Perceptions of
Organizational Stress Among
Female Executives in the

U.S. Government:
An Exploratory Study

The psychometric properties and factor structure of a 15-item self-reporting instrument
measuring perceptions of stress precipitators was investigated in a sample of 146 female Senior
Executive Service employees of the U.S. federal government. A four factor solution was found
to best represent the sample. Additionally, cluster analysis revealed the presence of three
relatively homogeneous subgroups of sample respondents, based on the source and level of
their perceived stress. It was found that “concerns about one’s performance” was the highest
ranked stressor, followed by concerns about work load, responsibility and authority ambigui-
ties, and the fear of making the wrong decision. The cluster analysis resulted in three groups
of stress patterns. The highest stress group included women who put the job above all else,
the second highest group had a high propensity for job achievement, and the lowest stress
group represented women who placed a high emphasis on self-actualization and “out-side”

job considerations.

By In recent years, a growing body of literature has been devoted to the
Rolf E. Rogers analysis and understanding of stress. Because of its critical impact on
ERle‘{"’e‘;;' llflllis health and performance, stress research has received attention from both
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medical and non-medical researches. For example, some researchers have
examined the relationship between psychophysiologic reactivity and the
development of heart and vascular diseases such as arterial hypertension
and atherosclerosis in the coronary arteries.?

Other researchers have integrated the copious information regarding
stressors, stress, and stress responses in order to ap;ply it to specific per-
formance related issues such decreased efficiency,” decreased effective-
ness® and increases in absenteeism,” which relates to job satisfaction.

Significantly, gender was often found to account for differences in
both the incidence of disease such as cardiovascular disorders® as well as
differences in occupational sources of stress such as job changes and
promotion” and leadership aspects of managerial work and their rate of

pay.®
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As a result, many examiners have been prompted to look at women
as a distinct group within the context of stress related research. Addition-
ally, as women continue to enter the world of work in increasing numbers,
there has been a consequent increase in attention to stress related issues
relevant to women in such diverse areas as clerical work,” o:ollege,10 polic-
i:}g,“l;\uman resources management12 and general management posi-
ions.

The study reported here explores the environmental forces and
events, called stress precipitators, originally identified by the Institute for
Social Research group,14 that appear threatening to female executives in
government. We have chosen to concentrate on this aspect of managerial
stress because of the lack of previous research with this group and because
we felt that they faced unique stress precipitators in a dynamic environ-
ment requiring special attention.

The need to better understand the complexity of human and organ-
izational needs in the public sector is gaining awareness. No longer content
with the misconception that personnel activities in the civil service are
restricted to the enforcement of civil service rules, new concepts are emerg-
ing that meet new demands and new challenges. In many ways, decision
makers in public sector organizations face more pressures and constraints
than those in the private sector.” Multiple lines of accountability, difficulty
in securing information, and divergence of opinions regarding appropriate
strategies for measuring the performance of public programs all contribute
to the less than optimal context of government work.'

Further, government employees have traditionally been faced with
ineffective attempts to increase productivity by decreasing the number of
employees necessary to produce the same service or increasing the quantity
of services produced by each employee.17 Unique also to the government
executive are mandatory civil service laws and rules that are often detailed
and complicated, pressure from political leaders, minority groups, bureau-
crats, civic groups, community groups and taxpayers as well as the constant
spotlight from the public and the media.

The concentration of this research has been psychological in nature,
consequently the emphasis has been placed on individuals’ perceptions of
their stress in work organizations. Accordingly, the Job Related Tension
Index (JRTI), a self reporting instrument which measures stress in terms of
the respondent’s perceptions of stress precipitators was used. The goal of
this paper is to identify, employing JRTI, stress precipitators for senior
female executives in the government.
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Subjects

A random sample of 200 females was drawn from the U.S. Govern-
ment Register of Senior Executive Service Employees. Employees from all
geographic regions in the U.S. and all federal government agencies were
included in the sample. Fifty seven percent of the sample was currently
married, and 47 percent had children, with 26 percent still having children
living at home. Mean age was 44.2 years. Ninety two percent had com-
pleted college, with 82% having some post-graduate work. Subjects had
geographically relocated an average of 1.13 times.

