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Abstract 
 
 Background: National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) defines occupational stress as "the 
harmful physical and emotional responses that occur when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, re-
sources, or needs of the worker". Limited availability of current research on occupational stress in the education as well as 
the information technology (IT) sectors motivated us to conduct this study that juxtaposes stress among these two groups, 
whose roles become increasingly important, as our nation looks towards globalization. The present study is to evaluate and 
compare the levels of occupational stress among teachers and software professionals. Methods: This cross sectional analyti-
cal study was conducted in August 2007 in an arts college and an IT firm in Chennai, India. The study involved a structured 
and validated drop off questionnaire, completed anonymously by 127 individuals (62 college professors and 65 software 
professionals). Various aspects of occupational stress like role overload, role ambiguity, peer pressure, low status and stren-
uous working conditions were graded using a Likert scale and then analyzed using Occupational Stress Index Score system 
devised by Rizzo et al. Data was analyzed using SPSS Version 15. Student’s t - test was performed to compare occupational 
stress among teachers and software professionals. Results: IT professionals experienced significantly higher level of stress 
due to group and peer pressure (p<0.01). Teachers experienced significantly higher level of stress due to role overload and 
strenuous working conditions (p<0.05). Conclusion: Stress at work needs careful monitoring and remediable stressors 
should be eliminated with the help of an organizational change and effective stress management. 
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Introduction 

 The National Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Health (NIOSH) defines occupational stress as "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"(1). 
Schuler also identifies seven categories of work stress-
ors in organizations: job qualities, relationships, or-
ganizational structure, physical qualities, career devel-
opment, change and role in the organization (2). The 
detrimental effects of occupational stress range from 
sleep disturbances, poor concentration, irritability, 
low morale, poor peer relations to major problems like 
cardiovascular diseases, musculoskeletal disorders 
and psychological disorders.  

 
 

High levels of stress-related illness are causing con-
cern across the country amongst various occupa-
tions, mainly in software professionals with the up-
surge in the field of Information Technology (IT) in 
the recent past (3). The software professional’s work 
tends to be regarded as inherently stressful because 
of the risk of odd working hours and the pressure of 
meeting deadlines. Meanwhile, teachers are also re-
ported to experience a high risk of stress and occu-
pational "burnout" in the process of moulding the 
younger generation (4). In fact, work related stress is 
found to be a major cause of occupational ill health in 
the education sector in various countries (5).  
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 Against this background of impending occu-
pation stress related illnesses, as an effort to im-
prove this situation, there is a need to evaluate the 
extent of stress and identify the key work-related 
stressors. Despite this heavy tax laid on human con-
stitution and capacities by stress, little current re-
search into stress among teachers and IT profession-
als is available. While early researches sought to fo-
cus exclusively on burn out among teachers, this 
study juxtaposes stress among teachers and IT pro-
fessionals whose role becomes increasingly im-
portant as our nation looks towards globalization. 
Furthermore, the findings of the few existing studies 
have also been outdated by the growing complexities 
in both the IT and teaching fields. The objectives of 
our study were to analyze the different aspects of 
occupational stress and compare the levels of stress 
among college professors and IT professionals in 
today’s modern context. 

Materials and methods 

 This cross sectional analytical study was 
conducted in August 2007 in an arts college and a 
private IT firm in Chennai, India. The participation in 
the study was anonymous and voluntary, though 
only staff members with a minimum work experi-
ence of 2 years in their present occupation were in-
cluded. A total of 62 college professors working in an 
Arts and Science college and 65 software profession-
als employed in an IT firm in the same locality were 
included in the study. The survey involved a struc-
tured and validated drop off questionnaire which 
was handed over to the supervisors at the IT firm 
and principal of the college to be distributed among 
the staff. On the first page of the questionnaire book-
let, an informed consent was obtained from the staff 
prior to commencing the survey. The questionnaire 
consisted of 35 structured questions, both open end-
ed and closed. The aspects of occupational stress 
covered by the questionnaire were role overload, 
role ambiguity, group and peer pressure, powerless-
ness, low status and strenuous working conditions. 
In addition to the structured part of the question-
naire, individuals were invited to give further com-
ments on the last page. Five point Likert scales were 
then used to rate the various dimensions of job 
stress. 
 Occupational stress index score system was 
used to calculate the level of each stressor among 
teachers and software professionals (6). Based on the 
stress level for each stressor, the teachers and soft-
ware professionals were categorized as having low, 
moderate and high levels of stress. Each stressor, in 
teachers and software professionals was then indi-
vidually compared and statistically analyzed using 
Student t test. p<0.05 was considered to be statisti-
cally significant. 
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Results 

 The results of our study showed that both the 
groups recognized different stressors to different ex-
tents in their work environment. (Table.1) Teachers 
experienced significantly higher stress due to role 
overload in comparison to software professionals 
(p<0.05). Though strenuous working conditions and 
unprofitability caused moderate stress in both 
groups, they were significantly higher amongst teach-
ers (p<0.01 and p<0.001 respectively). Poor group 
and peer pressure, powerlessness and low status 
were almost equally prevalent among teachers and 
software professionals. Further, both the categories 
experienced low levels of stress due to role conflict.    

*p<0.05 = statistically significant; NSS – Not Statistically Significant 
 
Table :1 – Level of stress for work related stressors in teachers and 
software professionals and comparison of stress levels between the 
two groups. 

