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Abstract

Occupational stress is considered as one of the most important work-related
psychological problems. To date, research findings demonstrate that specific coping
strategies lead to positive results, via the impact of specific positive elements such as
relaxation and reframing. The broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions
(Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2003) provides an alternative approach suggesting that positive
emotions experiencing leads to beneficial psychological results. In this study we
examined the relationship between positive emotions and strain in a sample of 2775
professionals. The results indicate that the experiencing of positive emotions is negatively
correlated with occupational strain and that overall and discrete positive emotions
predict strain over and beyond stressors.

Key words: occupational stress, positive emotions, coping strategies, the broaden-and-
build theory of positive emotions.

Intfroduction

Occupational stress is considered to be one of the most prominent and serious
psychological problems. According to the National Institute of Occupational Safety
and Health (2002), 40% of all employees experience their job as “very” or
“extremely” stressful and at least 26% feel professionally exhausted. Researchers
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have studied occupational stress in relation to gender, age, profession, smoking
habits, stressors in the working place, residence, tenure, recent health problems,
level in the organization and trait optimism (Bakker, Demerouti, de Boer, & Schaufeli,
2003; Cooper & Cartwright, 1994; Galanakis, Stalikas, Kallia, Karagianni & Karela
2009; Grzywacz & Butler, 2005; Jansen, Peeters, de Jonge, Houkes & Tummers, 2004;
Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Lazarus, 2000; Major, Klein & Ehrhart, 2002;
Seigrist 1996; Van Vegchel, De Jonge, Bosma & Schaufeli; 2005). These variables are
crucial in our effort to comprehend strain levels in employees and are taken into
account in our research design.

Stress is defined as an unpleasant psychological state related to emotions of fear,
anxiety, disturbance, anger, sadness and grief (Botheridge 2001, 2003; Greiner,
Krause, Ragland & Fisher, 1998; Hacker, 1991; Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004q;
Motowidlo, Packard & Manning, 1986; Schaufeli & Kompier, 2001). Lazarus (2000)
defines stress as a complex, multidimensional negative emotion. Due to the
detrimental effects of stress various coping strategies have been designed and are
applied at an individual or at an organizational level.

While there has been a large body of research that examines the efficacy of a
variety of individual coping strategies many researchers link stress coping
mechanisms to positive attributes and psychological features such as creativity,
broadening, relaxation and reframing (Caulfield, Chang, Dollard, & Elshaug, 2004;
Edwards, 1988; Galanakis, Moraitou, Garivaldis, & Stalikas, 2009; Karasek, & Theorell,
1990; Osipow, & Spokane, 1984, 1987).Therefore, the purpose of this study was to
investigate the possibility of overall positive emotions affecting strain levels. This
confributes to the extant literature by broadening our comprehension of the efficacy
of positive emotions in stress coping and also reveals a new direction for the creation
of innovative strategies based on positive emotions.

The broaden-and-build Theory of positive emotions

Positive emotions feel good. Plus, the balance of people’s positive and negative
emotions contributes to perceptions of life satisfaction (Diener & Larsen, 1993).
However these are not the only reasons that people should care about positive
emotions. According to Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory (1998), positive
emotions not only make us feel good in the present, but they also increase the
likelihood that one will feel good in the future. That is, positive emotions trigger
upward spirals toward enhanced emotional wellbeing. This proposition stems from a
new perspective regarding positive emotions offered within Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001,
2003) broaden-and-build theory.
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This model posits that, unlike negative emotions, which narrow people’s thought-
action repertoires (e.qg., fight or flight), positive emotions broaden people’s thought-
action repertoires, encouraging them to discover novel lines of thought or action. An
incidental outcome of these broadened mind-sets is an increase in personal
resources: Key to our knowledge that positive emotions trigger upward spirals is the
proposition that positive emotions broaden atftention and cognition. Evidence
supporting this claim comes from studies that use global- local visual processing
paradigms to assess biases in attentional focus (Basso, Schefft, Ris, & Dember, 1996;
Derryberry & Tucker, 1994). Other studies have shown that positive emotions produce
patterns of thought that are notably unusual, flexible, creative, and receptive (Isen,
1987). In general, positive emotions “enlarge” the cognitive context (Galanakis &
Stalikas, 2004), an effect linked to increases in brain dopamine (Ashby, Isen, & Turken,
1999).

