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1 Introduction

In the Stress-Less project, we address the question of how people in general and SME employees
in particular deal with digital stress in a changed working world, how employees suffer from it
and, of course, how the negative effects of digital stress can be reduced.

Our direct target groups are companies, project partners and national stakeholders, especially
managing directors, executives, and employers. Indirect target groups are other institutions and
organizations working in the sector of corporate health care or on developing apps/tools for
digital stress management and prevention.

During the first stage of the project implementation, all partners involved have produced a Desk
Research Report, an Online Survey and National Adaptation Plans. From them they have gained
insight into common challenges for all 4 countries (Austria, Bulgaria, Germany and Spain) as well
as national circumstances, regarding digital stress and needs among the SME staff and managers.
The work of the partners within |01 has been summarised in the Final Report (Stress-Less Project
Consortium), which contains the main findings from the desk research and the survey as well as
recommendations and suggestions about reducing digital stress, including findings related to the
development of this Blended Learning Solution for Prevention and Management of Digital Stress.

The Blended Learning Solution for Prevention and Management of Digital Stress incorporates two
main parts:

e Theoretical Background, based on recent research and findings of psychology about what
digital stress on the workplace is, how it arises, what causes it, what effect it has on people
and organisations and how to can cope with it and manage it.

e Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress. The programme is
related to learning and incorporating in daily life coping strategies for digital stress
prevention and management. The Programme contains eight modules to address the
main digital and home office stressors, identified in our research.

The programme is called Blended Learning Solution, because it can be used in a variety of ways
and contexts:

a. forself-learning by company employees, managers, trainers, leaders and coaches,
through the Theoretical Background;

b. for developing healthy digital stress management habits through the Digital
Programme;
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c. for developing and implementing face-to face and blended learning solutions by
company trainers and coaches, based on both parts of the Blended Learning
Solution.

1.1. Information for trainers

Trainers can use the Blended Learning Solution for developing tailored training solutions to the
needs of their learners and companies. For example, they can structure a blended training
programme, which will aim long-term change and impact on the learners in the following way:

e Based on the Theoretical Background trainers may set up a 4-hour group workshop in
order to acquaint the learners with what stress and digital stress in particular is, how
it arises, what the main stressors are and how in general people cope with it. In this
workshop they can implement different discussion methods, like Brainstorming,
World Café and others, which will give them better idea of the competence level and
the needs of the learners. Based on the findings, trainers choose the four most
appropriate modules of the learning programme for future work with the group and
assign the group the first of the chosen modules to go through the next 10 to 14 days.

e In 10 to 14 days, trainers may organise a 1,5 hours workshop for discussion and
sharing of the results of the work of the learners with the module, answer questions,
provide further help, assistance, information on the topic and assign the next module.
Do this as many times necessary, depending on the number of the modules chosen to
work on. In the final workshop, evaluate the achieved results through self-evaluation
by the learners and suggest that whoever is interested may go through the rest of the
modules.
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Figure 1: STRESS-LESS Tailored Training Solution Flow

4 hour
Intro Workshop

on basics of digital
stress

Most of the activities from the Digital Programme can be adapted for use in face-to-face training
situations. So, another option for developing a company training would be, based on the
Theoretical Background and the relevant modules from the Digital Programme to structure a
pure face-to-face training event.

1.2. Information for learners

If you are learning by yourself the best way to use the blended learning solution is to read first
through the short Theoretical Background (about 8 pages), in the next chapter of this document.
This will help you to orient yourself in the main vocabulary and theory about work-related stress
and digital stress and how to cope with them. The next step would be to download Happiness
Accelerator mobile app (free) or access STRESS-LESS Training Platform on the web. There you will
find 8 training modules, structured in the form of bite-sized and active learning, so that to help
you not only learn about how digital stress is managed, but also to acquire the necessary skills
and habits. You can choose, whichever module is most appropriate for you and start working.
The STRESS-LESS team highly recommends that learners start with the Digital Self-Awareness
module, which is a kind of base on which you can step, when working with the rest of the skills.
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Figure 2: STRESS-LESS Blended Learning Solution Flow

Start with Go to Web Start Learning Choose the next
Theoretical Platform or with Module modules
Background (this . "Digital Self- according to your
Mobile App »
document) Awareness needs.

