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gg ng Strategies for Job Stress”Ambng
Institutional Researchers
“~. .M “ ) ’

Anxiety, worry, frustration, boredom, fatigue, stress, burnout, etc.,

etc., etc. are a11 terms that describe physical/emotional conditious which have

.been with us for a long time but which have only become popular" phenomena

"t
LA 4

recently. Fortunately for today 8 manager or worker, job stress is becoming

widely recognized, and there i3 some hope that we may be able to alleviate some -
. . - ; PR r
_ of the mbre negative aspects of it., Too often do e read of people "retirigg"

on the job or of the burned-out school teacher, social worker, or policeman who

Ad L

just could not take it any longer. People are the most important ;esource of
B many organizations and certainly each of us is quite important to ourselves as

\\“f~" a well, whole, and'healthy numan being. Why, then, do we subject ourselves

to the tensions we all face.while forever vowinéﬁth;t everything is fine!

Stress is the focus of this brief paper with specific focus on. jobfstress

among institutional researchers. While the underlying feeling among persons

- who are newly introduced to the perils of too much-stress is ofmen that all
¢
stress is to be avoided this is not true since controlled stress can be a

powerful motivator to 'many people. Therefore, .as the title suggests, this

ot

paper vill focus on managing or coping with stress rather than on eliminating

©odt entirely._ As we shall see later, stress cannot be auoided so it is important
',f»that we lcarn to live with it under conditions which we choose. Fven high stress
** + which is normally associated with unexpected heart attacks or similar undesirable

4
[y

side effects can be beneficial for us,if :we are able to reduce the stress to

I

a more normal level in a relatively short ﬂhriod o£ ‘time. Coping and managing

stress are the ansvers to the burnout question, and this paper {staimed in that '

éifection.
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Wﬁat 1ig Stress? * . ; )

.

Y
From a physiolwgical perspective, which is the proper .one for successful

: stress management, stress is our "physical reaction to a bodily threat" (McCall, 1983),.

Primitive men and women were designed to réact quickly am? radicallylto stressful

- - . . N N “ *
L]

situations which were likely for thein to be life threatening., -Fight or flight

L

were the alternatives available to our early forebears and the'phyaicai manifes—‘

K

taisons were a quickened heart beat to pump fresh blood and oxygen throughout the

N

. body, short rapid hreaths of air tofbring in thé oxygen, dilated pupi1§ to enable

better vision, tensing of muscles for action, and general heightening of a11

LN .
\

Lsenses. What stopped inside our bodies to permit us to make these other changes

. through your senses, etc. * . . "

were digestion and, perhéps, higher level thought processes (reason).

. 5 ‘ : .
While modern life for the most part has relieved mankind of daily fears,

for his very. mortaiity, our bodies have not adapted to the diffepvences around us,
Y ~—t

‘Very.rarely do we face life-threatenin//;“tuations but we react the same anywayﬂ

Think back to the "last- time you were nearly forced off the road by a pqssing :

truck or* when you almost hit the- kid on the bicycle who darted in front of you
from an alley. Weren t your physical reactions similay to the early cavemans —~
shortheSs of/breath4coming in‘quick'gasps, muscle tenseness, heightened awareness
v In similar fashion we Bas;cally confront alildifficuit.if threatening
situations with these physical changes in our bodies despite the fact that
, physical response -- . fight or flight -- is rarely necessary. I am'reminded,.if
the reader will permit a momentary digressﬁon, of one time when I was extremely
frustrated and angered by my boss, My initial reaction upon-attaining the .
sanctity of my own office was strong language and imaginary threats (fighting)

*

"which rapidly became the need to get out and walk off my anger (flight). Perhaps

[
[

' we are not as far from the caves as we like to think. = . i ‘ -

) oA
In congidering, then, just what this thing called stress is, we must realize -
. . . Lo e
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- not differentiate between good and bad sources -- the medical terms are euatress ..

