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Abstract

Purpose: This paper aimed to determine the predictors of psychological strain and identify
the multidimensional measures of psychological strain.

Design/methodology: The current study involves a reviewed research articles which were
gathered from Scopus and Science Direct databases. A total of 60 articles have been reviewed
from the year 2015 to 2021. This study has been classified into work stress and psychological
strain components, followed by its definitions and dimensions.

Findings: It was observed that work stress affects various dimensions of psychological strain.
The findings also reveal manifold work-related stressors, which can be classified into two main
themes, which are work characteristics and psychosocial work characteristics. This paper also
helps to understand the conceptual knowledge of work stress, psychological strain, and its
causes and consequences in the workplace.

Practical implications: Stress management workshops can be conducted in the different
organizations across sectors on a regular basis which can educate employees about the
sources of stress and its harmful consequences on their health and how they can reduce stress
effectively. Originality/value: A total of 60 research articles on work-related stress and
psychological outcomes are reviewed in this study. Further, the paper is classified based on
major work stressors and dimensions of psychological strain in heterogenous occupations.
Keywords: Work Stress, Person-Environment Fit, and Psychological Strain.
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Introduction

It is well-known that the mismatch between the person and the environment at the
workplace has resulted in work stress which in turn leads to psychological strain, where most
of the time, the workplace environment demands exceed the person’s ability. Consequently,
work-related stress contributed to the escalating cost that ranged from S 221.3 million to an
increase of $ 187 billion (Hassard et al., 2017). Thus, it is becoming the leading concern of
employers as employees’ health is closely related to their productivity, organizational success,
and enhancing the organization's economy (Health and Productivity, 2017; Benedict &
Arterburn, 2008; Black, 2008). In most emerging nations, such as Malaysia, where over half
of the population is employed, national employment rates are growing. (Department of
Statistics Malaysia, 2020). This working group may expose to the risk of psychosocial factors
and work-related stress, which its adverse effects on the health and well-being of employees
are less significantly highlighted (Siegrist, 2015). The literature suggests that the employees’
well-being and work outcomes are issues that must be addressed jointly, rather than merely
focusing on traditional notions of job satisfaction and work stress (Genaidy et al., 2007). Thus,
there is a clear need to address the psychosocial work stress to minimize the burden of work-
related disease as well as organizational losses (Siegrist, 2015; Yao et al., 2015).

Therefore this paper has attempted to analyze the predictors of psychological strain in
different countries and different sectors by reviewing 60 research articles. Besides, the
present paper also aims to identify the multidimensional measures of psychological strain.
The various meaning of work stress and psychological strain is also discussed in this study.
The current study involves a reviewed research articles which were gathered from Scopus and
Science Direct databases by using keywords of “work stress” and “psychological strain.” The
time frame for the inclusion of these articles is from 2015 to 2021. The articles related to work
stress and psychological strain were reviewed and classified based on author (s) name, year
of publication, study population, study design, country, stressor, outcome, and psychological
strain dimensions (Table 3). Of all 60 articles reviewed, a total of 14 articles were used for the
analysis that has met the inclusion criteria and the research objective of this study. In addition,
a detailed analysis was done to identify key findings, research gaps, the scope for future
research, implications, and followed by conclusions.

Review of Literature
Work Stress as a Predictor

A distressingly high number of mental health issues among the working-age group have
recently been observed. Wide studies focus on work stress and job satisfaction; despite the
importance of these variables, the focus is now shifting to employees' emotional and mental
health (Mahipalan & Sheena, 2019). The mental health issue is primarily caused by work stress
resulting in reduced employees’ productivity, tense relationships, and loss of mental calmness
(Sharma & Srivastava, 2020). Work stress scholars defined stressors as an environmental
demand which exceeds a person’s ability or skill to meet the challenge (Siegrist, 2015). This
definition is in accordance with the definition by the World Health Organisation, which
described occupational or job stress as “the response people may have when presented with
work demands and pressures that are not matched to their knowledge and abilities, and
which challenge their ability to cope” (World Health Organization, 2020). This definition
clearly demonstrates that stress occurs when employees’ capabilities do not meet what is
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ultimately expected of them (Mahipalan & Sheena, 2019). More definitions of stress from
previous studies are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Definition of work stress

Work Stress

Definition

Source

Stress

Organizational
stress

Stressors

Occupational or
job stress

Work stress

Job Stress

Work stress

Hardship, straits, adversity, or
affliction

A situation in which the work-related
factors interact with an employee,
thereby leading to a change in the
psychological and physiological state
of the employee

Environmental demand which
exceeds a person’s ability or skill to
meet the challenge

“The response people may have
when presented with work demands
and pressures that are not matched
to their knowledge and abilities, and
which challenge their ability to
cope.”

