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Abstract 
This paper discusses various aspects of job stress and other stress 
related issues within the context of work situations in Nigeria. It 
examines the different types of stress and the myriad of factors that 
may cause stressful 
conditions in the Nigerian workplace. It also looks at the physiological, 
psychological and physical effects of job stress and proffers some 
preventive measures and coping strategies. The paper concludes that 
the growing incidence of job stress in Nigeria needs to be addressed, 
as its impact in the ambience of depressing socio-political and 
economic conditions can be nothing other than debilitating and 
destabilizing to the nation and its workforce. 

Introduction 
According to the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary (1995: p.I181), stress refers to 

pressure, tension or worries arising from problematic situations in an individual's life. Where the 
incidence of such stress is traceable to a job or work situation, it is known as job stress (Narayanan et al, 
1999). As Narayanan et al (1999), further observe, job stress could be identified with almost any aspect 
of a job or work situation such as extremes of heat, noise and light, or too much or too little responsibility 
etc. In most cases, job stress is attributed to negative situations such as a formal reprimand by one's 
superior for poor performance. However, pleasant circumstances may also result in job stress, such as 
promotion on a job followed by an immediate transfer to another location. Luthans (1989), asserts 
that we all need some degree of stress to function normally. Thus, in his opinion, mild levels of stress 
may not be 'completely bad for employees, to enhance their job performance. 

Empirical studies carried out on the incidence of job stress among Nigeria's workforce by 
(Olugbile, 1982; Asika and Ade-Serrano, 1985 and Akinnusi, 1995), point to disturbing levels of 
stress among Nigerian workers. Nwaroh (1991), asserts that these rather high levels of stress together 
with other militating socio-economic factors have led to the declining performance and productivity of 
the Nigerian workforce. Apart from the grave national economic consequences of such declining 
performance and productivity, job stress also poses a serious health problem to the society at large 
considering the ever increasing number of cases being reported (Ebie, 1983). 

Objective of the Study 
The issue of job stress among Nigeria's workforce could be better addressed if the factors 

responsible for such stress were properly identified and evaluated. In the same vein, the various 
measures and strategies adopted to handle such stress and other stress related issues would be much 
more effective if they were properly applied. 

Thus, in this paper, we shall attempt to address some of these basic job stress issues. In 
specific terms, we shall examine the nature of job stress, its causes, effects and/or consequences. We 
shall also look at some preventive measures that could be taken to avert it, as well as some strategies that 
may be useful in coping with it. 

What is Stress? 
In the introductory paragraph, we provided a general definition of stress taken from the Oxford 
Learner's Dictionary. However, in strict terms, there does not appear to be any precise scientific 
definition of stress in the literature (see Luthans 1989; Willis 1991). Luthans (1989) posits that stress is 
the most imprecise word in the scientific dictionary. Different authors have thus provided varied 
definitions, reflecting their different biases and experiences, we state some below. Ivanevich and 
Matteson (1987:p.8) define stress as: 

...   an   adaptive   response   mediated   by   individual   differences   
and/or psychological process, that is a consequence of any external 
(environmental) action, situation or event that places excessive psychological 
and/or physical demands upon a person. 



 

Luthans (1989:p.l95) views stress as: 
...  an adaptive response to an external situation that results in physical, 
psychological and/or behavioural deviations for organizational participants. 
 

Beehr and Newman (1978:p.665-669) define job stress as: 
... a condition arising from the interaction of people and their jobs and 
characterized by changes within people that force them to deviate from their 
normal functioning. 

Causes of Stress 
Stress reactions or symptoms are a function of certain factors operating within the external 

environment. The nature of the interaction between these factors within the external environment 
determines the extent of any subsequent stress, as well as its prevalence and consequences (Chen and 
Spector, 1992). These factors or antecedents of stress are also referred to as stressors. Luthans (1989) posits 
that these factors could be classified as extra-organizational stressors, organizational stressors, group stressors 
or individual stressors. 

