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INFLUENCE OF STRESS ON IT PROFESSIONALS — THE GOLD COLLARS — AN INDIAN PERSPECTIVE
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In an era of innovation economy where knowledge workers play a predominant role in contributing to the Indian economy, the level of stress
experienced by them is also found to be in an upswing. Gold Collars are knowledge workers who are known for their problem solving abilities,
creativity, talent and intelligence. IT Professionals come under the umbrella of gold collars and IT sector in India witnessed a tremendous growth
in the past few decades due to factors like liberalization and globalization of the Indian economy. IT jobs are mostly contractual with less job
security but high pay, and entail strong competitiveness, along with a globalized life style. There are a few evidences that IT jobs are offering an
elevated standard of life, but it takes a toll on the mental health and relationship aspects of the professionals. This paper examines the impact of
stress on gold collars from Indian IT professionals working in various companies and the respective coping strategies resorted by them.

KEY WORDS

Gold Collars, IT Professionals, Stress, Coping Strategies

Stress is the trash of modern life - we all generate it but if you don't dispose it properly, it will pile up and overtake your life
Terri Guillemets

INTRODUCTION

In an era of innovation economy where knowledge workers play a predominant role in contributing to the Indian economy, the level of stress
experienced by them is also found to be in an upswing. This fact is quite well known and there is nothing new about it. Stress has been
experienced from time immemorial and now the temper is still more. Innovative trends in the nature of work have led to the emergence of a
particular kind of knowledge worker--the gold-collar worker, who is known for problem-solving abilities, creativity, talent, and intelligence. They
perform non repetitive and complex work that is difficult to evaluate. Though the term gold collars embrace a wide variety of knowledge
workers like IT Professionals, lawyers, community planners, engineers, doctors, stock analysts etc., gold collars who are greatly influenced and
subjected to stress are the employees in the IT Profession.

IT sector in India witnessed a tremendous growth in the past few decades due to external liberalization (i.e.) globalization of the Indian
economy. These policies in turn brought a new work environment and see changes in the employment trends. Service providers characterized
this sector by adhering to strict deadlines set by their customers, working in different time zones, interdependency in teams, multitasking and
prolonged work hours. In short majority of the IT professionals are forced to face serious stress problems. At times IT/ITES professionals are
forced to change the entire paradigms amidst constant uncertainty and high risk.

More and more gold collar employees are experiencing stress at work. They may be coping with too much pressure, long hours or rapid change.
The nature of employment has now changed and the idea of a job for life has been replaced by an emphasis on performance. Stress is now
recognized as a valid health and safety issue at work. Today’s world moves at a much faster-pace than one has ever imagined and most people
accept and expect stress in their lives as they strive to balance the demands of their work and home lives. Deadlines to be met, changing
priorities, longer working hours, e-mails commuting are some of the reasons that contribute towards stress. Most of the gold collars are put
under pressure to handle situations that are not life-threatening but nevertheless provoke stress signals. These can lead to a range of
unpleasant and debilitating feelings and symptoms, such as headache, backache, stomach upsets, anxiety attacks and lethargy. This in turn
leads to lack of productivity, burn-out and long-term illness if not prevented.

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
STRESS AMIDST GOLD COLLARS — an Issue of growing Concern
"Nothing gives one person so much advantage over another as to remain always cool and unruffled under all circumstances."
—Thomas Jefferson
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THE CONCEPT OF STRESS

“Stress” according to Oxford Dictionary is "a state of affair involving demand on physical or mental energy". It is a condition or circumstance
which can disturb the normal physiological and psychological functioning of an individual. Extreme stress conditions, psychologists say, are
detrimental to human health but in moderation stress is normal and, in many cases, proves useful. Stress, nonetheless, is synonymous with
negative conditions.

Stress-related disorders encompass a broad array of conditions, including psychological disorders (e.g., depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress disorder) and other types of emotional strain (e.g., dissatisfaction, fatigue, tension, etc.), maladaptive behaviors (e.g., aggression,
substance abuse), and cognitive impairment (e.g., concentration and memory problems). In turn, these conditions may lead to poor work
performance or even injury.

WHY IT PROFESSIONALS ARE TERMED GOLD COLLARS?