If positive emotions broaden atftention and cognition, enabling flexible and creative
thinking, they should also facilitate coping with stress and adversity (Aspinwall, 1998).
Fredrickson’s research findings showed that specific positive emotions (joy, interest,
tranquility, amusement, awe, contentment, gratitude, hope, love, pride, and sexual
desire) lead to: a) cognitive broadening and personal resources building
(Fredrickson, & Branigan, 2000), b) negative emotions’ psychological stimulation
decrease (“The Undoing Hypothesis”, Fredrisckson, & Levenson, 1998), c) increase of
psychological resilience (Tugade, & Fredrickson, 2004), d) activation of upward spiral
mechanisms that lead progressively to psychological health and well- being
(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002).

To date, there are only few studies that have examined the influence of positive
emotions on strain levels linking variables associated to positive emotions with the
occupational stress process. The few studies that have been conducted provide
support to the hypothesis that positive emotions are linked to occupational strain
levels. Such studies are reviewed in the section below.

Review of prior research findings

Folkman (2008) and Folkman & Moscowitz (2000) stated that there is a lack of studies
examining the role of overall positive emotions in the stress process even though
there is a reasonable theoretical basis. Giga, Cooper, & Faragher, (2003) underlined
the lack of an explanatory framework as to what makes existing stress coping
strategies effective. Bond & Bunce (2000) explained the differences in emotion
based vs. action based stress coping strategies through emotion regulation and
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positive to negative emotion equilibrium. Several researchers examined the
importance of social support in stress coping and suggested that its function may be
explained by overall positive emotions experiencing (Beehr, 1995; Beehr, Farmer,
Glazer, Gutanowski, & Nair, 2003; Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975;
Cohen, & Wills, 1985; Kahn, & Byosiere, 1992; Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999).
Additionally other researchers conducted studies relative to positive and negative
affect and recognized the importance of positive affect in stress coping (Arvey,
Bouchard, Segal, & Abraham, 1989; Tellegen, 1982; Watson 1988; Watson, & Clark,
1984; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Israel, Baker, Goldenhar, Heaney and
Schurman (1996) underlined the impact of strengthening personal resources and
psychological resilience on coping actively with the environmental stressors. A similar
connection has been demonstrated by Freedy and Hobfall (1994), Kline and Snow
(1994) and Meichenbaum (1993) who recognized the increase of personal resources
as a stress-coping factor. Finally Seligman & Csikszenmihalyi (2000b) found that
positive affect helped healthcare professionals, who worked with AIDS patients, to
experience low strain levels and suggested (2000a) that positive emotions promote
psychological health and well being.

Altogether, these findings indicate that stress is a widely studied variable which is
linked to specific personality, behavioral and demographic variables and that
coping strategies are successful in decreasing strain levels. The Broaden-and-Build
Theory (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001, 2003) provides an alternative framework which
suggests that overall positive emotions are linked to occupational strain, and that
the success of certain coping strategies may be a result of experiencing positive
emotions. Finally recent studies provide —at least- indirect support to the hypothesis
that experiencing positive emotions is linked to strain reduction via associating
variables related to positive emotions such as social support and positive affect.

Study rationale and research hypotheses

Fredrickson (1998, 2001, 2003) proposed that experiencing positive emotions is
beneficial in multiple ways; it acfivates broadening and creativity, decreases
negative emotions arousal, and fosters psychological resilience and well-being.
Empirical results appear to support her model ((Fredrickson & Branigan, 2000;
Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002; Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998, Fredrickson, Tugade,
Waugh, & Larkin, 2003).

