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Abstract 

Stress factors among project workers in 

developing countries due to COVID19 

Muhammad Fayed 

 

 

Work related stress in developing countries is one of the research areas 

that lacks attention of researchers. The aim of this exploratory study is 

to examine the stressors (stress factors) among project workers in 

developing countries due to COVID19, and how they cope up with it 

This study was based on a qualitative research design, critical incident 

approach was employed. For the data collection, an individual semi-

structured in-depth interviews were conducted with participants who 

resides and works in Egypt as one of the developing countries. The 

study examined the stressors among project workers. The study also 

examined coping strategies project workers adopt in coping up with 

stress resulted of project work. The examined stressors showed that 

some stressors are related to organizations as work overload and high 

job demands. And some related to the personal perception and 

interactions of individuals to the circumstances as deterioration of 

mental wellbeing and physical inactivity. The study results show the 

necessity for further research in the area of stress management in 

developing countries. The low level of awareness on the 

organizational and individual levels, is a serious matter needs 

further investigation and examination. The lack of research 

exploring this area of work-related stress in developing countries 

results in lack of awareness raised about it, while it is affecting 

the lives millions of people worldwide. 
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Stress factors among project workers in developing countries due to 

COVID19 

 
Popular summery of work  

The research on stress among project workers in developing countries highlights serious need 

for better understanding and more addressing to the stress factors faced by project workers in 

developing countries. COVID19 has elevated the stress factors that project workers in these 

areas are facing. The social isolation and new forms of work has affected project workers in a 

sever manner. The lack of policies and strict regulations on organizations has led to loosen 

actions taken from organizations to help their employees. The study findings concluded to the 

necessity for further research in the area of stress management in developing countries. The 

low level of awareness on the organizational and individual levels, is a serious matter needs 

further investigation and examination. The lack of research exploring this area of work-

related stress in developing countries results in lack of awareness raised about it, while it is 

affecting the lives of millions of people worldwide. 

The aim of this study is to examine the stressors (stress factors) among project workers in 

developing countries due to COVID19, and how they cope up with it. The participants of the 

study were selected as a group of project workers within varieties of projects nature and 

project tasks which by the time of the study were residing and working in Egypt. The choice 

of Egypt to conduct the study raised from the fact it has big economic growth, which indicates 

increase on work activity with a lot of project activity. As well, developing countries share a 

lot of characteristics when it comes to work environments and work conditions. 

The study findings showed that, among the stress factors affecting project workers, there are 

stressors related to organizations and other stressors are related to personal factors of workers. 

From the findings, the factors related to organizations were work overload, lack of control 

over work process, working autonomy, lack of required skills and working hours. 

Nevertheless, personal factors as physical inactivity, job future uncertainty, and the 

deterioration of mental wellbeing. 

Project workers in developing countries had to use some self-developed techniques to cope up 

with the high level of stress. The study showed that most of workers tended to adopt these 

techniques as a coping strategy for elevated stress levels due to COVID19 impacts. The 

organizations did not show the support needed in such stressful situations. Seeking social 

interactions came up as one of the most followed techniques in coping with rising stress 

levels. Support from families, friends, and partners helped project workers to reduce the 

implications due to social isolation and lockdown. As well, the indoors physical and mental 

activities helped some participants as a distraction from work overload. The indoors physical 

activities were expressed as a way of releasing the negative thoughts and blowing some 

steam. 
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1.Introduction  

1.1 Background  

The world health organization WHO defines work-related stress as the pattern of behavioral 

reactions, cognitive, physiological, and to emotional some extremely taxing aspects of work 

environment, work organization and work content (Houtman et al, 2007). Cooper (2001) 

argues that stress is mainly a consequence of interactions between job demands and the 

individual response to these demands. Houtman et al (2007) categorized these responses and 

reactions as follows:  

- Physiological responses: as increased heart beating rate, high blood pressure diseases, 

and secretion of stress hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol. 

- Emotional: such as being nervous and irritated 

- Cognitive responses: such as problems in perception and concentration problems. 

- Behavioral reactions: aggressive, impulsive behavior. 

 

Worldwide, projects have become a mean to enhance the organizational performance and 

competitiveness (Gallstedt, 2003). The use of projects and project teams has become a trend 

in organizations and in businesses (Ekstedt et al 1999). Gallstedt (2003) argues that projects 

are motivating to projects workers as it has clear goals and planning. While this reflects a 

motivation to project workers, it involves tight schedules full of deadlines. Which Gallstedt 

(2003) sees the tight deadlines implies high pressure on project workers, based on that project 

experience both motivation and stress on project. When these job demands exceed the 

individual’s capabilities and resource, stress turns into a negative harmful stress. The study 

presented in Leung et al (2009) concluded that there are four types of stressors can be 

categorized as follows:  

- Personal stressors: refer to the interpersonal factors of individuals such as working 

relationships, impatience, and aggressiveness. 

- Physical stressors: refer to the environmental sources of stress that exists either in 

workplace or in home. 

- Tasks stressors: can be related to work overload, roles anatomy and roles conflicts. 

- Organizational stressors: stressors related to the organization structure such as 

hierarchies, feeling of unfair treatment or career future. 

 

Stress-related disorders and mental problems are the biggest overall causes of early death and 

overall health concern in Europe (Kortum et al, 2010). The European Council of Ministers 

referred to stress and depression related problems as the major and significant contributors to 

diseases and the loss of quality of life within the European Union (Kortum et al, 2010). 

 

In 2020, as Covid 19 started spreading widely, world health organization WHO advised that a 

certain recommendation in order to help in reducing the spread of infection. Workers around 

the globe had to face new challenges since the outbreak of COVID19. New forms of work 

were enforced upon organizations and individuals due to the restrict pandemic fighting 

process. Vasic (2020) argues that the sudden change in traditional way of working to the new 

forms of virtual/ working from home, has showed that many organizations were not ready for 
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such sudden change. The sudden need for this change, did not give organization nor 

individuals time to prepare and train for the new forms. The findings from Gajendran and 

Harrison (2007) suggested that working from home would benefits the workers according to 

more job anatomy, reduced life-work conflicts and more job satisfaction. Several findings 

have been conducted to work related disorders and stressors due to working from home. 

Bentley et al. (2016) findings showed that social isolation due to COVID19 had led to 

increase in psychological stress and overall, less job satisfaction. 

 

As well, with enforced working from home, the life-work boundaries were mixed. Study 

presented by Hallin (2020) has showed that the distinction between weekends and weekdays 

for working from home workers has become less clear and blurred. In times of pandemics the 

level of fears is elevated so high. The findings from Vasic (2020) have showed increased level 

of anxiety and mental stress due to fear on oneself or family. Nevertheless, workers have 

expressed the high level of work overload has increased due to COVID19, and with too many 

home distractions that led to unfished tasks, adding more time pressure and stress on them. 

On the contrast of chosen working from home in normal days, workers have more anatomy 

which gave them more space and time to socialize and do more activities, on the other hand 

working from home during COVID19 and with lockdown in force, created a feeling of 

complete isolation and loneliness. According to Bouziri et al. (2020), individuals with pre-

existing psychological issues are high likely to experience more effects of psychological 

health risks brought on by social isolation and other impacts of COVID19. Given the inherent 

stressful nature of project work, project workers are at a high risk to be acutely affected by the 

impacts of stressors brought on by COVID19. 