The term Gold Collars are used to refer high skilled knowledge workers who are known for their intelligence, innovative capability,
independence, problem solving skills , creativity, talent, who perform non-repetitive and complex task and above all who rely heavily on their
brain power. Since IT Professionals satisfy all the above mentioned criteria they are termed as gold collars.

JOB STRESS AMONG GOLD COLLARS- THE IT PROFESSIONALS

Job stress amidst gold collars is considered to be the harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when the requirements of the job do
not match the capabilities, resources, or needs of the worker. Job stress can lead to poor health (mental and physical) and even injury. Stress
among gold collars is relatively high as it involves high challenges. Challenge energizes psychologically and physically, and it motivates
individuals to accumulate new skills and master jobs. When a challenge is met, one feels relaxed and satisfied. But gold collar stress is quite
different - the challenge has turned into job demands that cannot be met, relaxation has turned to exhaustion, and a sense of satisfaction has
turned into feelings of stress. In short, the stage is set for illness, injury, and job failure.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

It is quite true from the review of research works previously undertaken that many researchers have studied the influence of stress among
diversified group of people in various dimensions. But currently more focus is given on IT professionals as the influence of stress experienced by
them is relatively high when compared to its impact on people belonging to various other sectors.

As per the study conducted on “Work-related stress among women professionals in Chennai City” it is found that impact of outcome variables,
depression and life satisfaction were significant on stress among women professionals. Role overload is found to have more influence on
women IT professionals.

In a study conducted on “Distress, Wellness and Organisational Role Stress among IT Professionals” it is found that IT professionals in Kolkata,
subjectively experienced distress and wellness which are closely associated with Organizational role stress. In other words, personal and
professional stressors exert cumulative effect on the individuals. Women professionals have a greater feeling of wellness and less
Organizational stress than men professionals. The older age group is more distressed than the younger age group. Wellness and Organizational
role stress can be predicted from the number of stressful life events and coping resources taken together.

According to the research study conducted on “Stress Among Gold Collars in Chennai City” by Prof. Ramaniah Mu. Subrahmanian , it is found
that the impact of stress is relatively high on both individual performance and Organisational performance. It is also quite evident from the
study that roles are critical in integrating employees with their organization. It is also concluded that organizational role stress contributes high
stress among IT professionals. It is also suggested that IT employees need to be treated differently and HR strategies must be relaxed and
designed having proper understanding of their expectations.

As per the research study conducted by P.S.Swaminathan and Dr. S. Rajkumar, it is found that the phenomenon of stress is highly individualized
in nature. Some people have a high level of stress tolerance and they feel quite comfortable to thrive in a dynamic environment. Most of the
employees are found to be paralyzed in the face of the stressors present in the Organisation. The stressors which are commonly identified are
pressure to meet the deadlines, meeting the high standards of performance expectations, working within the constraints of moderate
resources and coping with sudden emergencies.

In the exploratory study on job stress and its effect of the information systems professional in Taiwan, the impact of job stressor and its
outcome among IT professionals is focused. The result shows that some of the stressors really affect the information system personnel, and
they suffer from anxiety, depression, fatigue, low self-esteem, low job satisfaction, and some health-related problems... etc. Those factors
contributing to on-the-job stress among IT professional are(1) fast IT technological innovation (technological uncertainty), (2) long working
hours and heavy duty demands (task demands), (3) lack of social support from colleagues and poor interpersonal relationship with users
(interpersonal demands), (4) the managerial style of information systems department's manager (organizational leadership), (5) personal
marital difficulties (family problem), and (6) personal financial troubles (economic problem) .

“The Study on General Role Stress among IT/ ITeS Professionals” reveal that stressor 'Role Boundedness' contributes significantly higher than
'Self Role Distance'. The stressor 'Personal Inadequacy' contributes minimum of the general role stress. In Indian context respondents belonging
to the age group of 22 to 28 years did not occupy many roles; therefore, the conflict that the individual faces when he or she is occupying more
than one role is less i.e. IRD contributes relatively less to GRS.( General Role Stress). Also, the 'Personal Inadequacy' factor is low as professional
in general are competent for the work assigned. The stressor 'Role Boundedness' figures high among the respondents, this may be due to the
long working hours, working on weekends and working with strict deadlines; leaving them with not sufficient time for themselves. It leads to
the feeling of forgoing pleasures in personal life, which respondents feel is due to the work obligations demanded by the organization.

