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Abstract

Recent trends in Human Resource Management (HRM) regularly name employee stress and well-being as a top issue for organizations to pay attention to in the coming years. Employee well-being is linked to critical organizational outcomes, including performance, productivity, and absenteeism. Given this growing concern, it is critical that HRM students are prepared to implement and evaluate evidence-based stress management strategies in organizations. This paper introduces a semester-long assignment that asks students to engage in a variety of stress management strategies, including mindfulness, relaxation, and exercise. This assignment builds coping and stress management skills along with an understanding of the importance of these skills in the workplace. Students also increase their awareness of the need for organizations, leaders, and HRM practitioners to provide resources necessary for stress management in the workplace. Potential adaptations of the exercise for different audiences or lengths of time are also discussed. 

      	Keywords: stress management, workplace stress, occupational health, trends in HRM


Introduction

Managing employee stress and well-being is an important and growing concern for organizations. Recent estimates suggest that work stress costs the United States economy over $300 billion as a result of absenteeism, lowered productivity, insurance costs, and accidents (Kern, 2022). Nearly a quarter of adults say that on most days they experience so much stress that they have difficulty functioning (American Psychological Association, 2022). These numbers are even higher among those under 35 (46%) and Black adults under 35 (56%). Workers report experiencing record-high levels of daily stress, increasing from 38% in 2019 to 44% in 2021 (Gallup, 2022).

Trends in the field of human resource management (HRM) also suggest that employee well-being is a critical concern for today’s organizations. For example, Forbes highlighted employee well-being as their top 2023 workplace trend, with human resource (HR) employees’ burnout also making an appearance on the list (Meister, 2023). Research by KPMG suggests that 90% of employees consider work-life balance to be important when searching for a new employer (2022). These statistics suggest that while focusing on employee well-being became particularly important during the COVID-19 pandemic, the need to provide support for employees is here to stay for the foreseeable future. Human resources practitioners are increasingly being asked to manage employee wellness programs that cater to improving and maintaining employee health and well-being, making it critical that future professionals are being educated on stress and stress management in their coursework. What’s more, as noted by Meister (2023), human resource professionals will need to attend to their own well-being as they navigate increased workloads and the changing workplace landscape. 

Organizations are responding to challenges related to employee stress and well-being in a variety of ways. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many workplaces jumped into action with plans aimed at providing for their employees’ health and safety, including shifting to remote work where possible, providing personal protective equipment and hazard pay for frontline workers, and enhancing employees’ mental health and well-being benefits (e.g., Brome, 2020; Hamstra, 2020; Miller, 2022; Whiting, 2020). Research by Gallup suggests that the percentage of employees who felt strongly that their organization cared about their well-being nearly doubled during the pandemic, jumping to 49% in 2020 (Harter, 2022). Since then, this number has rapidly declined back to pre-pandemic lows and as of February 2022 sat at 24%. 

Given the widespread nature of workplace stress, including within the field of HRM itself, it is critical that future HRM professionals are educated in the sources and outcomes of stress and effective, evidence-based strategies for managing stress. While organizations are increasingly focusing on providing health and wellness benefits to their employees, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, it can be difficult to accurately assess the impacts of such benefits on employee and organizational outcomes (Kohl, 2018). According to an annual benefits survey by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM), 19% of organizations reported offering onsite stress management programs in 2022, compared to only 12% of organizations in 2018 (SHRM, 2022a). This number marks a decrease, however, from the high of 26% in 2021. Organizations offering meditation, mindfulness, or contemplative programs stood at 15% in 2022 (down from a high of 18% in 2021) as compared to 7% in 2018. 

Companies are already engaging in managing employee stress and well-being in a variety of ways, and it benefits HRM students to be aware of and knowledgeable in these practices. For example, companies including Google, Target, Aetna, General Mills, and Intel have invested in a variety of mindfulness training programs for their employees and have overall reported positive outcomes, including improved mental focus, stress levels, creativity, focus, and engagement (Schaufenbuel, 2015). Mindfulness training programs have also been linked to increased resilience, collaboration, and the ability to lead in complex situations among top executives – but only when they spend time practicing and implementing mindfulness techniques (Reitz & Chaskalson, 2016). Biotech firm Roche Genentech has focused on developing mental health awareness through a campaign called #LetsTalk. This campaign included videos of senior leaders and employees as “mental health champions” discussing their own mental health (Greenwood & Krol, 2020). 