© may tell us, not all stresa is bad‘for us . (N,C.: Memorial Hospital ‘1982) Stress ”b

“need to realize that stress comes from a variety of sdurces and that the cumulat!ve . :,ﬂ

: effect, even including eustress, is a danger to us.

i E3 Gl 4 -2

'Whether we sée a’ loose 1ion runningﬁtowards us or receive a. smashing kiss from i* Y

A

not all stress arises from bad situatioha and, contrary tn:what popular beliefs ., L

‘} f" _‘, «

EA . "'1

is, in fact, veig important @o our ability to chauge and to adapt to different

circumstancea.a environments. Without streSt we would not know to sweat (perspire) gf

v I = PR

when weskre hot or to shiver and get goose bumps when we are cold Sgress in and Cy

- LR p.

of itself'ie not harmful, but it can be harmful if we'dn not~1earn how‘tb recover

from its immediate effects on our bodies. '."24 . -fﬁf "n"',ﬂ. ' ”'” :

Before: moving'on to consider particular sources of stress for institutional

researchers and other university managers, let us return for a moment to the b gf: K

——— s . <

idea that a. "smashing kias" is stressful Most of us. at 1east intuitively, 9_,* N

"t o

would say that a ‘kiss 1s one of life g8 delights and not at all stressful unless, oL

o . _4 "y "
- 7"

of course, one is caught kissing the wrong person perhaps. Stress, however, dogs

for the kiss (good stress) and distress for .the bad or usual stress (Qelye, N D..1ﬁ7 -

and our bodies tend to have the same physical responses. Eor that reason aﬁd to i

1,-'

emphasize the préyiously mentioned point that we cannot avoid stress totally, we

RIS £ 1_,_, o

I

»
@

Sources of Stress'AmongLInstitutionalLResearchers
‘ 5

N Despite our usual reputatian among ce&lege and university administratiVe

circles for being fearless, ‘bold, and nearly impervious to harm, institutional

researchers are-subject to the same sources of. stress as other, less perfect '{

Y

human beings. Before considering our own special sources of stress, then, wem

shall spend a few .paragraphs on these more mundane sources simply becauae‘most~3

) . : .
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LY o ga/job otress seyarate from family Stress or money stress separate from marigal P
- ""J }; /6’}“ )  —— [ ~ N
stress., All stress is relevant to\us at all times and’ the person who is pethaps - ‘-
3 (,’.
most open to the harmful effects of stress is precisely -the one who tends tofdeny

¢ s N

v

) stresa,in one part of. his/her 1ife while doing another part' for instance. the. | o
office worker who refuses to discuss-on alcdﬁoltc spouae or terminalry 111 parent.
-

Such pepple often believe that they are acting properly and that they are protect—
ing their workplace by leaving pdrsonal isstfes at home. 1In fact, however, they . ”ﬁ*ﬁgg
;¢may Be doing\serious damage to themselves and through them to their organization

.
‘,\}f B .
L

s f“g becausé stress cannot be ignored o ’ ’"

7. on T g
i K AR

RS 'f; memorable, it &as stressful " (N C. Memorial Hosgital 1982: 3) captures the idea
‘}kﬁﬁ\ well We all realize the normal eVents which cause stress -—.a desth in the

A family,,losing one's job getting a divorce. moving to a different community, etc, ==

v but we also mmst acknowledge the other events which introduce stress into our
Ty ‘. : 5 )
" 4 ' lives,:and stress which we must handle. Such stressful events are major holidays,

a K '

or vacations, a promotion at work borrowing money, family squabbles, a change in. ‘
‘. ‘ "
N one 8 boss, ete. The important thing is not - that we list all the possible sources

~
oot t . [

of stress or that we be able to add them up +ia numerical coefficients or weights'

rather, the important thing is recognition of the stress and managing our lives

80 as to, dissipate the physical effects.

“ LN

Turning now to particular types,of stress for institutional researchers, there

",

are_ two areas which desenﬁe mention. First is what I shall term the Coordination

v

Syndrome which doeswnot ‘refer to our inability to rub our tummies with one hand ' 'ﬁ“

Al,

while patting the top of our heads with the other hand. Coordination Syndrome,

.‘x:,.»
,,ji

rather, - refers to’ the Qpndency for insﬁitutional researchers to work,with and * .