Extra-organizational stressors are those factors which operate outside an organization that causes 
stress. They include factors such as societal changes, technological changes, family issues, relocation issues, 
economic and financial conditions, racial and class discrimination and residential and/or community 
conditions. Societal changes are the outcome of shifting societal values, names, traditions and customs etc. 
Technological changes are reflected in the rapid advances being witnessed in the area of information 
technology. These changes have resulted in the redundancy and lay-off of a large chunk of Nigeria's 
workforce. Family issues revolve around the family unit, which is held in a very high esteem in Nigeria 
(Ebie, 1983). Thus, a long term strained relationship, for example with one's spouse or children could act as 
a significant stressor for an employee, considering the influence the family unit has on one's personality 
development. Relocation issues can also act as significant stressors, considering the difficulties usually 
experienced in Nigeria when trying to relocate a family following a job promotion and transfer to a new 
location. The difficulties are mainly the problem of •acute shortage of residential accommodation in the 
cities and the problem of getting school placements for the children, etc. Economic and financial conditions 
can also act as stressors especially when there is a downturn in the economy or a sudden financial crises. 
Akinnusi (1995) observes that due to the harsh economic climate in Nigeria, people are resorting to all types 
of jobs. Even those gainfully employed are compelled out of necessity to take up additional part-time 
jobs. The implication of these actions is that the time that should have been spent with the family or on 
recreational activities is sacrificed in the pursuit of wealth. Such actions could inevitably lead to stress build-up 
in the workplace. Racial and class discrimination usually arises from biases and prejudices that certain 
people may have against others. Ahiazu (1981) observes that discrimination in the Nigerian workplace is 
based essentially on ethnic and other tribal considerations which could lead to withdrawal or aggressive 
tendencies being manifested. Poor and substandard residential and/or community conditions can also act as 
significant stressors. As Ebie (1983) points out, workers who reside in poor and substandard residential 
areas in Nigeria are more prone to theft, drug abuse and other crime-related activities which could be carried 
over to their places of work. 

Organizational stressors are those factors which are directly associated with the organization that 
causes stress. Brief et al. (1981) posit that each organization usually comprises of groups and individuals as 
well as some other macro-level dimensions that are unique to such organization. These -macro-level 
dimensions are potential stressors, and as shown in Fig. 1 can be classified under organizational policies, 
structures, physical conditions or processes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
Fig.l; Macro-Level Organization stressors 
Source: Adapted from Brief, A.P.; Schuler, R.S. and Seff, M.V. (1981:66). Managing Job 

Stress, Little Brown. U.S.A. 
 
 

Group stressors are those factors associated with group dynamics, that exert considerable 
influence on behaviour, and which could be potential sources of stress. We identify three of such group 



stressors, i.e. lack of group cohesiveness, lack of social support and intra-individual, interpersonal 
and inter-group conflict. 

Lack of group cohesiveness, could be a potential source of stress, in that most workers, 
especially those at the lower levels of an organization operate more efficiently in cohesive and 
understanding groups (Beehr and Newman 1978). Thus, where a worker is unable to fraternize and relate 
closely with a particular chosen group of workers, as a result of the organization task design, or .due to the 
unreceptive attitude of some members therein, stress may build up. 

Lack of social support could also be a potential source of stress, as the level of social support given 
to a worker by other workers may influence his behaviour considerably. Beehr and Newman '(1978), 
assert that members of a cohesive group appear to be better off when they share their joys and tribulations 
together. Thus, where an individual is deprived of such socializing, he is likely to experience some 
degree of stress. 

Intergroup conflict is usually associated with incompatible or hostile acts between 
intra-individual motives such as personal goals or motivational needs, between individuals in a group or 
between groups. Such conflicts could thus be a potential source of stress. 