 

Developing countries tend to share some economic and non-economic characteristics such as 

weak healthcare systems, generally poor infrastructure, corruption at many levels of 

government and widespread poverty (UN, 2019). Egypt is the second largest African 

economy, and third largest economy in Arab world with over 394.28 billion USD GDP 

(Omran, 2021). Despite the economic growth, Egypt still considered a developed country 

(world bank, 2020). According to UN (2019) many characteristics of developing countries 

still apply on Egypt. As well, Egypt’s GDP despite being quite high, world bank (2020) still 

categorizes Egypt as a lower middle-income country. Work-related stress in developing 

countries is one of the areas which have not yet been quantified owing to lack of data on 

exposure or causality, important exposures, and outcomes (Kortum et al, 2010). The world 

lately has seen a huge shift in many industries towards developing countries, this has been 

connected to many manufacturers benefits from higher productivity at low cost, besides the 

low or week regulatory systems in these countries reflects on their profit margin (El Kholti et 

al 2018). With over four fifths of the world’s GDP produced by the hand of one fifth of the 

world resides in developing countries (El Kholti et al 2018). With the study presented by 

Houtman et al (2007) that confirmed the unsafe and unhealthy working conditions those 

workers face. World health organization estimates that around 5 to 10 % of workers in 

developing countries get to access any occupational health services (Masekameni et al, 2020). 

The finding from Houtman et al (2007) refers to this so small percentage as a result of lack of 

resources of organizations offers to protect their workers from work related disorders. 
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Furthermore, the study argued that factors outside the work environment such as gender 

inequalities, general poverty, and poor management have made it worse. 

 

The lack of research in the area of work-related stress disorders in developing countries, 

results in lack of spotlight in such a serious problem affecting lives of millions of people. This 

lack of spotlight results also in lack of awareness raised about this matter worldwide. As the 

study made by Nuwayhid (2004) confirmed that political decision makers in developing 

countries, still look up to the occupational health as a luxury, which led to a series of weak 

health and safety occupational regulations in these countries. Work-related stress in 

developing countries is a serious matter of concern, as it has a huge negative consequence on 

the health and wellbeing of such broad segment of world workers.  

 

1.2 Aim and research question 

With the spread of COVID19, it has enforced new challenges in the area conducting project 

work. The changes in work forms provided new opportunities to examine the impacts of this 

new forms on project work and project workers. COVID19 has presented a huge challenge to 

organizations and project workers, through examining those challenges through different 

experiences and perspective, the study can offer some insights and recommendations for the 

time the next pandemic hits.  

The aim of this exploratory study is to examine the stressors (stress factors) among project 

workers in developing countries due to COVID19, and how they cope up with it. The choice 

of Egypt to conduct the study as explained earlier, raised from the fact it has big economic 

growth which indicates increase on work activity with a lot of project activity. As well, as 

explained before, developing countries share a lot characteristics when it comes to work 

environments or work conditions. I hope the research and its findings would help in 

increasing the spotlight on this area of study in all developing countries. 

 

The core research questions to be addressed are: 

1. What kind of stressors resulted from new forms of work (working from home, social 

distance, virtually) due to COVID 19? 

2. How do project workers in developing countries cope with the stress added? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



9 
 

2. Literature Review 
The purpose of this section is to present a literature review as a step to examine the existing 

research on stress in project work, with focus on project work in developing countries during 

COVID19. With focusing on identifying the sources and implications of stress on project 

workers in developing countries. The aim is to present a comprehensive review on the current 

knowledge and research with highlighting the key findings and trends. 

The review is organized into sections as follows:  work related stress in project work, why is a 

serious matter? Followed by, work related stress in developing countries in order to provide 

an up-to-date overview of the current state of knowledge in the area of stress and developing 

countries. Hence, the literature would be examining some of the recent studies about 

COVID19 consequences and effects on workers, what new stressors raised? and what have 

been elevated?. Finally, the review would review some research studied coping strategies for 

stress. 

2.1 Work related stress in project work.  

The National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health in the US NIOSH (1999) defines 

stress as the harmful physical and emotional responses which happens when the job demands 

do not match the resources, capabilities, and the needs of the workers. So, why this is a 

serious matter? the study from Keegel et al (2008) concludes that stress conditions in work 

environment can lead to a work-related stress disorder including cardio-vascular disease. As 

well Cox et al (2006) concluded the stress results from exposure to psycho-social stressors 

within the work environment, in the worst-case scenario that would lead to impairments of 

physical and psychological health of clinical significance. Stress affects individuals, and most 

certainly factors other than work is involved in its formation and manifestation (Lingard and 

Francis, 2003). 

 

The finding from Patching &Besta (2004) project workers participated in the study confirmed 

that project work is stressful, whether this stress is work related or not, it has significantly 

affected the performance of workers in workplace, the effects has been noticed in the reduced 

productivity and increased safety risks. The project priority triangle know as time, cost, and 

performance, is said to be the corner stone of project management (Atkinson, 1999). Different 

incidents in the project or its environment might affect the project outcome. Such incidents 

can affect the priory triangle in the sense that the project must react to them (Freeman & 

Beale, 1992). So, upon these incidents and changes in priorities Gallstedt (2003) sees that 

project workers and stakeholders have already committed themselves to the original plan and 

project goals, which such changes, this would lead to a reduction in motivation and provoke 

considerable stress. Gallstedt (2003) findings confirmed that working in projects as much as it 

can be motivating but when such incidents happen project workers faces loss of motivation, 

commitment and self-esteem.  
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Leung et al (2009) concluded that there are four types of stressors can be categorized as 

follows:  

- Personal stressors: refer to the interpersonal factors of individuals such as working 

relationships, impatience, and aggressiveness. 

- Physical stressors: refer to the environmental sources of stress that exists either in 

workplace or in home. 

- Tasks stressors: can be related to work overload, roles anatomy and roles conflicts. 

- Organizational stressors: stressors related to the organization structure such as 

hierarchies, feeling of unfair treatment or career future. 

The personal reaction to a stressful situation is called an outcome, and a negative outcome is 

called a strain, the strains can be organized into four categories mental, physical, behavioral, 

and emotional (Berg &Karlsen, 2013). 

 

 

2.2 Work-related stress in developing countries. 

There is a true gap of coherent research in developing countries to provide an insight into the 

nature of work-related stress and the psychosocial working conditions that may cause it 

(Kortum et al, 2010). The study presented by Kortum et al (2010) is considered one of the 

most highlighted in the area of work-related stress in developing countries. In this study, 

Kortum et al (2010) states important facts and factors that affects around 80% of world work 

force resides in developing countries. Despite that huge number of workers affected by 

Incidents related to resource problems Incidents related to priority problems 

Valuable resources vanish Project is closed prematurely 

Changes in project-owner preferences Other projects are prioritized 

The project or oneself is betrayed 
Organizational duties take more time or 

energy than expected 

Individuals become sick or must take time off 
Workers must re-define tasks or goals, 

repeatedly 

Table 1: Types of incidents that makes project work stressful (Gallstedt ,2003) 

Table 2: The four categories of strains (Berg &Karlsen, 2013). 



11 
 

psychological and physical implications due to work related stress, there still too little 

research and efforts done in this area, then why? Kortum et al (2010) answers this question 

and refers to some of the factors controlling the little actions taken in this matter. Some of the 

factors mentioned in the study is inadequacy of funding allocations, as in developing 

countries funds are being allocated to other health problems seen as obvious seriousness than 

occupational health problems. As well, another reason in the study refers to lack of political 

actions taken in this matter, due to political decision makers in most developing countries see 

occupational health as a luxury. Which consequence in a weak regulations and law 

enforcement of occupational health and safety regulations in work environment. The finding 

from Kortum et al (2010) has given a good understanding of psychological risks and work-

related stress, the findings as seen in (Table 3) presented the risks in terms of work content 

and work context. Where work content included factors related to employment conditions and 

work environment. And work context included factors related to organization of work, 

working hours, and interpersonal relationships. Furthermore, the findings reported also some 

macro issues beyond work environment as socio-economic conditions, religion and culture 

structure, and conflicts. 