The Harvard Business Review hosts an annual employee event prior to the U.S. holiday of Thanksgiving, where employees are encouraged to write one another thank-you notes as a means of fostering a culture of gratitude (Gallo, 2021). Google is known for providing a fun and engaging workplace for employees by providing games and toys to foster informal interactions between employees. Google has found that the positive emotions created through these informal interactions spill over to more formal interactions when these colleagues work together on projects in the future (Riordan, 2013). 

In this paper, I describe a semester-long assignment in which students are required to engage in weekly evidence-based stress management strategies. This assignment was developed for an upper-level special topics course on Work & Stress. The primary audiences for this course were HRM majors and minors, although this assignment could easily be adapted to different courses and for different lengths of time (e.g., a one-off assignment, a series of assignments, an extra credit opportunity, etc.). These strategies are useful not only as tools to help students manage their own stress levels as future HR professionals but also to familiarize students with strategies that can be implemented within organizations to reduce stress and improve employee well-being. 

Stress and Stress Management

What is Stress?

Stress describes a situation in which an individual’s demands (e.g., cognitive, physical, emotional, etc.) exceed their current resources, and when resources are threatened, lost, or fail to be gained after an investment of resources (Hobfoll et al., 2018). Workplace stress, in particular, occurs when the demands of one’s job exceed an individual’s abilities and resources. Stressors typically refer to environmental events that elicit the stress process (Griffin & Clarke, 2011). Common workplace stressors include role ambiguity, role conflict, high workload, organizational constraints, interpersonal conflict, and a lack of control (Nixon et al., 2011). Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, stress related to managing the competing demands of work and family increased, as many employees worked from home while caring for family members (Craig & Churchill, 2021).

When individuals experience chronic stress or particularly acute stress, negative outcomes are likely. Strain outcomes occur due to stress exposure and can be described as physical, psychological, or behavioral in nature. Common strain outcomes include increased burnout, turnover intentions, anxiety, depression, and alcohol use, as well as decreased work performance, job satisfaction, and work engagement (Ganster & Rosen, 2013; Gilboa et al., 2008; Mazzola & Disselhorst, 2019). Given the negative consequences of work stress, it is beneficial for organizations to consider both how they contribute to employees’ stress as well as how they might reduce and manage employees’ stress. 

What is Stress Management? 
	
Stress management refers to strategies and tools commonly used to restore resources that have been depleted as a result of engaging in some form of work (Tetrick & Winslow, 2015). Interventions aimed at managing stress can typically be categorized into one of three levels: primary, secondary, and tertiary (Tetrick & Quick, 2011). Primary interventions tend to be aimed at preventing stressors and focus on all individuals, regardless of their level of risk. For example, legislation limiting work hours or mandating break periods would be considered primary interventions. Secondary interventions are aimed at those groups deemed to be at-risk, and target those who have been exposed to stressors – either aiming to remove the stressor or provide resources to cope with the stressor. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many essential workers such as nurses, doctors, and employees of grocery stores would have been appropriate targets for secondary interventions, e.g., pay raises/bonuses for frontline employees, hiring additional staff to distribute workloads, etc. (Chang et al., 2021). Many of the stress management strategies described here could be used as secondary interventions – for example, engaging in exercise routines or developing a mindfulness practice. Other secondary interventions might include modified work duties. Finally, tertiary interventions target individuals who are already experiencing distress and need assistance to recover from stress. Many of the strategies provided here could also be used as tertiary interventions, although other examples would include rehabilitation programs, support groups, or other medical interventions. 

