WOMEN EXECUTIVES AND STRESS
BY
Mrs. J.L. Utouh

INTRODUCTION

The prevailing decade is a challenging one
to organisations and to managers within
them. Many organizations are facing
turbulent times as they restructure to meet
various changes and demands of an economic,
technological, social and political nature

and increased competition rate.

To help meet these challenges managers must
operate at peak performance and learn to
operate effectively under various stressors
and increased stress-levels. (Cranwell-ward,
1993).* The situation 1is even more
challenging and stressful to women
executives due to demands at home and the
nature of organisational cultures within
which they operate. The following sencentes

capture the situation:-

npar more pressures at work and at
home, compared  to their male
counterparts.... women who break into
middle and senior levels of management
have to be better at their job and
better copers Qhan their male
colleagues". (Davidson and Cooper

1992)2

Its against tpis background that this paper
attempts to discuss the nature of stress as
it applies to women execut:lves,'causes and
effects of such stress and practical

r:lr-s-.-.;._l'... Utouh is the RegistrBar zi;lthe Institute of
Finance Management (IFM) P.O. Box 8, Dar es Salaam
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strategies for managing stress. In order to
achieve its intended objectives the paper is
divided into five parts. Part I 1is the
introduction which lays the background for
discussion. Part II discusses the meaning of
stress and stress response, characteristics
and types of stress. Part III explores
various causes of stress to women executives
while Part IV narrates the effects of such
stress. Part V discusses the potential
strategies for managing stress while the
conclusion summarizes the discussion and
points the way forward fro Women Executives
in thriving with stress through the

turbulent times and challenging
organisational environments.

2. STRESS AND STRESS RESPONSE

2.1 What stress ig; Characteristics

and type

Stress is essentially a response
to our perceived relationship
between demands or pressure on us
and our ability to cope.

"It is  a physiological and
psychological reaction which occurs
when peoole perceive an imbalance

between the level of demand placed upon
them and their capability to meet those
demands" .3

(Cranwell-ward, 1993 p.10)



The diagram below illustrates more on
stress:-

The Interactional Approach

Demands Capacity to
Potential meet demands
Stressors
Appraisal by
the person
imbalance = Stress
stress response
physiological psychological
response response

ane Cranwell - ward, Thriving on

Source: &
Stress: self pevelopment for Managers

1990 p.9S
The definition and the diagram above Suggegt'that
the naturelof a part:icular event, 1nd}V}d1_1al
Perception of 2 situation and capabilities
determine whether any given event will act as a
Stressor or not. Consequently, 2 major
characteristic of sStreéss is that it is a very
because not two

indivi : on
individualized phenomen '
individuals will have recisely the same

very similar events or possess

perception of even
similar capabilities-

h secretaries. The

4 wit
Most of us have fgzgtiates. the individualized

following case 1
nature of stress-

81



A case of three Secretaries

Kazobe, Bahati and Mala were sgcretarleg wiéisng
for Igembes Limited Corporation. Kazo f s .
very capable secretary who seemgd to thr o
pressure. She provided secretarial service

several Managers and demonstrated exemplary
performance.

Two new Managers joined the corporation gn?
Kazobe was required to provide .secretarlge
service to them. Up until that time, Kazﬁ C
experienced a balance between demands and ed
capacity to met those demands. The extra demg?e
placed upon Kazobe were such that she felt una

to cope, her work output fell dramatically and
she failed to meet deadlines.

She was suffering
from excessive stregsg and her job performance
deteriorated as a consequence.

Bahati was a lively girl and had been promoted to
personal Secretary, more on account of her
personality characteristicg than her secretgr}al
skills. She haqd problems in determining
pPriorities and was uncomfortable to work on her
own initiative. Whenever her manager gave her
work without ¢}

€ar guidance, she experienced
stress. Unlike Kazobe, she perceived herself as

inadequate, rather thap experiencing excessive
demands.

