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Constant phone calls, repetitive tasks, time pressures, and upset callers are just a few of the things that contribute to stress in the help desk environment. Turnover in support positions is high—as high as 35 percent according to the Help Desk Institute—and stress is a major reason cited. To be successful in a support role, individuals must be capable of managing stress. The pace of change and the constancy of change require support specialists who can easily adapt to an ever-changing environment. This chapter presents an overview of the nature of stress, the particular sources of help desk stress, and techniques that can be used to manage stress effectively.

I.
10.1: Stress in the Workplace

A.
Stress is the response of the body to demands made upon it. Stress occurs when the demands placed on an individual do not match their body’s available resources.
1.
When threatened, the body produces extra epinephrine (adrenaline), which acts to stimulate essential systems within the body. This process is known as the fight-or-flight mechanism. The heightened state created by the fight-or-flight response lasts only briefly, just until the situation returns to normal.

2.
Early in man’s development, the response to stress was a matter of survival; if the body was not prepared for action, the human might not survive. The human body still uses the fight-or-flight mechanism when it perceives danger, but today’s threats are very different from the dangers of the past. Most events that cause stress are not a matter of life and death. However, the body still responds as if the event were life threatening by secreting hormones that increase the heartbeat and create muscle tension.

3.
If continued over a period of time, this process begins to deplete the body’s limited resources. Resources required to fight off perceived danger are no longer available for other activities, such as thinking and reasoning. When the demands exceed the resources for an extended period of time, the person’s health begins to suffer.

B.
Burnout is a state of physical and mental exhaustion resulting from extended periods of stress.

1.
Left unchecked for a period of time, stress can lead to burnout. It may be accompanied by headaches, stomach problems, and other physical symptoms. Work habits of individuals who suffer from burnout include the following.

a)
Difficulty saying no to additional commitments or responsibilities.

b)
Working under intense and sustained pressure for a period of time.

c)
Difficulty delegating to others because of perfectionist tendencies.

d)
Trying to achieve too much over a sustained period of time.

e)
Providing too much support to others for too long.

2.
Burnout can manifest as a loss of motivation, a lack of interest, and an overall drop in performance, and many people who experience burnout end up leaving the organization. Stress and burnout are costly for business because of high employee turnover and loss of productivity.

3.
Stress and burnout in a help desk environment can also result in mishandled incidents. A stressed agent is less likely to be patient with an anxious caller. People working under extreme stress are also less able to solve problems because of difficulty focusing on a task.

C.
Responses to stress.

1.
Individuals both tolerate and deal with stress differently. Response to stress depends, in part, upon the amount and kind of stress experienced in the past. A history of stress or trauma can actually alter brain chemistry, leaving some individuals more susceptible to stress than others.

2.
Belief in their own skills, abilities, and resources to cope with the situation also influences how people respond to stress. Some resources are internal (a positive attitude), while others are external (availability of support from coworkers, family, and friends).

3.
Stress responses also depend on other events in a person’s life at the time the stress occurs. Someone going through personal stress, such as divorce, a family member’s death or serious illness may be less able to tolerate additional stress than someone who is not.

4.
Personal characteristics and genetics can also affect response to stress. People who are anxious and tend to worry a lot about events they cannot control may experience more difficulty handling stress than more self-confident people.

D.
Good stress, bad stress.

1.
There are different kinds of stress, and stress is not always negative. Some stress is normal—even desirable and healthy. A moderate level of stress can provide the energy and motivation to meet life’s challenges. Examples:

a)
Stress provides athletes that extra “something” that makes it possible to set new world records.

b)
Stress enables students to work until 3:00 a.m. to finish a paper.

c)
Even positive life events such as a job promotion, getting married, and going on vacation create stress.

d)
If there were no stress at all, the world would be made up of very bored, unmotivated individuals. See Figure 10.1, “The optimal amount of stress.”
2.
Good stress is time-limited; it occurs in response to a particular event and ceases when the event is over.

3.
Bad stress does not go away because its cause is ongoing. The body maintains an almost constant state of alarm, with no time of rest. Following are examples of bad stress.

a)
A job with continual interpersonal conflicts.

b)
A bad living situation.

c)
The inability to pay monthly bills.