An inability of an individual to meet
the demands from the job due to the
imbalance in the person-
environment perceptions. It is the
situation where individuals ‘job
performance, both physical and
mental health, is affected poorly

Work-related psychological pressure
and a worker ‘s ability to respond
and grip the specific situation at the
workplace skilfully

Series of physiological, psychological,
and behavioural responses due to
the continuing effects of one or more
stressors on individuals in an
organization

Cooper (1983)

Sharma & Srivastava (2020).

Siegrist (2015).

World Health Organization
(2020).

Holmlund-Rytkonen &
Strandvik (2005)

Chen & Silverthrone (2008)

Yan & Xie (2016)

Psychological Strain as an Outcome

The numbers of psychological strain and strain-related concepts are defined and presented
in Table 2. The term strain is distinctly described by previous scholars yet most are referring
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to the same concept of adverse effect or outcome of stressors (Lazarus & Folkman, 1987;
Beehr, 1995; Van Dyne et al., 2002; Bhagat et al., 2010). Past study recognized that
psychological strain occurs when environmental demands are perceived to exceed the
adaptive capacity of the person (Sattler et al., 2020). This idea is in line with Panatik (2012),
who suggested that strain has resulted from the mismatch between the person and the
environment. In recent years there has been an increased interest in exploring the research
area on work stress and psychological strain. Previous research has found that greater levels
of stress overall can lead to serious psychological strain (Liu et al., 2019). Furthermore,
evidence exists that whether periodic or aperiodic stressor has resulted in a longer duration
of psychological strain such as depression or dissatisfaction (Dhiman, 2021). This current
study has categorized the impact of multiple stressors on the psychological strain in different

dimensions.

Table 2. Definition of psychological strain

Work Stress Definition Source

Strain Individuals’ psychological outcomes Lazarus & Folkman (1987)
to stressors

Strain States that are harmful and usually Beehr (1995)
have an adverse effect on the
individuals experiencing them

Strain Affective, feeling states of the Lee & Ashforth (1996)

Psychological
strain

Psychological
Strain

individual characterized by
depleted emotional resources and lack
of energy

Individuals’ subjective feelings for
stressors they face in their
surrounding environment

The outcome of organizational stress
experienced at the individual level

Van Dyne et al. (2002)

Bhagat et al. (2010)
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Table 3. Summary of Literature Search

N Authors Year Study Study Design Country Stressor Outcome Psychological
o population Strain Dimensions
1 Brough 2019 A lawyer Cross- Australia Job - Psychological
& Boase employed in sectional characteristics  Psychological symptoms (GHQ)
one Australian (Job demands, strain-Job
state job control, satisfaction
and job -Work
support) engagement
2 Dhiman 2021 Indian Cross- India -Cultural Psychologica PA Anxiety
famlly.-rwt] sectional Perfor'mance | Strain PA Dissatisfaction
organizations Appraisal (PA)
context
- PA justice
elements
- PA Context
3 Rivkin, 2015 German Cross- German Self-control  Psychological Ego depletion
Diestel, & health care sectional demands (SCD) Strain
i ) Need for recovery
Schmidt provider

Burnout
(Emotional
exhaustion and

Depersonalization)
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4 Weinberg 2015

5 Weiss & 2017
Suss

6 Liuetal. 2019

7 Zhang 2021
et al.

UK Member
of Parliament
(MPs)

Cross-
sectional

Helping
professionals
(welfare) and
non-helping
professionals

Cross-
sectional

Medical and
non-medical
staff

Cross-
sectional

Enterprise
Chinese
employees
who use

Longitudin |

UK

German

China

China

Working hours
reform and the
expenses crisis

Effort-reward

imbalance

Longer  work
hours

Less social
support

Excessive Use
of WeChat

Psychological
strain

-Experience
of job
performance

-Work-life
balance

Psychologica
| strain

Psychologica
| strain

-Creativity
-Psychological
strain
(mediator)

Psychological

symptoms (GHQ)
-Physical

symptoms (OSlI)

Depression

Value strain,
aspiration strain,
relative deprivation
strain, and coping
strain.

