it due to the lack of 

resources identified in the secondary appraisal, then the person goes into stress. 

In the primary appraisal, the main elements to take into consideration are our beliefs, 

motivations about the world (Wortman 1983 cited in Park & Folkman 1997), “values, 

commitments and, goals” (Park & Folkman 1997, p. 123).  

After this evaluation, according to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), events can be 

considered ‘irrelevant, benign-positive and stressful’ (p. 32). Irrelevant and benign-

positive events do not require a special adaptive response, however stressful events can 

bring ‘harm/loss, threat and challenge’ (Lazarus 1999, p. 79). Therefore, events can be 

harmful if they violate our self-esteem and social-esteem or bring psychological damage 

when we, for example, lose a loved person; events can be seen as a threat if we have the 

capability to anticipate the damage, which has not yet occurred but which may be 

imminent; events can be a challenge if they activate our coping strategies in order to 

overcome them with confidence.  

However, Lazarus (1993) mentioned in his cognitive-motivational-relational theory 

of emotions that the concept of stress should be extended to be a part of the sphere of 

emotions, because both positive and negative feelings have impact in our experiences. 

In conclusion, we can say that stress requires an effort of the individual to evaluate 

the stressful situation, assess the resources available to deal with it and respond 

adequately or adapt to the new circumstances. 

 

Once defined the concept of stress and its implications for the individual, it is 

important to also investigate its definition in the workplace. 

 



  
 

24 

3.2.2 The Meaning of Occupational Stress 

Occupational stress is described as ‘a pattern of emotional, cognitive, behavioural 

and physiological reactions to adverse and noxious aspects of work content, work 

organization and work environment’ (European Commission 2000, p. v).  

In the perspective of Ross and Altmaier (1994), occupational stress is understood as 

an ‘interaction of work conditions with characteristics of the worker such that the 

demands of work exceed the ability of the worker to cope with them’ (p. 12). 

Occupational stress has been an area of study and research because of the effects of 

stress, not only at the individual level but also at the organizational level (Vagg & 

Spielberger 1998; Sparks, Faragher & Cooper 2001).  

The negative outcomes of occupational stress on physical and mental health, job 

satisfaction, productivity and performance of employees, have been highlighted and are 

well documented (Clarke & Cooper 2000). 

Workers under stress decrease their job performance and increase the costs of 

organizations due to ‘health care costs, higher rates of absenteeism and turnover, 

accidents, and lower levels of performance and organizational productivity’ (Jex 1998, 

p. 134).  

‘It is not possible therefore, to say that all people working in a certain occupation 

will experience the same amount of stress’ (Johnson et. al 2005, p. 178) and the 

literature about occupational stress has identified numerous work-related stressors.  

As describing them all would exceed the limits of this study, we will only refer to the 

most relevant and which have been under discussion recently in the literature (see 

Figure 4). 
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Therefore, Cooper (1994), Glowinkowski and Cooper (1987), Cartwright and Cooper 

(1997) and Cooper and Marshall (1976) suggested six sources of occupational stress 

which implicated consequences for both the individual and the organization:  

 

Figure 4 - Sources of Occupational Stress 

Source: Based on Cooper
a
 (1994), Glowinkowski & Cooper

b
 (1987), Cartwright & 

Cooper
c
 (1997) and Cooper & Marshall

d
 (1976) 

• Poor working conditions a,c,d 

• Shift work a,c 

• Long hours of work a,c 

• Rate of pay a 

• Travel a,c 

• Risk and danger a,c,d 

• New tecnhology a,c 

• Workload a,b,d 

• Repetitive work b 

• Time pressures b,d 

Factors Intrinsic to the Job 

• Role ambiguity a,b,c,d 

• Role conflict a,b,c,d 

• Degree of responsability for people and things a,b,c,d 

• Conflicts about organizational boundaries d 

Role in the Organization 

• Difficulties with a boss, colleagues, subordinates, 
clients/customers and other people either directly or indirectly 
associated with work a,b,c,d 

Relationships at Work 

• Lack of career development in a job a 

• Lack of job security a,c,d 

• Large scale redundancies in a declining industry a 

• Under/over promotion b,d 

• Fear of redundancy, obsolescence, retirement b,c 

• Fear of performance judgements c 

• Thwarted ambition d 

Career Development 

• Management style a 

• Lack of participation a,b,c,d 

• Poor communication a,b 

• Organizational trust b 

• Office politics b,c,d 

• Lack of sense of belonging c 

• Restriction on behaviour d 

Organizational Structure and Climate 

Home-Work Pressures 
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Factors Intrinsic to the Job 

Work can be understood as stressful because the physical working conditions are 

perceived as insufficient (e.g. noise, temperature, ventilation, lighting and physical work 

space). Even Kornhauser (1965 cited in Cooper & Marshall 1976) found that mental 

health issues were “related to unpleasant work conditions, the necessity to work fast and 

to expend a lot of physical effort, and to excessive and inconvenient hours” (p. 14). 

Employees can also consider that the functions and tasks to perform may require 

extra competences and efforts (more working hours can exceed the physical and 

emotional capabilities of employees to keep productive). In a study of Dex and Bond 

(2005), it was shown that work more than 48 hours per week promotes work-life 

imbalance, but for London (1983) long hours of work is a signal of job involvement and 

career identification. However, ‘the more hours spent at the workplace or involved in 

work tasks, the greater the sacrifice of other involvements’ (Porter 1996, p. 79), like 

energy, health and time for friends and family.  

Workload can also be a work stressor even if it is quantitative (employees have much 

work to do) or qualitative (lack of capacity and skills of employees when the levels of 

demand are too high). Cooper and Marshall (1976) said that workload is influenced by 

the employees’ awareness of their abilities and personality. 

Also the company or the job may have developed technological advances that the 

workers have difficulties to follow due to their own incapacity or lack of training.  

In conclusion, when the functions, tasks and activities assigned to employees exceed 

the perceived capacity that they have to perform them with quality, they feel stressed. 

Role in the Organization 

It is related with the role that employees play in the organization and it could be 

divided into role ambiguity, role conflict, and the degree of responsibility for others 

(Cartwright & Cooper 1997).  

Firstly, employees may feel that the role assigned to them is full of ambiguities. This 

perception may be due to insufficient or inadequate information because, sometimes, 

they do not know exactly which functions and responsibilities are assigned to them due 

to the lack of clarification by their senior managers. With this, employees will feel 

stressed and will stay with low motivation at work because they do not know the 

objectives to achieve or the degree of performance required for that task. 
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Secondly, the role conflict happens when employees’ common role is overwhelmed 

by conflicting demands of work because they must do things that do not usually belong 

to their daily tasks.  

Finally, the responsibility for others (people and things) is also a stress factor. 

According to Cartwright and Cooper (1997), one of the reasons to explain why 

responsibility for people is seen as most stressful is because it is required to have 

interaction with others, which translates into organizational terms, for more meetings 

and by mobilizing people to accomplish deadlines. 

Relationships at Work 

Labour relations are another key driver of stress when they are related with conflicts 

between superiors, subordinates, colleagues or coworkers that can be exhausting for 

everyone. 

For instance, French and Caplan (1973 cited in Cooper & Marshall 1976) 

characterized poor relationships in the workplace as “those which include low trust, low 

supportiveness, and low interest in listening to and trying to deal with problems that 

confront the organizational member” (p. 19). 

Career Development 

Brook (1973 cited in Cooper & Marshall 1976) revealed that individuals show 

behavioral disorders, as a result of being overpromoted (e.g. when employees already 

achieve their best job position in the hierarchy and have no further place to go and they 

receive job tasks that go beyond their abilities) or underpromoted (e.g. when employees 

do not receive responsibilities according to their competences). 

If the company does not offer to the employees new changes to move forward in the 

career path, they can feel insecure and apprehensive about their job (job insecurity). 

These will eventually lead to disinterest about work, dissatisfaction, poor interpersonal 

relationships or even absenteeism. 

Organizational Structure and Climate 

According to Cooper and Marshall (1976) ‘the organizational structure and climate 

‘can make working life either satisfactory or stressful’ (p. 20). 

The structure of an organization can condition the behavior of the employees by 

restricting their action and participation in the decision-making process. It can also 

impose limitations in terms of freedom of action and autonomy. 
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Additionally, Cooper and Marshall (1976) refer that a growing number of studies 

have been done to understand and evaluate the impact of employees’ involvement and 

participation in the work environment.  

The first study was carried out by Coch and French in 1948 and they found that 

employees with high levels of involvement are more productive, feel satisfied with their 

jobs, avoid absenteeism and have better relationships with their superiors and 

colleagues. 

Home-Work Pressures 

This stress factor can be seen as family problems, life dissatisfaction, financial 

difficulties and lack of social support (Cooper & Marshall 1976). These problems are 

often brought into the workplace and will reflect negatively the job performance. 

Furthermore, reconciling work and family is one of the most difficult things to achieve 

for any worker. The pressure of the society is increasingly on the side of the work, 

because our culture values more professional success than the investment made in the 

family.  

Two different perspectives about the work-life balance are prevalent. On the one 

hand the conflict theory acknowledges the competitive aspect between the personal and 

professional roles, while on the other hand the enrichment theory assumes that the 

individual can use the resources of one of the roles to enrich the other (Brummelhuis & 

Lippe 2010). The conflict theory assumes that time and energy are limited resources. So 

when individuals spend and invest too much time in their jobs, they will damage their 

personal life. Similarly, individuals with many life demands (e.g. children) will have 

less time and energy to be concentrated and dedicated to their jobs. Enrichment theory 

assumes that ‘work-life balance supports, then, will improve work outcomes if the 

support compensates for a lack of family resources’ (Brummelhuis & Lippe 2010, p. 

176).  

A fragile balance brings consequences such as ‘higher stress levels and feelings of 

burnout; lower levels of job satisfaction, work performance, and organizational 

commitment; and more absenteeism’ (Brummelhuis & Lippe 2010, p. 173).  
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3.2.3 Models of Stress at Work 

The stressful situations in the professional context led to the search for models that 

combine the concepts of stress, health and well-being at work and all of them try to find 

explanations for why occupational stress exists.  

Our objective here is not to describe all of them from traditional to contemporary, 

rather our selection criteria of models to present were based on: possible relationship 

between the individuals and the work-environment/situation, with impact on current 

research and with realistic applications. 