It is clear that developing new habits and skills is not an easy task, that is why we want to share
with you now: building new skills and habits is like building muscles. It requires persistence, but
the more regularly you work out, the easier it becomes and eventually also very enjoyable. Our
training platform will keep track of your progress and award you points and medals to keep your
motivation up. Enjoy the ride!
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2 Digital Stress — What it is and how to deal with it? (Theoretical Background)

2.1 Digital Stress

In order to understand what digital stress on the workplace is, it is necessary to understand stress
in general and work-related stress.

,The first and most generic definition of stress was that proposed by Hans Selye: "Stress is the
nonspecific response of the body to any demand."“ (Fink, 2010). The theory of H. Selye about
stress is biologically oriented and is not universally accepted in the scientific world. In the 50ties
of the 20th century the research of stress develops more towards the psychological reactions of
people to stress factors. The psychologist Richard Lasarus is the scientist that most of all helps
conceptualize psychological stress. According to Lazarus and Folkman (Lazarus, 1984 ), the
definition of psychological stress is the following: “psychological stress is a particular relationship
between the person and the environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding
his or her resources and endangering his or her well-being”

The Job Demands-Resources Model of Bakker, Demerouti and Verbeke (Bakker, 2004) shows how
stress can be caused in the work environment. The model differentiates between job demands
and resources, which can be: physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job.
While job demands are the required efforts or skills, the resources help achieve the goals.
According to the model occupational stress is a response to the imbalance between demands on
the individual and the resources he or she has to deal with those demands.

In conclusion stress on the workplace occurs when the demands on a person are perceived as
higher than the person’s resources. If people still enjoy the challenge and believe they may
mobilise the resources to overcome it, then positive stress (eustress) (Selye, 1976) is experienced,
which helps people grow and achieve. But in case they feel unable to cope, too strained, taxed
physically, emotionally and psychologically or even if the eustress continues too long, then they
are experiencing negative stress (distress) (Selye, 1976), which has to be taken care of, because
it might cause damage to a person’s health and well-being.

With the rapid changes of work and life due to technology development, completely new
circumstances in work-life have added to the demands at employees, due to the use of digital
technologies. At first it was thought that Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) will
make life and work easier, but nowadays it has been proven that the effects are ambivalent.
Research on the impact of technology on people's lives has started as early as the 1980s.
According to René Riedl digitalisation and globalisation have changed jobs and activities very
rapidly, with a drastic increase in the speed of work. Especially due to the increasing use of ICT,
digital stress has taken on a high significance in this process of change in the world of work. (RiedlI
R.,2013)
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What exactly is digital stress? According to the scientists T. S. Ragu-Nathan and R. Riedl "Digital
stress is a form of stress caused by the use and ubiquity of digital technologies” (Ragu-Nathan,
2008) (Riedl R., 2013). A similar definition is offered by Gimpel, a pioneer in the study of stress
in Germany:

Digital Stress:
e Is a negative consequence of stress factors in dealing with digital technologies and
media.
e Canreduce professional performance.
e Often occurs together with a significant increase in health complaints.
e Is across-industry and cross-job type phenomenon.
e |s often accompanied by a strong conflict between work and private life."
(Gimpel, 2021)

It is now known that digital stress can have significant negative consequences for both individuals
and organisations. Unfavourable effects have been proven both on an economic level and on the
level of society as a whole." (Riedl R. T., 2020)

Scientific research has already identified the consequences of digitalisation and digital stress on
peoples’ well-being. Here are some examples:

e T problems such as system breakdowns can lead to increased levels of cortisol, which
is a stress hormone and a signal of a stress reaction. (Riedl, 2012)

e Higher expectations by employers (e.g., being constantly accessible) might lead to
pressure on employees to be constantly on standby mode and can provoke inability
to relax and recover. (IG Metall)

e Some research shows increased potential for employees to take medications to
improve their performance and work longer hours. (Cox, 2015)

e Besides the emotional and psychological problems, related to digitalisation, scientists
also warn of physiological problems as a result of the fixed body positions and physical
inactivity at work due to the increasing use of computers. (Cox, 2015)

A study by the Upper Austria University of Applied Sciences with the participation of the
University of Linz and the University of Bonn, has classified the following consequences as the
strongest effects of digital stress. (Riedl R. T., 2020)

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0
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Figure 3: Consequences of digital stress for the individual
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Figure 4: Consequences of digital stress for the organisation
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2.2 ICT Stressors

The earlier literature on digital stress defines several specific factors (also called technostress?
creators), namely: techno-uncertainty, techno-insecurity, techno-overload, techno-invasion and
techno-complexity. A widely used definition of these factors has been proposed by Tarafdar and
colleagues in 2007. (Tarafdar, 2007) Later research of Gimpel and colleagues has identified as
important sources of technostress also: invasion of privacy, interruptions, performance control,
non-availability, role ambiguity, unreliability and no sense of achievement. (Gimpel H. J., 2019)

In the following table the definitions of these 12 technostress factors are provided (digital

stressors):
Digital Stressor Definition

Complexity describes the feeling to have inadequate
skills in  handling job-related digital
technologies.

