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Defining work stress in young workers

Abstract

Our study aims to answer the question “How do young workers perceive and respond to work-
related stressors?” For the purpose of this study, we define young workers as who are aged between
15 and 29 years, according to European Union. By interviewing 18 key participants, we found that
young workers view job stress in three dimensions: a lack of opportunity to learn, poor social
interaction, and lacking the opportunity to exercise initiative. Further, we found that young workers
view their work demands as challenging tasks and they become job crafters to find more

satisfaction in routine tasks.
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Introduction

Young workers are classified broadly by the European Union (EU) as being those who are
aged between 15 and 29 years. Overall, 4.2 million employees are classified as young workers in
Australia. This group represents the current entrants into the Australian workforce and is vast in
size, representing 21% of the Australian population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). The size
of the young generation workforce, coupled with the fact that the Baby Boomers are beginning to
retire, makes a focus on the younger generation paramount. Indeed, understanding work-related
issues from the perspective of the younger generation and adapting our management accordingly
represents a real challenge in Australia and across the international community.

One crucial work-related issue that emanates from the literature is related to stress and
coping among this younger generation. Research has found the young generation demographic to be
more vulnerable to stress than older generations (APS, 2012). There are numerous empirical studies
examining work stress among working adult populations (e.g. Newton & Jimmieson, 2008; S.
Sawang et al., 2010; S. Sawang, Oei, & Goh, 2006); however, research focussing on young workers
explicitly is scarce. Youth employment literature has tended to focus on the impact of training,
work ethic and wages on labour market opportunities (see Bessant, 1996). Even though these foci
are important they lead to a lack of research into the experience of young workers. Given the
rapidly changing nature of the labour market and employment in Australia over the last decade
there is a need to pay more attention to early work experience and its consequences among young
workers (Roan & Diamond, 2003).

Our study aims to fill a gap in the current research by investigating work stress and coping
among Australian young workers. Specifically, our research explores the question “How do young
workers perceive and respond to work-related stressors?” Younger workers have been referred to
as ‘Generation Y’, the “‘Echo boomers’, “Nexters’, and/or ‘Millennials’ whose age between 20 to

early 30 years old (Barnard et al. 1998; Burke and Ng 2006; Zemke et al. 2000). For the purpose of



this study, we define young workers as who are aged between 15 and 29 years, according to EU
(which is similar to Gen Y cohort).

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, we review characteristics of
young workers as defined in the literature. We then discuss the stress related theories and

methodological information. The next section then follows with findings and discussion.

Characteristics of young workers

Overall, young workers are perceived as technically literate, educated, and ethnically diverse
generation (Eisner, 2005). In term of personality, this group is described as being positive, polite,
curious, and energetic (Francis-Smith, 2004).1t has also been suggested that young workers expect
good pay and benefits, rapid advancement, work/life balance, interesting and challenging work, and
making a contribution to society. This is especially the case for pay with a recent study identifying
pay as the most important motivational factor for young workers (Ng, Schweitzer, & Lyons, 2010).

Mortimer and colleagues described young workers to be the most adaptable individuals
compared to older workers (1992). For example, young workers are happy to work simultaneously
in different project teams, while synchronous work can be viewed as a workplace stressor for older
generations (Paul, 2001). However, other characteristics of young workers such as impatience,
scepticism and lack of life experience mean they are prone to experiencing greater degrees of
psychological distress than other generations (Hewlett, Sherbin, & Sumberg, 2009). As such, it is
important to unpack what triggers young workers’ psychological distress and how we can help them
manage their stress effectively so that they become healthy human capital for our nation. Stressed
young workers can perceive themself as having low work competence (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters,
& Wall, 1978; Paulsson, Ivergard, & Hunt, 2005) and, in turn, this inhibits their desire to work and
leads them to become voluntarily unemployed (Theodossiou, 1998). Indeed, recent research and
surveys have found evidence of dissatisfaction in some young workers. However, for a range of

reasons, such as lack of experience, or lack of other options, young workers may remain in these



jobs - working with negative attitudes, cynical hostility and a vulnerability to poor health and
wellbeing (Andreassi, 2013; Jamner, Shapiro, Goldstein, & Hug, 1991). Workers’ poor health and
wellbeing present a significant cost to employers as a result of absenteeism, reduced productivity
while at work, providing cover for absent staff, the impact on the productivity and morale of peers,
and voluntary turnover (OECD, 2011). A research focus on younger workers will fill a broad
research gap in the stress literature and assist employers to attract and retain healthy young people

in the workforce.