In a research study titled “A study on stress and depression experienced by women IT professionals in Chennai, India” the influence of age and
experience on stress and depression and the relationship between stress and depression among women information technology (IT)
professionals in Chennai, India. The study aimed (1) to find out the level of stress and depression experienced by women IT professionals, (2) to
understand the impact of age and experience on stress and depression, and (3) to study the relationship between stress and depression were
studied. Overall stress and stress dimension is found to have significant correlation with depression among employees. Depression is high when
stress levels are high. Role stagnation, role erosion, and inter-role distance are related to higher level of stress. Managers, with the participation
of employees, can take steps such as managing work allocation, adequate staffing, etc. to reduce the level of stress of these dimensions. The

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN COMMERCE & MANAGEMENT 56

A Monthly Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International e-Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories

WWWw.ijrcm.org.in



VOLUME NO: 1 (2010), ISSUE NO. 8 (DECEMBER) ISSN 0976-2183

overall stress, inter-role distance, role isolation, personal inadequacy, self-reported distance, role ambiguity, and resource inadequacy vary
significantly among employees based on age and are found to be high among the employees.

To tackle the prevalence of high levels of stress among employees, many IT companies have “help hotlines” that provide counselling
intervention to their employees who face stress or psychological fatigue. Companies are also trying to help employees combat stress better.
Companies such as Infosys, Tata Consultancy Services, Cognizant and Wipro have regular “stress breaks” intended to help the employees strike
a healthy balance between work and fun. Cognizant, as part of an initiative called ‘The Everest,' has a set of people planning ‘adventure travel'
for employees. The company also has yoga sessions for interested employees. While companies such as Wipro and TCS have regular ‘family day
functions' and ‘workout programmes' for their employees, Infosys has regular ‘green food stalls' on its food courts to encourage healthy eating
habits among its work force.

The study by the Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations, a New Delhi-based research group, said India's rapid
economic expansion has boosted corporate profits and employee incomes, but has also sparked a surge in workplace stress and lifestyle
diseases that few Indian companies have addressed. Long working hours, night shifts and a sedentary lifestyle make people employed at
information technology companies prone to heart disease and diabetes, the report said. There have also been growing reports of mental
depression and family discord in the industry.

Infosys Technologies Ltd., India's second-largest software exporter, has a 24-hour hotline for employees suffering from depression to access
psychiatrists. But not many companies in the outsourcing industry conduct regular health checks or provide similar support to their employees.
The ICRIER study, which surveyed 81 companies, said they lose approximately 14% of their annual working days due to employee sickness. Less
than a third of them provide their staff with preventive health care measures.

Although it is true that IT professionals enjoy hefty salaries, nothing in this world comes complementary. Most IT companies know very well
how to take the juice out of the person for whom they are paying well. In the early 2000, there was a real shortage of IT professional in India
and IT companies resorted to all possible measures to keep their employees happy besides paying a lump sum salary. But today the scenario
has totally changed. Every good student with high percentage prefers to take up IT profession. The over supply of software engineers in the
Indian market has resulted in considerable amount of stress both among the existing IT professional as well as on those seeking for jobs.

Jobs in Information technology is the most coveted one in modern India, and the most brilliant section of the youth are going for it. While each
job has its own stress, IT jobs are somewhat different from our traditional and typical concept of secured employment: IT jobs are mostly
contractual with less job security but high pay, and entail strong competitiveness, along with a globalized life style. There are a few evidences
that IT jobs are offering an elevated standard of life, but taking tolls on the mental health and relationship aspects of the professionals.

Mental health professionals are now convinced that an increasing number of persons working in the IT and IT-enabled services sector fall prey
to depression, because of the high stress they undergo. Studies confirm that at least 10 per cent of the population in India have gone through
some degree of depression. Of these, IT and ITES employees form a large chunk, say doctors. The signs that a person is going through
depression becomes apparent through loss of interest in regular activities, poor sleep and appetite, feeling of worthlessness, negative thoughts
about the past and present and hopelessness about the future and even thoughts of self harm.