Current Approaches to Stress in the HRM Curriculum

In an effort to attend to students’ well-being, college instructors are increasingly being encouraged to discuss mental health in the classroom across a variety of disciplinary contexts, as students struggle to balance school, work, family, and financial concerns (Imad, 2021). Among college students, stress has been associated with a range of negative outcomes, including maladaptive health behaviors (Dalton & Hammen, 2018), anxiety (Jones et al., 2018), and lower academic performance (Frazier et al., 2019). Among working adults, stress has been associated with a number of outcomes, including increased anxiety, depression, sleep disturbances, and reduced work performance (Ganster & Rosen, 2013; Gilboa et al., 2008).

In business schools, students often receive a cursory education in the causes and outcomes of the stress process, although this information is typically limited to a short unit within an introductory organizational behavior or human resource management course. For example, several current organizational behavior textbooks include one chapter on the stress process (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2021), while human resource management texts may refer to stress management when highlighting wellness programs as an example of an employer-provided benefit or cover occupational safety and health in a ‘special topics’ unit (e.g., Bauer et al., 2021). 

Scholars have previously noted the need to go beyond this cursory treatment in educating management students, emphasizing a need to offer a more comprehensive treatment of stress and work in specialized courses (DeFrank, 2012). As an added benefit, for programs seeking to apply for or maintain alignment with SHRM, incorporating information about stress, stress management, and employee well-being in courses would address the topic of workplace health, safety, and security, a required HR content area (SHRM, 2022b).  

Examples of Stress Management Activities 

There are a number of evidence-based stress management activities that instructors may consider introducing to their students. I provide nine examples of activities in the assignment instructions provided in Appendix A, although others could certainly be added to or subtracted from this exercise, depending on instructor or student interests, the course topic, the time allotted, etc. In the following sections, I have organized these activities into two categories – those that are likely to be implemented in the workplace with the intention of fostering community and positive states at work, and those that are likely to be practiced during nonwork time. Although this latter category is often practiced outside of work hours, there is growing evidence to suggest that leaders and organizations play an important role in helping to foster these stress management activities, with beneficial effects for employees, teams, and organizations (e.g., Bennett et al., 2016; Sianoja et al., 2020). All of these exercises are meant to be accessible with minimal resources needed for student uptake. Below, I provide a brief description of each example activity, along with examples of how they may be implemented via HR practices and policies within organizations. 

At Work: Fostering Community and Positive States
	
The following four evidence-based stress management activities are likely to be ones that students will see in various forms in their future workplaces. It is also possible that HRM students will be involved in implementing formal programs within their workplaces aimed at introducing these benefits to employees within their organizations.

Mindfulness. Mindfulness has been described as paying attention in a particular way - on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). A large body of intervention research has demonstrated the positive benefits of mindfulness, including increased attention, cognitive performance, work performance, communication quality, and well-being, as well as decreased emotional reactions to stressors (Good et al., 2016). Students will likely already be familiar with the concept of mindfulness, given its widespread popularity. As noted previously, companies are increasingly providing support for mindfulness as well, so it is also likely students will encounter mindfulness practices in the workplace (Schaufenbuel, 2015). One notable example is the insurance company Aetna, which offers free meditation classes to employees and now sells these classes to organizations that contract with Aetna for health insurance (Gelles, 2015). Mindfulness can be implemented in the workplace in a variety of ways, including as a benefit offered to employees (e.g., Starbucks offers employee subscriptions to mindfulness apps like HeadSpace), a training program offered to employees (e.g., Reitz & Chaskalson, 2016; Schaufenbuel, 2015), or as a practice of conducting ‘mindful meetings’ (Hillyer, 2022). 

Gratitude. Gratitude refers to a felt sense of wonder, thankfulness, and appreciation for life (Emmons & Sheldon, 2002). Similar to mindfulness, gratitude emphasizes a focus on the present moment but includes an appreciation for your life as it stands today and what has made it so. Benefits of gratitude include reduced depression, anxiety, and loneliness and increased team creativity (Lyubormirsky, 2008; Pillay et al., 2020). Interventions aimed at increasing gratitude via gratitude listing, behavioral expressions, and grateful contemplation have all shown positive benefits to individual well-being (Rash et al., 2011). It is possible to implement gratitude in a number of ways in the workplace, for example, through formal or informal recognition programs, taking time to share gratitude during team meetings, or building opportunities for gratitude into regular developmental feedback meetings (Beheshti, 2021; Fehr et al., 2017). 