Exposure vs. generation stress models

Research shows that employed young people have relatively higher levels of wellbeing
when compared with unemployed youth (O'Brien & Feather, 1990). Nonetheless, the psychological
wellbeing of employed young people who are exposed to work stressors may be just as deleterious
as that of unemployment youth. Stress literatures have described the effects of stress on various
health-related outcomes such as emotional strain and depression. The term *stress exposure’ is used
when individuals exposed to stressful events are then at risk of negative psychological health
(Coyle & Vera, 2013). This risk may directly affect psychological wellbeing or may be mediated or
moderated by other factors. Such factors include: coping styles (Goh, Sawang, & Oei, 2010); self-
efficacy or self-competence (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998); and social support (Sukanlaya Sawang,
2012) to name just a few. However, an alternative model of stress generation postulates poor
psychological wellbeing may cause individuals to precipitate stress, suggesting that the stress-strain
process is fluid and serves as both an aetiology and consequence (Rudolph et al., 2000). Our
current study employs the stress exposure framework to examine how young workers perceive and
respond to work-related stress.

Drawing from classic theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), a potentially stressful
event will trigger the primary appraisal process which involves an assessment of the importance of

a transaction for one’s well-being. Three stress appraisals are challenge, harm/loss, and threat.



When individuals perceive a stressor as a challenge, they view that stressor as an opportunity for
growth and gain, which leads to employee motivation, satisfaction, and performance (LePine et al.,
2005; Podsakoff et al., 2007). On the other hand, when individuals perceive a stressor as harm or
threat, they think of a stressor as an obstacle or barrier to task accomplishment and personal growth
(LePine, Podsakoff, & LePine, 2005; Podsakoff, LePine, & LePine, 2007). These cognitive
evaluations are important to understand and reframe as early career experiences for young workers
precede positive or negative attitudes and experiences in later stage of careers (Jamner et al., 1991).

Overall, this study sought to contribute to existing literature on the impact of the
environmental context on young people’s psychological wellbeing. To date, research on young
worker’s experience of stress has focused on the relationship between employment, unemployment
and subjective well-being among young people (see McKee-Ryan, Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 2005
for a full review). This study adopts an alternate critical lens to explore how work stressors
described among young workers. Indeed , it is necessary to understand the actual stressors in order
to develop appropriate policies to assist young workers to minimise stress and optimise their
productivity and performance.

Method

We adopted the relativist approach because we believe that information we obtained is valid
only when it is relative to some particular frame of reference (Healy & Perry, 2000).
Phenomenological interviews are used to obtain a deeper understanding of the participants’
experiences (Osborne, 1994). This interviewing method is open-ended, allowing the individual's
experience to present itself as spontaneously as possible.

In approaching this research we were aware that our experiences and expectations could
influence our interpretation of the information. We were aware that our views toward young
workers were clouded by literatures we read and some perceptions of personalities and behaviors of
young workers were formed prior to the interview. We were mindful of this potential bias, thus we

used phonological interview approach, focusing on how phenomena are presented in different ways



to individuals. Work stressors can be experienced in many ways from different perspectives, by
one person or by many people. For example, job complexity can be experienced by one person as
something challenge or threat. We asked broad and open ended questions so that the participants
had sufficient opportunity to express their view point extensively (Bevan, 2014; Giorgi, 1997).
Further, we provided an opportunity for participants to check the accuracy of the data. They were
asked to read any transcripts of dialogues in which they have participated, consider that their words
match what they actually intended. Further, we employed multiple coding approach, involving the
data has been coded by four researchers, the cross checking of coding strategies and interpretation
of data by additional two independent researchers (apart from authors). The total of four
experienced researchers who independently coded the transcript showed substantial agreement.
Participants

We interviewed 18 key participants, who are Caucasian Australian and age between 17-29
years old (average age is 23 years). The participants were recruited through a snowball sampling.
Of these, there were 13 female respondents and five male respondents (Table 1). Job tenure ranged
between one month and six years (average tenure is 2.6 years). Seven key informants were school-
to-work transition and 11 informants were graduated worker (school-to-further education and work
transition). The key informants were recruited through local advertisements and snowballing

technique.