 

Working environment; working & 

employment conditions 

low salary; poor leadership; lack of advancement & 

sustainability; lack of fairness. poor working environment 

& conditions 

Work organization 

lack of control over work processes and the job in general; 

high workload/demands; work home interface challenges; 

discrepancies between abilities, skills, job demands, 

expectations; poor management practices; lack of 

participation in decision- making; perceived imbalance. 

lack of research 

Work schedule 
work schedule; shift work; hours worked; time 

constraints/speed/pressure 

Workplace safety/hazards 
poor physical conditions; physical & physiological 

hazards 

Relationships 

psychological & sexual harassment; physical violence; 

physical violence. relationships/interpersonal conflict; 

poor social support 
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Socio-economic conflict/conditions 

war, crime, poverty, life stress; migrants in informal work; 

welfare (absent, weak); job insecurity & unemployment; 

economic & job condition; precarious work; low 

employment; threat to employment due to globalization; 

globalization (market competition, multi-nationals, 

delocalization of companies); lack of local level policy 

focus. social, political, economic, cultural, religious 

structures (existing & changing) 

Table 3:Psychosocial risks and work-related stress, findings from (Kortum et al, 2010) 

Globalization is defined as an increase in the total world economic activity because of the 

liberalization of trade and the elimination of the hindrances to the transfer of capital, goods, 

and services across the national border (Rantanen, 2000). Houtman et al (2007) argues that 

globalization has led to a change to nature of work in developing countries, this change 

resulted in challenges that workers in developing countries must deal with in order to secure 

their livelihood. The challenges such as increased demands of new skills, need to adopt new 

ways of work, higher job competition, and demands for increased quality of work. Houtman 

et al (2007) also argues that when workers in developing countries are unable to deal with 

these challenges and demands, work related stress may results and lead to negative effects on 

workers and on their organizations. Houtman et al (2007) findings have summarized the 

causes of work-related stress to 3 main themes, work, work home interference and personal as 

seen in (Table 4). 

Work 

High work pace, time pressure 

Lack of control (work pace) 

Low participation 

Little support from colleagues and supervisor 

Poor career developments 

Job insecurity 

Long working hours 

Low income 

Sexual and/or psychological harassment 

Work home interference 

Conflict of responsibilities and roles, particularly for women 

Family exposed to work-related hazards. 

Domestic violence, physical assault, rape 

Personal 

Competitive, hostile 

Overcommitted 

Lack of self confidence 

Table 4:Causes of work-related stress (Houtman et al, 2007) 
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2.3 Work related Stress due to COVID-19 

Millions of workers around the world are going through the difficult time of redefining the 

way they work. Since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, the work environment has 

changed overnight, and everybody needed to adopt suddenly and quickly (Vasic, 2020). the 

finding from Vasic (2020) expressed the type of challenges that workers started to face with 

the breakout of COVID19. The study expressed that at the beginning of the outbreak and 

working from home, the idea seemed interesting about wearing your pajamas all day and do 

your work. It was not that far when work-life conflicts became major obstacle. The feeling of 

being lockdown and trapped influenced people mood swings, and caused serious health issues 

as depression, neurological disorders, and mental illness. The study also examined that 

workers have proper equipment and resources that would facilitate working from home. As 

well, since everyone started working from home, the internet usage has surged affecting the 

internet stability in many places with low quality infrastructure. Nevertheless, workers faced 

other technological problem such as inadequate hardware and software, beside some workers 

were lacking the proper skills to deal with the new form of work. As seen in (Table 5), the 

finding from Vasic (2020) of the stressors that mostly cause high level of mental stress and 

anxiety to project workers. while in (Table 6), the finding from Vasic (2020) about the biggest 

challenges that workers reported facing while working from home. 

 

Fear for my family and myself 

Food insecurity 

Being unprepared for teleworking (skills and resources) 

Managing work-family conflict 

Lack of money 

Table 5: Stressor that the most causing mental stress and anxiety (Vasic,2020) 

 

The future of my organization  
Physical inactivity, stress, and work-related 

disorders 

Supporting the organization to the best of my 

abilities 
Inadequate measuring of work performance 

Keeping a regular schedule Communication with coworkers is harder 

Lack of proper leadership, information, and 

appreciation 
No teleworking programs and instructions 

Childcare Social isolation 

Overworking Internet connectivity 

Inadequate skills and lack of experience for 

working remotely 
My physical workspace 

Too many distractions at home  

Table 6: Biggest challenges faced workers during working from home (Vasic, 2020) 
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It is not necessarily the location of work that produced the deterioration in mental wellbeing, 

rather than a cumulative effect of other factors and/or stress associated with the COVID-19 

pandemic (Pirzadeh & Lingard, 2021). Findings from Pirzadeh & Lingard, (2021) also 

showed that increased working hours, feeling pressured by time and the interference between 

work and life were significantly negatively associated to workers mental wellbeing. It has 

been also linked to become a stress factor at work and home, which affected the workers with 

fatigue, disrupted sleep and insufficient recovery. As well, Pirzadeh & Lingard, (2021) argues 

that social interactions help in supporting the mental wellbeing of workers, so during 

COVID19, the feeling of social isolation had negative effects on the mental wellbeing of 

workers. The online communications helped into enabling the workers to facilitate social 

interactions and staying connected with colleagues and family. On the other hand, Pirzadeh & 

Lingard, (2021) noted that the overuse of online technology can also lead to communication 

overload, which cause a stress due to frequent work interruptions and low sense of autonomy. 

 

Koch& Schermuly (2021) discussed how the COVID-19 pandemic has turned critical job 

aspects into job demands as follows:  

1- Cooperation with manger: project workers may develop a feeling of isolation due to 

experiencing absence from their supervisors, the project manager- project worker 

exchange quality may suffer because of COVID19 implications. 

2- Collaboration with colleagues: as most of the communications are electronics, the 

collaborations between workers are less humanized, and may lack the emotional 

richness of regular face to face interactions. 

3- Promotion opportunities: full time home workers may fear being less recognized, and 

feeling of having less chances of promotion.  

4- Salary: when only the completion of projects by their deadlines is in question, 

employees in project teams may be concerned about their pay. 

5- General work content: COVID19 have altered a lot of job content, with new roles 

added to the job descriptions. 

2.4 Coping strategies  

It is evident, however, that individuals and project organizations use a mixture of strategies to 

cope with changes and project stress (Gallstedt, 2003). Gallstedt (2003) discusses in order to 

decide if the overall project is perceived as stressful or motivating, various coping strategies 

on both organizational and individual level must be in use. The organizational level coping 

strategies suggested as risk management and prioritization. On the other hand, individuals 

coping strategies included some ideas as sharing of troubles between peers, focusing on 

project goals, and use motivation as a driving force for project completion. 

 

Aitken& Crawford (2007) argues that there have been two general approaches in measuring 

coping strategies. The first approach is, measuring actual coping strategies followed by 

individuals in order to cope with stressors, which the study referred to as “situational coping”. 

The second approach is coping styles followed by individuals across different situations, 

which is referred to as “dispositional coping”. 
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To cope successfully with teleworking hiccups and challenges companies should be able to 

anticipate certain obstacles that might influence the life and work of its employees (Vasic, 

2020). The study presented by Vasic (2020) a teleworking program that prepare workers in 

the new form of working remotely might be helpful. As well, providing proper trainings, 

resources, and technology required to facilitate teleworking. This would lead to reduce the 

type of stressors related tow work content and increase the job satisfaction for the individuals. 

 

2.5 conclusion  

This literature review has provided a comprehensive overview of the existing research on 

stress in project work. The findings have given insights about the nature of stressors related to 

project work and consequences of these stressors on projects and project workers. The 

reviewed studies did not consider various factors such as socioeconomic status, cultural 

factors, and occupational health awareness, particularly in developing countries, leading to a 

gap in the research. Despite this, the reviewed studies in relation to developing countries, 

gave valuable insights about working conditions, and the nature of working environments in 

developing countries, but only as a part of a broader, general study. The gap in these studies is 

that it does not directly address project work or project workers specifically. On the other 

hand, findings from examined studies on COVID19 effects on project workers, gave valuable 

insights about the effects of COVID and its implications on project workers. The examination 

revealed workers' perceptions of work-related stress and identified new stressors that have 

emerged. Specifically, how have stressors been amplified during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

 

To conclude, the literature review highlights the need for further tailored research on work 

related stress among project worker in developing countries. This study aims to provide 

context-specific research to specific context of project workers in developing countries 

considering the unique nature and challenges in these environments. Which would provide 

valuable insights for researchers, project managers, and organizations working in developing 

countries. 
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3. Methodology   
3.1 Design  

This study was conducted within participants resides or work in developed countries territory. 