Therefore, the models will be outlined below: 

 
Social Environmental Model 

The model of the Institute for Social Research program of the University of 

Michigan was developed in 1962 by French and Kahn and has a lot of influence in the 

stress field because serves as the basis for many theoretical formulations. 

Social environmental model ‘is basically a combination of a number of conceptual 

categories rather than a coherent theory’ (Buunk et al. 1998, p. 151). It indicates that 

any situation that occurs in the organizational context is perceived objectively by 

employees (e.g. company size and job description) and can lead to psychological 

stressors (e.g. role conflict and role overload). Resulting from the evaluation carried out 

by the employees of these work-related stressors can be triggered emotional, 

physiological and behavioral reactions that can cause unpleasant changes in their 

physical and mental health (e.g. job dissatisfaction, depression and burnout). And there 

are also two conceptual categories that can also influence the perception of the work 

environment: individual characteristics (e.g. genetic, demographic and personality) and 

social support (related with the quality of their interpersonal relationships). 

However, this model has been criticized for not being based on a theoretical 

perspective and because its generality does not allow the formulation of specific 

assumptions (Buunk et al. 1998). 

 
Person-Environment Fit 

The model was created in 1973 by French and later developed with the help of his 

colleagues and it is considered the most significant and commonly accepted to conduct 

investigations about work-related stress (Vagg & Spielberger, 1998). 
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Edwards, Caplan and Harrison (1998) acknowledged that ‘stress arises not from the 

person or environment separately, but rather by their fit or congruence with one another’ 

(p. 28). According to this model, what causes stress at work is the mismatch between 

the demands, abilities, needs and supplies from both people and environment. Eduards, 

Caplan and Harrison (1998) also pointed out two forms of P-E fit. The first is the 

adjustment between the environmental demands (e.g. requirements of the job, 

organizational standards) and individual abilities (e.g. skills, knowledge). The second is 

the adjustment between the person needs (e.g. biological and psychological 

motivations) and environmental supplies (e.g. fundamental resources and rewards to 

fulfil the individual's needs). 

The main criticism made to this model is the lack of consistent empirical evidence 

(Buunk et al. 1998). 

 
Vitamin Model 

The model was developed by Peter Warr in 1987 and he used the metaphor of 

vitamins to compare how environmental features affect the mental health and well-

being of workers in the same way that vitamins affect the human health. 

Warr (2013) suggested 12 job characteristics, the vitamins that contribute to the 

psychosocial health of workers and should exist in every workplace: opportunity for 

personal control (e.g. autonomy, able to participate in the decision-making process), 

opportunity for skill use and acquisition, externally-generated goals (e.g. labor 

demands), variety (e.g. diversity of skills and competences), environmental clarity (e.g. 

feedback), contact with others, availability of money, physical security (e.g. good 

working conditions), valued social position, supportive supervision, career outlook and 

equity (e.g. fairness). 

In this model, the psychological well-being of individuals depends on the positive 

experiences of opportunities offered by their work environment because this models 

‘focuses on characteristics of the work environment rather than on the experience of the 

worker’ (Buunk et. al 1998, p. 155). 

Buunk et al. (1998) has alleged that empirical evidence is not conclusive and 

convincing about how all the 12 job characteristics affect the well-being. 
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Job-Demand-Control Model 

The model was developed by Karasek in 1979 and tries to explain not only the labour 

situations that cause stress, but also reveals the importance of nurturing motivation, 

learning and development of people in the execution of their business activities (Buunk 

et al. 1998).  

The model states that the situations of stress at work correspond to the high demands 

of work (e.g. volume of work and time pressure) and little control of the individual in 

the company (e.g. little chance for the individual to take decisions or to develop new 

abilities).  

The combination of different levels of demands and control can be translated into 

four different occupational experiences: ‘(1) high strain jobs; (2) active jobs; (3) low 

strain jobs; and (4) passive jobs’ (Buunk et al. 1998, pp. 153-154). High strain jobs, for 

example, bring health problems to individuals, including exhaustion and depression, 

because they have high professional demands and low control. In the opposite direction, 

active jobs bring motivation and personal development because the individuals have 

high job demands and autonomy in every situation which can calm down the effects of 

stress at work. 

 

3.3 Middle Managers 

3.3.1 Who are Middle Managers? 

 

Middle managers’ definitions appear in the literature over the years associated with 

various dimensions. They are known as: 

‘followers, the backbone of the organization, interpolators of top management 

objectives, buffers of top and lower levels, tunnels through which the intentions of 

top management flow down and information flows up, integrators, boundary 

spanners, and playing coaches’ (Keys and Bell 1982, p. 59).  

Keys and Bell (1982) considered that middle managers should have four different 

faces in their daily job as they need to contact regularly with four distinct groups of 

people inside the organization: supervisors, subordinates, peers and customers/suppliers. 

If one makes the analogy to the positions, middle managers need to speak up, down, 

sideways and out. According to the authors, the management of these relations is 

extremely difficult.  
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Monsen and Downs (1965) suggested that the middle management consists ‘of 

those operating executives under top management who are responsible for carrying out 

various specialized tasks within the firm’ (Monsen & Downs 1965, p. 224). They have 

authority over lower management whilst being subjected to the top management.  

Middle managers are ‘any managers two levels below the CEO and one level above 

line workers and professionals’ (Huy 2001, p. 73). Holden and Roberts (2004) pointed 

out that being caught in the middle of this hierarchy causes stress. They argued that 

middle managers have to fulfil the expectations of the senior managers and on the other 

hand the expectations of their immediate employees (Holden & Roberts 2004, p. 284).  

Those expectations from above and below can be sometimes conflicting.  

According to Floyd and Wooldridge (1994), middle managers are usually 

considered as part of a control system because they exclusively convert the defined 

strategy from top to bottom levels which involves ‘defining tactics and developing 

budgets for achieving a strategy; monitoring the performance of individuals and 

subunits and taking corrective action when behaviour falls outside expectations’ (Floyd 

& Wooldridge 1994, p. 48). 

Most literature suggests that the middle manager role was becoming increasingly 

unimportant and their number was declining (Dopson & Stewart 1990). Leavitt and 

Whisler (1958) made the primary forecast about the future of middle managers for the 

1980s. They predicted that the influence of information technologies in the business 

scene would: reduce the middle management positions in the organizations, assign more 

creative functions to top managers and recentralize large organizations. The authors 

went even further when they said that middle managers would do routinized and 

programmed tasks, with low requirements of experience, judgment and creativity 

turning into a function with a status less relevant in the whole organization. 

As we can see in the literature, the future of the middle manager was portrayed 

rather pessimistically - only with few expectations (e.g. Dopson & Stewart 1990); often 

pictured as frustrated and dissatisfied individuals caught in cross fires in the middle of a 

hierarchy. As Dickson (1977 cited in Dopson & Stewart, 1990) puts it: 

“what remains to them - the management of procedure and reaction to company 

strategy - is both dispiriting and demotivating. They feel that they lack of influence 

on decisions” (Dickson 1977 cited in Dopson & Stewart, 1990, p.3). 
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The most optimistic view that we discovered in the literature acknowledged the 

impact of the role of middle managers during an organizational change because they can 

perform four different tasks: ‘undertaking personal change, helping others through 

change, implementing necessary changes in their departments and keeping the business 

going’ (Balogun 2003, p. 70).  

Huy (2001) came up with a typology for middle managers by emphasizing the 

existence of the four following types: Entrepreneur, Communicator, Therapist and 

Tightrope Artist. The entrepreneur is the one who has creative ideas and put them into 

practice when the environment helps to make it happen. As middle managers are close 

to the bottom level they have a realistic view about the job performed and the 

improvements that could be made, making them less resistant to change. The 

communicator is the one who builds strong social networks in the company. They are 

seen as people with high credibility which can be an asset when a company is in the 

middle of a changing process: they communicate better the message to their colleagues. 

The therapist is the one who creates conditions and situations that result in a good 

environment to their employees against a scenario of anxiety, fear and tension caused by 

a radical change in the organization. The therapist does that even if he or she does not 

feel protected by their superiors. The therapist is always ready to encourage the 

colleagues to stay positive and maintain the good spirit at work. Finally, the tightrope 

artist is the one who needs to find a balance between a too rapid organizational change 

that can lead to a situation of chaos and the organizational change that occurs very 

slowly and that can lead to inertia and apathy. 

In the opinion of Wieser (2013), middle managers are the victims of top manager’s 

decisions: as switch points between strategic targets and operational implementation, 

they are often left alone with highly demanding and sometimes even contradicting tasks. 

Thanks to that, Thomas and Linstead (2002) argued that middle managers are losing 

their identity: in the contemporary society the organizational identity overshadows 

increasingly other aspects of life, as the lines between work and private life become 

increasingly blurred.  

In conclusion, middle managers have been studied in different ways and with 

different perspectives from the most pessimistic - some authors criticized middle 

managers saying that they are a negative element during an organizational change 

(Balogun 2003) - to the most optimistic - that views them as the backbone of the 

organization. 
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3.3.2 Stress among Middle Managers 

According to Holden and Roberts (2004) middle managers are exposed to increased 

stressors as they are required to do more with less. We found out that recent 

investigations have demonstrated the exhausting nature of this management position: 

one investigation from the universities of Manchester and Liverpool conducted in 2013 

and another one from the University of Columbia carried out in 2015. The former 

involved monitoring and recording all kinds of social behaviours among monkeys; they 

found out that all of the stress that they observed in monkeys ranked in the middle 

hierarchy of the group could also be valid to people working in the middle management. 

The latter engaged almost 22,000 workers and they concluded that middle managers 

have the highest odds of lifetime depression and anxiety because they all have the 

stressful assignment of getting the discontentment from both top supervisors and 

subordinates (Prins et al. 2015, p. 1359).  

It is not easy to find the causes of stress experienced by middle managers in the 

literature and we have our own explanation for that: the research about stress in the 

workplace looks often at high risk occupations (particularly teachers, nurses or security 

forces). 

Moreover, the most common stressors experienced by them generally include: 

persistent job insecurity, high pressure and responsibilities, a reduced amount of 

training, and lack of resources to perform their job (McKinney, McMahon & Walsh 

2013).  

Poor leadership, no promotion opportunities, lack of job purpose, workload and 

unfair distribution of it, and the feeling of being undervalued and helpless are also the 

reasons why middle managers are unhappy in the workplace (Zenger & Folkman 2014).  