The aim of the study is to investigate the relationship of experiencing positive
emotions with strain and how this relationship may differ as a function of

demographic, personality or background variables.
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Specifically, the study’s research hypotheses are:

1) Higher levels of positive emotions correlate to lower levels of occupational strain.
2) The relationship between overall positive emotions and occupational strain is not
affected by specific control background variables (gender, age, profession, smoking
habits, stressors in the working environment, residence, tenure, recent health
problems, level in the organization and optimism) which have been suggested by
the literature to be related to occupational strain.

3) Discrete positive emotions have differential effects on occupational strain levels.

4) Positive emotions predict greater occupational strain levels variance when
combined with background, personality and demographic control variables.

Method

Sample and procedure

The sample was comprised of 2775 Greek employees, (41.80% men and 58.20%
women). The average age of the participants was M=35 years (SD=11.43). From the
total of the sample 1149 (42.10%) participants were employed in the private sector,
640 (23.50%) were employed in the public sector, 71 (2.60%) were medical doctors,
44 (1.60%) were lawyers, 56 (2.10%) worked as military personnel, 80 (2.90%) were self-
employed, 31 (1.10%) were psychologists and 656 (24%) worked in other professions.

Test completion was anonymous. The researchers visited participants in their working
place and administered the test battery after receiving their informed consent. All
participants were provided with adequate information regarding the completion of
the tests. The test battery was completed in approximately 30 minutes. Individual
results were sent to participants through e-mail upon completion of the study

Measures

Demographic and background conftrol variables

This form was constructed to record specific demographic, personality and
behavioral variables that influence occupational strain levels. Specifically, in this form
the participants provided information regarding the following: gender, age,
profession, smoking habits (non smoker, occasional smoker, frequent smoker, and
very frequent smoker), residence, tenure, recent serious health problems (yes or no in
the previous year), level in the organization (low, medium, high, based on their
organizational chart) and frait optimism.
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Differential Emotion Scale-Modified (DES-MOD; Frederickson et al., 2003)

This scale is comprised of 21 items and assesses the experiencing of eleven positive
(joy. interest, tranquility, amusement, awe, contentment, gratitude, hope, love,
pride, and sexual desire) and nine negative emotions during a two weeks period
time. Participants were asked to indicate the degree that they have experienced
each of the emotions in the last 15 days using a 5point Likert scale (1= | have not
experienced this emotion, 5= | have experienced this emotion in the maximum
degree). This scale has been developed by the Fredrickson research team, has been
used in many studies (e.g. Fredrickson 2003, coefficient alpha =0.85) and represents
one of the very few available scales for the assessment of positive emotions. In
addition to the 20 items, there is one nominal — categorical item in which
participants record the one emotion that they have experienced most often in the
last 15 days. This item was later used in the study for participant categorization in 11
different positive emotion groups. Along with the specific score of each of the 20
Likert items (ranging from 1 to 5), the scale provides a total score for all negative
emotions (coefficient alpha =0.73) (ranging from 9 to 45), a total for all positive
emotions (coefficient alpha =0.79) (ranging from 11 to 55) and a total score that
indicates if the person has experienced more positive or negative emotions. This
score is calculated by dividing the total of positive emotions with the total of the
negative emotions. The internal consistency of the scale in our study was similar to
previous studies (coefficient alpha = 0.82).

Occupational Stress Inventory (OSI) (Osipow & Spokane, 1987)

The OSl includes 92 items which are allocated in three different subscales (PSQ, ORQ
and PRQ). Scores are calculated on the basis of a 4 point Likert scale that ranges
from Definitely Disagree (1) to Definitely Agree (4). Partficipants completed the
following two scales from the Occupational Stress Inventory.

