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T h e H e a l t h  E f f e c t s 
O f  J o b  S t re s s 

BY PAUL J. ROSCH

J o b  d e m a n d s  a n d  l a c k  o f  p r i d e  i n  w o r k  c a n 
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  h e a r t  d i s e a s e  a n d  o t h e r  i l l n e s s e s . 

tress in the work place has b e e n
labeled the number one hea l th
problem in the U.S., with costs
t o  A m e r i c a n  i n d u s t r y  e s t i m a t e d 
at $75 to $100 billion  a year.
E x p e n s e s  c o m e  f r o m  a b s e n t e e i s m , 

diminished productivity, increased health insurance
charges and direct health related expenses.

Y et, studi es  s how tha t a bs en teeis m — a nd  the c os t of
staying home with an il lness — can be reduced
significantly in companies that provide stress reduct ion
programs.

Before employers can grapple with how to deal with
work place stress, it is first necessary to get a clear
understanding of what stress is and how it affects
individuals on the job in terms of their health as well a s
their ability to work productively.

The Concept of Stress
Stres s has  bec om e s o popu l ar  a nd  perva si ve tha t i t is 

hard to bel ieve tha t the term c am e in to c om mon usa ge l es s
than 35 years ago when it was “borrowed” from the field
of physics by the Canadian researcher Hans Selye t o
describe the “nonspecific response of the organism to any
demand for change.”  Selye’s brilliant research revealed
that laboratory animals exposed to a variety of noxious
and even opposite stimuli (excessive heat, freezing,
exercise to the point of exhaustion, loud noises, br ight
lights, psychological frustration, life threatening fear)
showed certain identical findings at autopsy.  Regardless
of what the stressor was, hemorrhages in the lining of the
stomach, enlargement of the adrenal glands, a n d
shrinkage of the thymus gland and lymphatic t issues
a lw ays res u l ted .  The si gni fi c ance of these findi ngs  w as  not
entirely clear, but appeared to be the result of in tense
stimulation of t h e adrenal glands resulting in an
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outpour ing of hormones known t o
produce such changes.

Selye’s experiments had followed
those of Walter Cannon, the Harvard
physiologist, who several decades pre-
v i o u s l y  h a d  i n v e s t i g a t e d  i n  d e t a  i l e d 

fashion the effects of acute fear in dogs.  His research
demonstrated that, when faced with a life threatening
situation, there was a marked stimulation of the
sympathetic nervous system which caused the system t o
be flooded with adrenalin.  Such activities were viewed b y
Cannon as being purposeful for primitive man since t hey
would prepare him for “fight or flight” that might b e
essential for survival.

Thus, the pupils dilated to permit better vision a n d
there was an increase in blood pressure as well as flow o f
blood to the brain to improve thought processes. Blood
was shunted away from the gut, where it was no longer
needed for digestion, to the large muscles of the arms a n d
legs to provide greater strength.  Carbohydrate stores
were broken down into sugar to provide a rapid source o f
energy. The blood clotted more rapidly to minimize loss
from hemorrhage and a host of other changes occurred,
all of which were purposeful from a teleological o r
evolutionary point of view.

Unfortunately, the nature of stress for modern m a n
is not a life or death confrontation with some ferocious
assailant a few times a month, but rather a host o f
irritations and unpleasant situations which are apt t o
occur several times a day.  The tragedy is that the h u m a n
body still responds in that same old archaic fashion,
which is now no longer useful but also inappropriate,
harmful and quite likely a major contributor to such
diseases of civilization as diabetes, hypertension, stroke,
heart attack and peptic ulcer.
Cannon also recognized that psychosocial stress i n
humans could cause a similar response that could b e
lethal. He was fascinated with accounts of voodoo dea ths
i n certa in  a bori gi nal  tr i bes a nd  s tudi ed  them firstha nd.   In
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effect, the aff l icted individuals appeared to d ie
mysteriously and inexplicably right on cue.  Cannon
bel ieved  tha t the m ec ha ni s m of s uc h dea th  by p resc r i p ti on
was also due to a flooding of the system with adrenal in-
like hormones which caused a lethal disturbance in the
heart rhythm.  These speculations have subsequent ly
been corroborated by a variety of laboratory and clinical
s tudi es  of sudden dea th  due to a cu te a nd  s evere emoti ona l
stress.