Individual stressors are those factors associated with an individual that may cause stress. 
According to Luthans (1989), individual stressors may include conflict, ambiguity, personality 
dimensions and life and career changes. A conflict may arise when a worker gets involved in different 
roles in his family, community, church, club, professional association and workplace, etc which may be 
at variance with each other. Thus, the 'time demand' of one role may be incompatible with the 'time 
pressure' of another, thereby resulting in stress build up. 

Ambiguity may arise when a worker has inadequate or insufficient information or knowledge to 
enable him effectively perform his job. This could arise from poor communication, inadequate training 
or the deliberate distortion of information by other workers. Any of the foregoing situations could lead to 
stress build up. An unexpected or unanticipated change in the life or career of a worker could also cause 
stress. 

The Effects of Job Stress 
As we pointed out earlier, small amounts of stress may not be completely bad for employees as a 

means of enhancing their job performance. Some jobs such as those of journalists or company executives 
actually require considerable amounts of stress to spur them into action, and thus meet up with their 
tight/busy schedules and deadlines- However, in general terms, most jobs require only mild levels of stress 
or else performance would be adversely affected (Ganster and Schaubroeck, 1991 a). Thus, when stress 
levels rise sharply, performance levels tend to drop considerably. 

According to Khan and Byosiere (1992), the effects of job stress usually manifest in the 
individual, physiologically, psychologically and behaviourally. The physiological effects of high 
levels of stress include changes in the heartbeat rate and respiration, headache, high blood pressure, heart 
attack and high levels of cholesterol, which could result in heart disease, ulcer, arthritis and cancer. 
Ganster and Schaubroeck (I991a), however note that not all heart diseases are directly linked to stress. 
They observe that some cases could be hereditary or due to some other physiological conditions. 

Khan and Byosiere (1992), assert that the psychological effects of high levels of stress may include 
anger, anxiety, apathy, depression, nervousness, irritability, resignation, tension and boredom, which 
could result in changes in the individual's mood, lowered self-esteem, resentment of supervision, 
inability to concentrate and take decisions, procrastination and job dissatisfaction. 

The behavioural aspects of the incidence of stress include sleeplessness, alcohol and drug 
abuse, increased smoking and loss of appetite, which could lead to changes in the individual's mood, 
inability to concentrate, loss of appetite, absenteeism, sudden noticeable loss or gain hi weight and 
tardiness (Ebie, 1983; Khan and Byosiere, 1992). 

Some Preventive Measures and Coping Strategies 

The need to identify the root cause or causes of job stress, and seek ways to prevent it or cope with it, as 
the case may be has received scholarly attention in the literature over the years (see Beehr and Newman, 
1978; Brief et al., 1981; Chen and Spector, 1992 and Narayanan et al., 1999). Thus, various measures 
that seek to prevent the occurrence of job stress and strategies for coping with existing cases of stress 



have been advocated in the literature (see Ebie, 1983; Nweze, 1984; Asika and Ade-serrano, 1985 and 
Akinnusi, 1995). 

We proffer the following preventive measures and coping strategies: (i)         
Exercises 

Regular physical fitness exercises can be very useful in handling both existing cases of stress and 
potential ones. Such exercises may involve 20-30 minutes of walking, jogging, swimming, cycling 
and playing tennis etc, at least three times a week. Willis (1991), asserts that physical exercises help 
to 'burn off excess adrenaline in the system and in the long-run stimulate the production of natural 
morphine-like chemicals in the body, which induce a feeling of well-being and relieve nervous fatigue. 
Adrenaline is a substance produced by the adrenal glands in the human body which increases the body's 
heart rate and speed of reaction when one is excited, afraid or angry. 

(ii)        Time Management 
Beehr and Newman (1978), contend that time pressure is a major cause of stress among 

middle and upper levels of management in most organizations. An empirically based study on stress 
among bank executives in Nigeria by Akinnusi (1995) supports this view. Beehr and Newman (1978), 
assert further, that stress arising from time pressure could be reduced if managers adopt the habit of 
drawing up a list of the things they intend to do each day. Thus, ensuring that they keep track of how their 
work is progressing on a daily basis. They may also need to prioritize their tasks and delegate minor 
assignments to subordinates. Also, they should consider taking lunch m the office at least once or twice 
a week to save time and catch up on paper work. 