In addition, a recently conducted research in the United Kingdom by Bupa (2013) 

revealed the top five stressors at work as: workload (22%), trying to meet targets (11%), 

office politics (10%), restructuring/lack of job security (9%) and clients/customers 

(7%). The Bupa’s research further revealed that 67% of middle managers are likely to 

not talk about their stress, and only a small minority would even dare to speak to their 

boss about too much stress. 

Taking into consideration all the theoretical models and empirical evidence presented 

above, we can conclude, after reviewing the literature carried out, that some aspects 

need to be explored in the field of occupational stress among middle managers.  
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3.4 Coping  

3.4.1 What is Coping? 

Coping emerged as a concept by the early 1980s together with its empirical studies 

(Folkman & Moskowitz 2004). 

‘Coping is defined as the person’s constantly changing cognitive and behavioural 

efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing 

or exceeding the person’s resources’ (Folkman et al. 1986, p. 993). As a result, 

individuals may develop attempts to control, prevent or accept the stress-inducing 

conditions. When we speak about coping, we therefore refer not only to reactions to 

stressors, but also to the prevention of future stressors.  

Coping is understood as a ‘dynamic stress process that involves the person, the 

environment, and the relationship between them’ (Folkman & Moskowitz 2004, p. 748) 

and as evidence of that adjustment or adaptation we find ‘well-being, social functioning, 

and somatic health’ (Lazarus et al. 1985, p. 770). 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) admitted that coping is related with cognitive and 

behavioural efforts, where the individual wishes to deal with internal or external 

demands triggered by an inductor situation of stress. Furthermore they also see coping 

as a dynamic process, which varies not only because of individual differences, but also 

because of life experiences. 

However, 

‘the lack of clarity and consensus in conceptualizing coping has had a number of far-

reaching effects, including confusion in approaches to measurement, difficulties in 

comparing findings across studies, and difficulties in documenting fundamental 

differences in coping as a function of age, gender, and other individual-differences 

factors’ (Compas et al. 2001, p. 88). 

The term coping can be defined in terms of coping resources, coping styles and 

coping strategies (Benner, Roskies & Lazarus 1980). Although this distinction is not 

completely consensual, the explanation is necessary for a wide understanding of the 

concepts. 
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3.4.2 Coping Resources 

Coping resources focus on the individual interpretation and evaluation of available 

possessions to deal with the stressful situations: for example, having time and capacity 

to study for an important examination is a coping resource.  

Coping resources are a set of physical, social and psychological strengths that 

individuals have, such as ‘health and energy, morale, problem-solving skills, systems of 

belief about oneself and the world, social supports, and material resources’ (Benner, 

Roskies & Lazarus 1980, p. 249). 

Moos and Schaefer (1993) said that coping resources are related with the ‘personal 

and social factors that influence how individuals try to manage life crisis and 

transitions’ (p. 234). As coping resources these authors point out: ‘ego development; 

self-efficacy, optimism and sense of coherence; cognitive styles; defence and coping 

styles mechanisms; and problem-solving-abilities’ (Moos and Schaefer 1993, p. 239). 

Frydenberg and Lewis (2002) also translated coping resources into the same two 

categories saying that they ‘facilitate or make possible successful adaptation to life 

stress’ (p. 642). 

Basically, people try to maintain a structural sense of the situations by accepting all 

types of changes and identifying, as acknowledged by Alexander et al. (2001) their 

personal resources (e.g. self-esteem, hardiness, optimism, emotional intelligence) and 

environmental resources (e.g. social and organizational support) to better handle the 

stressful circumstances.  

 

3.4.3 Coping Styles 

Coping styles reflect the tendency of individuals to respond in a particular way when 

they are in front of a specific set of circumstances. Coping styles include ‘type A 

behaviour, locus of control, monitoring, blunting, and social competence’ (Kliewer 

1991, p. 690) and we will now explain them briefly. 

Meyer Friedman and Ray Rosenman, two cardiologists, conceptualized in 1976, a 

Type A personality and a Type B personality: two distinctive coping styles to 

potentially uncontrollable events. According to researches (reviewed by Miller and 

Krauskopf in 1999), Type A people are characterized by three factors: competitive 

striving, aggressiveness and time urgency, while Type B people are relaxed, express 

their feelings and only do one thing at a time. The Type A personality characterizes 

people as highly competitive (at work and even with their family) and ambitious to 
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achieve their goals and objectives. They do not accept defeat and show great hostility: 

they are apprehensive and cynical in relationships as they ignore the feelings of others. 

As they are extremely impatient, they can have a lot of stressful experiences, however 

they always try to have the power over a situation. Type B personality typifies people 

who work in a non-competitive environment, they are calm and they do not get affected 

so intensively by stress. It is important to remember that not all the people will be 

considered type A or type B, because they are not considered exactly opposite 

personalities. In fact the same characteristics of a type A personality could be seen in a 

type B person, but without being manifested in an exaggerated way.  

Although the concept of locus of control often appears to be associated with success 

at work and with the physical and psychological well-being during life (Dijkstra, 

Beersma & Evers 2011), it is not enough explored in the literature when associated to 

the workplace (Tillman, Smith & Tillman 2010). This is quite the opposite to the 

opinion of Wang, Bowling and Eschleman (2010), as they noticed that the relationship 

between locus of control and work-related factors (e.g. job attitudes, employee well-

being, coping behaviour) have been already analysed in previous organizational 

researches. Rotter (1966) acknowledged locus of control as the generalized expectations 

relating to control (behaviour and attitudes) that individuals have over a situation 

(rewards and results). Consequently, he made the distinction between internal and 

external control. Individuals with an internal control believe that there is a causal 

relationship between their actions and the outcome: they accept that their success and 

failures depend on their own efforts and commitment because ‘they are entirely 

responsible for what happens to them’ (Hsu 2011, p. 236). In addition, they: 

‘tend to be more satisfied with their jobs than externals, see their supervisors as 

higher on consideration and initiating structure, report less role stress, perceive 

more autonomy and control, and enjoy longer job tenure’ (Spector 1988, p. 335).  

Whereas individuals with external control consider that the events are beyond their 

power and are the result of luck, chance or destiny (Rotter, 1966).   

Besides, Miller (1981, p. 215) developed two coping styles called monitoring 

(attending to threats) and blunting (avoiding threats). The monitors use strategies that 

involve being alert and aware of the negative aspects of a situation: they want to be 

cautious and careful by looking for information to control the situation. The blunters are 
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distracted and have a tendency to move away from the threat postponing the action to 

deal with it. 

Finally, Kliewer (1991) characterizes social competence as a ‘social understanding of 

what behaviours are appropriate in given situations and social actions that follow 

through on this understanding’ (p. 690). In other words, we can say that social 

competence is the individual ability to perceive the context of a given situation and the 

effort to adapt the behaviour to it. 

The different coping styles mentioned above emphasize the individuals’ 

characteristics to face stressful situations, which could allow them to overcome them or 

not. However, we should not get the impression that the type of personality determines 

people's ability of coping successfully with stress.   

 

3.4.4 Coping Strategies 

If coping styles are linked to individual characteristics, coping strategies are related 

to situational factors. Coping strategies are the most important tool that people have to 

reduce their physical, emotional and psychological pressure linked to stress. There are 

numerous categorizations of coping strategies in the literature, but the one proposed by 

Folkman et al. (1986) is the most frequently mentioned. 

Folkman et al. (1986) mentioned that coping strategies can be emotion-focused and 

problem-focused. Emotion-focused strategies ‘include distancing, escape-avoidance, 

accepting responsibility or blame, exercising self-control over the expression of 

feelings, seeking social support, and positive reappraisal’ (Folkman & Lazarus 1990, p. 

317). They are performed to deal with the emotional response triggered by a stressful 

event, through efforts that allow the individual to think and act effectively. It is a 

strategy that focuses more on the thoughts and actions than on the concrete situation. As 

an example, we can say that go for a run in the park or smoke a cigarette are emotion-

focused strategies. Problem-focused strategies engage, as said by Folkman and Lazarus 

(1990), awareness to prevent or control the situation such as information search and 

planful problem solving. They contain the efforts of the individuals to analyse the 

situation and choose the best alternative to solve it. Stay up all night to study for a test 

or to finish a hard project can be examples of problem-focused strategies. So, the 

individual will focus on the problem and look for ways to resolve it. We can say that 

there is no best strategy to use as it really depends of the individual evaluation of the 

stressful situation.  
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However, it is believed that this subdivision into two major classes is too simple and 

does not include the potential variety of response mechanisms that an individual can 

have to deal with stress. Go on holidays or make a backpacking trip when the main 

reason is to get away from a situation can be also seen as coping strategies. 

Nevertheless, Endler and Parker (1990) have highlighted a third strategy: avoidance. 

Also Anshel (2000) developed two additional coping strategies: ‘approach and 

avoidance’ (p. 387). According to Anshel (2000), approach-coping strategies are used to 

control the situation or to improve the individual’s resources to handle stress better 

through thoughts or actions while avoiding-coping strategies are used as an attempt to 

reduce the emotional tension from the stress source. ‘However, avoidant strategies can 

also be maladaptive if they draw the person’s attention away from a problem that needs 

to be addressed’ (Folkman & Lazarus 1990, p. 319). 

Carver, Scheier and Weintraub (1989) also believed that the distinction between 

problem-focused and emotion-focused strategies were too restricted. For that reason, 

they developed an inventory called COPE where they combined a set of new 14 coping 

strategies to assess how people deal with stressful situations: 

 

Figure 5 - COPE Inventory 

Source: Based on Carver, Scheier and Weintraub (1989) 

• Active coping (proactive actions and efforts to restrict or remove the 
stressor) 

• Planning (development of a plan of action with a clear strategy) 

• Suppression of competing activities (avoid distractions and focus on 
the problem) 

• Restraint coping (wait for the best opportunity to act) 

• Seeking social support for instrumental reasons (look for help, 
information and advices about what to do) 

Problem-focused coping 

• Seeking social support for emotional reasons (share feelings in order 
to get emotional support and understanding) 

• Positive reinterpretation and growth (look for the positive outcomes 
that can be extracted from the situations) 

• Acceptance (learn to live with it) 

• Turning to religion (find comfort by engage into religious activities) 

• Denial (attempt to reject what happened) 

Emotion-focused coping 

• Focus on and venting of emotions (tendency to show the emotions 
out) 

• Behavioral disengagement (give up or fail to deal with the stressor) 

• Mental disengagement (self-distraction) 

• Alcohol-drug disengagement 

Others 
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3.5 Burnout 

Burnout is the critical and terminal phase of stress; it is the defence mechanism that 

individuals bring in when all of the coping resources, styles and strategies fall down. 