It was against this background that Selye per formed
his thousands of experiments on the effects of stress i n
laboratory animals.  At first there was the outpouring o f
adrenalin that Cannon had described, which in turn
appeared to stimulate the pituitary and subsequently t h e
adrenal cortex to produce large amounts of cortisone-like
hormones.  These had powerful effects on reducing
inflammation and also consistently caused hemorrhages
in the stomach and shrinkage of lymphoid tissue in wha t
he termed an “alarm reaction.”  If the offending st imulus
continued, the organism appeared to enter a “stage o f
resistance” during which the body’s defenses were
maximized.  Finally, persistent stress led to a “stage o f
exhaustion and death.”  Selye named this three-phased
response the general adaptation syndrome.

Autopsy studies conducted during the general
adaptation syndrome revealed changes in various organs
identical to those seen in human diseases such a s
rheumatoid arthritis, peptic ulcer, hypertension, coronary
heart disease, kidney disease and stroke.  It seemed
p la us ib l e tha t s uc h d is orders i n huma ns m ight a ls o be due
to stress, and Selye labeled them diseases of adaptation.
Although in the course of his experiments he found t h a t
he coul d  s ensi ti ze the a n i ma l to devel op  d ifferen t d is ea ses ,
he st il l  viewed the s tres s res pons e a s being nonspec i fi c a nd
universal.

Over the past three decades, however, advances i n
biochemical and endocrine techniques have made i t
possible to identify a variety of other hormones, many o f
w hi ch , lik e the endorph i ns , a  re s ec reted  by the bra in  under
stress.  Careful measurement has led to the appl icat ion
that in man the response to stress is a highly personal ized
phenomenon that varies from individual to individual, o r
even in the same person at different times.  Thus, each
person responds to stress quite differently and at times

unpredictably. In point of fact, there is no satisfactory
scientific definition of stress.  To further complicate
things, stress signifies very different things to di f ferent
people.  Some use it to describe an unpleasant event o r
emotion, others to depict the biologic changes that a r e
going on in the body, and still others to depict t h e
pathologic consequences of that reaction.  In addition, i t
s eems  qui te c lear  tha t w ha t i s stres sfu l  for  one person m ay
be pleasurable or have no significance for others.

A good example of that is afforded by observing a
roller coaster ride.  Some cringe on the backseats wi th
their eyes shut tight, teeth clenched, white knuckled,
pra ying for  the ordeal to end so that they can  get out of the
torture chamber to terra firma.  Up front are the wide-
eyed enthusiasts, howling and shrieking as they rel ish
eac h steep  p lunge,  a nd  rus h i ng to get on the very next r ide
to repeat the experience.  In between are those with a n
apparent attitude of indifference and imperturbabi l i ty
that almost borders on boredom.  So, was the rol ler
coaster ride stressful?  Obviously, it depends on who is
answering the quest ion.

A  rol ler  coa s ter r ide empha si zes  s everal  poi nts w hi ch
a re mos t germa ne to a di s cuss i on  of j ob s tres s.   The first i s
that stress is determined not so much by any external
event, but the individual’s perception of it.  The second is
that although it may be impossible to define stress, o n e
thing that is very stressful is a feeling of being out o f
control.  A third less obvious but equally per t inent
obs erva t ion i s that the a bi li ty to purposeful ly pursue one’s 
goa ls  reduces  the negative c onsequenc es  of s tres s a nd  m ay
have health benefits.

