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Occupational stress (OS) is the result of the accumulation of stressors and the 
interaction between working conditions and individual needs and personality.  Owing 
to the nature of the construction industry, the levels of technical and social 
complexities are high in projects, and this causes tensions and stress specifically for 
employees who take management positions.  Moreover, as construction is widely 
affected by political and economic instability and external environmental factors, 
project management often needs to overcome an extra amount of stress that endangers 
their mental and physical health.  The devastating impacts of excessive stress can be 
observed in the project manager’s personal life, projects progress and consequently on 
the performance of construction organisations.  This research has refined and 
prioritised the stressors by interviewing project managers and administering a survey 
using the RII technique.  Moreover, stress coping strategies have been proposed and 
ranked by therapists using the Delphi technique that includes two iterations of 
interviews and one iteration of weighting the coping strategies for each stressor by 
implementing the TOPSIS method.  The outcome is presented in a framework that 
can improve the understanding of project managers in Iran on occupational stress and 
strategies to overcome excessive stress in construction projects. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Occupational stress (OS) has become widely recognised as a major mental health 

(MH) issue that negatively affects the performance of human assets in organisations.  
OS is a global dilemma that arises at different levels in all types of jobs.  The World 

Health Organization (WHO) has predicted that by 2030 MH issues, such as stress, will 
be the main cause of mortality and morbidity in the world (Funk 2011).  OS is a result 

of an imbalance between demands in association with work and available resources to 
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respond them (Lazarus 1990).  Although a moderate level of stress helps people to 

carry out their duties, excessive amounts of stress for a prolonged period can be 

detrimental to their productivity (Ree-Evans 2020). 

Loosemore et al., (2010) pointed out construction as a stressful, challenging, and risky 
job.  Also, Lingard and Turner (2017) stated that people working in construction 

projects have constantly experienced a variety of MH problems, such as anxiety, stress 
and depression.  According to Gerrard 2018, 82% of people working in construction 

were stressed at least some of the time during a typical week. 

Limited-term contracts, long hours, remote working, tight deadlines and budget, late 

payments, and uncertainties are unique factors to the construction industry, which can 
cause a high level of stress in project professionals (Ree-Evans 2020).  Specifically, 

Project managers (PMs) should carry out a diverse range of activities that are highly 
stressful because they are directly responsible for the success or failure of the project 

while in many cases, they find themselves out of control as multiple internal and 
external forces hinder them to achieve their targets.  Excessive stress deteriorates PMs 

capabilities for managing projects effectively (Amankwah et al., 2015) and causes 
behavioural and health disorders.  The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) stated that 

11 million working days are approximately lost in the UK annually because of OS 

(HSE 2019). 

While avoiding OS is not an option in the construction project environment, how PMs 
respond to it is critical.  In many cases PMs are not truly aware of the negative 

consequences of excessive stress on their personal life and project outcomes as they 
accept OS as an integral part of their job.  This can be seen in the CIOB report (Ree-

Evans 2020) that claimed 39% of participants in a survey stated that they often felt 
stressed while 45% felt stressed sometimes.  Despite this, only 45% of respondents 

know who they can talk to if they are experiencing excessive stress (Ree-Evans 2020). 

In the male-dominated working environment of construction projects, seeking MH 

support is not a norm and people are not willing to talk about their problems (Roche et 
al., 2016).  This is owing to the stigma the industry has towards MH issues.  

Furthermore, the macho-culture in construction which determines what a ‘real man’ 
should act like (Malsen 2014), leads to hasty acceptance of excessive OS that will put 

individuals at high risk of chronic mental and physical health issues. 

It should be noted that the situation might be worse in developing countries like Iran 

where mental help supports available in the UK such as helplines, MH first aiders, and 
training courses do not exist.  Additionally, a lack of legislation and organisations 

policy in Iran for MH could lead to tragic results.  In such a condition, awareness 
raising is a solution that can help PMs to manage OS and promote their wellbeing.  

This research aims to develop a framework to enhance awareness of PMs on frequent 
sources of stress in construction projects and familiarise them with coping strategies 

that are effective for each type of stressor. 