The characteristics of respondents are exhibited in Table 1 on the
following page.

Measures

A self-reporting instrument, originally developed by Kahn et al.,”
entitled the Job-Related Tension Index (JRTI) was used. The JRTI consisted
of 15 items. Subjects were asked to indicate how true various conditions
are of the work situations on a five-point scale. The psychometric proper-
ties of these scales have been examined and have received strong support.?
However, it should be noted that the JRTI is a self-reporting instrument
which measures stress only in terms of the respondents’ perceptions of
stress precipitators rather than some objective indicators. Basic demo-
graphic questions were added to the instrument.

Procedure

Questionnaires and attached cover letters were mailed to the business
address of 200 randomly chosen Senior Executive Service (SES) females.
The cover letter provided a brief explanation of the nature of the question-
naire and instructions for its completion. Subjects anonymously completed
and returned the questionnaires to the first author. In total, 146 usable
questionnaires were obtained (73% return rate).

Analysis

The reliability, content validity, and construct validity of the 15-item
instrument were first examined using the subjects’ responses. Frequency
distributions of the items were compared. Associations between question-
naire items and demographic variables were explored. Factor analysis was
used to extract and examine the underlying structure of the instrument. In
addition, cluster analysis was utilized in investigating the existence of
heterogeneous subgroups within the total sample.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Respondents

Frequency of Percent of

Characteristics Respondents Respondents
Age Group:
30 or under 3 2.05
31-35 8 5.48
3640 27 18.49
4145 50 34.25
46-50 34 23.29
51-55 15 10.27
56-60 7 4.79
Over 60 2 1.37
Marital Status:
Married 83 56.85
Not married 63 43.15
Having Children:
Yes 69 47.26
No 77 52.74
Children At Home:
Yes 38 26.03
No 108 73.97
Formal Education:
Some college " 7.53
Completed coliege 16 10.96
Post-graduate work 119 81.51
Degree Earned:
No response 1 0.68
No degree " 7.53
Bachelor degrees 35 23.97
Master degrees 39 26.71
JD or LLB degrees 42 28.77
Ph.D. or ED.D. degrees 17 11.64
Other doctorate degrees 1 0.68
Position:
Senior executive 138 94.52
Manager 6 411
Other supervisory position 2 1.37
Type of Organization:
Military 9 6.16
Law Enforcement 33 22.60
Service 100 68.49
Other 4 2.74
Total Respondents: 146 100.00
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Results

Psychometric Qualities

The instrument was found to possess adequate psychometric quali-
ties. Reliability measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient> was 0.80.
Sixty-three (60%) of the 105 possible inter-item correlations was significant
at 0.05 level and every item was correlated with some other items, support-
ing the instrument’s content validity. Construct validity was supported by
the significance (p < 0.001) of all correlations (range from 0.30 to 0.66)
between each item and the total of all items as well as by the underlying
structure extracted through factor analysis.

Item Analysis

The frequency distributions of subjects’ responses to the 15 question-
naire items, along with their means and standard deviations, are presented
in Table 2. To test the null hypothesis that the distributions of responses
were not significantly different, estimates of theoretical frequencies were
computed. The 15 items were found to be significantly different at the 99%
confidence level. An examination of the contribution to the chi-square test
from each item disclosed that items WORK, QUAL, DEMD, Q.Q., ADVN,
JUDG, D.M.,, RESP, FAM], PEER, and PEOP (see Table 2 for the complete
item descriptions) were significantly different from the estimated theoreti-
cal frequencies.

While items QUAL, ADVN, JUDG, RESP, PEER and PEOP have
relatively large observed frequencies at the lower end of the stress scale,
WORK is at the upper end. Therefore, the means are relatively low for the
former items, and relatively high for the latter.