‘_depend.upon a'“““b?? of other_persons and offices without having any direct control
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' over thém. For example, any sttdy of students requires spproval-ur‘at least s
» SR &
recognitiqn by the Registrar, d 1f one is dependent,upon the Regist%ar 8 staff

for directly compiling the dsta, then the study must sit and wait until the *

-

Registrar 80 orders. wa, the jintention is not to paint our. co&leagues as

| “ » o
unreasonable ogres who thrive on thwarting our work‘ but it is true that\;E\Nk Do

‘,f,

cannot, generally, order anyone to do anything for us. In fact the success
which institutional researchers achieve in their fobs is often directly related

to their ability to gft alopg with others and to convince others te work for or &

LR . ’ e
B

withkthem voluntarily,

-

. Using another office, student financial aid as an example of'control rather

L4

than coordination, the director ‘of student aid after being asked for some vital
”statistics by the college president either drops wha! he or she is doing or tells ‘

he -staff to‘dﬂop what they are doing and gather the numbers for the president. ‘ .

, ’

That is control. If on ehe oiher hand the president called the institutional

-

research office with a need for student aid data, then the insfitutional researcher

" must call,the director of student aid and reguest theﬂdataf ,That is coordination - .

in simplifind fashion. ". : A /. v )

r -
4 L3

, -
. In terms of stress the Coordingtion Syndrome reprgsents uncertainty, anxiety, y

and untold futute ulcers»for the harried institutional researcher. Occasionally e

people wonder'why institutional researchers are to data/information like magnets
. ’ [ .
« A 2
are to iron filings, and th& simple answer is that the more data we have under 2

our immediate control, the 1ess we have to depend upon others to do our job. 'I'

. have" often seen my boss poring over old dustjr printouts into. the wee hours of
the morning because she preferred to get the data herself than to hav;,to ask our
computer staff for a special run which would have prompted bad feelings. excuses,‘
and possibly a missed deadline. In short, the Coordination_Syndrome reflects our

- heavy dependence on others to do our job. o >

The other special gtress area close to the heart of institutional researchers
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'Results of Btress

(6) - %

. ‘ Do . L . i .
. S . . s
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is what one may . cal& Effective Invisibility. To put this into simple, clear
terms, institutional research is best practiced behind the scenes under the
guise of neutrality with iittle ‘external visibility and the relult, in addition :

to doing the job well is Iittle extrinsic recognition. We all enjoy doing a

- -
good job and while it isxnot necesaary thdt our work-t]ways be recognized and

PN
rewarded, it is nice occationally to get a nice "public pat on the back.=:Unfortu—

" nately since: ve are all- busy and since we hate to ask for pats on the back, most

. &« .
of us merely continue busting our tails“to do a good job and“:hen fume about the
-

:g resulting lack of recognition or we "retire on the job" figuring that if people

Wanted us to work hard, they would have reggrded us for doing that., % T"'
Effective Inviéibility, though, cannot be claimed as the sole province of

institutional résearch because lack of recognition for work well done is a wide-

7 ) i S . . '
spread cause of stress throughout the world. Institutionalfresearchers do face .

some problems in this area, because of the nature of their work,. which tend to

! *

heighten qpomstress under which they must operate, Our work often involveo sensi«
\..,‘ ,‘5

tive data,:goncernsvhighly emotional issues, and requires considerable investment

1
“

To summarize this section of the paper, the readervshould recall that stress

from all sources is cumulative and camnot be ignored for part of the working‘day:

that everything importsnt tn our lives causes stress even if it is very pleasant;

and that institutional researchers ma& be particularly sensitive to stress because’

of the Coordination Syndrome andl Effective Invisibility. .