Although Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998) indicated that the first author who 

discovered the burnout phenomenon was Bradley in 1969 (by suggesting a new 

organizational structure to reduce the effect of burnout among prison guards), some 

authors recognize the work of Herbert Freudenberger during the 70s. He identified the 

burnout symptoms during his work in a clinic for young drug addicts: ‘gradual energy 

depletion and loss of motivation and commitment’ (Schaufeli & Enzmann 1998, p. 3). 

Freudenberger characterized burnout as ‘a state of mental and physical exhaustion 

caused by one's professional life’ (Kraft 2006, p. 30) meaning that burnout is a state of 

tiredness or frustration motivated by dedication to a cause, a way of life or a relationship 

that is not align with the expectations.  

Burnout literature was largely non-empirical (as reviewed by Perlman and Hartmann 

in 1982) and few articles had actually empirical data which lead us to conclude that the 

studies gave attention to large descriptions of theoretical perspectives and had empirical 

fragility. The initial preoccupation was to understand how people notice and deal with 

their feelings, when they were predominantly intense. 

In parallel with Freudenberger’s studies, Christina Maslach had formalized concepts 

and instruments that are known as key references nowadays in the burnout research 

field. ‘Burnout is a syndrome of emotional exhaustion and cynicism that occurs 

frequently among individuals who do ‘people-work’ of some kind’ (Maslach & Jackson 

1981, p. 99). Burnout is seen as a physical and emotional syndrome which leads to a 

lack of motivation to work, leading to progressive feelings of inadequacy and failure. 

During the 80s, the study on burnout became more empirical and most studies on 

burnout are based on the conceptualization of Maslach and Jackson (1981) which is 

based on three key dimensions: ‘emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and personal 

accomplishment’ (Maslach & Jackson 1981, p. 99). Emotional exhaustion can have 

physical and psychological manifestations as workers believe that they have a lack of 

emotional resources; depersonalization is the development of pessimistic and cynical 

attitudes and the lack of personal accomplishment means a decrease in workers’ 

personal expectations which translated in a lack of motivation at work. 
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Initially, Leiter and Maslach (1988) proposed the following sequence: the 

permanence of emotional exhaustion originates depersonalization and the exhaustion of 

interactions with people diminishes the sense of personal fulfilment, as if the work lost 

its meaning. In short, what happened first was emotional exhaustion, leading to the 

depersonalization, which would lead to reduced personal accomplishment. In this 

context, it is easy to realize that professionals are not suddenly in burnout, it is a long 

process. However, Leiter (1991) raised the question to understand if the three 

dimensions of burnout were truly developed sequentially over time or simultaneously as 

a response to environmental stressors. 

Although today the concept is so far expanded than it was originally, according to 

Maslach and Schaufeli (1993) burnout is diagnosed by the presence of five features: 

‘dysphoric symptoms such as, mental or emotional exhaustion, fatigue and depression’, 

‘mental and behavioural symptoms rather than on physical symptoms’, ‘work-related’, 

symptoms can manifest in people who have never suffered from psychopathological 

disorders and ‘decreased effectiveness and work performance’ due to negative manners 

(Maslach & Schaufeli 1993,  p.15). 

Some definitions emphasize that burnout bring more psychological symptoms than 

physical symptoms. In this line of approach we have the definition of burnout as an 

emotional cognitive reaction to chronic stress in human service occupations (Leiter & 

Maslach 1988; Schaufeli, Leiter & Maslach 2009). Of course that burnout can be 

triggered by any type of job, although some professions have been identified as more 

predisposing: professions that required a close contact with people. That is the reason 

why we found out that research was mainly dedicated to teaching, medicine, 

psychology and nursing. The burnout concept is used in other job fields - ‘among 

managers, entrepreneurs, and white- and blue collar workers’ (Schaufeli, Leiter & 

Maslach 2009, p. 206) - and also non-occupational areas of life, so it appears to be 

related to the environments where people work. As researchers see burnout as a specific 

phenomenon of the work context, the empirical research has focused on job 

characteristics - job satisfaction, job demands, job expectations, emotional challenges of 

relations with people, among others (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter 2001). 

Burnout can be described as an inner subjective experience that generates negative 

feelings and attitudes on the employees’ relationship with their work and that can 

influence their job performance.  
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4 STORY LINE 

As Donald Davidson said ‘the aim of interpretation is not agreement but 

understanding’. In this chapter, we want the reader to imagine a middle manager 

physically and mentally exhausted as a result of both overwork and occupational 

stress. Now picture a matchstick that burns and approaches its end or a glass that is 

being filled with water drop by drop and overflows any moment. Can you notice the 

association that we want to establish?  

 

4.1 The Contribution of Middle Managers 

When it comes to study middle managers, Livian and Burgoyne (1997) noticed that 

'many people speak for them, but they do not very often speak themselves' (p. 197) and 

we really want to change that aspect. 

In the following pages, we will present the stories of seven middle managers that 

derived from our conversations and questionnaires where we asked them about their job 

tasks, perceived stress and how they cope with it. It was hard to keep the serenity if we 

take the narratives of the middle managers as a mirror. We looked to a mirror and ask, 

mirror, mirror on the wall, were we also capable to cope at all? 

In order to protect the privacy of our participants, they will be referred with fake 

names; however, the names will reflect the gender. All participants were invited to 

comment on their portrayal and description to enhance the accuracy of our findings. 

Simultaneously, we will present the categories (used as headings) from less stressful 

to the most stressful that emerged from collected data, generated from extracts of the 

middle managers’ stories. The construction and conceptualization of the categories 

imbedded from the stories as we try to understand the real meaning expressed in data 

and they will be presented on a figure to be both logical and comprehensible for us and 

for the reader.  

How do middle managers use what they know to figure out what is going on in their 

workplace? What ways of coping will they decide on to deal and overcome stress? Read 

their presentations thoughtfully.  
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4.1.1 “Stress at Work... Where?” 

 
Charlie 

Despite his young age Charlie shows already a broad career path. He has experience 

as a consultant, as an account manager and as a business manager. Since four months 

now he is working as a human resources middle manager in an IT and Service 

Department. 

Charlie is in his early thirties and works on average 46 hours per week - nevertheless 

he denies feeling any stress at work. He believes that part of remaining relaxed at work 

is controlling and managing expectations from the start with the top management. For 

example, he has found a way to plan ahead his daily job so his top managers know his 

timeframe beforehand. As they accepted it, they will not pressure him constantly 

during the working hours.  

Because he does not experience high levels of stress at work, he does not draw on 

special ways of coping. However, during the day he usually takes a small break away 

from his office and his computer screen. And after work, he has the powerful ability to 

turn off and to enjoy leisure time with his family and friends. 

 

Figure 6 - Category: "Stress at Work... Where?" 

Source: The Authors 
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4.1.2 “Where did I leave my to-do list?” 

 
Lucy 

Lucy is in her late twenties and has worked for five years for three different 

companies in the consulting industry where she had the opportunity to be involved in 

projects in Angola, Brazil, Italy and Germany. She is a middle manager for less than a 

year in the forensic and compliance department of a Big 4 Accounting Firm and works 

on average 45 hours per week.  

As she clearly identifies the sources of her stress (lack of planning and tight 

deadlines), she thinks that she is in control of her own emotions and she can avoid 

stressful situations. For example, she usually organizes her daily tasks in three levels 

of urgency and she has an up to date schedule where she tries to figure out what is the 

delivery date for the tasks and she tries not to have too many of them to do on the same 

day or week. If she realizes that she will be overwhelmed by the work, she discusses 

with her senior manager and her colleagues so that responsibilities are distributed 

more efficiently.  

Lucy also makes a couple of breaks between stressful tasks and enjoys her lunch 

break to do activities that relax and that allows her to switch off her mind of the 

professional atmosphere: breathing slowly, meditation, yoga and others physical 

exercises. 

She often claims for the right to disconnect but as she has a professional cell phone 

and a computer that belongs to the company, she cannot be offline, even when she is at 

home after an entire day of work or during the weekends. Her senior manager insists to 

contact her outside of working hours to plan the next meetings, he sends e-mails 

messages where he requires immediate responses and she does not know how to tell 

him courteously to stop. Naturally, she is insecure and with afraid to be sanctioned by 

him if she turns off her cell phone or if she ignores his e-mail messages. 

In stressful situations she thinks that it is necessary to have an optimistic view 

because sometimes situations do not have immediate solutions and can be very 

challenging. She often needs time to find solutions, without falling into the delay and 

procrastination. Lucy struggles to put a lot of effort and affectivity in her job. She 

admits that she does not have all the solutions but as she is aware of her own 

weaknesses and her strengths regarding time management, she remains faithful to her 

commitments or at least she tries to communicate and dialogue with her team when her 

priorities change during the working day (e.g. unexpected meetings).  
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Sally 

Sally is in her late forties and works now on average 40 hours per week in the health, 

wellness and fitness sector. She became recently the co-founder of a consultancy that 

focuses on the well-being in the workplace. Prior to that, she worked as a middle 

manager, nearly 14 years for a disaster restoration company for homeowners and 

commercial clients. 

Despite being an expert in health at work she is not free of stress at work herself. 

Either the behaviour of others or the way she approaches situations cause her stress. 

However, Sally uses several techniques when she has to cope with stress, including 

meditation, breathing, positive affirmations and pranic healing.  

In order to deal with pressures from the top and from team members it helps her to 

structure her work day by using schedules and lists. Sometimes she also does not 

react to the pressure and therefore let herself not be stressed by the pressure. Further, 

instead of over thinking the pressure and starting to feel stressed, she “just does it” and 

manages her tasks in her time. 

 

 

Figure 7 - Category: "Where did I leave my to-do list?" 

Source: The Authors 

 

 

 

 

 

"Where did I leave my to-do list?" 
Signal: prioritizing, organizing, scheduling 

Personal Organization 

Time Pressures and Deadlines 

Feeling Trapped 



  
 

46 

4.1.3 “I am mindful in stressful situations” 

 
Schroeder 

In his forties, Schroeder works as a middle manager in a healthcare organization 

since 2004 with an extensive experience in anaesthesia and post-surgical care units.  

In his daily job, he is exposed to various situations that cause him stress, including 

conflicts with his colleagues, superiors and patients, limited resources and work shifts 

that require long hours.  

