


Stress Level and Coping Mechanisms of Employees in a Virtual Workplace

ABSTRACT	
This study explores the stress levels and coping mechanisms of employees in a virtual workplace, particularly focusing on workers in the Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) industry. Using a sample of 118 employees, a survey –based study was employed to assess stress levels and identify coping strategies. The study revealed a moderate to high level of work-related stress among participants, with significant differences observed across demographic factors such as age, job position, and work experience. Coping mechanisms, including social support, time management, and self-care practices, were found to mitigate the impact of stress. Notably, while coping strategies like social support showed a strong positive correlation with stress management, other mechanisms such as avoidance had limited effectiveness. The results suggest the need for organizational interventions and employee wellness programs aimed at improving stress management in remote work environments.
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1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic triggered a massive transition to remote work, significantly altering traditional workplace dynamics. For the Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) industry a key economic sector in the Philippines this shift has introduced both opportunities and challenges. Remote work environments, while offering flexibility, have also exacerbated stressors such as technical difficulties, isolation, and blurred boundaries between work and personal life (Ariani, 2022).
Understanding how employees cope with these changes is essential for maintaining workforce productivity and mental health. While international studies have explored work-from-home stress, localized research specific to BPO employees in the Philippines remains limited. This study addresses that gap by examining stress levels and coping mechanisms among remote BPO workers in Bacolod City, where the industry plays a central role in local employment.
The findings aim to provide practical insights for employers, human resources professionals, and policymakers in creating effective support strategies to enhance employee well-being in a virtual environment. By focusing on the unique challenges faced by BPO employees, this study seeks to contribute to the growing body of literature on work-from-home stress in the Southeast Asian context and offer targeted recommendations for enhancing employee experience and productivity in the digital age.


2. Methodology
Research Design
This study employed a survey-based descriptive-correlational design to explore the relationship between stress levels and coping mechanisms among Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) employees working in a virtual setup. The descriptive part helped identify common patterns in stress and coping strategies, while the correlational part examined how these two factors are related without changing or controlling any conditions. This approach was suitable for understanding how stress and coping interact in a real-world work-from-home environment.
Participants and Sampling
A total of 118 BPO employees from Bacolod City, Philippines, participated in the study. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, with specific inclusion criteria: (1) at least six months of remote work experience, (2) currently employed by a BPO company, and (3) voluntary consent to participate. This purposive sampling approach ensured that only employees with relevant experience in remote work environments were included, providing insight into the specific challenges faced by this group.
Demographic Profile
The participants represented a diverse range of demographic characteristics. Of the 118 respondents, 62% were aged between 25 and 34 years, with 58% identifying as female. The majority of participants held non-supervisory positions, and their years of remote work experience varied. While some participants had less than a year of experience, the majority (approximately 60%) had between 1 and 3 years of remote work experience, and a smaller proportion (25%) had over 5 years of experience. These demographic details helped provide a clearer picture of the workforce involved in the study.
Research Instrument
The data were collected using a structured online survey that consisted of three parts:
Demographic Profile: This section gathered information on participants' age, gender, job role, and years of remote work experience.
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS): The PSS, developed by Cohen et al. (1983), is a widely validated instrument that measures perceived stress levels over the past month. This scale was adapted to fit the workplace context, specifically for remote workers. The pre-test results indicated a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.84, demonstrating strong internal reliability.
Brief COPE Inventory: The Brief COPE Inventory, developed by Carver (1997), was used to assess participants’ coping mechanisms. The inventory categorizes coping strategies into three types: problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidant coping. The inventory showed good internal reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 during pretesting.
Data Gathering Procedure
The survey was distributed online via Google Forms, ensuring that participants could respond in a convenient and accessible manner. To maintain ethical standards, informed consent was obtained digitally before data collection began. Participants were assured that their responses would remain confidential and anonymous. The survey took approximately 10–15 minutes to complete, and participants were encouraged to provide honest and accurate responses.
Data Analysis
Data collected from the survey were analysed using SPSS v26. Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were used to summarize the stress levels and coping strategies of participants. Chi-square tests were applied to assess relationships between categorical demographic variables (e.g., gender, age, job role) and perceived stress levels. To examine the associations between stress and coping mechanisms, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used. Additionally, for further insight into the variations in stress across different demographic groups, an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted where appropriate. Reliability tests, such as Cronbach’s alpha, were performed to ensure the internal consistency of the instruments.
3. RESULTS
3.1. Demographic Profile of Respondents
The demographic analysis of the 118 respondents showed that most were between 25 and 34 years old, mainly female, single, and college graduates. The majority had been working in a virtual BPO setup for 1 to 3 years. This profile matches common traits of remote workers in the Philippines, young, educated, and comfortable with technology. The large number of female participants also reflects the BPO industry trend, where women make up a big part of the workforce. These findings are supported by studies on remote work in the Philippines (David & Dela Cruz, 2021; Garcia et al., 2020). Bai (2020) also notes that remote workers are often younger and tech-savvy, highlighting the importance of employee demographics in understanding stress and coping in virtual workplaces.