& . .
H «

dkéy; now that you are under co|siderable stress wondering how harmful stress

really is,gyou ere probably ready for some answers to the problem. Be patient for

a little while longer though, while we explore the results of stress and then we

>

shall look at hagdling stress. : . - . ' s

a L

o

_on our part to collect, analyze, and report the data without prefudice or Publicity.r




Physically, excess stress causes chronic fatigue, low energy, headaches,

(7)

4 T

!

" muscle tension, and susceptibility to sickness, with frequent attacks of virus

T

and flu.

~ .-
Veariness.plagues the day, insomnia the night. There is strong tempta-

tion to try quick fixes. alcohol heavy smoking, drugs, tranquilizers, and over- °

/’i

eating" lWakin, 1983: 43). Psychologically and emotionally, prolonged and severe

stress leads to feelings of depression. apathy,guilt, ‘hopelessness, boredom, and

L

"
.

pesaimiam, to negative attitudes about one's work, coworkers, friends, and family; -~

<

to poor vork on the job and increased absenteeism; and to loss of self-confidence

’(Msher,:l§83). i ) L

.

In the common vernacular, stress which has reached the point of beingt

» . -
¢ chaxacterized by the preceding symptoms, is known as burnéut

¢

. For the burnout victim, wbrk bhecomes a treadmill, a poistless

L4
R

.. i

+
e

' - .
! . IS g

activity. Just getting up in the morning and going t rk
is a chore and, once there, getting anything done is a major
effort, 7Jt's difficult to pay attention, return phone calls,

~attend meetingg or carry out assigmments. One who has burned . .

out works harder and longer, yet gets less done. .Finally, he

faces the serigus.danger of becoming 'immobilized by sickness, &
by a quick fix (such as heavy drinking) or by psychological

. breakdown.

]

‘(Wakin, 1983: 43) : o -

Severe stress leadd to burnout, and burnout is a serious,physical and psychological

. »

affliction .which, fortunately, can be avoided. And, that brings us to the final

Coping with Stress and Avoiding Burnout

QCsection on,managinéastress. o . ' : .

he')

" Thé common notion on how to avoid stress canise termed the beer .and hammock

reflex (N.C. Memorial Hospital, 1982) but these props effer no guarantee for

-

* reducing stress in our lives. ‘We-all know of people who work harder at relaxing

v

than-in the office so it_is‘quite possible to spend iots of:time in the hammock

without lowéring one's stress-induced tensions at all, Gimmicks are readily available ~
* )

in all oarts\of,our lives as the: easy way to do anything but gimmicks are not
- :!«;,» -~ . . * . L . e

- - 4

- e
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‘the answer, ~ Stresa builds up over time as a.result_of our wvay of 1ife and the
.- . - t ‘

way we act;*positive change can only come in similar fashion -~ slowly -and

- through real differences in our life. - Y
- . - Y .~
Relaxation is of great value in making us feel better, in refreshing us

. i
for mOre andfhetter work, and in helping ua manage stresan Yet, relaxation must

be approached with a serious though not necessarily conperittve attitude becauae
£ - ‘ 'J . ¢

it is more than fun, "1t is, in fact, vitally inportent -to us, Thtee;rules come .
to mind to guide our pursuit of relaxation. l) choose sdmething you redlly enjoy

and not soméﬁhing your friends, spouse, or coworkers urge y0u to try; 2)ndo not
a Q o

be afraid to try new and difierent things; and 3) remember that rel&xation and
|
‘not the activity itself is the ultimate aim (Public Health Service,> 978)

Since relaxation is not the, total answer, we must also learn manage stress

in our work. " As institutional researchers we may not always frel that we have a-

Vi
great deal of control over our lives -- we cannot ignore tbft deadline just because
¢ : \

it is stressful - but there are things we can do to, altp% our own perspective on

our work and its abi’ity to causenstress. McCall | (1985) lists five ,steps for "

r \
, I

G,moving stress. to success in the workplace. - .
First, a positive mental attitude. is a mist. . For the most part, we are not

L

being persecuted by others, we’ are loved by pur loved ones, and the world is not

against,us, Likewise we need to have our own limits or rights which even we

»respect "~ yes, that's right -~ respect yourself and your own abilities. Believe
TN 4

that it is okay to say no occasionally to others' demands so that you can do a
. ‘o -,
better job with your current task or so that you can stop to smell the roses every

~

so often. People, general. ’ have little respect or appreciation for someone who

has none for himself‘or herself. ' ' . :

. -
»~ . 13

Second view unpleasant circum tances in your job family, church, etc, as
. -

real opportunities xather than as threats. Not every cloud does have a silver

lining, but ‘there are more hidden smilea out there than we often expect.