Mala, like Kazobe, was very capable and normglly
managed to meet the demands of the job.
Unfortunately, she regularly caught severe col§S
and this caused her Lo experience stress. In this
case Mala lacke

the demands
of the Situation.

The three ex
nature of

Capabilitijieg

amples demonstr

ate the individual
Stress.

Everyone has different

and Perceives situations
differently. Even the same person can perceive
the same Situation differently on different
Occassionsg.
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A second characteristic of stress is that it
induces further stress not only to the over-
$tressed individual, also to one whom that
individual interacts with (Green wood, 1979) .4

The following case demonstrates this fact.

The stress virus: A Case of an Overstressed

Manager

Kayanda is a Project Manager of Kasuku Textile
Mill. Whenever things went wrong on the
production line in the busy mill, Kayanda would
fly off the handle, blame anyone who came near
him and spend lunch time at a drinking place,
coming back definitely worse off. Long-standing
members of his staff kept their heads down until
the storm blew off. Newer members of staff were
sometimes upset by Kayan@a's accusationg. In such
situations, production time was logt which led to
late deliveries of textile to clients. Clients
were dissatisfied with the late deliveries and
this information came to the notice of the Sales
who inevitably put more pressure on
eep up with the production schedule.

Director,
Kayanda to k
This case shows that an over-stressed individual
in an organization tends to produce stressful

dividuals with whom she/he is

ther in N : .
effects on Owith in accomplishing organizational

1E§eragt1ng Thus stress infects an environment
ghgigt¥:§;ie work together (Warren and Toll,
1993).

is usually conceptualized
Even though iZiﬁzsof peing destructive, bad and
nega§1vely lﬁon and anxiety (i.e. distress) it
causing tens itive effects (i.e. eustress) in
has some pos tances during which it creates
certain circums od for demanding situations,

nee .
extra energy ate explore, unknown territory

helps one to ﬁgxn;hallenges‘ (Cranwell - Ward,

and rise to
1990) .°
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Therefore stress can be healthy or unhealthy as
the following diagram illustrates:

THE STRESS CURVE

; i
1 ]
| !
: HEALTHY STRESS |
1
] !
UNDER- EUSTRESS 3N\ OVER-STRESS
STRESS ; :
' 1
! '
| |
! !
I '
1 1 Unheatthy
1 Low DEMANDS High 4
Source: Warren and Toll, The stress work Book,
1993 p.11
According to the diagram, there are 3 types of
Stress; understress, healthy stress and
Overstress. Understress is eéxperienced when an
individual jig understlmulated, bored or lethargic
uring which performance
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individual 1is performing at his/her absolute
peak. One feels stimulated, excited and
challenged by the opportunities presented by a
dgmand, appropriately in control and with the
right amount of variety and change (Warren and
Toll, 1993)." At this level one is experiencing
healthy stress. If pressures increase, one begins
to feel overstretched and overstimulated and
performance diminishes. At this level one begins
to feel that the demands are too great and
commitments cannot be fulfilled as overstress is

experienced.

Given the fact that stress is an individualized
process, there is no standard level of stress
which is optimal to everyone. The optimal stress
level differs among individuals and changes from
situation to situation depending on the nature of
the stressor, previous exposure to the stressor,
prevailing state of health, diet, and genetic

factors.

Stress response

indi ] ived imbalance
d previously, @& perceive :
D ndica e a situation and capacity to

between demands Of , ;
. o stress triggers off reactions of
meet them 1.€ gical nature.

a physiological and psycholo
e involves the release

. i respons .

g?e phy51§¥§g;£§gés which affect the functioning
variou Jrts of our bodies. Thg heart beats
?28Z2§lizf ghmp the blood more quickly and to
supply more energy:

sure rises as a result of the

The blood Ppreés - The rate of breathin
: vity. g
heart’s 1ncr:ase‘-'}::cul‘(eepy up oxygen levels.
is increasé released from the liver to provide
Cholesterol 1S 4 flows to the brain and the
bloo o warn of danger.

energy. More alert t
senses becomé fﬁgﬁe plood toO s%pply energy for
1993) .