The appreciation and study of stress in humans
today bears little resemblance to the acute animal studies
of Selye and Cannon.  What stress researchers now know
is that a host of chronic irritating minor hassles, such a s
getting stuck in a traffic jam or a fight with the boss,
customers, or co-workers can also contribute to stress
related illness.  In addition, it is also apparent that m o r e
insidious and less quantifiable chronic psychosocial stress
such as bereavement, social isolation, or poverty can also
c ause a si gn i fi ca nt dep ress i on  of i mm une s ys tem function ,
rendering the individual susceptible to a variety o f
infections and viral linked disorders including cancer.

Job Stress Factors
It is difficult to discuss stress in the work place i n

general terms because certain occupations have their own
specific problems.  In the industrial setting, blue-collar
workers, middle managers and chief executive officers a r e
subject to different types of stress because of marked
variation in their duties, responsibilities and a u t hori ty.
However, there are certain features common to all.

A Blue Cross-Blue Shield survey of a broad cross-
s ec ti on  of work ers  i n  tw o m idwestern  s ta  tes i ll us tra  tes j us t
how widespread the effects of stress are.  According to t h e
survey, five out of six workers at all levels of employment
— from the executive suite to the assembly line —
complained that job stress was a major factor resulting i n
anxiety, depression, a poor self-image, colds, asthma,
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chest pains and difficulty in breathing.  While job stress is
general l y thought of i n  term s  of the har ri ed ,  freneti c , T ype
A executive driving to get to the top of the corporate
ladder, it is equally evident that dull, dead-end assembly
line type of work can pose equal health hazards.

A list of other major sources of occupational stress
follows:

�  Inadequate time to complete the job to o n e’s
satisfaction;

�  Lack of clear job description or chain o f
command;

�  Absence of recognition or reward for good job
performance;

�  Inabil i ty or lack of opportunity to voice
complaints;

�  Lots of responsibilities but little authority o r
decision-making capabil ity;

�  Inability to work with superiors, co-workers, o r
subordinates because of basic differences in goals a n d
values;

� Lac k of con trol or pride over the fin ished product;
�  Job insecurity due to pressures from within o r

possibility of takeover or merger;
� Prejudi c e a nd  bigotry due to s ex, ra c e or reli gion; 
�  Unp leas a nt environm en ta l  c ondi ti ons  bec ause of

smoking, crowding, noise and air pollution exposure t o
toxic chemicals or carcinogens, or commuting difficulties;

� C oncerns  rel ated  to respons ib i li ty for  emp loyees; 
�  Not being able to utilize personal talents o r

abilities effectively or to full potential;
� The FUD factor — fear, uncertainty, doubt .

In some instances, stress in the work place is du e
more to the individual than the job.  The Type A
workaholic with self-imposed, unrealistic goals, who
believes that only he or she can do the job best in t h e
shortest amount of time, is a good example.  Such
coronary prone behavior is now recognized to be a most
powerful predictor of heart attacks.  Other risk factors
such as elevated cholesterol, hypertension, and cigarette
smoking may to a large extent merely represent
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  s u c h  b e h a v i o r .   M o r e o v e r ,  s u c h 
individuals, themselves, are vectors of illness at work a s
their  a  ggress i ve, hos ti le behavior  exerts del eter i ous effec ts 
on co-workers and subordinates.

A Case History
Often the problem comes from some incompatibi l i ty

between the individual’s personality and goals and those
required by his or her position and duties.  Some workers
are motivated primarily by an attempt to gain power o r
wealth, others strive for the satisfaction and appreciat ion
of a job well done, and still others simply want to please
people or gain their friendship and respect.  Some a r e
happy only when in a position of authority and giving
orders, whereas others shun such responsibil it ies.
Unfortunately, the rewards for achievement in modern
society are promotion and advancement with more a n d
more responsibility, decision-making, and accountabi l i ty

to higher authorities.  These rewards cause all sorts o f
problems.