Nurture social relationships. Social support has been widely studied for its protective factors in managing stress and the negative effects of stress. Social support is described as the availability and quality of helping relationships (Leavy, 1983). Meta-analytic research suggests that social support can minimize the perception of stressors, reduce the experience of strain outcomes, and buffer the relationship between stressors and strains (Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Social support interventions have also been shown to positively predict academic achievement in college students (Mattanah et al., 2012), indicating their usefulness in both the workplace and the college classroom. 

There are a variety of ways in which HR may be active in fostering social connections within the workplace – for example, through informal recognition programs, company-wide events, employee resource groups (ERGs), or mentoring programs. ERGs, in particular, are meant to increase employees’ feelings of belonging and inclusion in the workplace and are also more commonly included in and considered a part of many organizations’ diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) strategies (Catalino et al., 2022). In recent years, an increasing number of organizations have started ERGs focused specifically on supporting employee mental health, including Google and Johnson & Johnson (Mind Share Partners, 2019). In healthcare, the implementation of Schwartz Rounds ® has been linked to reduced psychological stress among healthcare staff (Dawson et al., 2021). Schwartz Rounds ® provides a forum for both clinical and nonclinical healthcare staff to gather and discuss the emotional and social demands of delivering patient care and are aimed at reducing compassion fatigue. 

Foster positive emotions and cultivate optimism. Positive emotions can “undo” negative emotions and serve as the building blocks of resilience that combat physical illness (Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998; Fredrickson et al., 2000). Engaging in activities that foster positive emotions can also help counteract negative ways of thinking (Lyubormirsky, 2008). A range of strategies can be adopted to increase the frequency of positive emotions, including relaxation therapies, practicing optimism, and engaging in coping strategies aimed at finding meaning in one’s life (Fredrickson, 2000). Optimism refers to the expectation of positive outcomes (Scheier & Carver, 1985), and has been associated with greater positive affect and challenge appraisals (indicating a more positive stress response; Baumgartner et al., 2018). 

Brief interventions aimed at imagining a “best possible self” have been shown to be effective in increasing optimism (Peters et al., 2010), while short web-based interventions have demonstrated efficacy in increasing optimism within a sample of working adults (Luthans et al., 2008). A variety of HR practices may be used to help foster positive emotions and optimism in the workplace, including performance management programs (Mone et al., 2011), leadership training on transformational leadership behaviors (Liang & Chi, 2013), employee engagement programs (Albrecht et al., 2015), and designing informal spaces for employees to socialize with one another while at work (Arantes, 2014). 

During Nonwork Time: Protecting and Maintaining Employee Well-being
	
There is a large and growing body of research that acknowledges the impact of workplace experiences on employees’ nonwork time (e.g., Allen et al., 2020). Given this, it is imperative for organizations to take proactive steps to foster employees’ ability to recover from work during nonwork time and effectively replenish resources. In doing so, organizations demonstrate support for their employees and a commitment to the long-term health, well-being, and performance of their workforce. The activities described below are those that are likely to take place during employees’ nonwork time, although organizations and HR departments can take actionable steps to encourage employees to engage in these practices. 

Exercise. Physical activity has been connected to reduced depression and stress symptoms and increased happiness and mental resources (Blumenthal et al., 1999; Kettunen et al., 2015). Although there is a lack of high-quality, intervention-based research on physical activity and stress among college students, existing research shows that physical activity is associated with lower odds of reporting poor mental health and perceived stress (Dogra et al., 2018). The United States Department of Health and Human Services recommends at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75 minutes of vigorous-intensity exercise per week (2018). Research suggests that organizations may invest in wellness programs in order to address rising healthcare costs (Marschke & Mujtaba, 2014). HR professionals may be involved in administering benefits specifically related to exercise in a number of ways – for example, through advocating for dedicated space for an onsite gym or fitness classes or implementing wellness programs that include a focus on incorporating movement into one’s daily routine (CDC, 2023; Chu et al., 2014). 