4.
When the source of the stress cannot be eliminated, the best option is to learn to manage it effectively. Start by learning to recognize the warning signs of stress, which have physiological, psychological, and behavioral symptoms.

II.
10.2: Symptoms of Stress

A.
A person experiencing stress may develop numerous symptoms, which fall into three categories: physiological, psychological, and behavioral. Individual responses to stress vary, but the most common symptoms are as follows.

1.
Physiological symptoms.

a)
Physiological symptoms of stress are measurable changes in the body that occur in response to stress. These include the following:
(1)
Rise in blood pressure.

(2)
Rise in perspiration.\
(3)
Dilation of the pupils.
(4)
Rush of strength
(5)
Sweaty palms
(6)
Dry mouth
(7)
Cold hands and feet.

(8)
Increased sweating
(9)
Rapid breathing

(10)
Rapid heartbeat
(11)
Muscle tension
(12)
Feelings of nausea
(13)
Diarrhea
2.
Psychological symptoms
a)
Psychological symptoms of stress consist of emotions experienced in response to stress, including the following.

(1)
Anxiety
(2)
Irritability
(3)
Anger
(4)
Mood swings
(5)
Sadness or depression
(6)
Low self-esteem
(7)
Emotional withdrawal
(8)
Hypersensitivity
(9)
Feeling of being overwhelmed.

(10)
Impatience
3.
Behavioral symptoms
a)
Changes in behavior can also occur as a result of stress. Common behavioral responses include the following:
(1)
Overeating or loss of appetite.

(2)
Change in sleep pattern.

(3)
Accident proneness
(4)
Increased smoking
(5)
Increased consumption of alcohol.

(6)
Increased dependence on drugs.

(7)
Loss of interest in sex
(8)
Withdrawal
III.
10.3: Sources of Stress in the Workplace

A.
Workplace stress often occurs when there is a conflict between the demands of the job and the amount of control an employee has over meeting these demands. In general, the combination of high demands and a low amount of control can lead to stress. See Table 10.1, “Sources of work-related stress.”

B.
Help desk staff members are particularly susceptible to stress and burnout for a number of reasons.

1.
Time pressure. Service level standards such as call answer time and call resolution time create time pressures for the help desk staff. Standards are necessary to measure help desk efficiency, but analysts may feel a conflict between efficiency and quality. There is constant pressure to complete calls within a specified time, but some problems require more time to resolve.

2.
Workload. The help desk analyst’s job is never done— problems are always waiting in the queue. This can feel like a never-ending cycle-which it is. Increased workload, long work hours, and intense pressure to perform can increase stress levels among help desk agents.

3.
Threats to job security. Reorganizations, takeovers, mergers, downsizing, and other changes are major stressors for help desk employees. Advances in technology such as self-service tools may create job insecurity for staff members who fear their jobs may be eliminated. Outsourcing can have the same effect.

4.
Interpersonal interactions. Successful call resolution can be satisfying. However, some callers will be demanding, frustrated, or angry, and they will express these emotions during the call. Such negative interactions, especially those without a positive resolution, can create stress for the analyst.

5.
Workplace environment. The nature of the job itself also adds to the stress quotient. Help desk workers are tied to a computer and a telephone. They sit in a chair and focus on a computer monitor for hours at a time. They move about very little, and their muscles tend to stay in the same position. This results in physical as well as mental stress.

6.
Information overload. Help desk staff must process an overwhelming amount of information every day. Information overload, the sheer volume of information, is part of the problem, but the cause of most stress and anxiety is people’s inability to process it.

IV.
10.4: The Challenge of Change

A.
The pace of change has recently increased dramatically. New technology, new tools, and new applications are changing the way organizations do business. E-commerce, buying and selling goods via the Internet, is just one example. Companies restructure, merge, and downsize to remain competitive in the global marketplace. There is no escaping the rapid pace of change in the workplace.

B.
Change brings uncertainty. Workers are faced with the possibility of job loss, the pressure of staying current with technology, and the demands of employers to do things better, cheaper, and faster.

