


Stress Level and Coping Mechanisms of Employees in a Virtual Workplace

ABSTRACT

Aims: This study aimed to assess the stress levels and identify the coping mechanisms of employees in a virtual workplace, with specific focus on the Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) industry in Bacolod City, Philippines. It also sought to examine the relationship between stress levels and the coping strategies employed in a remote work setting.
Study Design: This research adopted a descriptive correlational design.
Place and Duration of Study: The study was conducted in Bacolod City over a two-month period (May to June 2024).
Methodology: A structured survey questionnaire was administered to 118 employees working remotely in a BPO environment. The instrument measured multiple dimensions of stress—technical, physical, financial, and social—as well as the coping mechanisms utilized. Statistical analyses were performed to identify significant relationships between stress levels and coping strategies.
Results: Findings indicated that employees experienced moderate to high levels of stress. Social support and time management were identified as effective coping mechanisms, while avoidance coping strategies were more prevalent among individuals with higher stress levels. Demographic factors such as age, gender, and job position did not show significant effects on stress or coping responses.
Conclusion: The study highlights the need for targeted organizational interventions that support employees in managing stress in virtual work environments. Promoting effective coping strategies can significantly contribute to employee well-being and productivity. These findings offer relevant insights for policy development in remote workforce management.
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1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has forced businesses to adopt remote work models rapidly, reshaping the landscape of employment globally. Virtual work environments, once considered a temporary solution, have now become a standard practice in many industries. Among these industries, the Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) sector has been particularly affected. Known for its flexible operational models, the BPO sector has adapted quickly to the virtual environment, yet the shift has introduced new challenges, particularly regarding employee well-being.
A growing body of research suggests that stress levels among employees in virtual environments are influenced by various factors, such as blurred work-life boundaries, inadequate ergonomic setups, isolation, and the potential for technical disruptions (Ganster & Rosen, 2018). These stressors have been exacerbated by the lack of face-to-face interaction, which traditionally provides social support and emotional relief in a physical office setting. Virtual workplaces also present challenges related to managing workload and dealing with technical issues, which can negatively impact employees’ mental and physical health (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007).
In response to these challenges, employees employ various coping mechanisms to manage stress. Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and coping posits that coping strategies can be either problem-focused or emotion-focused, depending on how individuals appraise the stressor. This study explores the levels of stress and the coping mechanisms employed by employees in a BPO setting, offering insights into the relationship between work stress, coping strategies, and employee demographics.
This study focuses on BPO employees in Bacolod City, Philippines, to provide a local context for understanding stress and coping in a remote work environment. The study’s findings are expected to help both researchers and practitioners develop strategies for supporting employee well-being in virtual workplaces, especially in the context of the BPO industry.

2. Methodology
This study employed a descriptive correlational design to explore the relationship between stress levels, coping mechanisms, and demographic variables among employees in a Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) company based in Bacolod City, Philippines. A total of 118 participants were selected through purposive sampling, ensuring that all respondents had experience working remotely in a virtual environment. This sampling strategy was implemented to obtain a representative sample of employees engaged in virtual work, which was the primary focus of the study.
Data were collected using a structured online questionnaire that included sections on demographic characteristics, perceived stress levels, and coping mechanisms. The questionnaire examined various dimensions of stress: technical stress (such as internet connectivity and technological issues), physical stress (including discomfort from prolonged sitting or poor ergonomic conditions), financial stress (including concerns about increased utility expenses), and social stress (such as isolation and limited interpersonal interaction). In addition, participants were asked about the coping strategies they employed, categorized broadly into problem-focused and emotion-focused approaches.
To ensure the clarity and relevance of the instrument, a pilot test was conducted with a smaller group of employees. Based on their feedback, necessary revisions were made, and the final version of the questionnaire achieved a reliability coefficient of 0.86, indicating high internal consistency.
For data analysis, descriptive statistics were used to calculate the mean and standard deviation of stress levels across different dimensions. Inferential statistics, including the Chi-square test and Pearson correlation, were applied to examine associations between demographic variables, stress levels, and coping strategies. These statistical tests enabled the researchers to identify whether significant differences existed in stress responses across demographic categories and whether specific coping mechanisms were associated with lower stress levels.
Ethical considerations were carefully observed throughout the study. Participants were informed of the study’s objectives, and informed consent was obtained prior to their participation. Anonymity and confidentiality were strictly maintained, as no identifying information was collected. Moreover, the research protocol received ethical clearance from the university’s ethics review board, ensuring adherence to accepted ethical standards in social research.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Demographic Profile of Respondents
The demographic analysis of the 118 respondents revealed that a majority were aged between 25–34 years, predominantly female, single, and college graduates. Most had been working in the virtual BPO setting for 1–3 years. This reflects a workforce that is young, educated, and technologically adept, consistent with the profile of remote workers identified in Philippine labor studies (David & Dela Cruz, 2021; Garcia et al., 2020). The high representation of females also aligns with trends in the BPO sector where women form a substantial portion of the labor force (Perez & Mendoza, 2020).
Bai (2020) highlights that remote workforces are often characterized by younger, tech-savvy employees, suggesting that the demographic profile is a crucial factor in determining how employees manage stress in virtual settings.