Recovery experiences. The following two activities focus on recovery experiences, which are intended to encourage individuals to stop the process of resource loss that occurs in the face of work demands, while also allowing for opportunities to build new resources (e.g., positive mood, energy, self-efficacy, etc.; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Training programs have been shown to be effective in increasing awareness and knowledge of recovery experiences, as well as increasing levels of recovery experiences, and recovery-related self-efficacy (Hahn et al., 2011; Hoover et al., 2021). Recent research also suggests that leaders play an important role in helping to support employees’ ability to recover from work. This support for recovery can occur in several ways, such as attitudes and expectations toward employees’ availability during nonwork time and role modeling recovery during nonwork time (Bennett et al., 2016). Further, research on recovery from work can be used to support the implementation of organizational policies that encourage employees to take time away from work, such as limiting work hours and offering paid vacation (Fritz et al., 2013).   

Mastery experiences. Mastery experiences are one example of recovery experiences and are defined as nonwork activities that provide a challenging experience and learning opportunity (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Examples might include learning a new language, learning a new hobby, playing sports, or volunteering. Mastery experiences are associated with increased vigor, work engagement, and decreased emotional exhaustion and somatic complaints (Bennett et al., 2016; Fritz et al., 2013). Intervention research has demonstrated success in increasing individual mastery experiences, as well as self-efficacy levels associated with recovery, both in samples of working adults and students (Hahn et al., 2011; Hoover et al., 2021). Although on its face, mastery experiences may appear to be outside of the purview of HR professionals, there are actually a number of ways knowledge of this area may be useful for implementing organizational benefits and programs. For example, organizations with a focus on corporate social responsibility (CSR) or green human resource management (GHRM) may implement employee volunteer programs as a means of both enacting these values and displaying these values to consumers (Al Kerdawy, 2019; Plewa et al., 2015). Workplace team sports may be another avenue for supporting both employees’ exercise as well as their mastery experiences, with one recent review suggesting that workplace team sports were associated with both employee health and group cohesion and performance (Brinkley et al., 2017). 

Relaxation. Relaxation is characterized by a state of low activation and increased positive affect and can be achieved through a number of activities, such as reading a book, listening to music, or taking a walk (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Relaxation has been identified as a core recovery experience and has been associated with a range of outcomes, including improved mental well-being, general health, positive affect, and sleep, as well as lower levels of fatigue (Steed et al., 2021). Similar to the research described above on mastery experiences, intervention research has shown success in improving the rate at which individuals engage in relaxation (Hahn et al., 2011; Hoover et al., 2021). Organizations and HR practitioners can support their employees’ relaxation by training managers on work-life boundary management strategies (Kossek, 2016) or enacting policies that support employees’ ability to disconnect from work-related communications during nonwork time (Anderson, 2017). 

Sleep hygiene. Sleep hygiene refers to a set of behavioral and environmental recommendations that are meant to promote quality sleep (Irish et al., 2015). These can include having a fixed daily wake-up time, spending 30 minutes winding down before bedtime, avoiding electronics for 30-60 minutes before bedtime, or seeking out exposure to sunlight, among others. A range of interventions aimed at improving sleep health in adults without diagnosed sleep disorders have been associated with improved sleep quality (Murawski et al., 2018). Research has also demonstrated the importance of leaders’ support for employees’ sleep, which has implications for managerial training (Sianoja et al., 2020). Organizational policies supporting employees’ ability to recover from work are likely to also be beneficial for sleep. Signaling a growing awareness of the importance of sleep, some companies, such as Nike, Facebook, Proctor & Gamble, and Google, now provide spaces within their workplaces for employees to take naps (Brody, 2022).  