•.ui)       Relaxation 
Appropriate breaks and rest periods in which workers engage in some form of relaxation, 

mental diversion or meditation may be necessary to prevent any incidence of stress in the workplace. 
Ebie (1983) posits that meditation reduces stress by slowing down the body's involuntary nervous 
system, and changing the activities of the brain to patterns associated with relaxation. 

. (iv)        Cognitive Therapy 
Ganster and Schaubroeck (1991) assert that cognitive therapy is a treatment programme that 

can handle stress-related problems. It seeks to encourage workers in an organization to adopt a 
positive attitude towards one another in order to create a conducive working environment. 

(v)        Behavioural Self-Control 
Workers should always strive to maintain some degree of self-control' and restraint, when 

handling explosive situations or sensitive matters, that could otherwise put them under undue pressure 
and stress. Thus, as Luthans (1989) points out, there is the need for workers to try and skillfully 
nanage the antecedents of their own behaviour to avoid or prevent any incidence of stress in the 

workplace. 

(vi)       Networking 
Networking is an informal but influential system of socializing, usually along religious, tribal 

and/or socio-cultural lines in which ideas, pleasantries and other matters of common interest are freely 
discussed (Ahiazu, 1981). The empathy and understanding shown between members of such social 
networks can reduce considerably any incidence of stress in the workplace. 

(vii)      Creation of a Supportive Organizational Climate 
Highly formalized bureaucratic structures with various layers of management that are 

characteristic of today's large organizations have often resulted in an inflexible and impersonal 
corporate climate that invariably leads to stress build-up (Nweze, 1984). Such workplaces tend to 
contribute considerably to job stress. Thus, there is the need to cut down on the management layers. 

decentralize the structures and encourage participative decision making and upward communication 
flows in order to reduce the incidence of job stress in such workplaces. 



(viii)     Enriching Job Designs 
Workers engaged in routinely structured jobs often tend to be unmotivated and dissatisfied 

with their job design (Nwaroh, 1991), Such workers are likely to experience job stress at some point 
in time, which could be effectively handled by enriching the design of their jobs. Thus, by improving 
the job content in terms of responsibility and opportunities for growth, and also improving the job 
characteristics in terms of skill variety, task identity and task significance, the worker will find his job 
more challenging and satisfying. Hopefully, such measures would avert any potential job stress that 
may emanate from this source in the workplace. 

(be)       Clarification of Organizational Roles 
Role conflict as we pointed out earlier, can induce stress, when the 'time demand' of one role 

is incompatible with the 'time pressure' of another. Thus, by resolving such conflicts through the 
clarification of different organizational roles, stress could be eliminated or at least minimized in the 
workplace. 

(x)        Career Planning and Development 
Many organizations tend to take career planning and development for granted. Employees are 

often left to their own fate on this very important issue. More often than not, employees try to work 
out their career plans and strategies independent of any management input or guidance. Thus, where 
an employee is uncertain or confused as to how to map out a realistic and enduring career plan, 
anxiety and frustration may set in, which could lead to the incidence of stress in the workplace. 

Summary and Conclusion 
In this paper we have attempted to discuss various aspects of job stress and other stress related 

issues within the context of work situations in Nigeria. We examined the different types of stress, and 
the myriad of factors that could cause stressful conditions in the Nigerian workplace. We also looked 
at the physiological, psychological and physical effects of job stress and proffered some preventive 
measures and coping strategies. 

We conclude that the growing incidence of job stress in Nigeria needs to be addressed, as its 
impact in the ambience of depressing socio-political and economic conditions can be nothing other 
than debilitating and destabilizing to the nation and its workforce. 
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