Since IT professionals are more achievement oriented, they do not have much of a social life and the time spent with family is also less. There is
also lack of recreation and opportunities to relax, and all these may lead to frustration and eventually depression, he explains. But taking time
off from their busy schedule, taking up recreational activities and better sleep and eating patterns are bound to help matters.

RATIONALE OF THE RESEARCH

It is quite true from the literature reviewed that stress is highly predominant amidst IT professionals compared to the employees from the
various other sectors. The researchers have attempted in this study to project a holistic picture of the influence of the various stressors on the
IT professionals in India and the respective coping strategies that need to be resorted to cope up with the same. Highly motivated and high
performing IT professionals are the need of the hour in the Indian IT industry. Strategies need to be resorted by them to ease out or bring down
the stress level which in turn will enable the gold collars to come out with superior performance.

OBIJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The study is mainly carried out to find the various factors influencing stress among the Indian IT Professionals and to know about the various
individual and organizational coping strategies that are adopted by gold collars to combat stress

METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH

The research design adopted for this study is descriptive as descriptive research focuses on the description of the state of affairs, as it exists at
present. The data for this study are both primary and secondary in nature. A sample of 500 professionals was selected by using proportional
allocation and the same questionnaire was sent to the selected software companies. Data were collected from diversified respondents like
programmers, developers, team leaders, project managers etc. But response was only from 245 out of which 40 were found to be incomplete.
Hence the sample size was restricted to 205. The questionnaire is based on the seven-point Likert-scale, comprising of ten factors to measure
stress. Along with this, demographic data is also collected through the same questionnaire using multiple —choice, dichotomous questions etc.

CRUCIAL FACTORS

The factors mentioned below are found to have a powerful influence on gold collars
Technological Obsolescence

Interaction with the team members

Client interactions: Interaction during business analysis and system analysis.
Carrying out work at home or working for late hours.

Role overload: Assuming different roles in a different or same project.
Work culture: Travelling abroad and facing different cultures.

NogakrwbdE

Technical constraints: Lack of technical expertise.
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8. Attitude and relation of the family towards work.
9. Workload: Excessive and diverse work.
10. Technical risk propensity: Risk due to using innovative technology or process.

DATA ANALYSIS & INTERPRETATION

RESPONDENT’S PROFILE

. YEARS OF WORK EXPERIENCE:
It is inferred from the study that 31% of the gold collar employees have got a work experience of less than 3 years, 36% of the have got a work
experience of 10 years and 33 % of them have got an overall experience of above 10 years in the IT Industry.

3 GOLD COLLARS —GENDER:
Among the gold collars from which data were collected 60% of them were male and 40 % of them were female

. NATURE OF JOBS:
It is found that 65% are involved in technical jobs and others are involved both in technical and managerial jobs

. QUALIFICATION:
56% of the respondents are under graduates and 44% of them are Post Graduates

. INEVITABLE ROLE OF STRESS:
Most of the gold collars (i.e.) 86% preferred the option that stress at work is highly inevitable and 14% are of the opinion that it is not
inevitable.
Applying interval estimation method it is found that the gold collars opinion regarding the inevitable role of stress at work lies between 0.811
and 0.909 at 95% confidence level and population proportion lies between 81.1% and 90.9%. This is a clear indication of the fact that majority
of the gold collars — IT professionals are greatly influenced by stress.

RELIABILITY
The reliability of the scales is determined through Cronbach’s Alpha and all the variables are found reliable, that is, the value of alpha is greater
than .7 except workload.

VALIDITY
The validity of the scale is determined through the people working in different software companies.

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

Each factor of stress is measured on a seven-point scale, where ‘1’ indicates the lowest level of intensity and ‘7’ indicates the highest level of
intensity. Table 3.3 shows the average level of intensity of each subscale along with their standard deviation. On the basis of coefficient of
variance (cv %), it is found that the factor ‘fear of obsolescence’ (mean 3.97) contributes more towards jobs stress followed by ‘client
interaction’ (mean 3.86) and ‘technical constraints’ (mean 3.40). The next two factors that contributes towards job stress are, ‘team factors’
(mean 3.11) and ‘role overload’ (mean 3.38). Hence, major factors contributing towards the job stress are not the work or workload but
changing technology, availability of technology and availability of technical staff to build the suitable team for a project.