Thus, the selected interviewees -by the time of interviews- were living and working in Egypt 

as one of the developing countries. The choice of Egypt to conduct the study as explained 

earlier in the background, raised from the fact it has big economic growth which indicates 

increase on work activity with a lot of project activity. As well, all developing countries share 

a lot of characteristics when it comes to work environments or work conditions. So Egypt 

seemed a suitable choice for the study. 

This study was based on a qualitative research design. Qualitative research design is used to 

analyze patterns in views and ideas. As Merriam (2002) argues that the world or the reality is 

not fixed or with single interpretation, qualitative research offers the key to understand these 

different interpretations from how different individuals experience events of a phenomena. As 

the aim of the study is to explore the effects of stress on individuals, their personal experience 

and their personal perspective of it would shape the collected data for this research purpose.   

Given the various types of qualitative research designs, the one specific design selected for 

this research was the critical incident technique CIT. According to Gremler (2004) the critical 

incident technique is a qualitative interview procedure which facilitates the investigation of 

significant occurrences. CIT allows researcher to gain good understanding from the 

individual’s perspective. On this method, as Gremler (2004) explained, CIT includes five 

steps: 

1- Identifying the activity’s aim to examine 

2- Specify the nature of CIs and participants characteristics. 

3- Data collection 

4- Data analysis 

5- Results 

As the aim of the study is to explore work related stress among project workers during 

COVID19. The participants are asked to freely identify any important or significant events 

they experienced that impacted them positively or negatively and how they perceived it. 

For the data collection, an individual semi-structured in-depth interviews was chosen for this 

research. Generally organized around a set of predetermined open-ended questions, with other 

questions emerging from the dialogue between interviewer and interviewee (Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006). This type of interviews allowed the researcher to be closer to understand the 

personal interpretation of the case study and allowed the interviewee to be more freely 

talkative and descriptive about her/his thoughts and emotions.  

3.2 Stress factors   

Collected findings from various studies in the literature review were analyzed to extract 

themes from the findings. The results then grouped in relation to similarities and relevancy to 

the study’s aim and purpose. A list of main findings (Table 7) selected to be examined and 

discussed through the interviews with the participants. These stressors were chosen upon the 
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relevancy to the aim & purpose and the nature of targeted group. Based on these selected 

stressors a set of open-ended questions were predetermined to be presented during the 

interview see Appendix B. 

Work organization: lack of control over work processes (Kortum et al, 2010)  
 

High workload/demands (Kortum et al, 2010) 

Work schedule: shift work; hours worked; time 

constraints/speed/pressure  

(Kortum et al, 2010)  

 

Lack of skills concerning new forms of work   (Vasic 2020)   

Physical inactivity, stress, and work-related disorders  (Vasic 2020)   

Internet connectivity  (Vasic 2020)   

working autonomy  (Kokutensa, 2021)  

Work future uncertainty  (Kokutensa, 2021)  

Mental wellbeing  (Pizardeh and Lingard 2021)  

Table 7: Stress factors main themes gathered from findings from literature review. 

3.3 Participants selection and the interviews   
The participants were selected as a group of project workers within varieties of projects nature 

and project tasks. The potential participants were selected through convenience and snowball 

sampling (Saunders & Townsend, 2019). According to Saunders & Townsend (2019) 

convenience sampling involves selecting participants based on their easy accessibility and 

willingness to participate in the study. While snowball sampling involves selecting 

participants based on referrals from other participants. Convenience sampling and snowball 

sampling are both useful in situations where time and resources are limited, or when the 

population of interest is difficult to access (Saunders & Townsend, 2019). 

The search for the candidates started using LinkedIn. Through LinkedIn search, some profiles 

were selected according to the following initial selection criteria:  

1- Geographic criteria: potential participant should be individual who works / have been 

working in Egypt by the time COVID19 was declared global pandemic. 

2- Work-related criteria: potential participant should be individual who works / have 

been working in a field where project work is common, such as construction, 

engineering, or software development. 

3- Experience criteria: potential participant should have more than two years of work 

experience. 

Once the potential participants were identified. Through convenience sampling, the researcher 

reached out to them to check their interest and availability for participating in the study. Five 

potential participants showed willingness to participate in the study. An invitation email was 

sent to the potential participants with the information sheet and consent forms attached- see 

Appendix A-. Based on the responses received, dates and times for the interviews were set for 

each participant individually. During the warm-up questions - see Appendix B- the 

participants were asked about their project work experience, and whether he/she was working 
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on projects during the examined period of COVID19, to make sure the collected data would 

be relevant to the study. As well, using snowball sampling (Saunders & Townsend, 2019) the 

participants were asked if they know someone who meets the prementioned criteria and 

willing to participate in the study as well. Three more participants were involved using the 

snowball sampling. The same procedure of invitation emails was followed with the three 

participants. Two out of the three interviews obtained using snowball were later excluded for 

having irrelevant work experience. 

 Five of the participants -by the time of interviews- were /have been part of project work 

within their organizations during the examined period of COVID19 hits. The sixth participant 

held a position as CEO of engineering company has been part of the study on work related 

stress to provide some views from organizational management perspective. The semi-

structured interviews were conducted over zoom. As seen in (table 8), the profile of the 

participants including gender, age range, profession, marital status, and project work 

experience. During the selection process, all genders representation was taken into 

consideration, the aim was to get an equal female/male participant. The researcher ended up 

getting approval from 2 female and 4 males who showed willing to participate. Each 

participant as shown in table 8 would have a unique ID referred to with (P#) for further 

quoting in the paper. While two of the participants expressed approval to conduct the 

interview in English, the remaining four preferred to be interviewed in their native language 

(Arabic). To include these responses in the study, the interviews in Arabic were carefully 

translated into English. Each interview was conducted individually and lasted an average of 

40 to 50 minutes. Prior to the interview, all participants were asked for permission to record 

the interview, and all agreed. The recordings were later transcribed. A sample of the questions 

asked during the interviews can be found in Appendix B 

ID  Age group  Gender  Profession  
Marital 

status  

Project Work 

experience (years) 

P1  40-50  M  CEO  Married  15 

P2  30-40  M  Electrical engineer  Single  9 

P3  20-30  F  IT engineer Single  3 

P4  20-30  F  Software developer  Married  5 

P5  30-40  M  Control engineer  Single  11 

P6  20-30  M  Technical office engineer  single  3 

Table 8:Participants’ profiles 

3.4 Data analysis  
Step 4 of CIT is data analysis. Narrative analysis (Riessman, 2008) is used in data analysis in 

this study. According to (Figgou & Pavlopoulos, 2015) narrative analysis refers to a cluster of 

analytic methods for interpreting texts or visual data that have a storied form. According to 

Riessman (2008) in the contrast to some qualitative analysis, there are no standards set of 
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procedures for narrative analysis. Riessman (2008) offered some guidelines to perform 

narrative analysis, which the study followed to analyze the collected data as follows:  

• Transcribing: following the guidelines, transcribing the interviews in text forms had 

two phases, first a rough transcription each interview. Then re-transcribing certain 

portions for detailed analysis.  

• Familiarization: reading the transcriptions carefully to be more familiar with the 

stories and makings sense of the language, themes and characters. 

• Data reduction: the data reduction phases started through identifying the narrative 

main elements focusing on themes. Followed by, coding the identified themes. 