1) The Personal Strain Questionnaire (PSQ) includes 22 items and measures
occupational strain levels (coefficient alpha=0.88) (scores range from 22-88 points).
The coefficient alpha results were similar to the ones mentioned in the manual of the
test from its original standardization process (coefficient alpha=0.87)

2) The Occupational Roles Questionnaire (ORQ) consists of 30 items and
calculates the degree in which the working environment is stressful (coefficient
alpha=0.78) (scores range from 30-120 points). The coefficient alpha results were
similar fo the ones mentioned in the manual of the test from its original
standardization process (coefficient alpha=0.81).
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Results

For the assessment of overall positive emotions we calculated the ratfio of total
positive to total negative emotions per participant according the DES.MOD results
and this ratio score was used in all analyses.

For the assessment of occupational strain we estimated participants’ total sum of the
Personal Strain Questionnaire of the OSI by adding responses to all 22 4point Likert
items. Participants’ scores ranged between 22 points (absence of stress) to 88 points
(stress overload).

For the assessment of stressors in the workplace we accumulated each participant’s
answers in the Occupational Roles Questionnaire and this score was used in all
analyses for the second and fifth research questions. Scores ranged between 30
(reloxed workplace) to 120 points (extremely stressful workplace).

Overall positive emotions are the independent variable and occupational strain is
the dependent variable throughout all the analyses.

In order to examine the first research hypothesis, regarding the relationship of
positive emotions with occupational strain, a correlation analysis was conducted
between the positive to negative emotions ratio score of DES.MOD and the total
PSQ score.

The analysis showed that there is moderate negative correlation between overall
positive emotions experiencing and occupational strain (r=-0.53, p< 0.01). This result
suggests that the higher the overall positive emotions experienced by the individual
the lower the occupational strain levels.

In order to examine the second research hypothesis as to whether the relation
between overall positive emotions and occupational strain is affected by specific
background variables, a partial correlation analysis was conducted. Specifically 10
variables were examined: gender, age, profession, smoking habits, stressors in the
working place, residence, tenure, recent health problems, level in the organization
and trait optimism.

The results showed that there is a negative (r=-0.441) and statistically significant

(p<0.001) correlation between overall positive emotions and occupational strain. The
correlation between these two variables without conftrolling for the impact of the
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above intervening variables was r=-0.53, p<0.01. In order to identify the exact impact
of each one of the ten intervening variables we conducted further partial
correlations analyses for each intervening variable separately. The results of these
analyses showed that frait optimism has the greater intervening impact in the
relation between overall positive emotions and strain (positive emotions/strain r=-
0.28, p<0.05). This particular personality variable magnifies the identified relationship
between positive emotions and occupational strain.

Moreover in relation to the second research hypothesis we examined specifically the
role of profession in the relationship of overall positive emotions and occupational
strain. For that reason a MANOVA analysis was conducted, which is indicated when
examining the impact of two or more categorical independent variables on a single
dependent variable, by comparing the statistical significance of strain level
differences with the interaction of overall positive emotions (high, medium, low
positive emotions and negative emotions categories) and profession (Public
servants, Private sector employees, Medical Doctors, Military, Lawyers, Self -
employed, Psychologists) as the independent variables.

According to the MANOVA there is a statistically significant impact of the degree of
experiencing positive emotions F(3, 2020)=64.607, p<0.000 and profession F(7,
2020)=2.195, p<0.05 on occupational strain levels, but no statistically significant
impact is observed for their interaction F(18, 2020)=1.143, ns. The findings indicate
that profession and overall positive emotions influence occupational strain levels
independently. Nevertheless, when we examined whether the overall positive
emotions — occupational strain relationship differs in various professions the analysis
showed that no differential impact exists. Overall positive emotions relate to
occupational strain regardless of the profession of the individual.

In relation to the third research hypothesis we examined whether specific positive
emotions have differential effects on occupational strain levels by conducting an
analysis of variance. Specifically, we divided participants info 11 different positive
emotions groups according their answers in DES.MOD (categorical item no.21,
“Which emotion have you experienced the most during the last 15 dayse”). Then we
compared their occupational strain levels and checked for statistically significant
differences which could be attributed to specific positive emotions experiencing.