Associations with Demographic Variables

To explore the associations between the questionnaire items and the
demographic variables, the former were crosstabulated with the latter one
at a time. Chi-square tests were performed to identify significant associa-
tions between each pair of variables in the crosstabulation. Furthermore,
Pearson’s correlations were computed between the items and subjects’ age.
A Student’s t test about each correlation coefficient was performed. The
significant associations are indicated in Table 3.
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Table 2. Item Distribution

Item Item
No. Description Abbreviation
1. Too little authority to AUTH

carry out responsibilities.

2. Scope and responsibility RESP
of job are unclear.

3. Opportunities for ADVN
advancement are
unknown or unclear.

4. Work load is too heavy to  WORK
be completed in an
ordinary work day.

5. fear that the conflicting DEMD

demands of others

cannot be satisfied.

6. Forced to do things against JUDG
one’s better judgement.

7. Superior’s evaluation of PERF
one's performance is
unknown.

8. Lack of information needed INFO
to carry out the job.

9. Unable to influence the  INFL
actions or decisions of superior.

10. Feeling of not being liked ~ PEOP
and accepted by others at work.

11. Not knowing what people PEER
you work with expect of you.

12. Fear of making wrong D.M.
decisions that affect
people’s lives.

13. Think that the work load  Q.Q.
may interfere with the

work quality.

14. Feel that one is not fully QUAL
qualified to handle the job.

15. Feel that one's job FAMI

interferes with one’s
family life.

Standard
Mean Deviation

2.36 0.87
211 0.83
2.3 1.17
3.49 1.05
3.03 0.88
212 0.68
2.46 0.95
2.46 0.82
2.40 0.90
2.28 0.76
225 0.70
2.93 0.90
297 0.81
1.80 0.77
2.92 0.98

Grand Mean: 2.53 Total. 288 872 686 266 74 (N=2186)

Frequencies of Score*
1 2 3 4 5
19 73 39 13 2

3t 78 29 6 2

40 56 20 22 7

24 8 38 2 0

22 56 50 13 4

14 67 S0 14 1

20 66 42 15 2

17 81 38 10 O

57 65 22 1 1

Chi-
Square
7.788

29.617

39.177

197.399

52.448

31.141

2.333

7.067

3.582

18.825

22.577

31.038

49.142

106.277

27.685

Total Chi-Square (d.f.=56). 626.097

* Measured on S-point likert scale: 1= Never, 2= Rarely, 3= Sometimes, 4= Often, and 5= All the time.
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Asshown inTable 3, ten of the fifteen items had at least one significant
(p < .05) association with a demographic variable. Seven of the eight
demographic characteristics assessed in this study were represented in the
set of significant relationships. In total, fourteen significant associations
were found. Age or Age Group was associated with five of the fifteen items,
Position was associated with three items, and Education, Degree Earned,
Marital Status, Having Children, and Type of Organization were each
associated with one item. The items associated with age or age group
included feelings that the job interfered with family life, and that conflicting
demands from others could not be satisfied. More clearly job-related
associations included relationships between Age or Age Group and a
perceived lack of authority commensurate with job responsibilities, con-
cern about the adequacy of one’s own qualifications for the job, and
perceived heavy workloads. Position (senior executive, mana ger, or “other
supervisory position”) was associated with unclear promotion opportuni-
ties, concerns that work quantity may interfere with work quality, and
(again) the fear that conflicting demands of others could not be met.
Education (some college work but no degree, college degree completed, or
post-graduate work) was also associated with role conflict, while type of
Degree Earned (none, B.A., M.A,, ].D., Ph.D. or “other”) was associated
with the perceptions of personal/ professional acceptance by others. Type
of Organization (military, law enforcement, service or “other”) was associ-
ated with a perceived lack of information needed to carry out the job.
Finally, Marital Status and Having Children were associated with uncer-
tainty about one’s performance evaluation.