Unidimensional
Strain measure
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8

9

Bakker et
al.

Bomhof-
Roordink,
et al.,

2021

2015

WeChat at
work

A bachelor of
nursing
programme of
a University of
Applied
Sciences

Participant of
the
Netherlands
Study of
Depression
and Anxiety,
aged 20-66
years, with or
without
depressive
and anxiety
disorders.

Prospective
cohort study

Longitudinal

Netherlands

Netherlands

Psychosocial
work
characteristics
(psychological
demands,
supervisor and
co-worker
support, and
acts of
offensive
behaviour)

Childhood
trauma

Recent life
stress

-Distress

- Intention to

leave

Depression

Anxiety

Non-specific distress
(Distress Screener)

Depression and
anxiety symptom
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10

11

12

13

14

Bianchi &
Schonfeld

Fernandez
-Castro, et
al.,

Garcia et
al.

Mayerl et
al.

Prem et al.

2020

2017

2018

2021

2016

Employed Cross-
individual in sectional
the US, New

Zealand, and

France

Hospital ward Longitudina
nurse I

Mental health Cross-
providers sectional
working in

veterans

Health

Administratio

n

Employed Cross-
individuals sectional
aged 50 years

or older

Eldercare Cross-
worker sectional

us, New Severity of

Zealand,
France

Spain

Texas, US

European

countries

Australia

and work-

attributed
depressive
symptoms

Perceptions of
demand,
control, effort,
reward and
emotional
exhaustion
level

Perception of
political

Bureaucratic
oversight

Effort-reward
imbalance (ERI)
model (high
effort and low
rewards)

Regulatory job
(time pressure,
planning and

Job-ascribed
depression

Psychological
Effect

Occupational
burnout

Mental Health

Psychological
strain

Depressive
symptoms

Hedonic tone and

fatigue

Exhaustion, cynicism,
and professional
efficacy

Depressive
symptoms

Ego depletion
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decision
making,
emotional
dissonance,
self control
effort)
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Results and Discusions
Time distribution of work stress and psychological strain articles
According to the reviews, there are ten articles published in the last five years. In recent
years, the study of work stress and psychological strain has gained importance in both science
and social science. The table below shows the number of articles published from 2015 until
2021 (July).
Table 4. Publication by years

Year No. of Articles
2015 3
2016 1
2017 2
2018 1
2019 2
2020 1
2021 4

Distribution of publications across different countries

The research on work stress and psychological strain is being carried out in different
countries, and from this review, it can be concluded that half of the studies on the impact of
work stress on employees’ psychological strain were conducted in European countries. The
remainings are from the US and Australia. In contrast, Asia constitutes about 16% of the
studies, implying the need to conduct relevant studies in this region, particularly Malaysia.

DISTRIBUTION ACROSS COUNTRIES

Australia
15%

India
7%

European countries
50%

Figure 1. Distribution across countries

Major Work Stressors

Recent works of the literature suggest numerous factors which are constituted of work
stressors (Figure 2). Of all, the stressors can be classified into two main themes, which are
work characteristics and psychosocial work characteristics. Work characteristics stressors
include job demands, job control and job support (Brough & Boase, 2019), self-control
demands (Rivkin, Diestel, & Schmidt, 2015; Prem et al. 2016), working hours reform

1466
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(Weinberg, 2015), effort-reward imbalance (Weiss & Suss, 2017; Mayerl et al. 2021), longer
work hours (Liu et al. 2019), excessive use of WeChat at workplace (Zhang et al. 2021),
psychological demands (Bakker et al. 2021), the severity of work (Bianchi & Schonfeld, 2020),
perceptions of demand, control, effort, reward and emotional exhaustion level (Fernandez-
Castro et al., 2017) as well as emotional dissonance (Prem et al. 2016). While psychosocial
work characteristics were reported as less social support (Liu et al. 2019), less supervisor and
co-worker support, and acts of offensive behaviour (Bakker et al. 2021), perception of political
bureaucratic control (Garcia et al. 2018), a regulatory job that refers to time pressure,
planning and decision making (Prem et al. 2016) and performance appraisal (PA) context
(Dhiman, 2021). These are the collective work stressors that empirically led to psychological

strain, which organizations may look into in minimizing the impact of workplace stress.