When he is dealing with these stressful situations he often gets irritated and 

frustrated, he does not want to think about it and just want to seek comfort. However, he 

realizes that when he tries to pull away the stress factor and sweep it under the carpet, 

the stress only increases and he really needs to give himself permission and the 

opportunity to feel the stress. He mentioned a situation where he was pretending to be 

playing with his two daughters but his mind was in another place, trying to fix problems 

that were filling his head. 

As he was not able to overcome it alone, he recently joined a group to practice 

mindfulness exercises. The exercises are helping him to be more conscious, to pay 

more attention to his life, emotions and body, to have a reasonable way to relate his 

stressful working experiences with more awareness and knowledge than before.  

He believes that his personality, the way that he perceives what is happening with 

him and the way that he deals with the adversity have impact on his coping strategies. 

For example, he does a lot of meditation, focuses attention wherever he wants, turns 

off his autopilot and acts instead of reacting. 

 

Figure 8 - Category: "I am mindful in stressful situations" 

Source: The Authors 
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4.1.4 “I need to tell my boss how stressed I am!”  

 
Shermy 

 

In his late twenties, Shermy is a now a middle manager in the retail industry (in the 

field of systems and operations of a brand of eyeglasses and sunglasses). Previously, he 

had experience as a client service representative and as an assistant sales manager.   

Shermy mentioned that he feels stressed when he is required to work above his 

normal job requirements for extended periods of time, without any additional rewards 

or compensations.  

Although is difficult to cope with stress, he usually talks with the colleagues that he 

trust and who happens to be in a similar dilemma. Other than that, he works towards 

fixing whatever problem or situation that stresses him out.   

Shermy also pointed out that balancing between the often-competing forces of top-

level managers and team members is a challenge at times. Often, the top-down 

pressures from management can contain orders and information that negatively affect 

his direct reports. In order to manage it effectively, he does his best to argue the 

viewpoint of the internal stakeholders whenever the opportunity arises, without 

sounding frustrated or angry. This allows him to feel as though he is doing everything in 

his power to assist his direct reports’ needs. 

 

 

Figure 9 - Category: "I need to tell my boss how stressed I am!” 

Source: The Authors 
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4.1.5 “Ultimately, it is all about team-work” 

 
Linus 

Linus is in his thirties and has worked for eleven years for three different companies 

in the banking and auditing industry. He is a middle manager for more than a year now 

in a management consulting firm in Zurich. His working hours range from 50 to 60 

hours per week. His major tasks are to provide relevant services to clients, the job 

required high standards, strict deadlines, deal with confidential information and high 

expectations. For that reason, he thinks that his job is a stressful one. 

For him, the stress is leveraged by the pressure to accomplish a set of multiples 

objectives at the same time, such as: contribute positively to company’s commercial 

objectives, achieve defined goal settings (at commercial and operational levels), 

review and challenge the work performed by the teams to contribute to the personal 

development, align to exceed clients expectations, be always available for the team 

(care about personal and professional dimensions of team members) and try to balance 

life and work. 

The way that Linus copes with stress depends if it happens in a situation with his 

team or if he is working alone. Generally, for both, he believes that the best approach 

for a middle manager in situations of rising stress is to make a pause straight after and 

not lose the focus in sorting the reason for the stress. For example, when he is with his 

team, he tries to first ‘break the ice’ (e.g. make a joke, tell a funny story) and then align 

his expectations with his team to make sure that everyone is focused around a common 

objective and a strategy for the project that they are working with at the moment. But in 

situations where the team is not around him, Linus sits down at his desk with a glass of 

water or a cup of coffee to relax before he focuses on the problem. When the stress 

factor is between him and a colleague, he is always patient and cares about the issue 

in the exact moment, he does not postpone it. 

He mentions that transparency, alignment and care should exist between all levels in 

an organization, to reduce stress related with ambiguous and unclear tasks. In this 

situation, for example, he tries to make sure that top managers inform him what their 

objectives and expectations are for each project, so he can spread the word to his 

management team and everyone can figure exactly out how he or she can contribute to 

it. 
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Figure 10 - Category: "Ultimately, it is all about team-work" 

Source: The Authors 

4.1.6 “I just can’t say no!” 

 
Patty 

In her late twenties, Patty works as a middle manager in an auditing company. She 

confesses that her workload is huge and she spends too many hours at the office, around 

50 hours per week. As a middle manager, she usually has three or four clients at the 

same time and she struggles a lot to keep the balance.  

She is often exhausted and irritated and cannot response constantly to all the 

requests that arrive at her desk, e-mail and cell phone. These situations have impacted 

her reactions both at work and social life. For example, at work she needs to create 

barriers that intentionally affect the interaction with her team members just to be 

focused on what she has to do (e.g. putting earphones and listening to music helps her to 

concentrate, but this means that she avoids the communication). Another example is 

when she arrives frustrated and annoyed at home and she just wants to sleep and not see 

and talk with anyone else. She withdraws herself more and more from her friends and 

families because of her work. 

Patty confesses that her job already pushes her beyond the limit and she had a 

burnout episode. She was without physical, emotional and mental resources to deal 

with stress and she had a huge panic attack during one night because she was afraid to 

go to work next morning. She arrived at the hospital with physical complaints such as 

palpitations, chest tightness and faintness. She blamed her childhood for what is 

happening. She got used to believe that good results were synonyms of affection and 

bad results were related with deception and punishment. For these reasons, she never 
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noticed the signs and she began to disrespect her body, mind and emotions 

systematically until she reached a stage of total exhaustion. Nevertheless, the burnout 

episode was the turning point for her, her job was not pleasant anymore and right now 

she is looking for a new job. 

She recognizes that she demands too much of herself, she gives priority and cannot 

say no to her seniors managers even when she is overworked, she does not know how 

to turn off and she is not able to impose tasks limits. Basically, she says yes to 

everything. Just after that she can help her team members, which is something that 

slows down her work but is nevertheless equally important. However, she thinks that 

the problem could be solved if she could just worry about one client at a time but this is 

something impossible in the auditing industry. She copes with stress by trying to relax 

as she obligated herself to stop, even if it is sometimes complicated to do, and by 

establishing a balance among her family, friends, boyfriend and physical exercise. 

 

Figure 11 - Category: "I just can’t say no!” 

Source: The Authors 

Having now our data organized by categories, what should we do next? ‘Not 

everyone wants to develop theory’ (Corbin & Strauss 1998, p. 55) but for us it seems 

relevant bring all the stories together in the shape of a theory of how middle managers 

cope with stress at work and we would like to highlight why. There are an overwhelmed 

number of references published regarding the fact that middle managers are most 

stressed at work, but we think that there is a lack of theoretical explanations to their 

ways of dealing with it. As we acknowledge that the research in this field needs to pay 

more attention to that, we decided to give our special contribution to it and, who knows, 

help to generate further investigations. 
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4.2 Emerging Theory 
 

‘A person has to wonder where the world would be if there were only stories and no 

theories’ (Corbin & Strauss 1998, p. 55) 

 

Following the procedures of the figure below, we finally arrived at the stage where 

data becomes theory and we discovered our core category: coping approaches. 

 

 

Figure 12 - Towards Creating a Theory: Applying the Grounded Theory 

Source: The Authors 

The theory that we will illustrate in the following pages characterizes the five 

different ways of coping utilized by middle managers to deal with occupational stress.  

The following five portrayals were conceptualized after categorizations that derived 

from the middle managers’ stories. 
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boss and say “no” to a last minute task? Many times! However, the inherent fear of 

saying “no” - especially to our bosses and colleagues - comes from the lack of 
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constantly “yes” could bring work overload and long working hours.   
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Non-Stressed-Out middle managers know their limits, they are brave enough to say 

“no” and they refuse to accept additional responsibilities. They do not believe that they 

are expressing the idea that they are not able to handle multiple tasks simultaneously or 

that they are not following orders, but rather that they are explaining in a proper way 

that if they accept more tasks, they will feel trapped. They will mess up their work, 

productivity and quality and they will not meet organizational standards (e.g. they could 

make mistakes).  

The support from the top-level allows them to be in total control. The total control 

that Non-Stressed-Out middle managers have about their own work can be translated 

into high levels of job autonomy and independence: they decide their agenda, rhythm, 

tasks, working hours and even breaks throughout the day. Staring at the computer 

screen all day, including eating a meal at their desk for lunch, it is not a good attitude. 

Non-Stressed-Out middle managers always choose to make some small breaks 

throughout the day - check the daily news for five minutes before starting to work, drink 

a coffee in the middle of the morning or go out to lunch with their colleagues. These 

pauses as a way of coping with stress at work are essential for their physical and mental 

renovation, by helping to prevent the symptoms of tiredness and low energy.   

Non-Stressed-Out middle managers have control over their own workload, they are 

capable of having a balanced life, with time for work and for relationships with family 

and friends. They truly know how to stop and turn off after a working day: physically 

(e.g. they do not take the job home with them) and emotionally (e.g. they do not talk 

about work issues at the dinner table).  

 

 

Figure 13 - The Non-Stressed-Out Middle Manager 

Source: The Authors 
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4.2.2 The Overly-Planning Middle Manager 

Did you ever feel dissatisfied because your time does not stretch? Did you ever feel 

that you are always running between your home, work and family? Did you ever feel 

that you arrive early at work and suddenly you realize that it is already lunch time and 

you did not do absolutely anything? Maybe you have tried to plan your day and set 

priorities, but then you have an e-mail to reply, a last minute phone call to answer, an 

urgent meeting to attend…  

Overly-Planning middle managers have a solution for it: a to-do list! As they are 

constantly surrounded by a huge amount of information, tasks and urgencies during 

their daily work and they live with the permanent sensation that is something left to do, 

making task lists gives them a structure for time pressures and tight deadlines.  

Overly-Planning middle managers are able to plan each day in advance with genuine 

priorities and they check the to-do list before starting their work in order to know what 

they have to carry out personally and what they can delegate to their team members. 

Overly-Planning middle manager does not mess up between daily tasks and daily 

priorities. A daily priority is something that cannot wait while daily tasks can be 

reframed in terms of urgency and importance throughout the day.  

Despite the impact that long working hours, the obligation to be always available to 

work more than the expected connected with their lack of job security can have in their 

work-life balance, this link is mediated by control. As Overly-Planning middle 

managers have the feeling that they can control their schedules and activities inside and 

outside of the work context, they will not feel so stressed when they have to stay at 

work longer than they thought. 