Muscles releasé ¥
action. (Warren and Tol
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These responses in themselves do not harm }f
energy released is actively used or if there 1S
relaxation period after the effort has been made
so that the body returns to its normal state.

If stress continues or increases and more energy
is needed, other hormones will be released into
the blood stream. These help to make more energy
available from the stress in the body. If these
are actively used no ‘harm occurs.

If demands/pressure persist and no physical
activity takes place, then

fats may attach
themselves to the walls of arteries, leading to

chronic high blood pressure. Ultimately stores of
energy become depleted if time for re-stocking is

not provided. At this point the only remedy
initially is complete rest and then a gradual
building back to helth.

As far as the psychological response iS
concerned, it involves thought pro

. 1 cesses. If we
are experiencing optimal stress level, our
thinking becomes clear, creative and innovative
enabling us to rise to challenges, find solutions
to problems

. and to determine priorities and
strategies for operating effectively.

1f pressures/demands persist for too long, we may
suffer from mental overload. Our thoughté become
confused and we may be so tense and anxious that
we fail to make decisions Or to solve problems.

CAUSES OF STRESS TO WOMEN EXECUTIVES

Multiple Roles

Being an Executive
multiple roles does not exempt a woman from

. in a society. Multi le roles
3ii:ﬁtlaily Mean more than one set of Eoles that

; Play in ensuring the well-bein and
Survival of their °

families an it 3 .
hand and meeting d communities on one

the demands of the workplace on



the other.

As the Accountant (1994) observes,

"Women Managers have to carry the burden of
simultaneously balancing four roles which

include managing the activities of the
orgnisation where they are managers,

reproductive functions which
encompass child bearing, and rearing and

management
of the househol

d as well as the community".
(p.42).° :

In the course of fulfilling these roles, Women
Executives have to work within a complex set of
domest ic and work-place relationships, sometimes
as a superior and at other times as a
subordinate. At the work place a Woman-Executive
is a leader and a deCiSiOn maker and the

y bind a number of

decisions she makes ma
have to succumb to

individuals. At home she may ) no
an inferior, dependent and subordinate position

and become a mere implementor of decisions made

by the spouse/male partneér (1M, 1988).°
ul and difficult to
pecause neither the household

ffers necessary support. Some
£ lack of support include:-

' hildren at

" f day-care centres for chi.
%2225(2f wozk. Spouses/partners being upset
e ltrips.Spouse/partners

This situation is stressf

handle, more so,
nor the workplace ©O
of the indicators ©

. fficia :
glgh.fﬁf%;;?tg; Women Managers coming home
eing up k. Bosses being upset by

m need to handle

rom woXxr ;
late £ esultlng fro
(The Accountant,

absenteeism Ie€SU--S n
family respoqflbllltles

1990 Pg. 29) -
ecutives may employ domestic
Bren choush fonen BISCCE vach help poses 5 maier
p, the re 3 ent within hogse-holds is
problem. _Employm s low-status job, as such

considered tO be
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houseboys and housegirls are constantly in search
of better jobs. Consequently the probability of
them leaving without giving a notice or giving a
short notice is very high. When they leave, women
executives have to stay at home to take care of
the young, thereby going against the employer’s
expectations, and arousing in themselves fear of

failure on the 3job, a situation which is
stressful to them.

The poor economic conditions which have
contributed significantly in eroding the
purchasing power of families have contributed to
an additional burden on some of the women
executives, in terms of forcing them to
participate in informal sector income generating
activities such as poultry keeping, dairy,
sewing, retail and other business activitieg. The
Women Executives have to devote time and energy
in ensuring the success of such informal income
generating activities (Mbilinyi, 1990) .