Construction Industry in Iran 

Iran's population has grown by 30% in 20 years (Amar 2020) which has led to a huge 
demand for built assets.  To fulfil this need, many facilities have been constructed or 

are under construction in different sectors.  The contribution of construction to Iran’s 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is 19.4% and the building sector alone constitutes 4% 

of GDP (TCCIMA 2019).  Therefore, construction plays an important role in the 

country's economy, employment, income generation, and social welfare. 
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However, the existing conditions in Iran with poor economic performance owing to 

political sanctions cause instabilities in managing construction projects.  Lack of 
relationship with the international community hinders new knowledge, technology and 

information exchange leads to poor productivity in construction projects because of 
using traditional methods and machinery.  Besides, the high inflation rate, corruption, 

low project management knowledge, and constantly changing rules and regulations 
impose more challenges to construction projects that consequently elevate the OS 

level of PMs. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
This research is based on the transactional theory of "stress and coping" developed by 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) that is the most frequently used theory for exploring 
these subjects in different disciplines (Liu et al., 2020).  According to this theory, 

when stress exceeds an individual’s capacity, coping is needed to moderate the 
stressful situation.  Liu et al., (2020) discussed that two coping approaches include (i) 

problem-focused coping that tries to resolve the individual-situation relationship 
involved with stress and (ii) emotion-focused coping that attempts to manage the 

negative emotions of an individual and keep moderate levels of arousal.  This research 
is emotion-focused and aims to enhance awareness of PMs involved in the 

construction industry in Iran on how to cope with OS. 

OS has attracted the attention of researchers globally in different disciplines.  In Iran, 

Lotfizadeh et al., (2011) examined OS among Esfahan Steel Company employees 
where 53% of employees had experienced excessive OS.  Using a sample of 400 

employees, they confirmed that OS rises when there is a large gap between job 
requirements and individuals’ abilities, capabilities and expectations.  In this study, 

while the correlation between age, marital status, work experience, literacy and 
working shifts with the level of stress was not significant, the level of stress in 

employees who had family issues, tough working conditions, a second job and a low 
salary was significantly higher than average.  Although it is focused only on one 

organisation, this research illustrates the necessity of attention to employee’s MH, but 

the results cannot be properly applied to construction owing to its unique attributes. 

Langdon and Sawang (2018) explored OS in construction and concluded that time, 
personal finances and the nature of duties are the main stressors.  They, also, 

highlighted the coping mechanisms adopted by construction workers that lead to 
increased feelings of psychological distress such as acceptance, self-blame, and 

disengagement.  Although Langdon and Sawang’s work provides insight into stressors 
relevant to the construction industry, they were only focus on workers and not project 

professionals such as PMs. 

De Silva et al., (2017) identified 11 stressors that professionals have experienced in 

construction such as time pressure, work overload, lack of control over the pacing of 
work, long hours of work and different views from supervisors.  They also discussed 

three primary stress prevention strategies that can be used by construction 

organisations to improve the MH of different professionals. 

Although a questionnaire survey that is adopted in this study and many other studies 
(Enshassi and Al-Swaity 2015; Leung et al., 2010) is useful to generate statistical 

data, it may ignore contextual factors that are associated with economy, politics and 
culture that are highly influential specifically in developing countries.  The three 

preventive strategies that are suggested are valuable on an organisational level but do 
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not promote the personal awareness of professionals on how to deal with OS 

personally. 

Enshassi et al., (2018) investigated coping strategies among construction professionals 

in Palestine by dividing them into problem-focused and emotion-focused coping 
behaviours.  Problem-focused involves actions to do the task and emotion-focused 

involves actions to feel better (Enshassi et al., 2018).  Although this research shed 
light on the ways professionals deal with stress in construction projects, the majority 

of the participants in their samples include engineers and architects.  So, their sample 
consisted of only 18.6 per cent of PMs that does not represent PMs viewpoints while 

the stress level of PMs is often higher as they hold more responsibilities.  
Furthermore, this research mainly reflects the way construction professionals respond 

to stress instinctively and it does not provide a professional perspective of stress 
management therapists.  It should be noted that the coping strategies implemented by 

professionals may not be appropriate to reduce distress. 

Although literature focusing on OS is rich in construction, proposing one-size-fits-all 

solutions is not possible (Rebar and Taylor 2017) because MH interventions should be 
exclusive to variable cultures, race and age (Nwaogu et al., 2019).  Thus, cross-

cultural studies are required to generate new context-dependent insight and facilitate 
the development of cultural-specific MH intervention (Liu et al., 2020).  While 

exploratory inquiry for identifying and prioritising stressors in Iran is limited, there is 
no research that raises awareness of PMs on how to cope with OS in the construction 

industry.  Hence, this paper attempts to fill the gap in the knowledge by developing a 
specific, refined and ordered list of OS in Iran and develop a prioritised list of 

strategies that help to deal with each specific stressor. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
A mixed method approach including both qualitative and quantitative methodologies 

is adopted owing to the nature of the research questions.  The qualitative part helps to 
explore OS and coping strategies deeply.  The quantitative method is used to prioritise 

stressors that occur more frequently in construction projects in Iran. 

A long list of stressors that were extracted from literature is refined through 36 semi-

structured interviews with PMs who have at least 15 years of experience in Iran.  
Interviewees, who were selected using a snowball sampling method, were asked to 

provide feedback and reflect on the long list of stressors to highlight those that they 

have been exposed to during their professional life. 