Insecurity describes the fear of losing one’s job to other
employees with higher skills regarding
digital technologies or due to digitalisation.

Interruption deals with the feeling of more frequent
interruptions during work due to the use of
digital technologies.

Invasion defines the feeling that boundaries between
work and private life are increasingly
dissolving.

Invasion of Privacy deals with the feeling that privacy is violated
due to the use of digital technologies.

Non-availability addresses the feeling that needed digital

technologies are not available.

! Technostress: Stress caused by specific factors in dealing with ICT - Information and Communication
Technologies. (Gimpel H. J., 2019)

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0
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No sense of achievement means the feeling of hardly achieving
progress or success in work, as these are less
perceptible in the wuse of digital
technologies.

Overload addresses the feeling that workload
increases due the use of digital
technologies.

Performance Control defines the feeling that the use of digital
technologies will increase performance
control and evaluation.

Role ambiguity arises from the feeling that more time has to
be invested in solving problems with digital
technologies than in actual work activities.

Uncertainty deals with the feeling that skills have to be
developed regularly due to frequent digital
changes.

Unreliability defines the feeling that digital technologies

used are unreliable and do not work as they
should.
Table 1: Digital stress factors

The most important digital stress factors, identified by the STRESS-LESS consortium, within the
implemented in 2021 research are Techno-Uncertainty, Performance Control, Techno-
Overload, Techno-Invasion and Interruptions. Techno-Invasion is also a major factor regarding
emotional exhaustion: participants who reported a higher invasion score also said they were
more emotionally exhausted.

Stress factors, related to working from home (home office stressors) were also included in the
research. Among them the most commonly mentioned by the participants in the survey were
“can't separate home working and free time” and “no time to relax”, which leads to identification
of Disturbed Work-Life Balance as a major home office stress factor. Participants who stated
higher scores in “no time to relax” also said they were more emotionally exhausted. Two other
important stress factors, mentioned by the participants in the survey, related both to home office
and digitalisation were “limited internal communication” and “limited external communication”.

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0



Funded by the
Erasmus+ Programme E@EE
of the European Union

These limitations are combined in the Communication Gaps home office stress factor. That is
why the STRESS-LESS team has decided to pay special attention within this Blended Learning
Solution to these 8 stress factors.

The 8 modules of the STRESS-LESS Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital
Stress have been developed to address the identified within the STRESS-LESS research prevailing
technostress and home office stress factors. It contains strategies and practices to help us
develop our abilities to prevent and cope with digital stress. In short, these are called Coping
Strategies.

2.3 Coping Strategies

Coping with digital stress is similar to coping with any other type of stress, but it also has its
specifics. This Blended Learning Solution brings to your attention knowledge and coping
strategies that help overcome general work-related stress, but they have been adjusted to target
specifically digital stress. Also some knowledge and coping strategies that are exclusively targeted
at digital stress have been included. The specific, more in-depth knowledge and the coping
strategies that are recommended for employees to use for coping with the digital and home
office stressors, defined in 2.2 can be found in the Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping
with Digital Stress. In order for trainers and learners to be able to make better use of this
knowledge and activities the basics of managing and coping with workplace stress, as well as
digital stress are shortly introduced.

The first step in dealing with digital stress on the workplace is to recognize it. That is why it is
useful to first look into the symptoms of stress and respectively of digital stress.

Symptoms similar to normal stress Specific technostress (digital stress) symptoms
Psychological symptoms: Anxiety or resignation to new technologies.
Cognitive: insecurity, fear, difficulty Over-identification with technology. Window
concentrating... syndrome (multitasking on multiple open

windows simultaneously)
Behavioural symptoms: hyperactivity,
imprecise movements, disorganisation,
difficulties in verbal expression...
Concentration and memory disorders.
Physiological symptoms:

Respiratory - suffocation, chest tightness
Cardiovascular - palpitations, rapid pulse, high

Accelerated perception of time and desire for

blood pressure... perfection.