Factor Analysis

Bartlett's sphericity test™ was performed to determine whether the
correlation matrix of the 15 items should be factored. The null hypothesis
was rejected at the 0.001 significance level and the principal components
method was used to extract factors from the correlation matrix. The use of
an eigenvalue cut-off point of 1.0, as suggested by Kaiser,” resulted in four
factors. The factors were then rotated using varimax rotation. The factor
loadings for the four factors are exhibited in Table 4. The loadings smaller
than 0.40 have been omitted for the sake of readability.

The first factor identified was labeled as Performance. It was com-
posed of 5 items: unable to influence the actions or decisions of superior,
superior’s evaluation of one’s performance is unknown, lack of information
needed to carry out the job, feeling of not being liked and accepted by others
at work, and not knowing what people you work with expect of you. The
second factor, labeled as Work Load, consisted of 4 items; work load is too
heavy to be completed in an ordinary work day, think that the work load
may interfere with the work quality, feel that one’s job interferes with one’s
family life, and fear that the conflicting demands of others cannot be
satisfied. Organization Design and Responsibility/Authority, the third
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factor identified, was comprised of three items: scope and responsibility of
job are unclear, too little authority to carry out responsibilities, and oppor-
tunities for advancement are unknown or unclear. The final stress precipi-
tator identified was labeled Decision Making and included two items: fear
of making wrong decisions that affect people’s lives, and feel that one is not
fully qualified to handle the job.

Table 3. Associations between Questionnaire Items and Demographic Variables

Item Demographic Significance

I.D. Description Variable Level

1. Too little authority to Age Group 0.030°

carry out responsibilities.

3. Opportunities for advancement Position 0.032°
are unknown or unclear.

4. Work load is too heavy to Age Group 0.029°
be completed in an ordinary
work day.

5. Fear that the conflicting Age Group 0.008?
demands of others cannot be Education 0.045°
satisfied. Position 0.018°

7. Superior's evaluation of one's Having children 0.021°
performance is unknown. Marital status 0.021°

8. Lack of information needed to Type of organization 0.020°
carry out the job.

10. Feeling of not being liked and Degree earned 0.017°

accepted by others at work.

13. Think that the work load may Position 0.002°

interfere with the work quality.

14, Feel that one is not fully Age (r=-.2210) 0.007°
qualified to handle the job. Degree earned <0.001°

15. Feel that one’s job interferes Age (r=-.2591) 0.002°
with one’s family life.

a Based on chi-square test of independence.

b Based on Student’s t test about correlation coefficient.
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Table 4. Factor Loadings and Communality Estimates

Item Item Factor Loadings* Common-
L.D. Statement Abbreviation 1 2 3 4 ality
9. Unable to influence the actions INFL 0.829 0.724
or decisions of superior.
7. Superior’s evaluation of one's PERF 0.664 0.495
performance is unknown.
8. Lack of information needed to INFO 0.643 0.553
carry out the job.
10. Feeling of not being liked and PEOP 0.549 0.491
accepted by others at work.
11. Not knowing what people you PEER 0.520 0.566
work with expect of you.
6. Forced to do things against JUDG (0.440) (0.412) 0.460
one's better judgement.
4. Work load is too heavy to WORK 0.818 0.703
be completed in an ordinary
work day.
13. Think that the work load may Q.Q 0.780 0.712
interfere with the work quality.
15. Feel that one’s job interferes FAMI 0.751 0.568
with one’s family life.
5. Fear that the conflicting DEMD 0.641 0.511
demands of others cannot be
satisfied.
2. Scope and responsibility RESP 0.780 0.681
of job are unclear.
1. Too little authority to AUTH 0.767 0.722
carry out responsibilities.
3. Opportunities for advancement ADVN 0.746 0.575
are unknown or unclear.
12. Fear of making wrong decisions D.M. 0.756 0.606
that affect people’s lives.
14. Feel that one is not fully QUAL 0.756 0.607
qualified to handle the job.
Variance Explained: 4342 2216 1.265 1.149 8.972
Percent of Variance: 28.947 14.773 8.433 7.660 59.813
* The loadings smaller than 0.40 are omitted.
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Discussion

Cluster Analysis

All 146 respondents were grouped together using the Euclidean
distance as the criterion. The dendrogram from the centroid linkage clus-
tering, generated by the BMDP software, suggests that all the cases should
be in one big cluster. Stopping the last few steps of grouping processing
will result in one big group and some other very small (one or two-case)
groups. We therefore used the Shaded Distance Matrix to help delineate
the boundaries of related clusters. The grouping process follows that of
Rogers, Li and Shani.?* The subjects were finally classified into three
groups.