• Analysis: analyzing the coded themes through close reading, looking for patterns and 

relevancy the theoretical framework. 

3.5 Ethical consideration   
An informed consent form, see appendix A, were sent to all participants explaining what are 

the goal of the interview? and how will it be conducted? and for what purposes? At the 

beginning of all the interviews, the participants were read the consent form again to make sure 

she/he understands the process before start, hence given them the choice to move forward or 

cancel. They have been informed that all information, data, and responses are confidential and 

cannot be traced back to them as stated by the Swedish Research Council (2011).  
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4. Empirical findings   
This section briefly presents the empirical findings of the study. The full results of the 

collected data would be discussed later in section 5: results. (Table 9) presents briefed 

empirical findings of the study. The first column is the research questions emerged from the 

study’s purpose. The second column would be the main thematic categories that have been 

emerged from themes discussion and data analysis. There are two main thematic categories: 

stressors related to organization of work and stressors reacted to personal factors. The third 

column represents themes that signifies as stress factors including the collected themes from 

literature review or raised from critical incidents presented by participants. The fourth column 

would be a numerical number representing how many participants have mentioned the 

specific theme in their critical incidents.  

Research question  Main themes  Themes #/6  

What kind of 

stressors resulted 

from COVID19 

impacts? 

Organization of work 

Lack of control over work 

processes and the job in general 5  

Work overload, high work 

demands  

6  

Work schedule: work shifts, 

working hours, time pressure  
4  

Lack of skills concerning new 

forms of work  4  

Working autonomy  5  

Personal 

Physical inactivity, stress, and 

work-related disorders  
6  

Internet connectivity  4  

Work future uncertainty  5  

Mental wellbeing  6  

  

What are the coping strategies adopted? 

Seeking social interactions  6  

Physical/ mental activities   4 

Quitting the job  1  

Table 9:Summary of findings 
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As seen in (Table 9), participants reported many critical incidents that relates to the overall 

organization of work as lack of control over work processes, work schedule, lack of skills 

concerning new forms of work and working autonomy. The incidents related to how 

organizations handled the changes in work forms and the new upraised challenges. While 

other critical incidents were related to themes reflecting from personal factors such as 

physical inactivity, internet connectivity, work future uncertainty and mental wellbeing 

deterioration. 

Work overload stood up as the most agreed upon theme related to organization of work, 

resulting in high level of stress to all participants. Participants reported that workload has 

been affected by new forms of work due to COVID19 impacts. Some participants reported the 

workload change due to unfamiliarity with tasks assigned to them or tasks reallocations due to 

ill team members. While on the other hand, all participants reported critical incidents related 

to personal factors  which stood up as the most agreed on themes among participants. Those 

themes are physical inactivity and mental wellbeing deterioration. The two themes were 

connected resulting from common reasons as curfew, social distance and isolation.  

Related to organization of work, lack of control over work process and working autonomy 

came second as most mentioned themes with 5 participants expressing critical incidents 

related to how stressful were those two themes. The lack of vision in this situation, delivered a 

feeling of losing control of the work processes. As well, Participant with full autonomy- 

which means they had the control over working time and the number of deliverables- 

expressed he had less stress, and they were able to enjoy working from home. While On the 

other hand, participants who had less autonomy felt more stressed by workload. The task 

allocation and the tasks’ priorities were decided for them. They felt trapped by both time and 

deliverables. Nevertheless, work future uncertainty raised up as the second mentioned theme 

in reported incidents. The uncertainty raised from personal perception of the fogy situation the 

economy going through. The participants expressed their concerns about the unfair 

measurement of work performance because of working remotely, plus, the fear of being laid 

off any moment losing your livelihood. 

Finally, in relation to organization of work, work schedule &time pressure and lack of skills 

concerning new forms of work came third as most mentioned themes with 4 participants 

expressing critical incidents related to how stressful were those two themes. The participants 

expressed that working from home is hard to be predefined by specific working hours or 

shifts. Due to this mixing between social life, home life and work time, it made it so hard to 

set boundaries time wise, as well, sick leaves due to COVID19 infection led to delay in task 

deliverables and deviation in the actual project plan which led to time pressure on all team 

members. As well, working from home and teleworking required new individual skills that 

made job accomplishment going slower than usual the learning process for any new skill is 

now different than working in the office. It became harder to reach out for your colleagues or 

supervisor when you face any obstacle in your tasks. On the personal level, internet 

connectivity came third as a stressor with 4 participants expressed their critical incidents with 

the internet instability and poor internet services that hindered their work. 
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5. Results  
This section presenting the results of findings of the study. The results are presented in two 

subsections. The first is stress factors due to COVID19, highlighting the CIs reported by 

participants with quotes from their responses. The second section for the coping strategies 

adopted by participants to cope up with the stressful CIs they faced. 

5.1 Stressors due to COVID19 impacts.  

5.1.1 lack of control over work processes and the job in general  
 
Within Covid-19 waves going stronger, most of the organization were not ready for the new 

form of challenges raising up on organizational level. Participants described the situation as 

chaotic and reported negative CIs that caused stress. 

“I remember at the beginning of COVID-19, the news was talking about global 

pandemic with worse to come, and yet, I felt that the management has no clue what to 

do, and all they said to us set tight and wait “ P2  

The lack of vision in this situation, delivered a sense of losing control of the work process. 

Some participants expressed their feelings at this time as unclarity over my job and tasks. 

With no guidance on how the job processes would be delivered over different scenarios.  

“I remember these days, I felt like suddenly I have no clue how I will proceed with my 

job tasks, it was overwhelming feeling of unclear requirements that hindered mind” P4  

On the other hand, one participant who held managerial level expressed his thoughts on that 

part as the situation was new to them, he expressed he had a lot of stressful thoughts and 

feelings in these days. The stress level raised with more speedy news coming out and the 

expectations of employee raising higher. The new forms of work and how to control the 

different jobs process with the new challenges were giving him high anxiety levels on daily 

basis.  

“Being responsible of that many people, and that many projects, isn’t easy as it seems. 

These days were tough, when you saw everyone is so stressed and tensioned, and you 

are trying to cope up with the situation from both sides. Me personally I had high level 

of anxiety that prevented me from sleeping” P1  

However, one of the participants showed an interesting observation. She reported a positive 

CI related to the theme; she perceived the situation as not that much stressful as many people 

expressed. Her personal experience relies on the fact she had the feeling that whatever kind of 

job requirements adjustments, she could handle it.  

“This part of work processes or job requirement was not actually a stressor to me; the 

situation was new and unclear. But you can say I was too confident that whatever 

challenges raise, I am up to it, or maybe I had more in my plate to worry about than 

this” P3 



23 
 

5.1.2 Work overload / high work demands.  
Koch & Schermuly (2021) argues that uncompleted tasks contribute to elevate levels of 

emotional exhaustion for project workers. All the participants reported negative CIs about  

work overload as dominant stressor. While it has varied between the perspective of work 

overload, it has caused both emotional and physical exhaustion.   

Before COVID19, project workers were involved in their main tasks, hence these tasks are 

assigned through agreements within project workers or project manager. However, while 

working with new COVID19 demands and forms, some project workers found themselves 

facing new kind of tasks they are not familiar with or not used to perform individually.  

“In our team we used to relocate tasks easily between us. But with COVID19 and with 

all limitations in communication and work frame, sometimes I was assigned tasks that 

not used to perform, which was taking much time and efforts” P6  

“The feeling of always there are unfinished tasks, and deadlines are around, what could 

be more stressful than that? “P2  

Moreover, some project worker found themselves assigned extra tasks due to one or more of 

team members has COVID19, which was so commonly happening. That added tasks gave 

more work overload than usual primary tasks.  

“Of course, when your manager contacts you are asking you to handle this colleague’s 

tasks as he/she has COVID19 and would not be able to work, I felt obligated to agree” 

P4  

Due to these troubles with tasks and task reallocation, participants expressed that they found it 

hard to keep up with the project plan or their personal tasks plans. As the more workload 

added, the messier your schedule becomes. This work overload and high demands raising up, 

more physical and emotional stress kept adding during the project.  