Moreover, interviewees add stressors associated with the context of Iran that they 
believed were missed in the long list.  The interview transcripts were coded using 

thematic analysis to identify new stressors and merge similar stressors.  Based on the 
results of the literature review thematic analysis, 92 stressors were identified that are 

specific to socio-economic dimensions of the construction industry in Iran. 

To facilitate the TOPSIS stage, 92 stressors should be reduced because a large number 

of factors in this method deviates expert judgment and misleads the outcome of this 
stage (Soltani et al., 2019).  A Likert-scale questionnaire was distributed among 120 

PMs in Iran and 100 completed questionnaires were returned (83% response rate).  To 
make the shortlist, stressors were ranked using the Relative Importance Index (RII) in 

which a higher RII would indicate a higher frequency of the stressors.  Finally, 15 

stressors with an RII score of over 0.8 were selected for further study. 
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To recognise the most effective coping strategies, five accredited therapists were 

interviewed using the Delphi technique with three iterations.  The unique attributes of 
the construction industry were explained to the therapists and they were asked to 

comment on 40 strategies that were identified in the literature.  After two iterations, 

the coping strategies were refined into ten categories based on therapists’ judgment. 

In the third iteration, the Technique for Order of Preference by Similarity to Ideal 
Solution (TOPSIS) was used to prioritise the coping strategies over the stressors.  

TOPSIS is a method developed by Hwang and Yoon (1981) that is used for extracting 
the best rank of a set of criteria through using five steps as follows (Soltani et al., 
2019): 

1. Constructing the normalized decision matrix 

2. Determining the positive ideal and negative ideal solutions 
3. Computing the separation measures of each alternative from the positive ideal 

solution and the negative ideal solution using the Euclidean distances 
4. Calculating the relative closeness to the ideal solution 

5. Ranking the results in descending order. 

 

This stage aims to find out which strategy works the best for each stressor.  The 
TOPSIS questionnaire was created and distributed among five therapists.  In this way, 

therapists provided professional recommendations for PMs on how to minimise the 

detrimental impacts of excessive OS on their health according to each cause of stress. 

DATA ANALYSIS 
According to the RII ranking (Table 1), ‘Unrespectful and/or inappropriate behaviour 
of stakeholders’, ‘Inflation and economic conditions’ and ‘Delay in payment of 

salaries are the top three factors that put much stress on PMs.  Unrespectful and 
inappropriate behaviour of stakeholders refers to unrealistic expectations imposed by 

the clients or consultants.  Respondents also stated about the top-down view, impolite 
conversation, double standards and unreasonable request from clients and consultants 

as main stressors within this category.  The high rate of inflation caused by political 
sanction has made construction a stressful job.  With prices changing regularly owing 

to national exchange rate fluctuation, PMs can hardly keep the projects on budgets. 

As shown in Table 1, eight stressors among 15 are about communication issues (rank 

1, 5, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14 and 15).  This emphasises the importance of the social side of 
construction projects and the necessity of establishing effective relationships among 

all parties involved to minimise OS.  This has not been adequately addressed in the 
work of De Silva et al., (2017) as only one stressor (Different views from superiors) 

regarding communication issues is pointed out. 

However, Enshassi and Al-Swaity (2015) discussed relationships with others at work 

deeply and highlighted it as the second important factor in their study.  Three out of 
fifteen stressors relate to financial and economic consideration (rank 2, 3, and 12) that 

have not been recognised in Enshassi and Al-Swaity (2015) and De Silva et al., (2017) 
that sound challenging in Iran owing to sanctions and traditional allocation system of 

public budget to construction projects.  There are also two stressors related to the 
personal stressors of PMs (rank 6 and 8) and two associates to managerial 

considerations (rank 4 and 7).  These stressors have attracted more attention in 
previous literature (Enshassi and Al.  Swaity 2015; De Silva et al., 2017) and are 

confirmed as critical in this research too. 
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Surprisingly, time overrun, lack of job satisfaction and heavy workload are not among 

high ranked stressors while literature identified these stressors as influential (Enshassi 
and Al-Swaity 2015; De Silva et al., 2017; Ree-Evans 2020).  One reason might be 

the fact that delay is a recurring problem in many projects in Iran and PMs use to 
exceed the predetermined time.  In terms of job satisfaction, often construction 

professionals work hard to get a project management position and it is an achievement 
to them.  Thus, they expect the heavy workload associated with this position and 

macho culture prevents them from talking about these issues. 

Table 1: Prioritised list of stressors and stress coping strategies 
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Coping Strategies 
Enshassi et al., (2018) defined stress coping strategies as individuals’ ability to deal 

with stress for diminishing its damaging effects through better control and 
management instead of taking medication.  Besides the lack of legislation around 

treating poor MH in construction projects in Iran, companies have no clear strategy or 
policy to help tackle the issue - including access to helplines, awareness talks, 

training, and support systems.  This section describes ten coping strategies that are 
agreed by the therapist that may help PMs to manage moderate day-to-day OS in 

projects (Table 2). 