For each item in each group, the group mean was compared to the
entire sample mean (i.e., the grand mean) for that item. Those group item
means that were above or below the 95% confidence interval points of the
item’s grand mean were labeled as high or low. Table 5 reflects a summary
of the groups and the high/low labels attached to the means.

The stress index of each group was defined as the overall mean of all
15 items within each group. The items in the high or low category were
arranged in descending order of their significance level. The groups were
labeled in sequence as: 1) Self-Actualization Centered, 2) Achievement
Centered, and 3) Job/Work Centered. These labels were created based
upon an examination of the high/low labels attached to each item within
each of the three groups. Each label represents the behavioral charac-
teristics inherent in the group. Furthermore, cross-tabulations were per-
formed between the demographic variables and these three groups to see
whether there are any significant differences in demographic charac-
teristics among the three groups. No significant difference was found at
the 0.05 level based on the chi-square test.

As an exploratory survey study, we need to note several charac-
teristics and possible weaknesses of the methodology used. First, the
indicators of stress precipitators were measured by self-report responses to
questionnaire items. It has been suggested that more objective measures
of stressful environmental variables be made.?’ However, other arguments
have been advanced emphasizing the greater relative importance of per-
ceived stress precipitators over objectively measured stress-producing
variables in determining dysfunctional personal and organizational conse-
quem:es.26 Therefore, the use of a self-report instrument measuring stress
precipitators appears to be appropriate.
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Table 5. Group-Centered Behavior Constellations

Group N
2 34
3 41
1 69

All 144

***p 0.001

Stress  Std. High Group
Index Dev. /Llow Item 1.D. Mean Group Label
2.79 0.19 High: 04. WORK *x*4.24 Job/Work
13.Q4Q. ***3.50 Centered
05. DEMD ***3.44
15. FAMI ***329
12. D.M. ***326
11. PEER ***2.59
10. PEOP ***2.53
06. JUDG *re2.38
02. RESP ** 229
03. ADVN * 256
14. QUAL * 1.94
2.70 0.57 High: 15. FAMI ***324 Achievement
08. INFO *x*2.79 Centered
01. AUTH %272
09. INFL *x*2.69
10. PEOP *¥** 253
07. PERF ** 267
04. WORK * 367
03. ADVN * 255
2.30 0.35 Low: 04. WORK A3 Self-
05. DEMD *x*2.77 Actualization
13.Q.Q. ***x2.70 Centered
15. FAMI ***2.55
08. INFO ***2.20
01. AUTH *x*2.12
10. PEQP ***2.00
06. JUDG ***1.93
11. PEER ** 210
03. ADVN ** 204
07. PERF * 226
14. QUAL * 167
2.53 0.45 Minimum = 1.13
Maximum = 3.67
**p 0.01 *p 0.05

A weakness of this study lies in its exploratory nature. The underly-
ing assumption of the exploratory approach is that the more one knows
about the issue, the more effectively the data can be used in the formulation
of hypotheses and direction for future study. “Skepticism” and “openness”
are two of the major principles in an exploratory inquiry;¥ skepticism of
the measures used and openness about the analyses and initial interpreta-
tions of the data collected. As such, the exploratory mode does not have
clearly stated hypotheses, nor does it have a confirmatory mode of statisti-
cal analysis.
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Finally, a few comments should be made concerning the sample
population in this study. The sample was based on a list of SES female
employees in the U.S. government furnished by the Office of Civilian
Personnel Management. A review of the respondent characteristics indi-
cates that the majority is between 40 and 50 years of age, is married, and
does not have children at home. Some 81.5% have advanced degrees (many
have law degrees), and there are significantly more respondents in the
service and law enforcement categories than in the military services.