Table 3.3 : Descriptive Analysis of Factors

Factors Min Max Mean SD CV%

Fear of obsolescence 1.94 5.94 3.9702 7512 18.92%
Team factors .00 6.77 3.1126 1.1735 37.70%
Client interaction .00 6.71 3.8648 1.4203 36.75%
Work family interaction .00 6.71 | 3.2251 1.3287 41.20%
Role overload .00 6.13 3.3848 1.2821 37.88%
Work culture .00 6.75 | 2.2780 1.7766 77.99%
Technical constraint .00 6.80 | 3.4039 1.2487 36.68%
Family support .00 7.00 2.8951 1.4531 50.19%
Workload .00 7.00 | 3.7463 1.5392 41.09%
Technical risk .00 7.00 | 3.3837 1.4568 43.05%

Work culture and family support has the least priority in contributing to jobs stress, because work culture is measured through data where
professionals are visiting foreign countries and having stress due to new environment and culture, where most of the workers have not
reported any foreign experience. Similarly, family support is not found as stressor because 75% respondents are unmarried and 76% are under
the age of 28 years.

CORRELATION ANALYSIS

The correlation matrix reveals that the highest correlation is found in ‘workload’ and ‘work family interaction’ i.e. .624, and ‘client interaction’
and ‘work overload’ are also highly correlated. Hence, this suggests that staff interacting with clients have multiple roles in the organizations
and this mounts stress among the professionals at senior positions. On the other hand, there is weak correlation between fear of obsolescence
with work culture and workload. Similarly, there is an obvious weak correlation of client interaction with family support. One factor ‘role
overload’ has very high correlation with almost all other factors. Hence, this seems to be a greater source of stress or at least the cause of
creating stress through other sources as well.
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Table 3.4: Correlation Matrix of Factors

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1 1.000 | .474 401 .354 315 .268 .349 .213 .185 .349
2 474 1.000 | .501 472 .569 409 .346 .358 .309 .348
3 401 .501 1.000 | .547 .616 .307 489 .197 450 434
4 .354 A72 .547 1.000 | .586 433 .358 420 .624 .344
5 315 .569 .616 .586 1.000 | .438 .559 .308 .535 .572
6 .268 409 .307 1433 438 1.000 | .425 .356 291 .365
7 .349 .346 489 .358 .559 425 1.000 | .319 .359 .488
8 213 .358 .197 420 .308 .356 319 1.000 | .335 315
9 .185 .309 450 .624 .535 .291 .359 .335 1.000 | .442
10 | .349 .348 434 344 .572 .365 488 315 442 1.000
ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE

Analysis of variance is applied on subscales to check whether all subscales have the same impact of stress or not. The analysis suggests that
each factor does not contribute equally in the overall stress. Individual analysis of the factors also reveals that ‘fear of obsolescence’ and ‘team
interaction’ are the most important contributors towards job stress in software companies

Table 3.5: Analysis of Variance (ANOVA)

Source of Variation SS df MS F F crit
Between groups 458.0577 9 50.8953 27.2369 1.8845
Within groups 3811.979 2040 1.8686

Total 4270.036 2049

EXTENT OF STRESS CREATED BY THE VARIOUS FACTORS

The various factors that contribute towards stress commonly like working overtime, setting of high standards, deadlines set, future uncertainty,
Organizational roles , Challenging Jobs are identified and the respondents are asked to rate the various factors . It is inferred from the analysis
through weighted average method that the gold collars are greatly stressed mainly because of the deadlines that are set to complete the task
as this attribute occupies the first position. It is followed by other factors like working overtime, setting of high standards, future uncertainty,
and organizational roles, challenging jobs which occupy the 2" 3 4™ 5" and 6™ positions respectively.

COPING STRATEGIES TO COMBAT STRESS

When the respondents were asked whether they resort to any coping strategies continuously to combat stress , it is found that around 79% of
the gold collars resort to coping strategies frequently and 21% of them resort to such strategies occasionally.