3.2. Stress Levels among Virtual Employees
The results showed that employees experienced moderate levels of stress across all dimensions. The highest mean stress score was recorded for 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). These findings suggest that technological and financial challenges are the most significant sources of stress for employees working remotely.
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





The high levels of technical stress show that employees often face problems like system breakdowns and poor internet connections. This supports Kazekami’s (2020) findings that technical issues are a major cause of stress in remote work. Financial stress was also a major concern, likely due to the rising cost of living in the Philippines (Delos Reyes, 2022). These results suggest that companies should improve their digital tools and offer financial help—like covering higher utility bills to reduce stress factors that employees can't control..

3.3. Coping Mechanisms Utilized by Employees
The results showed that employees employed a variety of coping strategies, although the majority favoured emotion-focused strategies. Specifically, 62% of respondents reported using emotion-focused strategies, such as seeking emotional support and engaging in relaxation activities. In contrast, 38% of respondents utilized problem-focused strategies, including planning and organizing tasks.
Table 2. Distribution of Coping Mechanisms Used by Employees
		Coping Mechanism
	Percentage of Employees

	Emotion-Focused Coping
	62%

	Problem-Focused Coping
	38%






These findings show that employees often cope with stress by seeking emotional and social support. This may be because they have little control over external problems like tech issues or heavy workloads. This pattern is supported by Prem et al. (2021), who found that virtual workers tend to use emotion-focused coping when dealing with job stress. Likewise, Cabanilla and Quimbo (2020) noted that BPO employees often rely on emotional support, especially in online work settings.

The use of emotion-focused coping suggests that employees may feel unable to fix external stressors on their own. In virtual work, problems like technical glitches or high demands are hard to solve individually, so support from friends, family, or coworkers becomes an important way to cope.
3.4. Relationship between Stress and Coping Mechanisms
Although employees used different coping strategies, the correlation analysis showed no significant link between their stress levels and the type of strategy used (r = 0.035, r² = 0.001225, p = 0.726). This means that choosing emotion-focused or problem-focused coping did not make a big difference in reducing stress. One possible reason is that many stressors in virtual work like tech problems or blurred work-life boundaries—are seen as outside the employee’s control. According to Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and coping, people tend to use emotion-focused coping when they feel they can't control the situation, but this may not always lead to lower stress.
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
Chi-square tests revealed no 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 were more likely to rely 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%