C o ns i d er  th e c a s e  of  a  “ c ra c k er j a  c k ”  c h em i s t  w h o
w as  so suc ces sfu l  tha t h is  s uper iors p luck ed  h im  out of the
laboratory and promoted him to head the entire research
department.  He was quickly buried in an avalanche o f
paperwork, weekly reports and high level strategy
planning conferences for which he had little desire,
experience or preparation.  Deprived of the research
which he loved and the camaraderie of his fellow
chemists, he had somehow become the object of jealousy
a nd  envy from those he ha d j um ped over a s a consequenc e
of his promotion.

Former close associates now avoided and feared h i m
because, in their subordinate roles, he might expose
inadequacies and suboptimal work habits which h a d
previously been unrecognized or tolerated.  His secretary,
who had worked for his predecessor for 12 years, still
retained a fierce loyalty and resented him.  She obviously
knew many job routines and details better than he did
and, in a manner that was not always oblique, let him a n d
others know it.  He was constantly called upon to settle a
variety of personal problems and bickering d isputes
which occurred in the office staff simply because he was
head of the depar tment .

Over a  per iod  of several  m on ths,  he deter iorated  i nto
a severe depression, developed hypertension as well a s
drinking and drug problems by relying on tranquil izers,
sleeping pills and antidepressants.  The real reason for h is
complaints was not apparent to him or to his family a n d
friends, all of whom constantly congratulated him on h is
new promotion and increased salary.

Fortunately, the problem was recognized because o f
an effective employee assistance program which t h e
patient was urged to enter because of his problem wi th
alcohol.  Subsequently, he was allowed to return to t h e
laboratory with a new title, no loss of income and in a
position where he could not only pursue his own research
interests but also assist others in a productive a n d
noncompetitive fashion.  He was placed at an executive
level comparable to that of his successor to whom he was
not responsible so that there was no sense of demotion o r
failure.  His medical and social problems vanished almost
as rapidly as they had appeared, and now, several years

“ .. .E a c h  p e r so n  r e s p o n d s  to  s tr e ss 
q u i t e  d i f fe r e n tl y a n d  a t t i m e s 
u n p r e d i c ta b l y .   In  p o i n t o f  f a c t , 
t h e r e  i s  n o  sa t i s fa c to r y  sc i e n ti fi c
d e fi n i ti o n  o f st r e ss.   To  f u r th e r 
co m p l i ca t e  th i n g s,  st r e ss si g n i fi e s 
ve r y  d i ff e r e n t  t h i n g s  t o 
d i ff e r e n t  p e o p l e .” 
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later, he continues to be an extremely effective employee,
contributing greatly to his company’s success.

Taking the Job to Heart
Stres s i s a hi ghl y c om pl ex persona l ized  phenomenon

that can be one person’s meat and another’s poison — the
spice of life or the kiss of death.  For example, symphony
conductors and performing artists are under a great dea l
of stress but, in general, seem to lead long and heal thy
lives.  Analyses of such stress resistant personali t ies
reveals that they generally have a strong commitment t o
what they are doing, have control over their activities,
tend to be creative, and respond efficiently to challenges
which would depress or frustrate others.

One of the most serious health problems in the work
place stems from jobs in which employees are not able t o
utilize talents fully, and more specifically, not able to take
pride in what they do .

This was illustrated dramatically in an important
study of some 2,000 telephone operators.  Significant
d ifferences w ere noted  between  those w ho w ere habitua l ly
or chronically sick and those who were relatively free o f
illness.  Most of the individuals in the chronically sick
group had a professional background and a high school
or some college education.  They tended to describe the i r
duties as confining or boring and generally considered
themselves frustrated and stuck in the wrong jobs.  They
were often unhappy at home as well as at work.

In contrast, most of the healthy workers came f rom
lower middle class backgrounds and only had a n
elementary school education.  As a group, they appeared
to be content with their lot in life and felt that their job
was satisfying and not overly complex or difficult.
Generally their attitudes also carried over into their h o m e
lives, which they found equally satisfying.