Time Pressure

3 : co ey have to beat
gizﬁllnes in acqompllghlng vaious important tasks
and ::nFEFParlng financial reports, quarterly
papers git grOgress Ieéports, various Board
for future igveizveral meetings as well as plan
they manage. pment of the units/departments
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Orqanigational Culture within which Women
Executives operate

Organi;ations within which female ana male
executives function, are gendered in the sense
that some tasks are perceived as women’s and
other tasks are seen as specifically men’s work.
One of the tasks which has traditionally been
considered to be men’s work is managing within
organizations. As a result, the majority of
Oorganizations have males as top executives and
Senior managerial/administrative officials.
Shakeshaft (1989) observes that this is a result
of societal beliefs/norms that activities and
Positions considered to  be  important,
authoritative and prestigious are appropriate for
men. Consequently, Women Executives operate in
Oorganizations which are male dominated and driven
by male values, in which they are perceived as

wanderers/travellers in a man’s world.

In other words women executives operate in a

rather hostile environment to them. As a result
much harder than their male

they have to work . =
counterparts in order to gain same recognition.
pordinates, women executives
ted to act in a sppportive,
Yy manner but not in a task-
ative manner (ODA, 1990) .
thoritative task-oriented

When relating to su
are generally expec
motherly or sisterly
Oriented and authorit

When they act in an au ! .
Mmanner }éhe encounter more rej ection from
Y ed to their male counterparts

Subordinates compar

2
(The Accountant, 1991) .*

ter pressure

. so under grea
Women executives aret:ipart o perform well from
n executive makes a

than their male counl woma
the very beginning- If ie formed that "women are
Mistake then opin he job". 1f she does well,

or t ther way women are

lnappropriate"
« ei
then she is exceptlgnaplésition (The Accountant

Placed in an awkwar
19971) 3
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i left out when important, organisationa
gzé?gions are being made iq a common phgnomegog
experienced by Woemn Executives, indicating g aS
they are not part and parcel of tbe.old— oy
network or organizational power politics. This

situation is difficult, and stressful to operate
in.

Women Executive’s style of Managing

While certain aspects of the interpersonal and
communication sytles that women tend to bring to
their job as managers are strengths, others stand

in the way of effective management and result in
self imposed stresss upon them.

It has been found out that, most Women Executives
have difficulties in delegating and they are

prone to close.supervision styles. In many cases,
it has been observed that women eXecutives are
overly concerned with nitt

Y gritty of everyday
operations instead of delegation to make time for
more important tasks such as making key decisions
about the future of the departments they manage.
Reasons for not delegating include fear that
others may make a mistake and g false belief that
they can do better than anyone else. Failure to
delegate results in then being overloaded with
unnecessary burdens and ex

found out that women executives
do  not grasp the notion of organisational
political system itg importance, how power is
acquired and experienced in organistions and how
to tap informal power. Most women executives do
not think about what is going on around them i.e.
the politics,

the power bases

built and the that are being

Strategies. Instead th power acquisition
+ +N1Stead they spend time on
short-term Y sp and energy

such as becomin as
Competent as possible on the Present job. 7

Their male—counterpar'ts on the other hand are

%0



very .active members in organistional power
politics. They build@ powerful netowrks of
supporters. They pass oOn and share power with
peers and subordinates and they plan their future
careers with stark determination. Men’s basic
game is "learn and move on". As a result, Male
Executives advance in their careers at a faster
rate than women executives. Staying on one job
for a long time without prospects for movement
upwards, can be a course of frustration and

stress to women executives.

Genetic and Congenital Factors

Certain physiological predispositions to (or

causes of) stress are the result of factors which

develop before pirth; one of these prenatal
: :ndi 's genetic composition.

For instance the susceptibility to hypertension,

may be inherited traits (Greenwood, 1979) .1

the entire physical and

According to Greenwood, 1ysica
mental characteristics of each individual,

including the whole range of strengths and
weaknesses are controlled to a significant degree

by genetic composition.

of foeatal development during

predisposes one to stress.

_pearing mother of certain
i alcoholic beverages
:tal defects in the
]ast the lifetime of the
15

The process
pregnancy also '
Ingestion bY the child
medications, drugs. P
may serve to produce
baby and the effects ﬂSY

child (Greenwood,

Increased rate of chande
rapid changes of a

, . facing

Organlzat}ons argonomic' social and political

technologlca_,creased rate of competition. The

nature and 107 . .ives, female and male, alike
to exeé n creatively and

challenge ~hange
is ;g m??igfytﬁﬁui to ensure the survival and
e ectl
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prosperity of organizations they manage. This 18

not an easy task to handle and it is quite
stressful.

An interplay of several factors including the
women’'s multiple roles, time pressure, male-
dominated organisational culture, self-defeatlng
styles of managing, gdenetic composition anf
congenital factors as well as increased rate ©

change act as predominant sources of excessive
stress to women executives. The effects of

excessive stress are catastophic as the following
section shows.

EFFECTS OF EXCESSIVE STRESS

Stress - related illnesses

————————— e e =4 LIICO0ES

Stress related illnesses are essentially diseaseS
of adaption that result from inappropriaté
responses by body-systems to stressors. Such
diseases can be of a physical or mental nature-
Physical illnesses include ulcers, heart attack:
palpitations, arthritis, asthma, constipation;
insomnia, diabetes, backache and neckache. Mental
illnesses or emotional disturbances include
certain  psychosis, certain neuroses and
depression (Greenwood 1979) ;* Cranwell-ward,

1990) .*” Diseases of adaption lead to restricted
activity,

» incapacity to perform to normal levels,
absenteeism and i

. llness and may even cause death
to the victim. ’

Increaged Medical and Hospital expensesg
Due to stress related illnesses of a physical or
mental nature, medical and hospital bills have to
be paid to medical practitioners, hospitals and
others by employing

organizations or victims
themselves for health services.
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1.9

Lowered effectiveness and efficiency:-

Excessive stress disrupts thought processes and
reduces general body stamina. It 'impairs clear,
creative and innovative thinking. It affects
retrieval of information from the brain and
renders one ineffective in decision - making and

finding solutions to problems.

Poor Interpersonal Relationships:-

Executives are members of many organisations

including a family. Any event which affects them
including stress also - affects their
interrelationships with every other person in

every organisation of which they are members. All
those members of organisations who must deal with
therefore end up suffering

the stressed executive
some of the same adverse effects.

Turnover

Those executives who cannot stand the heat in the
stressful positions they occupY. get out of the
positions so asS to relieve themselves from
excessive stress.

1 stress level enables one
the peak, excessive stress is
to perform te ]I.)eads to stress-related

: d
?ﬁﬁgggge incarltleased, mec'i.icall e;?%enie:s, Lowerec
individual and Organlzatlonal e lei.lvel’ll:‘-.‘ss o
efficiency, PooOr {nterpersonal Ie 3 1onst e e
executive turnover. AS such ggnagéggexstrreess is
ways which prevent it from getting to& mes 1s

important to executlves.

Even though an optima
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POTENTIAL STRATEGIES FOR MANAGING STRESS

Self Analysis

. . o ' wn
Self analysis involves determining one’s O

physical and psychological strengths and
weaknesses as well as identifying the specific

stressors and types of contexts which constitute
the greatest contributors to stress.

If self analysis reveals specific
vulnerabilities, one has to take action to abate
them (Greenwood, 1979). It is also helpful FO
adopt realistic expectations about oneself, one’s

job and people around oneself. (Cranwell - Ward,
1990) .18

Self Management

According teo Cranwell - Ward, (1990), the
following principles are useful in optimizing
stress levels to maximum performance:-

(a) Development of a clear overall plan by
' setting objectives and sub-objectives 1n
each of key result areas.

(b) Develop action

plans which convert goals
into action.

(c) Establish a clear system of priorities;
including proactive and reactive tasks.

(d) Use time effectively by avoiding time

wasters such as interruptions,
procrastination and lack of organistion.

(e} Delegate effectively and as much as you can.

(£)

Identify time of the way when you work most
effectivel

Y and schedule difficult work at
that time. :

(9) Regulaly review. your progress

and make



improvement to your self-management.

(h) Have an effective system for copir~” with

paper.

Work /Home Balance

Employment seems to require full attention and
commitment which can result in our neglecting
other important aspects of our lives such as
family, health and friends. Without losing sight
of the need to work cffectively, it is useful to
determine the extent tO which we devote ourselves
to our jobs and whether we are happy with that in
the context of other important areas of our lives
(Warren and Toll. 1993) . A useful way of
determining time spent on work as a propqrtion of
the rest of our 1ives is to draw a pie chart

representing a week or month.

The chart could be as the following one:

rline Toll, The stress

n and Ca
g. 82

e

SOURCE: Eve Warr
P

work , Book, 1993
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What each of us needs to decide is.wpethe; we
have the right portions at the prevailing time.
If not we should determine what holds us back

from having them right and take the necessary
action to improve the situation.

Healthy Diet:-

The essential thing is to go for balanced diet
which suits us individually. Equally, important
is the consideration of what not to take, for

healthy purposes, e.g. excessive salt, excessive
sugar and too much alcohol.

Programme of Exercise

There is sufficient evidence to indicate that

vigorous exercise for someone in good physical
condition helps to dissipate harmful effects of
stress by burning up excessive adrenalin and

preventing build-up of cholesterol in the
arteries. (Cranwell - Ward, 1990).

Best exercises include running, swimming,
cycling, walking. (Greenwood, 1979).2° However, it

is important for anyone who is about to go ona

vigorous exercise program to consult a doctor
before doing so.

Support Networks

We have to have people around us who can help in
times of need. What we nee

d from other people are
such as follows:-

"A person with whom I can talk about work,
be understood and who will not gossip to
others.

A person who will accept me as I am.

A person who will be reliable in a crisis



A person who will tell me honestly what they
think. A person whom I can trust with my
innermost thought and feelings" (Warren &

Toll pg. 98-99)"%

he/she can discuss,

If one has people whom
s are less likely to

intimate problems, situation
develop out of proportions.

Stress is an inevitable ingredient of life we

cannot avoid. The omrly practical way to approach
it is to manage it creatively through p;actlcal
strategies which include: un@erstandlng and
accepting ourselves, managing ourselves

effectively, effecting a reasopable balance of
time spent at work and home, taking healthy diets

and having programmes of exercise that suit us.

CONCLUSION

Stress is part of the very fabric of life; it is
not necessarily evil put essential to life.
Without it there is no challenge 1n }1fe. To take
full advantage of 1it. womgn'executlves need to
understand it, adopt @ ositive staice to it and
take a sound approach to managing it.

al factors such as the women’s

multiple roles time pressure. male domina;ed
organisational'culture, self defeating managlng
Style challenges :
ingrezs:géfate of organisat19na1 change have the
potential of causind excessive stress to women
executives, the gituation can itgiiGZZ contained
through effective management © .
ectively managed by aquting
s including understanding and
accepting ourselves, managlg%e b;?:ﬁsjvg?
effectively, effectingd @ reasonab = B g £
time o enty,at work an at home aréiseg g or
er .
healthﬁ)diet and programmes of ex

Even though sever

Stress can be efﬁ
Practical strategl®

relating to managing the
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A way forward requireg women executives to ?:
more assertive in their lives w1th.in. the mare
dominated organizations and to participate mo
actively in the organistional politics.
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