“It kept becoming more stressful every day, I was going to a meeting stressed already 

about what new additional tasks I would be asked to perfume. There were always people 

getting sick, and tasks to on the line waiting to be finished” P3  

Kinnunen (2011) expressed for sufficient recovery to happen, absence of work-related 

stressors needed to be implemented. However, with the amount of work overload, and new 

raising job demands raising on daily basis, the study found out that the participants had hard 

time getting any sufficient recovering. they found it hard to disengage from tasks, with more 

mixed working and non-working times, disengaging become more difficult to do.  

“When you work from home, I found it mentally hard to differentiate between home 

time and worktime. it is as if all my day is working time now. All the time I was 

thinking about the unfinished task or how to finish a task” P5  

“I used to put a barrier between work and home. Always once I am home, I prevented 

myself from thinking about any work-related problems. But at one point, it stopped 

working. Now working from home. It felt like I lost my stress-free zone which was my 

home” P1.  
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5.1.3 Work schedule: work shifts; working hours, time pressure  
COVID19 enforced new forms of work as working from home and teleworking. Four 

participants reported negative CIs about their experience of working from home. As it is hard 

to be predefined by specific working hours or shifts. Due to this mixing between social life, 

home life and work time, it made it so hard to set boundaries time wise.  

“When you have urgent tasks, you will find yourself unconsciously still working on it 

“P5  

“You are home, where else would you go? so they expect you to be available all the 

time “P4  

Added to the previous section, with tasks reallocation, or assigned to new unfamiliar task, that 

would add more pressure on the project worker both time wise and emotional wise.  

“At one point, I found myself working more time than I ever did. There tasks on hand 

and new are coming, I felt like all my time was being consumed without noticing” P6  

One participant reported a positive CI which represents the organizational view of time 

pressure. He sees that working under time pressure has its benefits on productivity as it 

pushes your limits to perform faster. But as long as this is not permanent pressure, it could be 

handled specially if you are working in a high paced project.  

“I believe time pressure is so beneficial specially if you are working in such competitive 

environment, it will help you grow and acquire more skills faster “P1  

Furthermore, some project worker had to take care of their sick family members who were 

affected by COIVD19, or themselves personally who got infected. That led to delay in task 

deliverables and deviation in the actual project plan. That all added more stress to the worker 

who is facing it and the whole members in the project.  

5.1.4 Lack of skills concerning new forms of work  
Four participants reported negative CIs in relation to facing some difficulties with the new 

forms of work. While two of the participants showed neutral feedback about the same theme 

which notes that the upper management level and years of experience were factors affecting 

the perception of this theme as a stressor.   

Working from home and teleworking required new individual skills that made job 

accomplishment going slower than usual. These challenges were observed as a stressor 

specially with people with no prior experience in teleworking.  

“When we started working from home, I had so much stressful times with every 

technical issue raises with my laptop” P6.   

As well, participants expressed their thoughts about the learning process for any new skill is 

now different than working in the office. It became harder to reach out for your colleagues or 

supervisor when you face any obstacle in your tasks. With all these new forms for working 
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and communicating, meeting team members or supervisor does not stand with the same 

availability as working physically with them in the office.   

“I would say one of the top benefits of working in the office, seeking advice or help is 

much easier and faster “P4  

One last observation from participants, as well the new forms of communications as zoom 

meetings, emails and calls, affected badly the learning process specially with less experienced 

team workers. it has been noticed that the physical existence in the same place enhance the 

process of acquiring and developing work related skills. Cooper and Kurland (2002) findings 

agree on workers may miss the informal learning opportunities of spontaneous discussions, 

informal chats or meetings around the coffee machine   

“Whenever I wanted to reach my supervisor, we had to schedule a zoom meeting 

regardless how big or small the issue here “P6  

5.1.5 working autonomy.  
Koch & Schermuly (2021) refers to any means, techniques or tools used in facilitate job 

demands as job resources. Handke (2020) suggests that full team’s autonomy serves as job 

resource. Based on that, the autonomy of work and its effects was examined.  Participants 

with full autonomy- which means they had the control over working time and the number of 

deliverables- expressed they had less stress, and they were able to enjoy working from home 

as they are not bounded by time limitations. Their experience showed that giving project 

workers more space to take decision would help in reducing the stress. It gave them the space 

and time to move freely and not feeling restricted, which allowed them to able to handle any 

emergencies that came up.   

“In one of the projects I worked on, the project manager had given us full flexibility on 

every aspect. I would say being bounded only by the output you deliver was so helpful 

and less stressful” P4.  

On the other hand, participants who had less autonomy felt more stressed by workload. The 

task allocation and the tasks’ priorities were decided for them. They felt trapped by both time 

and deliverables. Some participants expressed before COVID19, it was easier to do the task 

allocation between different project team members, this was making the workload balances 

automatically.  

“Before COVID19, we would be allocating tasks to make it more suitable to each other 

time and efforts, during COVID19, it was so hard to do that” P6 

5.1.6 Physical inactivity, stress, and work-related disorders  
The sudden change in traditional working from offices to working from home has forced 

people to change their daily routines with no preparation for the change. All participants 

reported negative CIs in this matter, which marked the theme as high impact stressor. The 

change was not planned neither on the organizational level or individual level. Project worker 

who used to commute or do any sort of physical activity to and back from work, now this 

level of physical activity has been dropped to none suddenly.  
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“All my working time, commuting was annoying to me, as I have to travel a lot, but 

after spending several months at home with no traveling at all, made me miss these 

days” P2.     

As well, home in the subconsciousness of many participants was labeled as the comfort place 

to rest after long day. With home transforming into workplace, the work-related stress has 

been mixing with home presence. As Sutherland and Cooper (2006) argues that change in 

working environment is a source of stress for almost every worker involved.   

Finally, some participants presented views with the negative CIs that they went through  as 

home is not suitable to be a workplace. It differs from a well-designed office that equipped 

and furnished to be a workspace. That cause some health issues to raise on the long term of 

using home as an office. Disorders as back pain, neck and shoulder pains and inflammation of 

elbows were observed in participants inputs to this part.  

“After 2 months of staying at home, I suffered from pain in my back and neck, my 

doctor related my less physical activity and my sitting posture in for hours in front my 

laptop “P6  

5.1.7 Internet connectivity    
Four participants reported negative CIs due too poor infrastructure. They explained that they 

had a lot of difficulties with stable internet connection. With that many online tasks, meetings 

and work relies on your internet, poor internet was a huge stress to them. As in Egypt, most of 

the areas still under developing in the communication infrastructure. Plus, the stability of 

internet depends on the subscription you have.   

“I cannot tell you how many times I was disconnecting and connecting during a 

meeting, this is so frustrating “P1  

“I ended up paying more for upgrading my subscription, as my old one was finished 

within 2 weeks “P6.  

5.1.8 Work future uncertainty  
The company provides technology, tools, and support for virtual workers (Makarius & 

Larson, 2017). Participants showed serious stressor in this area. As developing country, with 

less regulation to protect workers’ rights. Project workers faced a huge stress due to 

uncertainty of their future. The fear and the stress that you might be let go any time in such 

fogy situation, put a huge stress on workers. some of the participants expressed he had anxiety 

once the management started informing them about the financial situation of the company due 

to COVID19.   

“I remember we had a meeting when they informed us, the company is facing hard 

times, I had nightmares because of the idea I would be laid off” P2.  

Also, some companies did not provide all the tools or support for the workers, which led to 

them pay for it themselves in order to be able to perform well and deliver their tasks. 

Furthermore, the participants expressed their concerns about the unfair measurement of work 
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performance because of working remotely. They had the fear of this might be affecting their 

chances for promotion, as being out of sight.  