 

 

Figure 14 - The Overly-Planning Middle Manager 

Source: The Authors 
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4.2.3 On Being a Mindful Middle Manager 

On Being Mindful middle managers used to be those who usually panic when they 

took a few days off and they were unable to take advantage of those moments. As the 

stress was taking care of them, their mind fired the question what if there were any 

problems in my company? Maybe it is better to call, maybe they need me. Now, by 

using mindfulness such thoughts are only guests in their minds: they stay there for a 

while but they will leave soon.  

The idea of Being a Mindful middle manager is to slow down, breath and focus on 

the stressful moment as something positive. The fact that they have to keep the phone 

off without having access to the news, e-mails and calls is a historic event in their lives. 

Step by step, stress vanishes: the links with the reality are broken, they forget work 

problems and they learn how to stay aware of their body and mind. 

We are aware that this type of manager may be going against the fast rhythm of the 

business life, however their awareness will make them straight their focus to a particular 

stressful situation. 

We are also conscious that this type of middle managers can be consider just only a 

trend in the workplace environment that would disappear with the same speed that it has 

arrived, but we truly consider that mindfulness can be an approach to address the need 

for a physical and mental well-being at work. 

 

 

Figure 15 - On Being a Mindful Middle Manager 

Source: The Authors 
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4.2.4 The Sharing-Is-Caring Middle Manager 

Sharing-Is-Caring middle manager considers the job as a rather stressful one: 

multiple tasks that are required to be done simultaneously; the responsibility to translate 

the top-managements objectives into action, whilst also taking care of team members; 

the pressure to make everything happen in time. So how can they cope and let 

themselves not be stressed by all that pressure?  

In order to not be stressed by the pressure, Sharing-Is-Caring middle managers 

reduce the pressure on them by involving others into the planning. Their coping 

approach is related with their leadership style: instead of micro-managing, they 

delegate. They are highly relationship-oriented: first, they clarify the common goal and 

everyone determines how one can individually contribute to the common goal. In order 

to work successfully towards it, Sharing-Is-Caring middle manager aligns everyone’s 

expectations beforehand.  

Though the objectives from the top are the prime goal, the highest priority lies, 

however, on the well-being of the team members. Sharing-Is-Caring middle manager is 

therefore always available for support and helps for work issues and also personal issues 

of team members. The own achievements are not in the centre but the team’s 

performance. Highest values are transparency, alignment, and care. To hand off tasks 

and responsibilities to team members and to celebrate the team effort in the end, helps to 

reduce the pressure from the top. As Helen Keller said ‘alone we can do so little; 

together we can do so much’. 

 

 

Figure 16 - The Sharing-Is-Caring Middle Manager 

Source: The Authors 
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4.2.5 The Overwhelmed-by-Stress Middle Manager 

At this stage Overwhelmed-by-Stress middle manager cannot find a way to cope. He 

or she is overwhelmed by too many tasks and responsibilities at the same time. A lack 

of resources to handle clients’ requests causes additionally fear and insecurity. These 

middle managers are 24/7 available - not because they want to but rather due to the fear 

of saying no to the boss. Maybe if the workload would be reduced, they think, they 

would be able to cope - but the workload is uncontrollable. Feeling unable to control the 

environment and left with a sense of helplessness, this middle manager accepts every 

extra work, even outside working hours. Overwhelmed-by-Stress middle manager 

cannot say no to any requests from the top or clients - even if those requests go against 

the own morals. The focus lies completely on the satisfaction of the top-level 

management who completely determines the work schedule.  

Overwhelmed-by-Stress middle manager has low job autonomy, no support from 

above and no control over their workload or time. Unable to take the mind out of work, 

they are constantly under stress. Anxieties to go to work the next day and a withdrawal 

from family and friends are typical stress symptoms. This middle manager is in a 

downward spiral as he/she is under a permanent alert. They go further down this spiral 

as they do not possess the required resources to match the high demands.  

Eventually, the continuous mismatch of resources and demands manifest itself in 

physical stress reactions: A phone call from a client suddenly causes cold hands and an 

increased heart rate; and alone the thought of going to work causes a panic attack. After 

being constantly exposed to this level of stress it becomes so overwhelming that they 

cannot cope any longer. Overwhelmed-by-Stress middle manager sees only one way out 

of this situation: to quit the job. To end the stress and its uneasiness the middle manager 

takes flight. 

 

Figure 17 - The Overwhelmed-by-Stress Middle Manager 

Source: The Authors 
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Figure 18 - Coping Approaches Told By Middle Managers 

Source: The Authors 
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5 DISCUSSION 

The discussion demands from us to see the big picture of our research. Thus, we must 

now ask ourselves ‘what does it means’. To answer this, we must go back to our 

research questions and make interpretations of our findings. Secondly, we must make 

ourselves aware what needs improvement in our research. We will therefore discuss 

the limitations of our study and suggest future research ideas.  

5.1  Interpretations of Findings 

Bringing up now the research question that we initially formulate, our purpose was to 

address two topics: firstly, we wanted to know how middle managers experience stress 

at work, and secondly, how they cope with it. The model developed in the previous 

chapter will facilitate and help us to answer our questions. 

 

5.1.1 Interpretation of Causes of Stress Experienced by Middle Managers 

The sources of stress among middle managers can be generally interpreted as an 

exposure to an unplanned or uncontrollable event at work that could predict other 

stressors (e.g. time pressures and deadlines from the top-level management could 

signify inconvenient working hours). However, as stress is an extremely individual 

phenomenon, it varies among middle managers and is closely related to their 

vulnerability and resilience against different types of external aggressions in the 

workplace.  

Although the choice of the participants in our study was not random, we found an 

odd situation that contradicted the emerging patterns of data that were collected: a 

middle manager who did not feel stress at work.  

In the literature, this event is called a negative case (Strauss & Corbin 1998; 

Charmaz 2006). We asked ourselves: should we still include this middle manager in our 

analysis? Strauss and Corbin (1998) reassured us: ‘discovering these outlying cases and 

building explanations into the theory for them increases its generalizability and 

explanatory power’ (p. 160). In our opinion, this negative case contributed to 

complement our coping approaches’ model, as we discovered that being a middle 

manager is not always a synonymous of having a stressed occupation.   
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Following the categorization of six sources of occupational stress suggested by 

Cooper (1994), Glowinkowski and Cooper (1987), Cartwright and Cooper (1997) and 

Cooper and Marshall (1976), we divided the sources of stress at work among middle 

managers between: 

 

 

Figure 19 - Middle Managers' Sources of Stress 

Source: The Authors 
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Middle managers’ bosses will negatively criticize them and will look at them as 

someone without commitment, involvement and dedication to the work if they only 

work the stipulated hours signed in their employment contract. Additionally, London 

(1983) claimed that working long hours could also be seen as a demonstration of job 

involvement and career identification. For that reason, we are not trying to say that 

middle managers are not satisfied with their job, instead, we believe that the more 

middle managers identify with their organization, colleagues, senior managers and work 

environment, the greater motivation they will have to get involved in their work and 

give up on personal and leisure time.  

Nevertheless, the consequences of long working hours may have the opposite effect 

on middle managers’ performance: productivity will inevitably fall down due to 

exhaustion and tiredness. Moreover, when they insist too prolong the working hours, the 

mistakes increase and the price to pay can be too high.  

We argue that the inherent consequences of long working hours are harmful for 

middle managers, though long working hours do not necessarily indicate stress at work 

as the ‘negative case’ of the Non-Stressed-Out Middle Manager shows. After all, the 

extent of job involvement and career dedication belong only to them.     

Some of the work overload’s pressures reported by middle managers as a source of 

stress match the most common signs found by Gyrna (2004). They particularly 

mentioned the experienced long workdays, unwanted overtime, taking work home, 

fixing work problems during their leisure time and the lack of time and resources to 

fulfil the expected job demands.    

As a consequence, ‘work overload contribute to exhaustion by depleting the capacity 

of people to meet the demands of the job’ (Leiter & Maslasch 2003, p. 96) and ‘reduces 

job satisfaction and eventually leads to turnover - particularly of key middle managers’ 

(Gyrna 2004, p. 8).  

Although middle managers have high work motivation, sometimes, they cannot 

totally recover from the workload to which they were subjected with just a couple hours 

of sleep. They will feel less energetic and dynamic in the next working day. For that 

reason, middle managers often search for cooperation among their team members in 

order to reduce their work overload by delegating and sharing. 
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Role in the Organization, Career Development and Organizational Structure and 

Climate  

Enjoying the end of the working day to rest, temporarily forgetting the tasks that 

were incomplete and leaving aside the stress accumulated during the working hours. Is 

this what happens when middle managers leave their work? No and we think that this 

only occurs due to the important role that they play in the organization. They are 

victims of the top management decisions (Wieser 2013) and requests, especially when 

the bosses call them after work-hours or make them answer a late-night e-mail. 

We have discovered that middle managers have difficulties to disconnect from work 

and to preserve a psychological distance when they are outside of the office. 

Sometimes, the little existing time that they do not spend at work is interrupted by job 

requests particularly from their top level managers, such as phone calls and e-mails. 

These actions can easily disturb a family dinner, for example.   

But understanding the reasons why middle managers are unable to turn off is not as 

easy as we might have thought in the beginning.  

We argue that this is due to different types of middle managers. On the one hand, 

there are those who do not want to give up control about their work and have difficulties 

in delegating tasks among their team members. They are rather competitive, obsessive 

and perfectionist about their job and performance. On the other hand, there are those 

who feel no control at all and are insecure about their job, they are afraid to say no and 

suffer reprisals from their bosses if they do not accept the job requirements, although 

not agreeing with them. They are rather submissive. It is already enough for them to 

hear a beep from their cell phones to be alert because it could be a message to read from 

their boss. As they are driven by the desire to guarantee their job position, they have to 

create a good impression. 

 

Relationships at Work 

The motivation to face another day with stress at work has been sometimes 

threatened due to the unhealthy relationships that exist in the workplace. Lack of 

communication and support that emerge between middle managers and their 

supervisors, colleagues and clients can consume and weaken them.  
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Create and know how to maintain a good level of communication is one of the most 

important elements in the professional life of any middle manager. A direct and 

permanent communication with the top-level management is essential so middle 

managers can give their best at work and thanks to that their performance will be 

properly recognized and rewarded. Of course, good communication is only possible 

with the commitment of both parties, but it is up to them to take the initiative in 

defending their own interests, especially when they are overwhelmed by work.  