The findings suggest that younger employees and those with less remote work experience may feel more stressed and are more likely to use emotion-focused coping. This supports earlier studies showing that younger workers often struggle more with remote work, especially with balancing work and personal life and managing emotions (Cruz & Salazar, 2021; Lane et al., 2020; Moltino et al., 2020). On the other hand, more experienced employees tend to use a wider range of coping methods and handle stress better over time.
4. Discussion
This study found that employees in virtual BPO settings often experience moderate to high levels of stress. The main sources of stress were technical problems like poor internet and hardware issues, followed by financial difficulties and heavy workloads. These results support Alipio et al. (2020), who noted that tech issues and financial uncertainty are major stressors for Filipino remote workers.
The data also showed that employees mostly used emotion-focused coping strategies—such as seeking emotional support, distraction, and positive thinking—more than problem-solving approaches. This may reflect cultural values in the Philippines, where emotional resilience and maintaining harmony are important (Hechanova, 2020). However, while these strategies can offer short-term comfort, they may not reduce stress long-term unless paired with practical solutions.
Despite using various coping methods, there was no significant link between stress levels and the type of coping strategy (r = 0.035, p = 0.726). This means that simply using coping strategies does not always lead to lower stress. Some employees who used problem-focused strategies like time management and clear communication showed slightly less stress, though the difference wasn’t significant. This supports Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) idea that people need to match coping strategies to whether the stressor is controllable or not.
The lack of strong impact from coping strategies suggests that how they are used matters more than just using them. Lo and Lamm (2022) also found that the quality of coping efforts is key. Younger and less experienced employees tended to use emotion-focused coping more often, showing a need for support programs like mentorship or training in stress management.
Regional studies back this up. Cruz and Salazar (2021) found that Filipino BPO workers often turn to social support because of strong community values. But in remote work, the lack of face-to-face contact may weaken these support systems and increase feelings of isolation.
In conclusion, while coping strategies are used, they may not always work well due to how they’re applied and the limits of the virtual setting. This shows the need for companies to improve both technical systems and social support for remote employees.

5. Conclusion and Recommendations
This study looked at the stress levels and coping strategies of BPO employees working remotely in Bacolod City, Philippines. The results show that employees face moderate to high stress, mainly due to technical and financial issues. Younger employees and those with less remote work experience mostly used emotion-focused coping strategies. However, these strategies didn’t significantly reduce stress, indicating a mismatch between the stressors faced and the coping methods used. This highlights the need for a wider range of coping tools, especially problem-focused strategies, which could be more effective if applied properly. The study contributes to understanding virtual workplace dynamics in Southeast Asia, focusing on cultural and contextual factors that influence stress and coping. By addressing these factors, organizations can improve both employee well-being and productivity.
To support employee well-being and sustain productivity in virtual work environments, several evidence-based recommendations are proposed. 
First, improve digital infrastructure. BPO companies should invest in better technical support and reliable internet to reduce stress caused by technical issues. Tools like portable Wi-Fi, power banks, and responsive IT teams can help reduce frustrations and avoid workflow disruptions.
Second, developing accessible and targeted mental health programs, such as virtual counseling, mindfulness workshops, and stress management webinars, is crucial for supporting younger and less experienced employees, who may struggle with stress management. These services should be offered confidentially and during flexible hours to encourage participation. 
Third, organizations should conduct regular stress and well-being assessments, such as quarterly stress audits or pulse surveys, to detect early signs of burnout or psychological strain. Data from these assessments should inform timely interventions and be incorporated into performance and wellness reviews. Additionally, promoting structured coping and time management training, including workshops on problem-solving, emotional regulation, and time management, can help employees better adapt to remote work challenges. 
Furthermore, fostering virtual social support networks through team-building activities, peer mentoring programs, and informal check-ins can help reduce feelings of isolation and strengthen interpersonal connections. Finally, instituting work-life balance policies, such as flexible scheduling, enforced work-hour boundaries, and encouragement of paid time off, is essential for preventing burnout. 
These policies should be consistently supported by leadership to ensure their effectiveness. Together, these recommendations aim to create a more supportive and resilient virtual work environment, ultimately benefiting employee well-being and organizational productivity.

6. Limitations and Future Directions
While the study provides valuable insights into stress and coping in remote BPO workplaces, there are several limitations. First, the cross-sectional nature of the study limits our ability to draw causal inferences. Future studies could adopt longitudinal designs to explore how stress and coping mechanisms evolve over time in virtual work environments. Additionally, incorporating qualitative data, such as employee quotes or interviews, could offer a deeper understanding of the personal experiences behind the quantitative findings.
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