As more and more women enter the work place, two
patterns are emerging tha t are related to stress .  On  the one
hand, increasing numbers of women in middle to h igh
level jobs are developing Type A behavior and previously
male dominated disorders such as coronary heart disease
and peptic ulcer.  Women who are in clerical jobs a r e
reporting stress related illnesses too.  But these women
essentially are in situations where they cannot express
themselves and where they are not in a control l ing
position.  A recent National Heart, Lung and Blood
Institute study disclosed a 100 percent increase in hea r t
attacks among secretaries, typists, clerks and bookkeepers
when compared to housewives.  Interestingly enough,
working women in general did not appear to be at grea ter
risk than housewives, but those in office occupations such
as those cited above apparently were because they h a d
been placed in situations where they were not able t o
express anger or emotions, and they literally “took it t o
heart . ”

The relationship between cardiac problems and job
stress is so well acknowledged that in New York City a n y
member of the police force who sustains a heart attack o n
or off duty is assumed to have a job related disability a n d
is compensated accordingly. While heart disease is the

most dramatic manifestation, more prevalent symptoms
of job related stress seem to be fatigue, nervousness,
sleeping difficulties, depression, and dissatisfaction wi th
life in general.

Basics of Life
Both stress and work are essential to life.  Work i n

this context is defined as a productive and meaningful
activity that the individual enjoys or wants to do.  Too
m any peopl e do not w ork i n thei r  j obs,  but rather l abor  i n
them, which is doing something t h a t someone else wants
t h em  t o  d o . 

T he firs t s tep  i n address ing the p robl em  of j ob s tres s
should be the education of employers and employees i n
recognizing such fundamentals.  While stress reduct ion
techniques may be useful in modulating harmful somatic
and emotional reactions, it makes much more sense t o
seek out correctable sources of stress and remove o r
m od ify them w hen fea si bl e.  If the nature of the j ob i s such
that no significant changes can be made, then t h e
individual should be encouraged to pursue other pa ths
such as social activities or hobb ies which can provide a
meaningful sense of pride and accomplishment.

Job s tres s has  financi a  l a  s well  as  heal th  i mp li ca t ions . 
Workers are increasingly applying for and receiving
compensation for all kinds of stress related illness.
Successful suits have included awards for nervousness t o
a secretary who complained that she was criticized fo r
going to the bathroom too often, fear of the possibility o f
developing cancer in a worker because of being near
po te n t i a  l  ra  d i oa c t i ve  m a te r i a  l s ,  de te r i ora t i on  of  s e x li fe
by a state trooper because he was on call 24 hours a day
and never knew when the phone would ring, and menta l
strain endured by an automobile parts inspector because
workers insisted on installing parts he had labeled
defective.  Aware of situations such as these, unions have
begun programs to help their members identify and cope
with occupational stress.

The California State Supreme Court has upheld
compensation for gradual on-the-job stress, such a s
a ss em bl y l ine w ork.   The sta te now  rec ei ves  3,000 to 4, 000
mental stress claims a year, and half of the applicants a r e
granted awards.  Indeed, one California law firm solicits
occupational stress claims by running newspaper
advertisements that ask: “Does your job make you sick?”
Since workers who can prove that a disability is job
related receive a tax free percentage of lost wages, t h e
repercussions are clear and will undoubtedly force a n
increase in the $16 billion annual premium tab fo r
workers’ compensat ion.

Employers who wish to ascertain the cost
effectiveness of stress reduction programs should b e
c ogni za n t of such  trends a nd  l egal  p receden ts  tha t m ay be
relevant.  However, appropriate recognition and manage-
m en t of stres s rel ated  p robl em s  a re c er ta in  to p rovi de s ti ll 
further benefits in terms of reduced health care costs,
diminished absenteeism, improved productivity, a n d
m os t im por ta n tl y,  a   better  qua li ty of li fe in  the w ork p la ce
for all concerned.  �


