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Introduction

In this paper we will explore the quality of work of managers in general and focus on the coping strategies they use to deal with their work related problems. 

The theoretical background used in this paper follows the Michigan stress model (Christis, 1998; van Veldhoven, 1996) stating that there has to be a fit in the perception of the demands and supplies of the environment on the one hand, and the abilities and values of the individual on the other hand. The way in which managers make the trade-off between the supplies provided and  their abilities, seems to influence the way in which they experience strains such as tension or well-being. When coping is involved we follow the theory of Lazarus and Folkman (Christis, 1998; Mertens, 2000; Tellegen, 1986) who consider coping as a transactional process and distinguish problem-solving strategies versus emotion-regulation strategies. Hence, coping is not considered from a psycho-analytical point of view, nor treated as a personality trait. 

According to this theoretical background, managers’ quality of working life focusses on using their perceptions of various stressors, strains and coping strategies. 

Method

This article treats the stressors and the strains managers encounter and looks at managers’ coping strategies. But, since the interactional theory is followed, more attention will be given to the managerial perception of these stressors, strains and coping strategies. These perceptions are derived on the one hand from a literature study and on the other hand from a content analysis of 17 group interviews with managers
. 

The group interviews were conducted along the structure of a self-administrated questionnaire used to measure their experience and evaluation of their work in the organisation (VBBA; van Veldhoven, 1996).  This questionnaire, in line with the interactional theory, not only questions the work-related factors (stressors), but also the person-related factors in terms of well-being and tensions (strains). The questionnaire consists of  148 items, measuring 27 scales, of which 19 are work-related and 8 person-related. A minutes secretary was present during the group interviews which made it possible to make an inventory of the given comments on each scale of the VBBA.  Using this overview it is possible to see how often a scale was discussed during the group interviews, which comments were given on the respective scales and how often comments were given. Table 1 shows some background characteristics of the qualitative data collected for this research. 
Table 1: Personal features of the managers 

	Number of managers
	221

	Average age
	39,82 yrs

	Average function seniority
	8,62 yrs.

	Proportion of men
	78,7%

	Modal educational level
	Higher eduction (non university)

	Average number of employees/group
	24,69



Before discussing the results of the content analysis, a short overview is given on managerial stressors, strains and coping strategies derived from the literature study. 

Managerial quality of working life

Theoretical background

Managers indicate that they learn ‘on the job’, rather than from theoretical books (Manfred, 1997; Koot, 2000). Although managers are sceptical towards this so called theoretical debate, it urges them to fulfill some roles if only to show that they master the debate (Koot, 2000). What managers ought to do and how they should do it, is grounded on sociological changes, such as the need for employers flexibility in order to stay competitive in relation to competitors, on the quality of working life, on work/life balance, on the presumption of ‘each customer is a king’, the continuously changing environment, etc.(Hell, 1999; Doppler, 1996; Stoker, 2000). These changes alter the demands put on managers. They have to manage self guiding teams, they have to leave behind the hierarchical way of thinking, they have to manage organisational changes; but they also have to coach employees. (Hell, 1999; Doppler, 1996; Stoker, 2000). This means that managers should respond - at the same time - to different expectations and demands, which are sometimes difficult to combine. In a way this lines up with the debate on managerial role-problems, i.e. role ambiguity and role conflicts.

Task-related problems, among which are the well-known role problems, urge managers to find a balance between the expectations of the organisation, their employees and their own expectations. This balancing – we presume – must give them headaches, literally. Literature on the managers’ quality of work, however, gives little information on these strains. Although managers encounter high psychological demands such as the amount of work, they get many regulating possibilities (independence and participation) in return. This makes the managerial job a  challenging job (Bernin, 2001). That managers worry, that they have high recuperation needs , that they feel insecure and uncertain is still “not spoken of” (Koot, 2000). 

Research that focuses more on the perceptions of managers gives us an insight in the uncertainties managers encounter. Research by Hesse (1996) indicates feelings of depression among managers. Instead of optimism, they feel disappointment, they doubt and are thinking of being sacked. This is especially the case in larger organisations: in middle management, pressure gets higher. Other research indicates that managers, and especially younger managers, know a high risk on recepuration needs: 14% of the < 25 year old managers find themselves in the high risk category
 on recuperation needs, compared to the 3% of the average <25 year old manager. (Notelaers & Hoedemakers, 2002). Lindorf (2001) found that 75% of the Australian manager believe that colleagues, superiors or employees do not care about them as a person. This is perhaps already an indication on how social relationships at work are percieved by managers.

Results from the content analysis

In this part of the article we focus on the task-related problems, since these problems seem to play an important role in the managerial quality of working life. Analysing the group interviews with managers, it became clear that managers are confronted with role problems, such as problems with the task (role conflict) and unclear functions (role ambiguity). They want to meet the expectations of their employees, and at the same time, they need to meet the demands of the organisation. Other factors seem to play an important role as well i.e. problems with changes at work, the absence of information about their personal functional level and the communication on organisational matters. All these factors  together may be conceived as task-related problems, rather than role problems. 

As far as the strains are concerned, worrying, need of recuperation and emotional reactions at work are discussed more profoundly. The latter (emotional reactions at work) can also be seen as an emotion-regulating coping strategy.

Table 2 shows the questionnaire items that correspond to task related problems from the literature and the considered strains; the scales by which these items were represented in the VBBA, the number of times these scales were discussed and the frequency of no comments on the related scale.

Table 2: Frequencies of commented scales during group interviews

	Literature
	VBBA: factors and scales
	Discussed
	No Comment

	
	Task related problems

	Clarity in function requirements
	Inclarity of the function
	12
	5

	Handle changes
	Changes at work
	12
	5

	Role conflicts 
	Problems with the task
	11
	6

	Internal cooperation
	

	Feedback
	Information
	9
	8

	Communication
	Communication
	11
	6

	
	Tension

	Need of recuperation
	Need of recuperation
	7
	10

	Being in doubt
	Worrying
	13
	4

	
	Emotional reactions at work
	7
	10


The scale problems with the task , mentioned during the group interviews can be captured as ‘doing things a manager should not have to do’. This includes administrative tasks, technical support, etc.  But managers also speak of an overload of meetings. Consequently managers do not find the time to coach their employees and loose track in overviewing their department at the same time. Both tasks – meeting the coaching expectations of employees, and meeting the organisational demands – are considered as the main tasks of a manager. Although these findings give the idea that managers have a lot of task-problems, some perspective is required.. 

According to the group interviews, the unclear function is related to the lack of (clearly) defined priorities or continuously changing priorities, unclear mapping of responsibilities, non-existing vision and mission and a lack of strategies to realise the vision (if there is a vision). 

Because of the continuously changing priorities, with an unclear communication of the purpose of these changes, managers experience problems with the changes at work. Another problem managers encounter with the changes at work are the deadlines which are perceived as non-realistic. Managers ask themselves how long they will be able to positively manage these changes: they speak of continuous changes, the unclear consequences of the changes, the perception that they are no longer able to anticipate these changes (which make changes less digeastable). The – unintended – consequences of these rapid organisational changes are a reduction of competences in the team, less motivated employees, and a loss of overview. A consequence for the manager is that he or she feels less capable of meeting the demands and expectations put upon them from the organisation, the employees and from themselves.


Managers feel that they do not get enough feedback on how they function in the organisation, or as was formulated during one group interview: “We fulfill our job at OUR own insight. When we don’t do it the right way, we expect to hear it from the higher management”.

Communication on organisational matters is an important source of information for managers in doing their job. During group interviews little was said on this theme, although the overall feeling on the organisational communication was positive. Additional information is wanted on strategic issues, i.e. the vision and mission of the organisation.

We can presume that these task-related problems give managers ‘a headache’. Although managers seem to find it difficult to speak of their personal well-being – few comments were given on these VBBA-scales – we gathered some information on this matter. The managers confirmed, during the group interviews, their recuperation needs. They speak of: not  being able to unload mentally, not being able to leave work behind. This means that managers not only recognise their recuperation needs, but that they encounter tension in general. 

Besides the need of recuperation, managers worry a lot. They worry about the shortage of means, they worry about the future, about their employees and they worry about the job that does not finish and never gets finished. Although few managers see this worrying as a token of their job involvement, their organisational commitment and their sense of responsibility; not all managers agree with this point of view. 

In almost half of the group interviews, the scale ‘emotional reactions’ at work was a point of discussion. The main reaction was that they feel frustrated because they cannot finish their work (in a way they feel satisfied). These frustrations will sooner of later come to the surfact, either at work or at home. In both cases managers feel guilty.

These findings on task-related problems and the strains bring us to our second question: how do they cope?

How managers cope

Theoretical background

According to Lazarus & Folkman (1984) , coping can be defined as: “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” (Koot, 2000, p. 172).  They distinguish problem solving strategies versus emotion regulation strategies. Koot suggested the following problem-solving strategies used by managers: hiring organisational advisors, expressing one’s own power in a verbal way, making alternative analyses of the situation. On the other hand, managers also use emotion-regulation strategies, such as cynism and looking for emotional support with the secretary. 

Although looking for social support is often mentioned as a helpful coping strategy (Karasek, 1979; Mertens, 2000; Weusten, 2000), managers are not often using this strategy, although, female managers seem to rely more often on social support than male managers 

Results from the content analysis 

Lazarus and Folkman distinguish problem solving and emotion regulating strategies. In terms of our VBBA-scales, ‘emotional reactions at work’ are considered to represent the emotion-regulating strategy. Since this scale is already discusses in the first part, we now will focus on the problem-solving strategies. 
As a first observation, it seems that managers develop problem-solving strategies rather to deal with their stressors than with their strains. Work is more important than personal well-being, so to say: managers try to meet the demands of the organisation, they make more hours than they should, they take their work at home, they keep on working even during sickleave periods. The work that is taking home, is the more technical, administrative work. However, earlier we saw that managers see a second demand they have to meet, i.e. the expectations of the employees. And although managers find these expectations very important, they do not seem to find the time to deal with these expectations. This brings us to the second conclusion: within the problem-solving strategies, managers develop strategies to meet the organisational demands, rather than to meet the expectations of the employees. 

Our analyses show that problem-solving strategies (taking work at home etc.) are, although almost all managers use these strategies very much, limited to the individual level, with little impact of the peer group. Still, we noticed an increasing need for social support from employees and higher management as well as from the peer group. The problems managers encounter can be sees as collective problems: not only do all managers encounter the same (task-related) problems, they also affect (almost immediately) the demands put on his/her colleagues. This means that managers, rather than dealing with the task-related problems at an individual level, could seek support from their colleagues, their superiors or their employees. During the group interviews it was stated that if managers would act as a team, some of these problems may may end up in a solution more easily. The group interviews themselves gave them a remarkable insight: as managers they are not only competitors, but also a group of collaborators with common demands and needs. This resulted in their formulation of a need for seeking more social support.  

However, in order to make use of the forementioned support as a coping strategy, it must be available. Therefore, the question arises: what are the (work-related) social resources managers can use in order to develop specific coping strategies as a group? 

Relating to the relationships with colleagues, few remarks were made during the group interviews. Perhaps, evaluating the relationship with colleagues is not that easy in front of these colleagues. The overall opinion is that the relationships are positive, but ‘only’ in terms of: no conflicts, no annoying circumstances, etc.  Talking of social relationships in terms of social support is less acknowledged.  Because of the amount of work and the competitive pressure among managers,  and despite the overload of meetings, managers do not seem to find the time for mutual adjustment and collective work on vision and mission.   This kind of support and cooperation is nevertheless heavily emphasized as needed and wanted by these managers.

Moreover, although the relationship with the superior(s) is generally evaluated in a positive way,  some concerns were noted during the group interviews. We already mentioned them when discussing the task-related problems: managers expect clear priorities, more participation in important decisions, but they also feel a lack of respect and support in difficult situations. 

Although the relationship with the employees is not considered in the VBBA-questionnaire, this item was discussed in almost all group interviews (16/17). The main issue was already spoken of in the theme: problems with the task. Managers feel that they do not meet the expectations of their employees: they do not have (and take!) the time to coach their employees, to be close to their employees. Intranet has taken over the oral and direct communication and all of this makes managers feeling incapable of motivating their employees, in doing what they have to do. Additionaly it was mentioned that managers not only try to motivate their employees, they themselves receive a lot of motivation from their employees. 

As a final conclusion it can be said that although managers are somewhere in search for social support, and although social relationships seem to be acceptable, managers are not intending to ask for social support. Perhaps managers feel lonely at the top.

Conclusions and suggestions for further research

When managers’ quality of work is discussed in the literature (Hesse, 1996; Manfred, 1997; Koot, 2000; Stoker, 2000) emphasis is mostly put on the high regulating possibilities as a compensation for the high amount of work managers encounter. Still, a managerial job is considered as a challenge. In this paper, our attention goes to a less known stressor in managerial jobs, i.e. the task-related problems such as role problems, but also the problems with work changes, the lack of (functional) information/feedback and the need of organisational communication. These task-related problems are presented as collective problems.  It does not only refer to all managers encountering them, but they also have a collective effect on the managers: they make it more difficult for them to do the job they are expected to do. Although these task-related problems (among other stressors) do raise the need for recuperation among managers and make them worry even when they are at home, managers tend to apply coping strategies which only partially solve the problem and which certainly do not take their personal well-being into account since they take work at home. Managers realise however that other solutions are available or at least are worth exploring: the (work-related) social resources to develop specific coping strategies. Although the relationships with colleagues, superiors and even employees is evaluated as positive,  managers fail to ask for their help. 

Therefore, stress-coping interventions could attempt to enforce teamwork within the group of managers and help them to develop collective coping strategies focussing on their common actions as a team towards higher management in search of clarity in vision, mission and strategies (and not only on extracting social support from the peer group). These suggestions are in line with suggestions from others (Stoker, 2000; Broadbridge, 2002; Lindorff, 2001). However, more research is needed on the impact of task-related problems and on managerial work quality. More research is also needed on the impact of these task-related problems and on the strains managers encounter, as well as on the coping strategies managers develop and the way in which (work-related) social resources can be helpful. 
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� More information on these group interviews is found in Hoedemakers, C. (2003).


� The way in which high risk groups are defined, is treated in Notelaers, G., Hoedemakers (2002). 