C.
Most people have some difficulty accepting change, especially when it is beyond their control. They may spend time and energy focusing on things they cannot control, their level of stress which leads to frustration and anger, which in turn increases, their level of stress. See table 10.2, “Workplace Events that are Directly and Indirectly Affected by Employees”. Possible responses to change include:

1.
Resisting change
a)
When faced with inevitable change, people’s responses vary due to differences in personality, life experiences, and nature of the situation. While some may welcome change, most are apprehensive. Change may be viewed as threatening, especially if it is imposed from an external source. Reasons people resist change include the following.

(1)
Fear of the unknown.

(2)
Fear of losing control.

(3)
Threat to job or income.

(4)
Fear that skills and expertise will lose value.

(5)
Threats to power.

(6)
Failure to recognize need for change.

(7)
Threats to interpersonal relations.
2.
Viewing change as opportunity.

a)
Change can also be perceived as an opportunity. Expanded job responsibilities may require an employee to learn new skills, which enhances self-esteem and expands future career possibilities. Perhaps a bored employee does nothing to initiate a change because of a fear of the unknown, so a change forced by an external source may provide the opportunity to restart a career.

b)
Some people actually seek out change to face challenges, experience new situations, and gain new skills. Whenever a change occurs, it is helpful to consider ways in which the change may be beneficial. For example, a change could enable an employee to:

(1)
Discover unknown capabilities.

(2)
Learn about other areas of the business.

(3)
Build new skills.

(4)
Develop new relationships.

(5)
Leave an unsatisfying or unpleasant situation.
c)
While change itself may not be controllable, attitudes toward change do affect a person’s ability to handle change. Realize that all change, even good change, involves stress. No matter what the change, it will be much easier to cope with if accompanied by a positive attitude. It is not necessary to agree with the change, but a positive attitude will make it easier to accept and adjust to it.

V.
10.5: Creating a Positive Work Environment

A.
Creating and maintaining a positive work environment is a shared responsibility between the organization and the individual. Management is responsible for handling issues at the organizational level, while the individual is responsible for handling issues at the personal level. In both cases, a number of actions can be taken to help create a positive work experience on the help desk.

1.
Organizational efforts. The organization has a responsibility to create a positive work environment for all employees, including the help desk staff. There are a number of ways this can be accomplished.

a)
Minimize stress
(1)
It is critical to identify the major factors responsible for help desk stress. Surveys of help desk staff members help to determine the major sources of stress. Once the sources have been identified, a plan is developed to minimize the negative impact.

(2)
For example: A backlog of service requests might indicate the need to rearrange schedules or hire additional staff.

(3)
A bad interaction user could suggest that the help desk agent requires additional interpersonal skills training, or that the user needs to be reminded of appropriate professional conduct.

(4)
A hard-to-solve problem may indicate the need to ask for additional help or escalate the problem to a higher level.

(5)
The objective is to identify the causes of stress and take action to minimize or eliminate the impact on staff members.

b)
Recognize outstanding performance. Employee recognition is a key to improving job satisfaction for help desk employees. Companies should let help desk workers know they are valued. Ways to do this include:

(1)
Giving monthly employee recognition awards.

(2)
Rewarding employees by letting them use a special parking space for a month.

(3)
Awarding gift certificates for local restaurants.

c)
Vary job tasks.

(1)
To retain quality staff, keep the work interesting and challenging. Responding to the same user problems over and over is sure to frustrate even the most dedicated analyst. Regularly assign staff members to special projects and give them a variety of non-telephone tasks to enhance the variety in the job.

(2)
Encourage help desk staff to spend time in the business units, which will increase their understanding of how the business functions and provide an opportunity for them to develop a relationship with the user base. If the organization has multiple locations, move specialists to a different site for a few weeks.

d)
Provide career opportunities.

(1)
One of the most common reasons for leaving the help desk is the lack of opportunity for career advancement. Perceiving no place to go within the department, employees may leave the company. To prevent turnover, the organization needs to provide avenues for promotion within the department.

(2)
Help desk staff members possess technical and interpersonal skills that could be of value to many departments within an organization.

e)
Provide competitive salaries.