A single in-depth semi-structured interview was employed and written consent to participate
was obtained from each respondent. All participants were informed that they could refuse to
answer certain questions or to withdraw from the research at any time. Interview questions
included participants’ experiences in their current and past workplaces. Rather than adopting a

rigid interview protocol, the interviewer took a flexible approach that allowed participants to bring
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up topics that were important to them. With participant consent, each interview was audio-taped and
transcribed verbatim by a research assistant. Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants to assure
confidentiality.

We follow the multi-stage content analysis suggested by Berelson, 1952 and Holsti, 19609.
The transcripts were checked for accuracy. The transcripts were read several times to capture the
main ideas from each participant's narrative. These perusals included a line-by-line review to
identify units of meaning and recurrent themes. As the text was categorised, themes emerged, and
these themes were labelled in ways that conformed to the study objectives. The analyses and
categorisations were performed recursively, and the themes were sometimes revised to incorporate
additional information.

Findings

Young workers are perceived to have high expectations and over-confidence (Martin, 2005) and
often they overestimate their work skills and abilities (Egeler, 2003). Yet this claim can be
questioned as past studies often described younger workers’ work characteristics in terms of older
generations. Our findings thus allowed young workers to reflect on themselves in relation to their
work context. Key emerging themes (Table 2) describing work related stress and their views are

described as follow.

They never let me shine and kept preaching at me!

Young workers are perceived to be very proactive and prefer participative decision making
(Loughlin & Barling, 2001). Further, past studies defined work values among young workers as
freedom and learning opportunities (Cennamo and Gardner 2008; Smola and Sutton 2002). Our
interviews illustrated that young workers realised that they were on a learning curve in the

workplace. However, young people believed that they were not incompetent and had better ideas



on how to do things better. Occupational stress literature highlights the importance of job
autonomy—a degree to which employees can decide how their work should be done (Daniels &
Guppy, 1994). Past research demonstrated that a lack of job autonomy engendered a depersonalised
attitude among employees (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). Our interviews illustrated that young
workers found that older workers tended not to agree with their ideas and always adhered to
traditional ways. Young workers felt that their opinions had not been heard or had been ignored
and this made them frustrated.

...Sometimes they ( older colleague) tend to be a little bit not as willing to accept new ideas

new ways of doing things sort of stuff whereas we (younger workers) can ... the older

workers can be just set in their ways and resistant to change ...(Y03)

Interpersonal conflict: generation crash
Interpersonal conflict can be considered a salient work stressor among young workers because the
development of interpersonal competencies occurs during middle (16 to 18 years old) to late (19 to
21 years old) adolescence. Generation Y has grown up in a world of opportunities and has been
told ‘you can do anything’(Twenge & Campbell, 2008, p. 867). As a result, young workers are
highly confident in themselves. While self-esteem can be a good personality trait, it can be a mixed
blessing. For example, an experimental study illustrated that high self-esteem, comparing to low
self-esteem, college students were less likeable and less friendly after they were criticised (Twenge
& Campbell, 2008). Therefore, young workers may react more defensively to feedback or
comment from older colleagues. This perception can lead to interpersonal conflict as a source of
stress. Our interview demonstrated that young workers felt that they have been treated as children
by their older colleagues.

... She (older colleague) constantly corrects everyone on their language and, and has a very

strict way of how the world should be and she’s very entitled and she comes in “ooh I’m only

living on two and a half grand a month’ and all this sort of bullshit... (YO4)

Gen 'Y are job crafters to overcome routine tasks



Job crafting is a psychological, social and physical act geared toward shaping a job task’s
boundaries (Berg, Dutton, & Wrzesniewski, 2008). Shaping means individuals change their way of
thinking about the relationships between job tasks by changing the interactions and relationships
they have with others at work. Traditional job design theories such as job characteristics model
(Hackman & Oldham, 1980), socio-technical systems theory (Pasmore, Francis, Haldeman, &
Shani, 1982), and the interdisciplinary work design framework (Campion & McClelland, 1991)
focus on the top-down approach; however, this approach may not fully reflect the impact of the
Millennials’ work contexts (Grant & Parker, 2009; Parker, Wall, & Cordery, 2001). We found that
young workers demonstrated an ability to craft their routine jobs in ways that would foster their
own job satisfaction. For example, a clothing store retailer described how her role was to stand at
the check-out counter within her section. At first it was a very boring task. She found a way to
shape her job by being proactive and engaging with customers on the floor.