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0
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Gastrointestinal - nausea, vomiting, diarrhea...

Genitourinary - frequent urination, premature [Social isolation.
ejaculation, impotence, insomnia, tremors...

Neuromuscular - muscle tension, tremor, )
o ] ] Technological dependence.
tingling, excessive fatigue...

Neurovegetative - dry mouth, excessive
sweating, dizziness...

Table 2: Symptoms of Digital Stress (Union General de Trabajadores in Spain)

After people recognise that they experience digital stress in their job they need to recognize and
understand the resources they have for coping with this stress. These could be Job resources,
represent any physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of a job that may be
functional in achieving work goals, reducing job demands and the associated
physiological/psychological costs, or which are stimulating personal growth and development.
(Demerouti, 2001) These could also be Personal resources such as the confidence of individuals
in their ability to control their environment, as well as optimism and self-efficacy. (Bakker A. B.,
Job demands—resources theory: taking stock and looking forward. , 2017)

Using these resources employees may apply different coping strategies in order to prevent and
overcome digital stress. Coping strategies represent personal resources in overcoming stress.

According to Lazarus & Folkman (Lazarus, 1984 ) there are two main categories of strategies for
coping with stress: Problem-Focused and Emotion-Focused. Problem-Focused strategies are
aiming at managing or altering the problem, causing the distress. The Emotion-Focused strategies
are aimed at regulating our emotional response to the situation. More contemporary scholars
argue that this is an artificial division and that the best strategies actually achieve both goals, for
example when a plan is made how to solve a problem, this does not only work towards
eliminating the cause of distress, but also creates the feeling of being in control, which calms the
person’s emotional reaction. Within this Blended Learning Solution are proposed both Problem-
Focused and Emotion-Focused strategies for coping with digital stress.

Another and may be even, for practical purposes, more important division of coping strategies is
the one between functional and dysfunctional coping strategies. Dysfunctional strategies provide
a quick-fix, which at first may give the impression that stress has been alleviated, but in fact they
create more problems or interfere with the person’s ability to actively solve the problem that
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creates stress. In the long run these dysfunctional (or maladaptive) coping strategies usually lead
to increasing stress. For example, the following are maladaptive coping strategies:
e taking tranquilizers or stimulants,
e drinking alcohol, smoking, binge eating;
e avoidance strategies, like withdrawal and ruminating, playing games on the PC or mobile
phone, sleeping too long and s.o.;
e denial and wilful blindness.

Functional coping strategies successfully diminish the amount of stress being experienced, that
is why they are also called adaptive or constructive. Functional coping starts with protecting and
replenishing our physical and psychological resources. In order to be able to cope with anything
first of all we need to be healthy. So, leading a healthy life style is the basic step, namely: eating
right, sleeping enough, exercising more. Exercise in itself is a powerful medicine for stress.
Science has already proven that regular exercise reduces stress and improves emotional well-
being to an extent that it is nowadays use for prevention and even curing of depression. For more
information, check Module Healthy Workstyle in the Digital Workplace from the Digital
Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress.

The next most important thing is to learn to take all the rest we need. If tired, people are much
more vulnerable both for stress and for maladaptive coping strategies. For more information,
check Module Work-Life Balance in the Digital Era from the Digital Programme for Prevention
and Coping with Digital Stress.

Other very important group of the functional coping strategies are the Problem-Focused
strategies, like: analysis of the cause of stress, problem-solving, taking action to eliminate the
cause of stress, time management and prioritisation. There are also some Emotion-Focused
strategies that are very successful in dealing with digital stress. Among them are: emotion
regulation techniques like labelling and positive reappraisal; also acceptance, developing
optimism, seeking social support, humour and others. A number of activities based on functional
coping strategies have been included in all the modules of the Digital Programme for Prevention
and Coping with Digital Stress. They will help learners develop their own coping mechanisms.

Scientists classify mindfulness practice among the functional coping strategies, nevertheless
some special attention should be paid to it, because it is a very powerful practice with diverse
effects. Jon Kabat-Zinn, Professor of Medicine emeritus at the University of Massachusetts
Medical School and the creator of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction defines mindfulness as
“awareness that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0
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judgementally”2. Mindfulness is a state of being and not a quality or a character trait. Mindfulness
can be achieved through different practices, including, but not only meditation. Mindfulness
practice improves focus, thus it helps apply Problem-Based coping strategies. Mindfulness also
alleviates fight or flight response, thus helping regulate emotions. It contributes to understanding
ourselves, our reactions and gaining awareness and self-control as part of emotional intelligence.
It also teaches practitioners to be non-judgemental, which is an important resource for reducing
stress. That is why in the Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress
learners will find a number of mindfulness-based practices.