The analysis of variance showed that the mean differences in occupational strain
levels were statistically significant F(10, 1613) = 4.426, p <0.001. In order to examine
which positive emotions had differential effects on occupational strain levels, post
hoc analyses were conducted. According to these results using the Tamhane
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criterion, statistically significant differences were observed for the emotions of joy
and tranquility compared to the other nine positive emotions examined. The
employees that experienced joy (r=-0.61, p<0.001) and/or franquility (r=-0.67,
p<0.001) as the most prominent emotion during the 15 days period preceding the
study had lower strain levels in comparison to those who experienced interest,
amusement, awe, contentment, gratitude, hope, love, pride, and sexual desire.

Finally as far as the fourth hypothesis is concerned we examined whether positive
emotions experiencing can predict occupational strain levels. For that reason a
hierarchical regression analysis was conducted.

According to the results of the hierarchical regression analysis, overall positive
emotions seem to influence the stressor — strain relationship. In particular, job stressors
were added first in the equation and they predicted 16% of occupational strain
variance. By adding “frait optimism” 27.90% of occupational strain variance was
explained. With the addition of “gender” the percentage of the explained variance
increased to 31.30%. With the addition of “recent serious health problems” 33.10% of
the variance was explained. The addifion of “Smoking” increased the explained
variance to 34.10%. The addition of “age” increased the percentage of the
predicted variance to 34.40%. Finally, “overall positive emotions” increased the
explained variance to 42.70%. “Residence” and “profession” did not add any
predictive power.

In order to avoid type | statistical error, due to the possibility of a spillover effect, we
conducted regression analysis for the proposed equation following the reverse order
so as to secure that overall positive emotions influence occupational strain levels
rather than the opposite. The results showed that occupational strain levels explain
28.60% of the variance of “overall positive emotions” and combined with “traif
optimism”, “job stressors” and “tenure” they explain 36.20% of the variance of
positive emotions experiencing.

Furthermore, additional regression analyses were conducted in order to estimate the
impact of specific positive emotions on occupational strain levels. For this analysis
the five basic positive emotions suggested by Fredrickson were examined
(contentment, pride, joy, interest and love) along with the other positive emotions
embedded in this research design based on the DES.MOD (tranquility, amusement,
awe, gratitude, hope and sexual desire).
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According fo the results love, pride, awe, amusement, franquility, gratitude, hope,
sexual desire and interest do not seem to add to the explained variance of the
model, while contentment and joy add +2.50% and +4.40% on the explained
occupational strain variance.

Discussion

The results of the present study showed a) that there is statistically significant
negative correlation between experiencing positive emotions and occupational
strain levels, b) that this relationship is not influenced by demographic, personality
and behavioral variables or by profession, c) that specific positive emotions (joy and
tranquility) exert a greater influence in reducing strain and d) that overall positive
emotions predict occupational strain levels. A plausible interpretation of these
findings can be given through Fredrickson’s theoretical framework which suggests
that positive emotions experiencing leads to cognitive broadening and personal
resources building, which in furn helps employees discover new ideas and
strengthens their problem solving abilities (Fredrickson, 1998). Moreover positive
emotions diminish negative emotions arousal (“The antfidote hypothesis”, Fredrickson,
1998) and they have a direct "anti-negative” emotions effect. Finally positive
emotions lead through upward spiral mechanisms (Fredrickson, 2001) to
psychological resilience and well being, which help employees sustain occupational
stressors and handle strain efficiently.  Nevertheless the importance of these
mechanisms on stress coping were not tested in the present study.