Longer working
hours

Job demands Job control Job support Perform_ance
Appraisal
Self-control
Self-control effort demands
Effort-reward
Emotional imbalance
dissonance
Decision making Less social support
\ T
WORK STRESSORS

P

Regulatory Job
planning

Political bureaucratic
oversight

Time pressure

7]\

Severity of work

Psychological
demands

Supervisor and co-
worker support

Emotional

exhaustion level

Excessive use of

Offensive behaviour

Phone Apps at
workplace

Figure 2. Identified work stressors

Dimensions of Psychological Strain

As shown in Table 3, this study summarized that the psychological strains have multifold
dimensions, which consist of psychological symptoms (Brough & Boase, 2019; Weinberg,
2015), anxiety and dissatisfaction (Dhiman, 2021; Bomhof-Roordink et al.,, 2015), ego
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depletion, need for recovery, burnout which covers emotional exhaustion and
depersonalization (Rivkin, Diestel, & Schmidt, 2015; Prem et al., 2016), physical symptoms
(Weinberg, 2015), depression (Weiss & Suss, 2017; Bomhof-Roordink et al., 2015; Bianchi &
Schonfeld, 2020; Mayerl et al., 2021), value strain, aspiration strain, relative deprivation strain
and coping strain (Liu et al., 2019), distress screener (Bakker et al., 2021), hedonic tone and
fatigue (Fernandez-Castro et al., 2017) and exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy
(Garcia et al., 2018). In summary, the psychological strain is measured by almost twenty
different dimensions in the past seven years of studies with different study populations in
different countries. This implies that the measurement of psychological strain can be
expanded to various dimensions that best explain the consequences of work stressors. The
plausible explanation lies in the different study settings, the heterogeneity of the professions
and also in the prediction variables that influence the diverse dimensions of psychological
strain.The following figure presents the consequences of work stress which has been
categorized as dimensions of psychological strain:

Cynicism Professional
Depression efficacy Hedonic tone
A and fatigue
Psychological Psychological Strain Physical
symptoms Dimensions symptoms
Job Depersonalization
dissatisfaction
A A 4
Anxiety Need for Emotional Ego depletion
recovery exhaustion

Figure 3. Dimensions of Psychological Strain

Limitations and Recommendations

This review paper includes the research papers gathered from Science Direct and Scopus
databases only. There is a probability that some articles may have been left out due to the
accessibility of the journals. The sources such as reports published by the government and
other firms, eBooks, conference proceedings, and dissertations were not included. In
addition, these articles searched are focusing only on work stress and the outcome of
psychological strain that may neglect the other consequences of work stress. Therefore the
future study is suggested to investigate the other potential outcome of work stressors, such
as health outcomes which can be measured quantitatively by assessing employees’ disease
symptoms via physical health scale. The study shows that though various work stressors and
their impact on psychological strain have been identified, few sectors are working on making
a stress-free environment. Future research can focus on designing an organizational
framework that should be in accordance with the developmental aspects and should provide
a conducive environment to the employees, which reduces stress. Research suggests that
stress management workshops should be conducted on a regular basis which can educate
workers about the source of stress and its harmful consequences on their health and how
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they can reduce stress effectively. In addition, it should be backed by practical stress reduction
techniques that employees can use on and off the job.

Contributions and Conclusion

The present paper focused on the field of work stress providing the concept and basic
understanding of work stress through the literature review. The paper also offers in-depth
knowledge about the research conducted in work stress in different countries and different
sectors in the last seven years. In a nutshell, basic knowledge and understanding of work
stress and the dimensions of psychological strain can be drawn from the empirical evidence
of the research articles on work stress. This study contributes to the progression of research
in human resource management by providing reviews on a multidimensional measure of
workplace stress and psychological strain. Besides, the current study provides the theoretical
groundwork for occupational stress research by exploring the individual and environmental
factors of work stress and its outcomes. The study highlights the importance of understanding
contextual factors to assess employees’ stress levels. In addition, this study can be applied by
the industry to evaluate work-related stress levels by considering the impact of work stress
on psychological strain perspective as well as establishing an effective employee stress
management guideline. In summary, most of the studies applied cross-sectional research
design compared to longitudinal studies. The articles have been contributed by the different
countries across the globe, with European countries has contributed the highest number of
articles. A large number of study has been conducted on work stress, but little is done to
reduce it. It has been observed that proper copings mechanism and tools are not being used
to reduce stress. These studies show that the impact of work stress not only affects the
physical and psychological state but also affects the employee’s job dissatisfaction,
performance, and productivity. Overall, this study concluded that work stress had an adverse
impact on diverse subdimensions of psychological strain.
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