(1)
Salary affects job satisfaction and is an important indicator of the value that an organization places on the help desk. If the help desk is not viewed as important, salaries will tend to be low. If help desk staff members feel undervalued, they will leave for internal positions or jobs with an external company.

f)
Create a pleasing physical work environment.

(1)
The physical environment in which help desk agents work is critical, since most staff members do not leave the work area on a regular basis. An agent’s health and well-being are dependent upon a comfortable and safe work environment. Consider sound, lighting, furniture, and placement of equipment. If the physical environment is unpleasant, staff members are unlikely to stay on the job for any significant length of time.

g)
Offer training and education.

(1)
Training is another imperative when it comes to the help desk staff. Investment must be made in regular training for both new employees as well as existing staff. View training as an investment in human capital.

(2)
All staff members should be given the opportunity to learn new things and to keep existing skills and knowledge up to date.

(3)
In addition to technical training, staff should receive training in interpersonal and communication skills.

h)
Provide the latest tools.

(1)
Management must provide the help desk staff with the best available tools to do the job. This includes everything from telephone headsets to sophisticated knowledge bases and call tracking systems.

2.
Individual efforts. The organization must create an environment in which help desk agents can thrive. Because the help desk staff will feel stress even in the best organizations, it is up to employees to manage stress in a way that does not interfere with their on-the-job performance or their general health and well-being. The following techniques may be effective in developing and maintaining a positive work experience.

a)
Manage time effectively.

(1)
A great deal of stress is caused by the pressures of time. There are usually calls waiting in the queue and problem resolutions that must be recorded. Help desk staff has little or no control over the flow of incoming requests, so it is generally not practical to try to plan an entire day in a busy help desk environment.

(2)
While the first priority is to respond to users, most support personnel also regularly perform other tasks, such as preparing reports or writing problem solutions. This work is done when call volume is low, but since the time available on any day is unpredictable, and there will be interruption from occasional calls, flexibility on the part of the support specialist is needed.

b)
Assign priorities.

(1)
When working on non-user tasks, first assign priorities to each one. Knowing which task has priority ensures that when time becomes available, the most important task is at the top of the list. If the assignment is a large project, break it into a number of smaller, more manageable jobs. Assign priorities to the individual jobs, and set a timeline for completion.

c)
Take regular breaks and vary activities.

(1)
Taking a break from an activity can provide a necessary change of pace. Retrieving a document from the printer, using the copy machine, and walking down the hall to confer with a colleague are simple, productive ways to break up routine computer tasks.

(2)
Short breaks are also one of the most effective ways to minimize the discomforts of prolonged computer use.

d)
Learn to relax. The regular use of a relaxation response such as deep breathing or progressive relaxation can reduce the effects of stress.

(1)
One of the first methods of stress reduction techniques taught is effective breathing. When the body is under stress, breathing patterns change. Proper breathing is essential for good mental and physical health.

(2)
Progressive relaxation involves tensing individual muscle groups for several seconds and then releasing the tension. This allows the muscles to gradually relax, and can reduce pulse rate and blood pressure.

e)
Exercise regularly.

(1)
Regular exercise makes it easier to cope with the demands of the job. It has been found to be effective in maintaining physical and mental well-being.

(2)
Activities such as walking, running, working out, aerobics, dancing, and swimming lower blood pressure and cholesterol levels, and provide effective relief from stress.

(3)
Getting adequate sleep and eating a balanced diet are also important components of a healthy lifestyle.

f)
Talk to people.

(1)
Talking about work-related stresses with other people can have a positive effect on a person’s ability to handle stress. Verbalizing a problem with another person often results in a more objective view of the situation, and may uncover possible solutions.

(2)
Discussions with an empathetic individual also allow one to express feelings and receive emotional support. Be sure to keep the conversations constructive and positive.

(3)
Discussing problems with coworkers who are not part of the problem or the solution can result in low morale and disloyalty.

g)
Balance work and play.

(1)
Many people experience burnout as a result of an imbalance between work and non-work activities. To prevent this from occurring, allow plenty of time for family, friends, and activities that are enjoyable.

(2)
Humor is also a great stress reliever, both on and off the job.
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