... When we get new stock in, we have to organise the area and when the sale finished, | was

the one who went and organised it so that all of the new stock was at the front, and all the

sale stock was together and all the brands were together and it was merchandised properly,

and no one asked me to do it ... | feel happy and enthusiastic, and | feel like I want to do the

best that | can ... (Y14)

This was similar to another young worker who modified his work situation by creating
social interaction in his workplace.

... I’m not happy with the bosses but I’m enjoying my work. Different atmospheres, different

people, you know talking to the truck drivers. Have a good chat or joke ... (Y17)

The above examples illustrate that young workers crafted their job by: (a) changing the job
boundaries by taking on more (or fewer) tasks or changing ways to do tasks; (b) changing ways to
interact with people; and (c) shaping their perceptions toward their jobs. Gen Y workers are

perceived as flexible and creative workers but they are more likely to be bored at work
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(Broadbridge, Maxwell, & Ogden, 2007). Through job crafting, young workers finds way to enjoy

their work without formally redesigning the work structure or the organisation.

Gen Y perceive stress in positive ways

The experience of stress at work results in a range of dysfunctional psychological responses, such as
anxiety, depression and burnout. In addition to the negative effects on physiological and
psychological health, occupational stressors influence employee attitudes, including reduced job
satisfaction and organisational commitment, as well as employee behaviours such as absenteeism
and job performance deficits (Cooper, Dewe, & O’Driscoll, 2001; O'Driscoll & Cooper, 1994; S.
Sawang et al., 2006). Job demands have been described as a hindrance stressor that cause negative
outcomes as described prior (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Karasek, 1979).

In contrast, we found young workers viewed their work demands as challenging tasks.

... | fit women that have had cancer of the breast, so they have had their breast removed, so

when they first come into me, we literally are the first person they see after they have come

out of hospital. So you feel shocked and overwhelmed first but then feel very committed,
engaged because you know all your experience in ‘how to handle someone who is very
fragile’ does become a great commitment because you want to provide top quality service
and want to help them ... (Y05)

Young workers viewed work demands as their stressors that have the potential to promote
mastery, personal growth, or future gains; as a result, they triggered positive emotions such as
enthusiasm, commitment or active problem-solving (Cavanaugh, Boswell, Roehling, & Boudreau,
2000). We found that young workers felt highly confident (which has been described as one of the
unique characteristics of Gen Y, i.e., high levels of self-efficacy (Hewlett et al., 2009)) that they
could fulfil their personal achievement by working hard.

Managing young workers: Implications
The workplace stress paradigm supports the negative relationship between perceived stress and

individual wellbeing. However, past relevant literature tends to explore a narrow representation of
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work stressors (i.e., most research was on workload, work control and work security (Frone, 2003).
Our findings extend the past research of young workers’ stress.

Previous research views part-time work as an unwilling choice forced on young workers
because of their age and experience (Walsh, 1999). Non-standard work leads to job security issues
among workers (Mills, 2004). However, previous literature argues that part-time workers do not
want job security because these workers do not plan on staying with the same employer for any
prolonged period of time (Kalleberg, 2000). We found that the non- standard jobs have become a
choice among young people, due to their lifestyles and work attitudes (Loughlin & Barling, 2001).
In the high technology sector, young workers voluntarily choose temporary assignments for fear of
the ‘mindless repetition’ of full-time work (Lessard & Baldwin, 2000). In other word, young
people want flexible jobs that match their lifestyle (Mills, 2004).

Young workers view job stress in three dimensions: a lack of opportunities to learn, poor
social interaction and lacking opportunities to exercise initiative (autonomy). Workplace conflicts
are the most frequently cited sources of work-related stress, and young workers frequently reported
this type of stressor more than older workers (Harvey, Blouin, & Stout, 2006). Young workers are
considered proactive, actively pursuing changes that are favourable to self-development (Loughlin
& Barling, 2001). However, conflict may pose a particular problem to proactive types because of
their more goal-directed and steadfast attempts to resolve issues in their environment, and anyone
interrupting this may be a source of frustration leading to stress (Crant, 2000). Our findings
illustrate the interpersonal conflict or poor interaction between young and older generations. This
type of negative interpersonal interaction has become a work-related stressor. Past research also
found that young individuals often used a high percentage of passive-indirect strategies (Bergstrom
& Nussbaum, 1996), for example, when one acts aggressively concerning one’s self-interest, but is
passive or unconcerned about the conflicted other’s needs.