2.4 Leadership in the Digital World

As already mentioned earlier, besides on individual level, digital stress has negative
consequences also on enterprise level. Because of this, leaders and managers need to learn how
to adjust their leadership style to the new digital work circumstances in a way that helps both
themselves and their team members to successfully cope with digital stress. They also need to
know how to implement organizational measures, which help their team members reduce and
manage digital stress.

Since leaders have first to learn how to take care of themselves, next to learn how to take care
of their team and give example, and then to learn how to take care of the organizational
transformation. It is suggested that they take following approach with the materials, developed
within the STRESS-LESS project:

e First take all the modules of the Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with
Digital Stress, leaving the Module Digital Transformation for Leaders as last. This module
focuses on developing the leadership style, which helps team members achieve and
preserve workplace wellbeing in the circumstances of prevailing digital work, which also
leads to better coping with and managing stress.

e Second, in order to find out how to implement organizational measures for digital stress
management, and how to learn to coach team members for better stress management
leaders and managers should go to the Training for Company Digital Stress Coaches. The
developed materials will support companies and leaders to find solutions for stress
reduction, which go beyond training or coaching the staff on how to manage stress.
Leaders/managers will learn how to introduce successfully new tools that help reduce
demotivation and stress. They will find a tool to help them evaluate digital stress levels,
assess the problematic areas and recommend adequate measures on the organisational

2 https://www.mindful.org/jon-kabat-zinn-defining-mindfulness/, accessed on 07.02.2022
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level. Trainers/coaches on the other hand will be enabled to provide specific training and
help that can bring change as needed.

In the next Chapter you will find short info about the modules of the Digital Programme for
Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress, as well as links to access them in the training platform
or to download them as pdf.

2020-1-DE02-KA202-007727 CCBY-SA 4.0
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3 Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress:

The programme is aimed at learning and incorporating in daily life coping strategies for digital
stress prevention and management. The Programme contains eight modules to address the main
digital and home office stressors, identified in the STRESS-LESS research. It is available on the
STRESS-LESS Training Platform and on the Happiness Accelerator mobile app in the form of
digital, gamified, bite-sized training programme. The modules are also available for download in
pdf format from the links below.

Figure 5: Digital Programme for Prevention and Coping with Digital Stress Flow

Digital Self- Home Office Stress Work-Life Balance
Awareness Management in the Digital Era

Digital

Agency and Trust Transformation for
Leaders

Business
Single-Task Communication in
Strategy Digital
Environments

Modules:

3.1 Digital Self-Awareness

In this module, learners will find out what self-awareness and self-reflection are, what the main
steps of the self-reflection cycle are and how to discover which are your core values. In addition,
learners will be given a chance to try some effective methods for self-reflection.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.2 Agency and Trust

In this module, trainees will learn what agency is and how to build it; two effective techniques
for emotion regulation; what is the importance of trust at work and how GDPR Law protects data
privacy.

Download in pdf from HERE.
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3.3 Single-Task Strategy

In this module, trainees will learn what single tasking is, how it contrasts with multitasking, and
will be given a set of techniques for focusing, planning and implementing single-task strategy in
their daily work.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.4 Business Communication in Digital Environments

In this module, trainees will learn what the differences in the etiquette of face-to-face and online
communication are, how to convey an online message in a proper manner and how to evaluate
the online collaboration tools they use at work.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.5 Digital Transformation for Leaders

In this module, trainees will learn how to transform their leadership actions in digital
environments while they take care about: Basic Needs, Autonomy, Mastery, Belonging and
Abundance Culture of their team members.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.6 Healthy Workstyle in the Digital Workplace

In this module trainees will learn about the 4 most important components of the healthy
workstyle and get some advice on how to build them as a habit.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.7 Home Office Stress Management

In this module trainees will learn how to manage their stress level while working in home office.
they will be presented with a new approach to time management; how to set boundaries
between their work life and home life and how not to neglect their rest and connection to
other people.

Download in pdf from HERE.

3.8 Work-Life Balance in the Digital Era

In this module trainees will learn what they can do for themselves in order to improve their work-
life balance. They will learn about the ancient wisdom of stoic philosophers and some modern
techniques to help them re-discover work-life balance in the digital era and be able to set back
the boundaries where they belong.
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