“I was always thinking about, will be me out of sight out of mind when it comes to any 

promotion?” P6  

Downsizing, which can lead to increased job insecurity, has also been shown to be a risk to 

the health of employees (Kortum et al, 2010). All these uncertainty about the future and your 

rights. Being worried about your family and the people you support. The fear of being laid off 

any moment losing your livelihood. The nature reaction to these stressors were many workers 

had to accept whatever they were asked to do. Risking their psychological and physical 

wellbeing under the stress. Some had led to burnout because of this kind of stress.  

5.1.9 Mental wellbeing  
 People impaired by stress engage in less health-promoting behaviors (Kortum et al, 2010). 

All participants reported negative CIs when it came to mental wellbeing. The participants 

expressed there was a disturbing altering going unwillingly with their behavior due too over 

stressed moments. A relation between smoking and stress has been observed within the 

participants shared experience.  

“I was smoker and quitted two years before COVID19, but 3 months after COVID19 

hits, I started smoking again “P6.  

“My journey from I would stop smoking next month, to smoke heavier during 

COVID19 “P1  

Participant reported a negative CI in relation with the organizational support for mental 

wellbeing. The absence of organizational awareness regarding occupational health results in 

absence of bylaws that helps workers. Participants noted that things as stress related disorders 

is not on the list of priorities of organizations. 

“I remember on my last days at the company, I went to the HR telling him I have high 

level of anxiety due to workload. He replied all we can offer you 3 days sick leave” P5.  

Participants shared there is no department or single employee working as counsellor for work 

related stress disorders. They all agreed there is no one to seek help professionally within the 

workplace. Nevertheless, if employee would need a professional help, he/she would seek help 

from outside counselor and he/she pays for it. That led to a huge feeling of neglect to all 

participants. The reported CI from management perspective was surprisingly within line with 

other participants. While it was blamed over the absence of laws and strict regulations more 

than blaming organizations. 

“In our country we have two major issues, the existence of a law, the enforcing of a law 

“P1  

This finding can be concluded and with align with Kortum et al (2010) that the health impacts 

from psychosocial risks and stress due to work is notable in developing countries and should 

be considered as a threat to public health. As well, the findings from Pirzadeh, & Lingard, H. 
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(2021) study on the same area has suggested that it is not necessarily the location of work – 

home or office- that affect the mental wellbeing, it is rather the whole other stress factors 

accumulated regardless the place of work.  

5.2 Coping strategies 

 
Smith and Kirby (2010) identified coping strategies of stress as the means taken or techniques 

followed in the process of reducing the effects of stress and improving mental wellbeing. The 

examined coping strategies with the participants ended up with a serious notice. It was noted 

that most of the participants has tried to cope up with the stressful circumstances through 

individuals’ techniques with no organizational involvement in the process at all.  

Participants highlighted the low level of awareness regarding work related disorders on the 

organizational level. Most of the organizations that the participants worked for, did not show 

the level of support needed for their workers during the stressful times they were going 

through. The participants agreed on the lack of psychological and mental support from the 

organizations.  

5.2.1 Seeking social interactions.  

Spence (2015, cited in Pirzadeh, & Lingard, H. (2021)) reported that workers has recognized 

social interactions in workplace as a highly important factor regarding their psychological 

needs and their mental wellbeing. The participants showed similar recognition about the 

importance of social interactions. The need for human interaction on a daily basis was a 

common respondent from the participants.  

“….the thing I was missing the most is the human to human discussion without a screen 

in between” P1 

The digital communications through video conference software as zoom or Microsoft teams 

had a role to play in easing the social distancing. Beside it helped project workers in 

collaborate and coordinate project’s tasks. Participants expressed it had helped them in 

staying connected on human level. 

“It was not the best, but at least talking and interact with your colleagues is way better 

than reading emails and reports only” P3. 

Participants also expressed their ideas about family support. Families and partners helped in 

maintaining some stability for psychological needs. Although, family gatherings were 

restricted to a certain level, video and audio calls were doing good according to what is 

available. Although, in regular times, these kinds of interactions would not leave the same 

effects on the person. In times of complete isolation, it helped many in maintaining their 

menta wellbeing. 

 “I can tell you; I have never talked that much with my mom over the phone before 

COVID19, but during COVID19, we were basically talking daily “P6 

“My husband was so supportive and showing too much understanding, that meant a lot 

to me” P4 
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5.2.2 Physical / Mental activities  

Participants showed that the physical activity helped in reducing the stress. it was difficult to 

practice outdoors activities due too curfew that was enforced in Egypt. But participants 

showed that small physical activities such as indoor exercises would help release some of the 

negativity. 

“Sometimes when I felt so stressed, I would just go use the treadmill for half an hour 

“P1. 

Moreover, reading and engaging in other mental activities that do not include work, has been 

mentioned by some participants as a good distractor from stress. getting your mind occupied 

by non-work-related activities eased stress relieving process. 

“I have finished a lot of books on my reading list during lockdown, it was a good 

distractor for me “P5 

“I am a chess player, I returned to a daily play during this period of working from home 

“P6 

Religious activities such as praying has also been mentioned as a mental activity that helped 

in coping with stress.  

“Maintaining my daily prayers were the best during this lockdown, it made me feel so 

good” P4 

5.2.3 Quitting the job. 
  

Another interesting respondent from one participant was quitting the job. As high level of 

stress has caused serious health problems. Meyer et al. (2017) argues that people in times of 

crises tend to trust their leaders more and more. The participant here describes the truing 

events from her perspective. At the beginning with complete trust in the organization 

management to take the right decisions to make it out of the crises. To the extent of blurry 

future and uncertainty. Till the end of feeling neglected and loyalty is only from her side. 

“I tried to handle it as much as I can. But it backfired on me. I ended up with a serious 

health problem. I had to quit; it was the only option good for me “P5 

This relates to the previously mentioned issue related to the level of awareness about work 

related disorders on organizational level, and the level of existing regulations that enforced on 

organizations on that matter. The absence on such awareness and such regulations is a serious 

indicator about labors health and working rights. 
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6. Discussion  
The study aimed to explore and examine the stress factors related to work among project 

workers in developing countries. As well, the study examined some of the coping strategies 

that some individuals adopt to cope up withs stressful situations. In this part, the findings 

from results would be discussed in comparison to literature review. This comparison is done 

to discuss the differences and similarities between the study findings and other literature. 

The findings from studies as Kortum et al (2010) & Houtman et al (2007) focused on 

developing countries gave important insights about work related stress in developing 

countries before COVID19. The findings in this study presented the effects of global 

pandemic on the stressors discussed in previous work. The study concluded that the pandemic 

has elevated already existing stressors. While Kortum et al (2010) has presented job demands, 

work home interface, and work overload as serious stress factors in developing countries. The 

finding in this study has examined that the changes in forms of work to working from home 

or virtually, has caused elevation in these preexisting stressors. With the new forms due to 

COVID19 the job demands, and the skills required has been increased in high pace, while 

working from home has increased the home/job interference and affected the social life of 

workers. Nevertheless, Houtman et al (2007) findings as job insecurities, low income, and 

poor career development, has been noticed in the study findings, due to COVID19, the job 

future uncertainty has been noticed to be dominant stressors. While workers at developing 

countries are insecure in normal economic conditions, COVID19 made the insecurities much 

worse. The findings here have showed that the stressors examined by Houtman et al (2007) 

have also elevated and caused high level of work-related stress. 

Pizardeh and Lingard (2021) argues that working from home and working on site has no 

significant differences for mental wellbeing, physical activity and work life satisfaction. The 

finding in this study argues the opposite, the physical inactivity and working from home have 

been stress factors to the participants. The findings in this study as a resident in a developing 

country the stability of internet is a stress factor while your job relies on poor infrastructure. 