Table 2: The description of stress coping strategies (adopted from Dhaliwal 2016) 

 

In the TOPSIS stage of the research, therapists were asked to prioritise coping 
strategies for each stressor by weighting them according to their effectiveness for each 

stressor.  This is illustrated in Table 1 (TOPSIS Weigh column) where for each 
stressor a list of three highly effective strategies is suggested by therapists.  For 

instance, for the rank one stressor, the most effective stress management strategies are 
“Reframe the issue”, “Learning about coping strategies” and “Setting work-life 

boundaries”. 
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The most frequent stress management strategies selected by therapists are “Clarifying 

duties, responsibilities and authorities” (frequency of six), “Healthy responses”, 
“Reframe the issue”, “Relaxation and meditation”, “Setting work-life boundaries” and 

“Talking to your superior” (all frequency of five).  Hence, forming a good relationship 
with the superior and the opportunity to talk about responsibilities and authorities help 

PMs to cope with OS.  This highlights the importance of having the quality of 
conversations among parties involved in the project.  The other four strategies are 

about the inner state of PMs and their perception of stressors.  PMs by making healthy 
choices when their stress rises can tolerate those situations.  Exercising, healthy sleep 

habits, yoga, favourite activities, playing games and doing hobbies are some health 
responses to stress.  The effectiveness of meditation that is followed by relaxation is 

emphasized by the therapists to eliminate the stream of a stressed mind. 

DISCUSSION 
As explained before, people who take management roles in construction projects are 

not usually willing to talk about OS because of macho culture and the concern for 
being stigmatised by colleagues.  It seems that PMs generally ‘bottle up’ their stress 

because of fear of being weak which is one of the leading causes of poor MH.  The 
results of the study show that the Iranian PMs have similar issues and try to negate OS 

unconsciously.  In Table 1, stressors that are widely identified by previous researchers 
cannot be observed within the top ten in the list.  It seems that stressors such as 

unrealistic deadlines, excessive workload and lack of control are accepted as norms 

among PMs. 

Although PMs attempt to hide their stress and approach it as a normal work-related 
fact, the negative impacts of excessive stress is damaging to their health.  With a lack 

of professional support and adequate information, PMs are overstimulated by OS.  
While nationals' strategies and corporate policies need to be established for managing 

the MH of construction professionals in the medium and long term, a short-term 
solution is needed to promote a self-reliance culture for coping with OS among PMs 

in Iran.  The framework developed in Table 1 can help PMs as a tranquillizer by 
enhancing their awareness of stressors that frequently happen in projects and give 

them simple recommendations to overcome those.  This also creates a ground for PMs 
to connect and talk about their MH as they understand that working under excessive 

stress is not normal and expressing their experience of OS is not a sign of weakness. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The Construction industry has long been known as a risky industry with H&S 

measures being widely promoted and implemented over the last decades to reduce 
accidents that threaten physical health.  However, the situation is not the same for 

MH.  While physical pains and wounds are usually visible, mental issues like stress 
can be hidden by people owing to existing norms such as macho culture.  Excessive 

OS leads to a decline in PMs’ performance because they carry out tasks or make 

decisions that reduce the productivity of the project in stressful conditions. 

In Iran's construction industry, OS has been ignored and the impact has not been 
studied adequately.  Thus, PMs understanding of OS in uncertain and unstable 

conditions of the country is low which in turn imposes more stress on project 
professionals.  This study has identified 92 stressors through reviewing literature and 

conducting interviews and then narrowed them down into 15 highly frequent stressors 
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by administering a survey.  For each stressor, three coping strategies have been 

recommended by therapists that are ranked using the TOPSIS method. 

Those stressors related to communication and social aspects of construction have the 

highest scores for raising OS in PMs.  The developed framework proposes "Clarifying 
duties, responsibilities and authorities", "Relaxation and meditation", "Setting work-

life boundaries", "Talking to the superior", "Healthy responses", and "Reframing the 

issue" as effective coping strategies to overcome project-related stressors. 

The outcomes of this research improve PMs awareness of OS and coping strategies 
and initiate discussion of PMs MH in Iran.  It should be noted that the coping 

strategies may not be effective when PMs experience acute or chronic stress which 
needs professional therapy or medication.  Rather the framework developed in this 

study helps PMs to be aware of stressors, recognise their stress indicators and 
distinguish possible strategies that enable them to cope with the most frequent 

stressors in construction.  Furthermore, the results cannot be generalised without 
considering the context and small sample of this research.  Wider studies using 

statistical methods are required to support the generalisability of the outcomes. 
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