 

Discussion 

 In our study, we observed that the teachers 
experienced significantly higher stress due to role 
overload when compared to software professionals 
(p<0.05). In fact, the score of role overload was higher 
than that of police officers who are subject to greater 
physical constraints and this can be attributed to 
changes in the education sector which is placing more 
pressure on the teachers (7). Teachers themselves re-
port a high risk of stress and occupational 
"burnout" (i.e., syndrome of emotional exhaustion 
and cynicism that occurs frequently among individu-
als who do "people-work") (8). The idea that teachers 
suffer from an excessively high risk of stress and oc-
cupational "burnout" is widely accepted among not 
only the general public, but among teachers them-
selves (4, 9). Many studies have described a very high 
level of mental fatigue among teachers pertaining to 
certain specific aspects of their profession. The survey 
done by Eaton et al revealed that the overall preva-
lence of depression ranged from 3% to 5% (10).  

 

Stressor evaluated 

Level of stress and comparison 

Software 
Professionals 

Teachers p value 

Role overload Low Moderate <0.01* 

Role conflict Low Low NSS 

Peer pressure Moderate Moderate NSS 

Strenuous working 
conditions 

Moderate Moderate <0.01* 

Un profitability Moderate Moderate <0.001* 

Powerlessness Low Low NSS 

Low status Low Low NSS 



In fact the study by Finlay Jones reported a 17% rate 
of acute psychological distress among teachers, 
which was much higher when compared to the gen-
eral population (9%) in the Canberra study (11,12). 

 The recent past has seen a proliferation of 
software companies and computer professionals as 
in the country with a simultaneous increase in the 
prevalence of occupational stress. Previous studies 
have predominantly attributed the stress to work-
load and few organizational factors related to project 
management (13). Lo classified the work environment 
stressors of computer professionals as micro stress-
ors (job level factors like work load) and macro 
stressors (organizational factors like career develop-
ment, team and supervisor support etc). He further 
stated that the interaction between micro and macro 
stressors diminished the organizational effectiveness 
(14,15). The comparatively lesser stress in software 
professionals in this regard in our study may be due 
to the workshops and training programs conducted 
by the organizations to enable workers to be both 
mentally fit and technically updated. Yet a moderate 
amount of quantitative and qualitative job overload 
persists due to the poor support from supervisors 
(16). 

 Role conflict contributed to only low levels 
of stress in both the teachers and software profes-
sionals. Role conflict imposed stress can be attribut-
ed as an extension of work overload and unclear in-
structions from supervisors (17). Specialization in dif-
ferent areas of the software and teaching industry by 
individuals can help eliminate this issue.  
  

 Poor group relations and peer pressure were 
almost equally prevalent as stressors among teachers 
and software professionals. Wu et al in their study 
have attributed poor group relations amongst teach-
ers to uneven distribution of workload and inability 
to handle relationships with others (18). In software 
professionals, where team based works are more 
common, lack of guidance from higher authorities, 
inefficient team leaders and lack of team spirit can 
lead to poor group relations (17). Result based pay 
system of IT firms also results in peer pressure and 
poor human relationships at work. Poor work-
ing conditions can enhance stress at work and this 
proved to be a moderate stressor to both the teach-
ers and software professionals (19). But stren ous 
working conditions were more significantly preva-
lent amongst teachers (p<0.01). In general, software 
professionals have a better work environment due to 
the ergonomically designed infrastructure and the 
employee oriented attitude of employers. In a study 
by Sveinsdottir H et al, cabin crew, nurses and teach-
ers reported worse  

symptoms of stress, with the cabin crew members 
being the most affected by strenuous working condi-
tions (20). Four main factors were identified as sources 
of stress in the school environment namely student 
misbehavior, poor working conditions, time pressure 
and poor school ethos. A low level of supervision and 
colleague support contributing to a less congenial 
work atmosphere also appeared to be related to work 
stress and burnout.  
 
 Unprofitability is reported as a major stress-
or by teachers than by software professionals since 
the scale of pay for teachers is usually based on the 
duration of service (experience in years) and not on 
the work load or contribution from an individual. 
Superficially, this seems to be taken care of in the IT 
industry scenario. There is usually a result based pay 
system, where the decisions regarding payments/ 
incentives are based on 6 monthly or yearly apprais-
als from the team. Yet, unprofitability seems to be 
perceived by the IT professionals, where they blame 
an insufficient evaluation system in which work abil-
ity is not “reflected by pay and position”(16). Finally, 
powerlessness and low status was almost equally 
prevalent among teachers and software profession-
als. This factor was hardly perceived as a stressor and 
was given the lowest score by both the professions. 
Increase in the company  profit enhanced the value of 
its workers and made them feel worthy while the 
respect from the students amongst teachers gave 
them a sense of high position. 
 
 Stress can definitely be observed as an inevi-
table component in the job atmosphere and the work 
experience amongst both the professions studied. 
However, an effort to eliminate or alleviate stress 
amongst these workers is definitely the need of the 
hour. Organizational change that includes manage-
ment of workload (workload that matches workers 
capabilities and resources), clear definition of roles 
and responsibilities and improved communication 
can definitely be of help. Education in terms of caus-
es, costs and control measures of stress can be of 
great benefit and provide a better understanding to 
the employees. Setting up a committee to evaluate 
and manage the occupational health of the staff mem-
bers, ensuring employee input for those activities 
which involves their time and effort and conducting 
regular training programs on occupational health can 
be few measures to combat stress in the work envi-
ronment. 
 

Conclusion 

 
Stress at work needs careful monitoring and wherev-
er possible, the remediable stressors that this survey  
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survey points at should be eliminated to develop a 
more friendly and productive work environment. 
This could be a step forward to improve on preven-
tion of some of the occupational related diseases in 
teachers, especially if easy to implement measures 
could be recommended to modify potential at-risk 
conditions or habits at work. 
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