3.2. Stress Levels among Virtual Employees
The analysis showed that employees experienced moderate levels of stress across all dimensions. The highest mean stress score was recorded in technical stress (M = 3.14, SD = 0.98), followed by financial stress (M = 3.02, SD = 1.05), social stress (M = 2.91, SD = 0.89), and physical stress (M = 2.85, SD = 0.94).
Table 1. Mean and Standard Deviation of Stress Dimensions
		Stress Dimension
	Mean
	Standard Deviation

	Technical Stress
	3.14
	0.98

	Financial Stress
	3.02
	1.05

	Physical Stress
	2.85
	0.94

	Social Stress
	2.91
	0.89





These results suggest that technological and financial challenges are the most pressing concerns for employees in a virtual work environment. This is consistent with the findings of Kazekami (2020), who noted that technical difficulties, such as poor internet connectivity, are a primary source of stress in remote working environments. The financial stress experienced by employees also aligns with trends identified by Delos Reyes (2022), who discussed how the rising cost of living exacerbates financial concerns among remote workers in the Philippines.
The high levels of technical stress, in particular, suggest that organizations should invest in improving the digital infrastructure and provide necessary tools to mitigate technical disruptions. Financial stress could be alleviated by considering allowances for increased utility expenses, as many employees work from home and face higher costs.

3.3. Coping Mechanisms Utilized by Employees
Employees employed a mix of coping strategies, though the majority favoured emotion-focused methods. Specifically, 62% of respondents reported using emotion-focused strategies such as seeking emotional support and engaging in relaxation activities. Problem-focused coping, including planning and organizing tasks, was utilized by 38%.
Table 2. Distribution of Coping Mechanisms Used by Employees
		Coping Mechanism
	Percentage of Employees

	Emotion-Focused Coping
	62%

	Problem-Focused Coping
	38%





These findings suggest a tendency to manage stress through emotional and social support, possibly due to limited control over external stressors such as technology or workload. This trend is supported by Prem et al. (2021), who found that employees in virtual workspaces often rely on emotion-focused coping strategies when faced with work-related stressors. Similarly, Cabanilla and Quimbo (2020) observed that BPO employees frequently turn to emotional support networks during stressful periods, particularly in virtual settings.
The high reliance on emotion-focused strategies may be indicative of the challenges in controlling external stressors. Given the nature of virtual work, it is difficult for employees to address issues such as technical difficulties or the increased demands of remote work on their own. Therefore, the emotional support from friends, family, or co-workers may play a crucial role in helping employees navigate these challenges.


3.4. Relationship between Stress and Coping Mechanisms
Although employees employed various coping strategies, the correlation analysis revealed no statistically significant relationship between stress levels and the type of coping strategy used (r = 0.035, r² = 0.001225, p = 0.726). This indicates that the choice between emotion-focused and problem-focused strategies did not significantly impact stress reduction.

This result may be attributed to the nature of stressors in virtual work environments, which often lie beyond the direct control of individual employees—such as systemic technical issues, limited managerial support, or inconsistent work-life boundaries. As supported by Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and coping, when stressors are perceived as uncontrollable, individuals tend to resort to emotion-focused coping, which may not always yield significant reductions in stress levels.

Table 3 below provides a visual comparison of average stress levels reported by employees using problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies.

Table 3. Mean Stress Levels by Type of Coping Mechanism

				Coping Mechanism Type
	Mean Stress Level

	Problem-Focused
	3.20

	Emotion-Focused
	3.40















3.5. Differences in Stress and Coping across Demographic Groups
A Chi-square test revealed no statistically significant differences in stress levels based on gender (P = .34), marital status (P = .27), or job position (P = .40). However, significant differences were observed across age groups (P = .03) and years of remote work experience (P = .02). Younger employees and those newer to remote work reported higher stress levels and relied more heavily on emotion-focused coping.
Table 4. Stress Levels and Coping Mechanisms across Demographic Groups
			Demographic Group
	Stress Level (Mean)
	Coping Mechanism Used (Emotion-Focused)

	Age 18-24
	3.12
	70%

	Age 25-34
	3.10
	65%

	Age 35-44
	2.95
	55%

	Years of Experience < 1
	3.15
	68%

	Years of Experience 1-3
	3.05
	60%

	Years of Experience > 3
	2.85
	50%








This is consistent with previous findings by Cruz and Salazar (2021), which found that adaptation to remote work develops over time, and more experienced employees are likely to employ a broader set of coping strategies and show greater resilience. Additionally, studies by Lane et al. (2020) and Moltino et al. (2020) show that the adjustment period for younger employees in virtual settings can be particularly stressful, with challenges including work-life balance and emotional coping.

4. Conclusion
This study highlights the significant relationship between stress levels and coping mechanisms in a virtual workplace. By addressing workplace stressors and providing employees with effective coping strategies, organizations can promote a healthier and more productive work environment. Future research should explore long-term effects and expand to different industries to gain a broader understanding of virtual work dynamics.

5. Recommendations
 Develop Employee Support Systems: Employers should provide access to mental health resources and create platforms for social support.
 Implement Structured Stress Management Programs: Regular workshops and training on stress management can be beneficial in reducing stress levels.
 Promote Work-life Balance: Flexible working hours and clear boundaries between work and personal life can significantly improve employee well-being in virtual environments.
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