As well, social isolation and physical activity due to curfews affecting the mental wellbeing 

of workers. Vasic (2020) suggested to cope successfully with teleworking hiccups and 

challenges companies should be able to anticipate certain obstacles that might influence the 

life and work of its employees. The findings in this study showed low level of organizational 

awareness in this area. The findings showed that organizations did not provide neither the 

tools nor the support for individuals to help them coping up with the situation. In opposite to 

the findings in Vasic (2020) which showed that as relatively low stressor between individuals 

whose organization provided them with the proper tools. 

The study results show the necessity for further research in the area of stress management in 

developing countries. The low level of awareness on the organizational and individual levels, 

is a serious matter needs further investigation and examination. The lack of research exploring 

this area of work-related stress in developing countries results in lack of awareness raised 

about it, while it is affecting the lives of millions of people worldwide. 
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7. Conclusion  
 

The aim of the study was to examine the stress factors among project workers, whose work 

was based in developing countries during COVID19. The study revealed that project workers 

in developing countries face a lot of stressful situations due to lack of resources and lack of 

awareness on the organizational level of the individual’s level. With COVID19 hits, more 

stressors were added to project workers due to social isolation, lockdown and fear of 

downsizing in economy in general. 

The study was conducted on project workers from different age groups, different 

organizational roles, different level of experience and different genders. Among the 

participants’ responses work overload due to high job demands stands out as the most stressor 

that affected project workers. The tasks allocation and unfamiliarity with tasks led to high 

level of stress. furthermore, physical inactivity due to social isolation, curfew, and lockdown 

stood also as an important stressor among individuals. Nevertheless, the participants 

expressed they experienced a mental wellbeing deterioration during the period of total 

lockdown. And the surprising notice was the organizational awareness about this part of 

occupational health of workers, which was expressed by most of the participants as zero level 

of awareness. As well, working schedules and working hours was one of the examined 

stressors that most of the participants agreed on. Some experienced no clear schedules or 

working extra hours unpaid just to cope up with the task’s completion plan. Further, among 

the stressors that have been affecting project workers, the lack of skill concerning the new job 

demands, as participants felt they were not fully ready to such transformation from traditional 

working in the office to fully working from home. they felt the transformation was sudden 

with no efficient training on the new forms or work, which made completing tasks with new 

working forms a little bit slower and taking much time. And as a developing country, with 

less efficient communication infrastructure, the internet connectivity played a role as a 

stressor among most of the participants. And at last, the work future uncertainty, where 

participants have high level of trust of their management to get them out of the crises, by time 

going by, the blurry future of most of the jobs with the bleeding economies stood as a high 

level of stress factors. The fear of losing your livelihood was a concern that caused high levels 

of anxiety and stress to most of the project workers. 

Project workers in developing countries had to use some self-developed techniques to cope up 

with the high level of stress. The study showed that most of workers tended to adapt these 

techniques as a coping strategies for elevated stress levels due to COVID19 impacts. The 

organizations did not show the support needed in such stressful situations. Seeking social 

interactions came up as one of the most followed techniques by participants in coping with 

rising stress levels. Support from families, friends, and partners helped project workers to 

reduce the implications due to social isolation and lockdown. As well, the indoors physical 

and mental activities helped some participants as a distraction from work overload. The 

indoors physical activities were expressed as a way of releasing the negative thoughts and 

blowing some steam. At last, participant expressed that the level of stress has reached a level 

beyond coping, that led to a job leave as the best coping strategy to reduce the implications.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix (A) 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

(for participation in the academic research) 

 

Project title: “Stress factors among project workers in developing countries due to 

COVID19.” 

 

Dear Madam or Sir: 

You are being invited to participate in the research project mentioned above. The project is 

carried out master student/ Muhammad Fayed. An Egyptian master student at Master Program 

in Industrial Management and Innovation at Uppsala university, Sweden.  

You have been selected to participate in this study because you have been involved in or 

possess knowledge of area of examination. The information provided in this form is to help 

you decide whether you would like to take part in this study. If you have any questions, please 

contact the researcher at alfayed1@icloud.com. 

 

Aims and implications of the research: The aim of this exploratory study is to examine the 

stressors (stress factors) among project workers in developing countries due to COVID19, and 

how they cope up with it. I hope the choice for developed country as Egypt as a case study 

would help in increasing the spotlight on this area.  

 

The core research questions to be addressed are: 

1. What kind of stressors resulted from new forms of work (working from home, social 

distance, virtually) due to COVID 19? 

2. How do project workers in developing countries cope with the stress added? 

 

Procedures of the research: should you agree to participate, it will take approximately 40 

minutes of your time to be interviewed by master student/ Muhammad Fayed, During the 

interview, you will be asked to answer questions regarding the aim of the research. The 

interview will be video- or audio-recorded, depending on your preference, to ensure that the 

researcher has an accurate record of the discussion. If you prefer not to be video or 

audio-recorded, please let the researcher know. The researcher will ensure the protection of 

personal data and secure processing and storage of the gathered empirical material as outlined 

below. 

 

Possible risks and benefits for participants: This research involves minimal risk to 

participants. Measures will be taken to protect the confidentiality and privacy of research 

participants. The responses will be anonymized, and the responses will not be linked to the 

persons’ identity in published academic articles. Participants are free to withdraw from the 

project at any time and may skip a question if they feel uncomfortable giving an answer. You 

are not expected to directly benefit from participating in this research study except for insight 

you might gain through answering the interview questions. If you are interested in obtaining a 

summary of research findings, please let the researcher know. 

 

 

mailto:alfayed1@icloud.com
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Informed consent: You are freely deciding whether to participate in this research study. 

Agreeing to the interview means that you have read and understood this information sheet, 

you have had your questions answered, and you have decided to be part of the research study. 

 

 

If you have any questions before or during the study, you should talk to the master student/ 

Muhammad Fayed. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to consider participating in this study! 

 

If you want to participate, please sign the attached informed consent form. 

 

Study Personnel: 

 

Muhammad Fayed  

Alfayed1@icloud.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Alfayed1@icloud.com


38 
 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

(For participation in the academic research) 

 

Project title: 

“Stress factors among project workers in developing countries due to 

COVID19.” 

 

 

I have read the attached Participant Information Sheet on the above-named study, and 

understand the purpose and procedures described within it. 

 

I have been made aware of any known or expected inconvenience, risk, discomfort, or 

potential side effects and of their implications as far as the researcher currently knows them. 

 

I understand that my participation in this study will involve me taking part in a video- or 

audio-recorded discussion-interview. 

 

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and I am satisfied with the answers I have 

received. 

 

I freely agree to participate in this study and understand that I can withdraw at any time I will 

respect the confidentiality of the interview. 

 

I have been informed that all information, data, and responses are confidential and cannot be 

traced back to me as stated by the Swedish Research Council 2011 

 

 

First Name/ last name:  

 

Signature:  

 

Date/Location:  
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Appendix (B) 
 

Sample of interviews’ questions 
 

Part1: Warming up and background.  

 

- What is your age? 

- What is your current profession? 

- What is the martial status? 

- Have you worked in projects before ? if yes ? how many years of experience in project 

work ? 

- By the time of COIVD19 starting, have you been employed / working on projects? 

- Do you know someone who is working/ has been working on projects in Egypt , with 

2 years’ experience and willing to participate as well ? 

 

Part2: Exploring research questions.  

 

- From your opinion, do you experience or have experienced work-related stress? 

- When COVID19 started hitting, do you recall the initial impacts on your work forms? 

- How do you see that change in work forms? 

- Do you recall stressful situations back then? 

- What did you experience due to changing in forms of work? 

- Can you describe your feelings about that situation? 

- How do you assess your work processes during COVID19? 

- How do you assess your job demands during COVID19? 

- How was your working schedule or working hours? 

- Have any of the following affected you personally working during COVID19             ( 

physical activity, internet, mental health, work future)? If yes, can you please 

elaborate? 

- How do you usually handle stress related to job? 

- Do you recall how did you handle stress during that period of COVID19? 

 

 