Analysis of Items

This study showed significant associations of stress items with demo-
graphic variables. Age (average was 45), position, education, degree
earned, marital status, having children, and type of organization, all
showed significant correlations. The items correlated with age included
perceptions of external demands as high precipitators as well as perceived
lack of authority, job qualifications and work load. The individual’s posi-
tion in the organization was associated with the stressors regarding pro-
motional opportunities, work load, and the demands of others. Education
was associated with role conflict, while the type of degree was correlated
with “how the individual felt she was accepted by others.” The type of
organization one was associated with showed a significant correlation with
“the lack of information to carry out the job.” Finally, marital status and
having children showed a significant association with feelings of uncer-
tainty about how one’s performance was evaluated.

Factor Analysis

The factor analysis identified four stress-precipitator factors. These
factors in sequence of their significance, were labeled as Performance, Work
Load, Organization Design and Responsibility / Authority, and Decision
Making. The Performance factor essentially establishes how the individual
perceives her ability to influence the actions of her superiors; how she is
perceived by her colleagues, subordinates, and superiors; and how she
performs on the job. The Work Load factor includes all aspects of how the
individual perceives her ability to carry out her job, the quality as well as
the quantity of work, how much it interferes with her family/ personal life,
and the fear of not being able to satisfy the various conflicting demands of
the jobs and of other people. The Organization Design and Responsibility /
Authority factor addresses perceptions of authority, responsibility, job
definition, and career progression. In other words, how the individual
perceives her place in the organization in terms of her authority, responsi-
bility, scope of the position, and advancement opportunities.

Finally, Decision Making was the fourth stress precipitator. This

includes how the individual perceives her qualifications to make decisions
and how much she fears making wrong decisions.
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Conclusion

Cluster Analysis

The cluster analysis yielded three groups of women who experienced
similar stress patterns. Each group was labeled based on the level of
response and the degree of stress as indicated by a stress-index number. In
terms of degrees of stress, the highest group was the Job/Work Centered
Group. This group represented 24 percent of the total respondents. The
individuals in this group exhibited high stress in such items as: work load,
work quality, demands from others, family responsibilities, and fear of
making wrong decisions among others. The second group, representing
28 percent of the total respondents, was the Achievement Centered Group.
The individuals in this group exhibited high stress in such items as: family
responsibilities, information to carry out the job, authority to carry out
responsibilities, influencing actions of superiors, acceptance by coworker,
concern about performance, etc. Finally, the largest group (48%) was the
Self-Actualization Centered Group. This group exhibited low stress in the
same items that precipitated high stress in the other two groups. While this
group individually represents more individuals than either of the other
groups, it is significant to note that on a combined basis, more than half
(52%) of all respondents are in the two high stress groups.

This study examined perceptions of stress precipitators in a sample
of executive-level females employed by the federal government. Several
demographic characteristics were found tobe correlated with various stress
precipitators. Factor analysis revealed five distinct dimensions in the set
of stress precipitators. These dimensions included concerns about individ-
ual job performance, heavy workloads, suboptimal organizational design
and concern over decision-making required by the job. Three sample
subgroups were identified through cluster analysis. These groups were
composed of individuals with relatively homogeneous stress precipitator
profiles. The group with the highest overall level of perceived stress
appeared to be most concerned with stress precipitators stemming from the
workload, the job itself, and the conflicting demands placed on them by
others. A second group appeared to perceive stress associated with their
achievement of work goals and ability to influence their superiors. The
third (and largest) group perceived relatively less stress on workload and
achievement items, and was characterized as self-actualization centered.
The limitations of exploratory research were noted along with charac-
teristics of the sample which might limit the generalizability of study
findings.
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