Middle managers also need to rely entirely on those who work with them and seek 

support. As they feel overworked, they need to trust their team members, delegate and 

share tasks; otherwise they will end up their day much more tired. 

 

Home-Work Pressures 

Technological advances showed the weaknesses of the existing boundaries between 

personal and professional life. Middle managers felt in their the skin the fact of being 

connected continuously, a condition that, together with the need of immediate answers 

to job requests from their superiors, is a sign of good performance. But the reality is 

that, in practice, middle managers go home without undressing the work uniform and 

fixed schedules belongs to the past.  

The incompatibility between the roles that they play in the workplace and those roles 

which supposedly must fulfil their personal and familiar levels is understood as a work 

stressor.   

Sometimes, middle managers are not able to meet what they are asked to do, neither 

in the work context nor in their personal life, and they are obliged to choose one side or 

the other, losing their identity (Thomas and Linstead 2002). 

 

Next, we discuss the second part of our research question which is how do middle 

managers cope with stress at work. The alert reader has already noticed some answers 

to that question between the lines of this chapter: as our research questions are 

intertwined this was unavoidable. However, it is now appropriate to take a closer look at 

the coping approaches. 
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5.1.2 Interpretation of Coping Approaches Used by Middle Managers 

We have identified five coping approaches in the sector 4.2. Emerging Theory: 1) 

Controlling, 2) Listing & Planning, 3) Mindful Thinking, 4) Delegation & Seeking 

Support, and 5) Flight.  

Our model (see figure 19) provides explanations not only how middle managers cope 

with occupational stress but also why some cope and why others seem not able to cope. 

Although our initial objective was to go through the variety of coping approaches, 

solely characterized by resources, styles and strategies, we need to keep in mind that 

everyone has their own personal tactics for coping and it seems impossible to describe 

all of them.  

As for us, stress is caused by a terrible fit between middle managers and their work, 

by conflicts between their roles at work and outside of it, and by not having a 

reasonable degree of control over their work and their lives; we would change our initial 

idea and interpret the approaches as a middle manager’s attempt to: 

 Have control  

 Achieve a work-life balance. 

 

Middle managers strive to have control  

Our results have shown that the way middle managers cope with stress is influenced 

by their locus of control, for that reason they are likely to have problem-focused coping 

strategies (e.g. making lists), ‘because the spirit of problem-focused coping is in line 

with the spirit of maintaining active control in life’ (Ng, Sorensen & Eby 2006, p. 

1063).  

Therefore, we can argue that middle managers who are able to cope - all of them, 

with the exception of Overwhelmed-by-Stress Middle Manager - have an internal locus 

of control because, as they strive to control their work environment, they have more 

autonomy, they are confident regarding their abilities, and they can guarantee that their 

job performance is only due to their own efforts and commitment. The main reason why 

the ‘negative case’ of the Non-Stressed-Out Middle Manager feels no stress at work is 

due to his preventive approach to take over control from the start. This middle manager 

can do this is because potential sources of stress (i.e. workload and time) are in his/her 

control. The other coping approaches provide parcel control over their sources of stress 

by delegating and sharing, by organising, and by being mindful. (Note that we do not 
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want to make any interpretation about the effectiveness or adequacy of these coping 

approaches. We cannot say which approach is better than the other.) 

Furthermore, we can assume that those middle managers who are unable to cope 

constructively possess an external locus of control. As they feel unable to control their 

environment, stressful situations are out of their control. They have hardly any job 

autonomy, they will not resist as they accept everything as part of their job, they further 

feel unsure regarding their abilities, and their job performance is steadily decreasing. 

That is why the only way to cope for them is to leave the situation and take 'flight'. 

     

 Middle Managers strive to achieve work-life balance 

Our results have shown that work-life balance plays an important role in middle 

managers’ lives. We can describe it as their ability to manage the requirements and 

expected behaviours both at work and in their personal and family life without 

overlapping with each other.  

Our findings supported the conflict theory. Middle managers usually saw their time 

as limited, as time pressure and strict deadlines are among the identified sources of 

stress. It is therefore no wonder that most of them also mentioned it as a challenge to 

balance their work with their social life. They sometimes found it hard to focus on their 

family and friends as work issues were distracting them. Instead of being distracted by 

too many life demands, they were distracted by too many job demands.                                                                   

  In the literature, the main causes that stop middle managers to reach a work-life 

balance are, for example, ‘the impact of new technologies; limits to autonomy and 

control in the middle management role; and difficulties in taking advantage of 

flexibility initiatives in the workplace’ (Parris, Vickers & Wilkes 2008, p. 101).  

Our results support the idea of the use of new technologies that allow middle 

managers to be assaulted at home with work issues and vice versa. However, while 

some of them expressed dissatisfaction about it, others seemed to accept as something 

that belongs to their job. The approaches pointed out by our middle managers show that 

they try to establish a psychological distance from their job: they strive not only to be 

physically away from work but also to avoid bringing work home. Some deliberately 

seek therefore more time with 'life' than they do with work. They attempt to get away 

from the excessive demand at work and to get towards a work-life balance. 
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However, the majority of middle managers still feel high stress and struggle to 

maintain a work-life balance. Often, their work issues interfere with their family and 

social life.  

When we take our coping approaches all together, there are three recommendations 

towards a work-life balance that become evident:  

1. Learn how to disconnect: The progress in technology has promoted an excessive 

demand in work life. It has become increasingly difficult for them to disconnect and 

simply not check any e-mails or answering phone calls at night, on weekends or on 

holidays. Sometimes, it stresses them even more not be connected because they know 

exactly the work is still there. They remain unable to take their mind off of it as it has 

become normal to be constantly available.  

2. Establish boundaries: If middle managers do not want work to interfere and 

overshadow their life outside of working hours, it is crucial to being able to say no and 

to set rules. However, this is easier said than done.  

3. Talk about stress: Fortunately - or in this case unfortunately - no one can read other 

people's mind. If middle managers do not communicate their issues at work, no one will 

know nor care about them. However, how the middle managers' coping approaches 

have also shown, it is not always that simple for them to communicate the level of stress 

to their supervisors. Some shy away to admit this weak spot, maybe because the stigma 

of mental health issues is still prevalent in business.  

Before we can go from here to the conclusions of our research we must consider the 

limitations of this research. We will therefore end this discussion with the limitations 

and an outlook for future research.     
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5.2 Limitations and Further Research Recommendations 

Every research, whether it is qualitative or quantitative, has its strengths and 

weaknesses. However, it is not the goal to eliminate all the weaknesses - as this would 

be plainly impossible. Thus, it is essential to acknowledge these limitations and to 

indicate further required research. In this section we will, therefore, acknowledge our 

research's limitations and put them into perspective, and additionally suggest further 

research implications.   

First of all, we would like to highlight that one limitation of our study is connected 

with the limited existing literature on the subject of occupational stress among middle 

managers and their ways of coping which not permitted in-depth comparisons of the 

results obtained by us. 

In retrospect, it could have been useful to already address in our questionnaire certain 

issues that emerged during our study, for example, the significance of the understanding 

from the top-level. We could have asked our middle managers how their organizations 

in particular address their stress levels, as it could have provided a deeper insight into 

the organizational culture and mentality. During our study it became apparent that 

superiors sometimes do not even realize that they are overwhelmed by work demands 

and this affected their coping approaches. Further, we regret not to have specifically 

asked for their demands outside of their work, and instead focused too much on the 

work. We suggest therefore for future research to consider both work and life spheres 

from the beginning of a study about stress at work. 

Our sample has characteristics that make it not representative of all middle managers. 

In particular, our middle managers are inserted in a work context with specific 

requirements (especially, auditing and management consulting firms) in terms of the 

expectations that exist about their dedication, commitment, time and energy to both 

work and organization, which may have an impact on their levels of occupational stress. 

Therefore, having samples with a wide range of middle managers in different business 

industries could be useful. Though research has already found that middle managers are 

especially exposed to stress and struggle to cope, future research could go a step further 

and investigate if and why nuances between middle managers of different industries and 

their stress level and factors exist.   
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However, qualitative research is by nature very time consuming. The analysis of a 

broader sample (and also the access to it) would have exceeded our timeframe and 

resources of this study. Moreover, due to our limited time, we were not able to research 

changes and developments. It would be an interesting task for other researchers to 

analyse if coping approaches change over time or remain the same and discover the 

reasons why it happens.  

Apart from the time consuming collection and analysis of the data, the qualitative 

research was also limited by the number of participants. Though the importance lies on 

the quality of the individual contributions and not on their quantity, it does not change 

the fact that the results rely on a small number. However, it was not intended to 

generalize. It might get viewed as 'unscientific' and not taken seriously by fellow 

academics, practitioners or policy-makers (Griffin, 2004). Furthermore, our qualitative 

data can be barely independently verified, due to the anonymity of our participants, the 

subjectivity of the interpretations and the individuality of our participants. We must 

here, too, acknowledge that we are always biased, at least unconsciously. We must, 

therefore, ask ourselves if we were, for example, exaggerating the results and looking 

unconsciously for confirmations. Also, we have to consider in how far pre-existing 

theories and ideas may have influenced us though it is impossible to start any research 

without those. 

Our approach allowed us to investigate a rather sensitive issue. We found interesting 

and insightful stories of middle managers which also told us different versions of their 

job position and work stressors. Thus, it allowed us to analyse these sometimes 

contradictory data that otherwise would have disappeared if we choose a quantitative 

research. However, we are aware that it is difficult to decide when the point of 

'saturation' is reached. We cannot exclude that we might have discovered new categories 

if we would have collected further data.  

Our results should nevertheless support future research about the phenomenon of 

stress at work among middle managers. 
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6 CONCLUSION 

Arriving now at the conclusion, we can say that we dwelled in theory, data, stories, and 

experiences during this journey but none of it does well if, in the end, we would not 

draw our final conclusions. 

 

Our interest and curiosity about the sources and situations of stress among middle 

managers at work and their efforts to deal and overcome them, have led us to formulate 

our research question how do middle managers experience and cope with stressful 

situations at work?. We will now provide a synthesis of our key findings to answer our 

research question. 