By interval estimation method , it is found that the coping strategies frequently adopted by gold collars to reduce stress lie between 0.73 and
0.85 at 95% confidence level and population proportion lies between 73% and 85% .

CONSEQUENCES OF STRESS AMIDST IT PROFESSIONALS — THE GOLD COLLARS

From the researches carried out previously, it is strongly believed that majority of the gold collars suffer from psychological problems in the
initial stage which ultimately have lead to physiological problems at a later stage.

PROBLEMS NO.OF RESPONDENTS PERCENTAGE
Physical Problems 38 18.53
Psychological Problems 140 68.30
Behavioral Problems 27 13.17

It is evident from the above analysis that majority of the gold collars suffer from psychological problems followed by physical problems and
behavioral problems.

Studies prove that psychological stress has got a great influence towards chronic anxiety, frustration, emotional outburst, depression, boredom
and ultimately burnout. Physiological stress is highly associated with high blood pressure, high level of cholesterol and can result in heart
disease, ulcer and arthritis. Behavioral Problems may be in the form of alcoholism, drug addiction, increased smoking, sleeplessness etc

MOSTLY PREFERRED COPING STRATEGIES:

COPING STRATEGIES NO. OF RESPONDENTS PERCENTAGE
Good Ergonomics 22 10.73

Get Together Parties 21 10.24
Entrusting on Spiritual Power 47 22.93
Entertainment/Recreation 35 17.07
Visiting Holiday Resorts 40 19.51

Yoga 25 12.20

Share Feelings with Trust worthy People 15 7.32
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It is implied from the above table that Gold Collars try to combat stress mainly by entrusting more in the Spiritual Power and some try to
combat stress by visiting various holiday resorts which in turn is followed by entertainment and recreation activities. Good Ergonomics, Get
Together Parties, Sharing Feelings with trust worthy people are the other measures used by gold collars to combat stress.

INDIVIDUAL AND ORGANIZATIONAL STRATEGIES
It is also found out from the research that around 60% of the respondents are of the opinion that the organizational strategies are more
powerful in combating stress whereas 40% of the gold collars believe that individual strategies are self sufficient in combating stress.

KEY FINDINGS
It is implied from the study that stress plays a predominant role in the life of gold collars from both the Organizational perspective and
individual perspective. Stress if left unnoticed is likely to cause serious effects on the IT Professionals both in terms of their physical health and
mental health.
v' Analysis of variance suggests that all factors taken into account are not equally contributing towards job stress among software
professionals working in different software
On the average, ‘fear of obsolescence’ is the most contributing factor in job stress
Client interaction’ and ‘workload’ are next major factors, after fear of obsolescence
According to correlation analysis of the factors, highest correlation is found of ‘workload” with ‘client interaction’ and ‘work family
support’; and moderate correlation is found with almost every other factor.
Those professionals who are playing dual role of handling technology and managerial position are facing more stress
Many IT professional suffer from the deadlines that are set in completing the specific task.
79% of the gold collars resort to various coping strategies frequently to combat stress
Majority of the gold collars — the IT professionals are found to be suffering from psychological problems
Gold collars try to combat stress by visiting holiday resorts and relying more on the spiritual power

ASANRN
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CONCLUSION

In businesses across the world, stress levels of IT professionals who are considered to be the gold collar employees are rising along with talk of
recession and with the highly fluctuating stock market performance. Problems can also come from a reality that’s painfully close by. The gold
collars have got no other go but to combat the stress devising suitable strategies. Emotional, rather than cognitive intelligence could well be the
key to a successful career. But new research suggests that stress can seriously damage emotional intelligence and with it, workplace
effectiveness. IT professionals can resort to healthy ways and means to relax and recharge themselves. To escape from stress they should not
resort to negative practices that may affect their health and mar their future. To have an emotional and physical well being they need to have a
shift in attitude. They should remember that although feelings of stress and symptoms are very frightening, they are not dangerous or harmful.
It is argued that stress can be good as well as bad however bad stress is what causes adverse effects in employee’s productivity. A successful
approach requires Organizations worldwide to willingly look at organisational stressors as well as employee-directed strategies and
programmes to combat stress and enhance competencies since it is believed that Organizational effectiveness begins with personal
effectiveness.
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