The findings reported here have a range of implications. First, they add force to
recent efforts to situate positive emotions within models of stress and coping (e.g.,
Folkman, 1997; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000). Classic theoretical depictions
notwithstanding, positive emotions do not disappear during times of acute and
chronic stress. The work reported here joins past work (e.g., Keltner & Bonanno, 1997;
Stein et al., 1997) in demonstrating that positive emotions are indeed present and
functional during distressed periods, just as they are in other circumstances. Second,
together with related research (e.g., Fredrickson, Mancuso, et al., 2000; Fredrickson &
Joiner, 2002), our findings suggest that efforts to cultivate and nurture positive
emotions pay off both in the stress coping procedure.

Seeking these dalluring payoffs begs the question of how to cultivate positive
emotions in stressful conditions. Noting that emotions cannot be instilled directly
(Fredrickson, 2000), and drawing on recent work by Folkman and colleagues
(Folkman, 1997; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2000; Park & Folkman, 1997), we suggest that
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finding positive meaning may be the most powerful leverage point for cultivating
positive emotions when under pressure. Holding spiritual or religious beliefs or
otherwise appreciating the meaning of life on philosophical levels can increase
people's likelihood of finding positive meaning (Folkman, 1997; Frankl, 1959;
Fredrickson, 2002a; Park & Folkman, 1997). Yet with or without the infusion of the
above, people can find positive meaning in daily life by reframing adverse events in
a positive light, infusing ordinary events with positive value, and pursuing and
attaining realistic goals (Folkman, 1997). And in contexts of stress therapy, clinicians
might cultivate positive emotions by training clients in relaxation (Fredrickson, 2000,
2002b), assigning them to engage in their favorite pleasant activities (Fredrickson,
2002b; Lewinsohn & Gotlib, 1995), and asking patients to discuss their past best of
times (Joiner et al., 2001), clinical efforts that appear to accelerate the freatment
process.

Our results are in line with findings of previous studies (Folkkman & Moscowitz, 2000;
Giga, Cooper, & Faragher, 2003; Lazarus 2000) and they validate them in the
occupational stress territory, through a large sample of professionals and in a variety
of professions, thus increasing their external validity.

The empirical validation of the above is extremely important in the level of science,
society and occupation. Specifically, the discovery of the impact of positive
emotions on the experience of job stress may increase the comprehension of the
phenomenon and lead to the creation and the adoption of new strategies of
coping with it. Additionally, the founding enforces the state of personal - centered
theories that have begun to gain attention over the last years. At the same time the
occurring with these positive emotions opens the way to the examination of the
experience of positive dimensions in the dealing with the negative aspects which
unipolars the searching interest during the previous decades.

The main limitations of the study can be grouped into five main categories. First, all
data were collected through self report questionnaires and in one test session, which
can lead to subjective answers and inhibits any intention to establish causal
relationships. Our findings are correlational. Second, we conducted the research in
the actual working place which was one way to have access to a large number of
professionals but on the other hand it gave us little control over intermediate
variables like employee relationships, management style, alcohol consumption or
previous psychopathology. Third, given the complexity of the study and the large
number of variables in the research design, we needed to exclude other important
variables related to the phenomenon like personality type or locus of control. Fourth,

231


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9381234
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R21
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R26
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R67
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9381234
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R24
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R27
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R27
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R27
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R57
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2755263/#R46

Do positive emotions help us cope with occupational stresse

even though our sample size was adequate some categories of the sample were
underrepresented compared to others. For example we had a small number of
lawyers and medical doctors.

Future studies may expand our findings into five possible research directions: a) Do
other positive emotions, like enthusiasm, ecstasy, or the emotion of victory, play a
certain role in the stress processe, b) What is the role of variables like psychological
resilience, productivity, competition and group dynamics in the relationship between
positive emotions and stress¢, c) How can we provoke positive emotions in the
workplace?, d) What is the role of personality type in the positive emotions — stress
relationship? and e) Does the interaction of stressors and positive emotions predict
stress levels. Answers to these questions will help us better comprehend the essence
of the stress phenomenon and create new and more efficient coping strategies for
promoting health and psychological well-being in the work environment.
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