First of all, we want to highlight the sources of stress experienced by middle 

managers, keeping in mind that they provoke different reactions among them. Much of 

their work stressors can be attributed to: 

(i) Factors intrinsic to their job (work overload; long and inconvenient working 

hours; have to take work home to reply to time pressure and tight deadlines);  

(ii) Role in the organization (related with their level of work responsibility which 

sometimes is not accompanied by the power to make or influence management 

decisions, pressure to maintain a good performance, obligation to be always available 

and accessible to work anytime and everywhere);  

(iii) Relationships at work especially regarding the lack of support and 

communication with their senior managers;  

(iv) Career development (job insecurity); 

(v) Organizational structure and climate (lack of control in the work environment); 

(vi) Home-work pressures (they mentioned how their work issues interfere with their 

private life: the distance and decreased availability for their family and friends are 

inevitable consequences of work overload and heavy schedules, for example). 

These are the ingredients that combined with many others can result in an explosive 

recipe that can bring serious consequences for middle managers’ well-being, physical 

health, job satisfaction and exorbitant costs for organizations.  

However, we want to mention that the list of work stressors could likely continue 

endlessly, but each middle manager sees the workplace differently and what is stressful 

for some is not for others. Therefore, work-related stressors do not automatically imply 
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the existence of stress at work, as it only becomes stressful when one cannot cope with 

the stressor. The relationship between the sources of stress and the level of stress 

experienced by middle managers depends on their assessment of the available ways of 

coping to deal with them. 

When we encouraged seven middle managers to share with us their experiences in 

the workplace, we were carefully asking to join them in a journey that was considered 

as painful as the reality that sustains them. Socially, they are unwanted and silent 

stories.  

Middle managers experience different levels of stress at work due to a combination 

of their work stressors, the support that they receive both at home and at work and the 

coping approaches they choose to deal with it. 

By applying the Grounded Theory as our research approach, we found out that while 

some middle managers were able to face the work stressors and adapt their behaviour to 

cope with them; there were others more prone to stress and they are unable to cope or 

adapt to the stressful situation. Additionally, we developed the following five types of 

middle managers and their specific coping approaches, as seen in the figure below: 

 

Figure 20 - Coping Approaches  

Source: The Authors 

Non-Stressed-Out middle managers do not feel held down by stress at work because 

they acknowledge it as something natural, inherent to their role in the organization. For 

them, stressful experiences can rather be characterized as positive and they even 

discover ways of dealing with those situations without feeling trapped or damaged, 

using their job-autonomy, power and control abilities. 

There is perhaps nothing else that Overly-Planning middle managers love more than 

making a to-do list where each item gets carefully coloured due to its level of priority. 

With assigned deadlines and in-between-reminders that list will be a guideline for their 

daily tasks. It is a way to gain mental control over their work. With a just-do-it attitude, 
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there is no greater satisfaction for the Overly-Planning middle managers than crossing 

something off their list. By writing everything down, they have a complete overview. 

By sorting everything effectively, they plan how and when they do what. They have the 

desire to bring order into their workload by setting priorities and working out a detailed 

plan how to accomplish the tasks.  

Demanding projects, deadlines to meet, high number of requests that occur in the 

workplace requires a particular management capability that allows the correct balance 

of a professional, personal and family life. On Being Mindful middle managers use 

mindfulness as a tactic to develop skills that enhance the balance of these three spheres 

by having a high level of resilience, greater control of anxiety, high levels of attention 

and consciousness about their jobs. 

Sharing-Is-Caring middle managers try to find support in the people who are around 

them in order to seek cooperation, collaboration and help to resolve stressful problems 

at work. These middle managers usually involve their colleagues in the decision-making 

process as they like to be helped. They like to work collectively, share tasks and 

responsibilities, promote interaction and increase the confidence levels of their teams.  

Overwhelmed-by-Stress middle managers present a set of physical, emotional and 

relational symptoms of suffering that get in the way of their work. Isolation, irritability, 

conflict, criticism, negativism suddenly appear and what do they? Escape. They are no 

longer productive and errors occur. They have the feeling that their job is emotionally 

exhausting, they can do nothing to change the stressful situation and no one can help. 

Stress becomes noticeable and in the worst cases can translate into absenteeism or even 

withdrawal from the workplace or even the profession. 

Although our attempt was not to generalize our results, our conclusions not only 

appeal relevant for middle managers. They appeal to anyone who seeks ways to cope 

with stress or simply try to understand one’s own behaviour more by recognizing 

oneself in our middle managers. 

We hope that this study, from the results presented, starts discussions in 

organizations and contributes to the development of organizational actions to reduce 

and control the levels of occupational stress experienced by middle managers. As an 

idea, companies can develop and apply a policy where it is expressly forbidden to 

schedule meetings after 5 o’clock or computers threat shut down after a certain hour. 

Even those small actions may already generate improvements in their working 

conditions and quality of life.  
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7 PERSONAL REFLECTIONS 
 

On a typical day in our life… 

We wake up bleary in the morning, take quick bath, and eat breakfast. Absently 

minded we spill out the coffee on our shirt. After changing clothes again, we finally got 

off to work. However, we forgot our phone and need to go back. Finally on the road, we 

get stuck in traffic and arrive late at work. The desk is covered by papers, the report the 

boss needs is nowhere to be found. The e-mail box which has 50 unread messages does 

not help either. The one big project was already due yesterday, and the senior managers 

are not satisfied with the delay. But important meetings with the team wait in the 

afternoon. In total, we stay more than eight hours sitting at work, we return home 

feeling tired, stressed and still thinking about the work left to do, the e-mail that failed 

to be sent and the accumulated tasks that wait until tomorrow. We continue to work at 

home and it seems a miracle, when we, finally, return to bed. The final result? Stress! 

We do everything on autopilot mode and we do not pay attention of what our body has 

to say to us. 

We must change directions to find self-fulfilment… 

 

There is no doubt that the meaning of work has changed over the time. Only two 

generations ago work was only a mean as it served one purpose: to provide a living. 

There was neither much freedom in the choice what to do with a career, especially for 

women (for whom it was only seen as a transitional activity until marriage). But work is 

no longer there to provide a living. We no longer work to live, rather we live to work - 

at the expense of our social and family lives, of course, as the working hours are on 

average ten hours per day as our research, for example, shows. The lines between work 

and private life are nowadays increasingly blurred; we are never disconnected due to the 

technological progress. It is perhaps no wonder that we now seek all our glory 

preferably in our job. Our job must provide a higher purpose as it determines our 

identity. We not uncommonly seek self-fulfilment in our career. That is why, it first 

could seem rather odd that our middle managers nevertheless value and seek a balance 

between work and life to cope with stress at work. But at a second look, it shows that 

we are only heading in the wrong direction, if we seek self-fulfilment through our work.  

However it is a challenge as the excessive demand in the working environment does 

not seem to slow down any time soon. Especially middle managers are asked to do 

more with less in shorter time. Though there is definitely a temporality to all of this. 
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Previous generations could leave their work at work as soon as they went home. 

Nowadays, we are expected to be available 24/7 and we get asked to come to the office 

on weekends. Hence, it is no surprise that middle managers struggle to keep up with this 

rhythm and are forced to find ways of coping.  

The good news is that there is always the possibility to cope. Different approaches 

can be effectively used. Nonetheless, a word of caution here: before asking oneself how 

on earth to manage this, always ask first if this is at all worthwhile doing. One quickly 

gets caught in a job that suddenly dictates life. It can be a long way to the end 

destination and, if not careful, one loses sight of the actual purpose along the way.  

 

Mental health issues are still stigmatized… 

Though work might not have always been so demanding than today, the effects have 

existed before - it was just not talked about it. Giving something a name, however, 

helps. When terms like burnout occurred in the literature, it was first perceived rather 

sceptical. Even today mental health issues are still stigmatized. Signs of this prevalent 

stigma can be seen in our coping approaches: a lack of support and understanding from 

above force middle managers to find their way of coping by their own - as they hardly 

choose to talk about their stress level to their bosses. The fear to appear too weak for the 

job and to lose the career, and the pressure to meet high expectations, somehow disable 

them to confess their struggle. However, it is not only middle managers who hide their 

condition from their boss. Moreover, if one is continually unable to cope, it is not very 

far from more serious issues than just ‘feeling stressed’. One must understand that stress 

is not a sign of weakness and it is more important than ever to shed a light of these 

issues. 

 

Every cloud has a silver lining… 

There is a silver lining on the horizon to this: Someone who feels ‘in control’ is 

unlikely to feel stressed. Middle managers, however, have usually little control over the 

allocation of their workload and time. They attempt to gain control back in order to cope 

with the stress caused by their job-demands and restrictions. Some gain control back by 

focusing solely on the benefit of their doings: They prioritize and delegate. They 

balance work and life. But along the way, they lost sight of the purpose. It seems typical 

for our modern times to ask first whether something is ‘useful’ or not and focus on the 

benefits. But it also seems that we have forgotten what is actually worthwhile striving 
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for. After the fulfilment of our basic needs for safety, affiliation, and appreciation, we 

are left to find ourselves. We will hardly reach that final step of fulfilment solely inside 

our work, and yet we seem to be stuck in it. It is therefore not enough to only ask 

whether something is useful or not. Of course, on a short-term basis, this is perhaps an 

effective way to feel less overwhelmed by job-pressures. However, we forget that it 

should be always useful to something and the benefits are only the means. We must 

increase our awareness for the overall purpose if we want to live a stress-freer and self-

fulfilled life. But it seems that, along strict deadlines and important meetings, we have 

lost our way. That is why we must not only take back control over our time and work 

but take control over the purpose. 

When the purpose has become clear, one maybe tries in the next step to be a good 

worker. However, being a good worker is not synonymous of being a slave. Work 

should provide satisfaction and pleasure (and in some rare cases it is a tool to answer 

our inner call, and enables self-fulfilment) but (in most cases) life can be also filled with 

many other things, such as getting along with family and friends, travel, relax, exercise, 

among others. As Leonardo da Vinci said ‘life well spent is long’.  

Consequently, when stress at work becomes a problem, the question that should 

follow is not only how to cope with the stress but, in addition to it, why stress has 

become a problem. Before, one must get to the bottom of other unresolved existing 

issues that cause stress to become a problem at work. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A - Questionnaire 
 

Please complete the following questionnaire. Answer questions as they relate to you. 

 

About You 

 

1. Age  

 

 

2. Gender  

 

 

About Your Work 

 

1. Job or Position Title 

 

 

2. Average working hours per week 

 

 

3. Do you feel stress at work? If yes, what causes you stress? 

 

 

 

4. How do you cope with stress? (E.g. What do you do when you are stressed out?) 

 

 

 

 

 

5. How do you deal with pressure from the top-level managers and at the same 

time the needs of your direct team members? 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your help and contribution towards this questionnaire! 

 