- . ,\ . -
- A
.
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' Third prActice what #call calls "duaze control" which ip, as he'sc IR .

skillfully phrssed it. change whst you’ can, accept what you cu’t. and lurn .

to know the difference between theu = ‘quickly, «In short spend your efforts e

%3

where résults are li.kely and skip sgo.!'zin; over thingl beyond control. Dmge o

A

control however. must not be confused. wit‘\*another adllinistrstive ltrstegy termed,

C.Y.A, or cover your posterior, C.Y.A. is a purely defensive ploy 'lhilc dmge »

-

control can be used to take the offenive in working ‘for positive ehange. We
s ST

- .
’ 5 a®

. I 2 . - N
‘ sll need to be_concerned about our poat“eriots, ‘nevertheless,'tt excessive.worrying

dops not guarantee better protection. s 2 e

. Fourth, persons working to manage ‘stress fiuat have positive goals and no; _~ .

just "do things" to get through the day. As was nentioned urlier,» one sympton !

. : bf stress is woﬂcing harder an‘d harder while accompli:shing 1elf and lels.' By’ 2
focusing on those things most importdnt to our York or oi her ac*ivity, we moid p
the, stress-related chicken without a hsad syndro‘tlxe. ‘ ’. A T
4 ‘Fifth and finally, Mc(;li ur;;es ws to train ourselves. to choose between . ey

o’

o

" positive objectives rather .than to always see things as gnod or bad, This rela‘tu'
‘ .
back poth to the importance of a pesitive mental attitude and ta the need to.see.

unpleasanties as challer‘rging opportunitits, ‘but rit adds a new dinenaion. One can

see pOsitive objectives. oftentimes, by. looking beyond the jmmediate task to the
goal or aim which lies ahead, ‘For instanoe, your business vice president asks for
cost per credit hour figures in six disc:gplines tcross the caupus. myile your |

initial reaction may ntt be too positive, you may 'begin to see the request in ‘9 ¢

.

more favorable light when you realize that this is but a step towards d_ goal which

-

you may have been seeking - learning mere about tampus figcal affairs.

= -

Conclusion S ’ -
. . . ~ - -

. R ' .
Three things deserve brief mention in summary. One, stress is i‘etl and can

l“ 13 & : " -
become a very serious affliction. Just because institutlonal rwsearchers are - .
‘ T I ) voo,
*, . . 5 . ] . . : . ) .t r ) R - .« v Y \'
R o v . T ) . S, ,
;EMC ' ’ ' o ¢ - . . . . :
e . L >' - " ) ,' i .Q?,':i)“
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Sl

s patt uf the “I@oxy Tawer where~stress is much 1ess than in the "real" world

3 -

-

Twp,"stress comes at’ ps f;om ail angles‘and in_all situations.:_Wg cannot °

. o . .
. . #

U QF business, s no xeason *for us to ignore the dangers of stress and burgout.

=

" ignore family strasS‘dgging gurking hours anymore: than we;leagg Job: tensiohs

3 . 1

< ‘ o o P R
at the.office@ e : s
fﬁ o w Threg, srrgs& canna; be avoide&' At must be~managed.o Stress is not inherently
. bad fnr us and, as- was mentioned, it is quite 1mpartant to us in adapting to

:;hange‘ But, uncgntralled and unreiieved, prolonged stress is a killer,

o " . , 3
M {4 live wirh stress and live
< ‘ : B 0
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1onger.
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