Social interaction or workplace relationships have become critical stressors among young

workers. Today, we tend to have an intergenerational mix in the workplace. Older workers think
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that Gen Y workers expect too much and they do not want anyone to tell them what to do (Smola &
Sutton, 2002). On the other hand, Gen Y workers see older workers as overcautious and hierarchy
worshipping, overly influenced by their parents’ Depression mentality (Jurkiewicz, 2000). Young
workers who define workplace interaction as one dimension of job quality are more likely to have
their psychological wellbeing impacted upon due to generational conflict. Today’s organisation
needs to mitigate the impact of this conflict by establishing a collaborative intergenerational
workforce. To encourage organisational members bridging this gap, organisations should create an
atmosphere of fellowship where people can learn from and with each other. Managers should
encourage younger workers’ ability to drive, change, and challenge the status quo. Given their need
for autonomy and flexibility, young workers will work with negative feeling under rigid structures
and inflexible management styles.

Communication researchers assume that conflict is a normal part of everyday interaction
(Bergstrom & Nussbaum, 1996). Therefore, conflict will emerge within the relation between
younger and older workers. Due to a lack of their life experience, we cannot expect young workers
to have more mature and reasonable ways of dealing with the conflict. When an interpersonal
conflict arises, young workers may become confrontational over the issue while older workers
remain solution-oriented. A pragmatic implication of our findings is to make employees aware that
they may have differing preferences in dealing with a conflict that may, to some extent, explain
problems in their intergenerational communication. Workplace training can increase the awareness
of generations, and reduce the negative outcome of conflict which then mitigates the negative
wellbeing among employees.

Previous research shows that young workers are highly motivated (e.g. Smola & Sutton,
2002; Twenge & Campbell, 2008; Wyn & Woodman, 2006). Thus, it is important to provide these
young workers with opportunities for challenging work and growth. To attract and retain young

workers, organisations should find strategic human resource policies that meet young workers’
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desired job characteristics in such a way that work stress is minimised and job satisfaction and
performance are maximised.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
The results of this study are limited in terms of transferability. Since the findings of study
are specific to a small number of participants, it is impossible to demonstrate that the findings and
conclusions are applicable to a wider population. However, each participant may be unique, and
represent an example within a broader group (young workers). As a result, the prospect of
transferability should not be immediately rejected (Denscombe, 1998). To increase transferability,
larger sample should be sought, and a triangulation the findings with positivistic approach
(statistical analysis) is recommended. Second, the narrative description of the participants which
were provided in our study, does not cover the full information of the economic, social, and
psychological qualities of the participants. Therefore, the interpretation of our findings should be
considered a preliminary. The future study can perhaps include a full description of all the

contextual factors impinging on the inquiry.
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Table 1: Demographic information of the respondents.
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ID Age  Gender Industry Tenure Position Work status Education
Y01 27 f Health 5 Receivable Assistant fulltime Diploma
Y02 28 f Health 3.6 Medical receptionist fulltime Bachelor
Y03 21 f Social services 1 Counsellor part-time Bachelor
Y04 25 m Commercial Services 0.4 Stylist part-time High school
Y05 19 f Government 1.9 Administrator fulltime Diploma
Y06 22 f Commercial Services 0.8 Administrator fulltime Diploma
Y07 29 f Social services 0.1 Support officer fulltime Diploma
Y08 23 f Commercial Services 6 Telemarketer part-time Bachelor
Y09 26 m Manufacturing 5 Cabinet maker fulltime Diploma
Y10 27 f Government 0.4 investigator fulltime Master
Y11 25 m Wholesales & Retails 3.5 Supervisor part-time Bachelor
Y12 17 f Wholesales & Retails 1.1 Sale assistant Causal High school
Y13 26 m Wholesales & Retails 6 Service assistant fulltime High school
Y14 19 f Wholesales & Retails 0.5 Sale assistant part-time High school
Y15 19 f Wholesales & Retails 1.3 Sale assistant part-time High school
Y16 19 f Wholesales & Retails 4 Supervisor Causal High school
Y17 20 m Wholesales & Retails 2.5 Floor assistant fulltime High school
Y18 24 f Wholesales & Retails 4.5 Sales manager fulltime Bachelor
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Table 2: A summary of emerging themes

Emerging themes Descriptions
They never let me shine and kept preaching at me! A perception of lacing freedom and learning opportunity
Interpersonal conflict: Generation crash A perception of being treated as a child
Gen Y are job crafters An ability to craft their routine jobs in ways that would foster their own job satisfaction

Gen Y perceive stress in positive ways Job stressors are seen as their personal challenge.
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