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Chapter 4

Stress
A phenomenon that is closely linked to the psychosocial work environment is stress.

The word “stress” stems from Latin and means to tighten or to constrict. 
It indicates that things are tightening or getting narrower for a person who is 
under pressure.

There is no clear definition of the word ‘stress’, but it is obvious that stress 
is a reaction to a strain, which may be due to our work, our thoughts or some 
problems we face. When we are stressed, the body is put in a kind of alert state, 
and our senses are sharpened.

The American psychologist, Richard Lazarus (1922-2002) states that stress 
only occurs if at least one of the following factors is present (Lazarus & Folk-
man, 1984):

• Damage/Loss
• Threat (Fear of suffering damage/loss in the future)
• Challenge

It should be emphasised, however, that there is a great difference in how individ-
ual people react to the various stress factors. It is also important to understand 
that, even though we are primarily looking at work-related stress, there may 
well be other causes of stress than what is happening at work.

A number of symptoms of stress are listed Below.

PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS MENTAL SYMPTOMS BEHAVIORAL SYMPTOMS

Headache Memory or concentration 
problems

Impaired performance

An impaired immune system 
that leads to frequent illness

Tense and restless Increased use of stimulants

Digestive problems Touchy Drug abuse

Pain Mood swings – long lasting 
bad mood

Emotional eating

Palpitations Feeling powerless The craving for sweets

Excessive sweating Don’t feel like going to work More irritable

Dizziness Feeling not being good 
enough

Distances himself from other 
people

Lack of sex drive Anxiety Insomnia

Poor sleep Indecisiveness

ImpatienceFIGURE 4.45 Some 
symptoms of stress.
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