The Exercise
	
Early in the semester, students are introduced to this ongoing weekly exercise via a classroom discussion highlighting the importance of implementing stress management strategies. At the beginning of the following week, students are sent their first weekly stress management ‘challenge’ (see Appendix A for an adaptable set of assignment instructions). This is typically sent out via email or a class-wide message on the shared learning management system. In each weekly message, students are provided with two to three options for stress management activities. Each strategy is presented with a brief one-paragraph description. The directions conclude with several prompts to be used in writing a short reflection on the experience of engaging in the stress management strategy that week. Students are instructed to only select one stress management strategy each week. The options can rotate throughout the semester so that the strategies are presented as options more than once, which allows students an additional opportunity to practice a strategy if they chose different ones earlier in the semester, or an opportunity to continue practicing a particular strategy that may have resonated with them. Students are asked to engage in stress management strategies at varying rates throughout the week, depending on the particular strategy. It is important to be specific in the instructions provided to the students so that they are able to accurately gauge when they have completed the assignment. 
Depending on time constraints, instructors may also want to include brief mini-lectures on the stress management strategies being provided as options for the week (Appendix B provides instructor notes, including suggestions for additional discussion resources). At the beginning of the following week, prior to starting the next week’s challenge, students may also be invited to discuss their experiences with their chosen stress management strategy with one another in class. For example, students are invited to share their reactions to their chosen stress management strategy. While students generally react positively to the various suggested strategies, it has become clear that comfort levels tend to vary depending on the student’s prior exposure to the strategy. Typically, students react quite positively to being asked to exercise, though they regularly express some discomfort or difficulty adjusting sleep hygiene behaviors (e.g., avoiding screens for 30-60 minutes before bed), fully disconnecting from work and school for breaks and mindfulness meditation. For these latter exercises, while students occasionally express some initial discomfort and difficulty, they generally report having positive experiences with the stress management strategies and a desire to continue many of them into the future. 

Adapting the Exercise

Length. Although the exercise I describe here is conducted over the course of a 14-week semester, instructors can easily adapt this assignment to different lengths. For example, some instructors may choose to offer this as a one-time assignment in line with a specific unit on stress. In this case, it may be worth offering students the full set of strategies as options, or a slightly condensed list. Another option would be to offer a similar set of strategies (i.e., two to three at a time), but offer longer periods for students to practice them before rotating to a new set of strategies. There are a variety of ways that instructors can vary the length of this assignment to suit their needs – from the entire semester to several weeks, to one week, or even a few days. Some of the strategies – such as cultivating optimism or practicing mindfulness – even lend themselves well to being used as short in-class activities. 

Online/In-person. This assignment can be delivered similarly whether the course is offered fully in-person, online, or as a hybrid course. Delivering this assignment in an in-person class is relatively straightforward, and is in line with the description of the exercise offered above. For an online course, it would be useful to provide a short video to introduce the overall assignment. Short videos or written messages can be used to introduce each set of stress management options. Instructors have a choice to make in terms of how they would like students to submit their reflections on the process in an online format. One option is to ask students to submit short reflections that only the instructor will read, while another option would be to have students post their reflections in discussion forums – either in small groups or with the whole class. Both provide strengths and weaknesses, in terms of student engagement and instructor workload. Using a brief rubric for the exercise, which is provided in Appendix B, can help streamline the grading process. Lastly, for a hybrid course, instructors will need to choose what portion of their course to dedicate to discussing this assignment – they may choose to host small discussions for students to share their experiences during in-person class time, but post videos of mini-lectures describing the strategies for students to watch outside of class. 

Level of course. I have delivered this activity at both the undergraduate and MBA levels, and have also adapted it for use in an Executive MBA course. It would work well at each level as described here, although adaptations can certainly be made depending on the specific course and group of students. In my initial development of this assignment for MBA students, I chose to make this a longer one-off ‘project’ assignment for the students, and also offered them the option to choose their own stress management strategy to practice, provided they could share an empirical article to provide support for the strategy as stress-reducing. MBA students were also asked to write a longer reflection paper (approximately two pages) on their experience, given that they were not doing it weekly throughout the semester. Instructors will also likely find that the depth of conversation on these strategies – and their applicability in modern organizations – may vary depending on the level of students and their work and leadership experience. 

Types of strategies. Although I have provided nine examples of stress management strategies here, there are a number of others that instructors may choose to include, based on their own interests or areas of expertise, the interests of their students, or relevant course materials or topics. For example, strategies such as goal-setting and increasing flow experiences have also been associated with reduced stress and may be of interest, particularly for a target audience of college students (Weintraub et al., 2021). 

Conclusion
	
This semester-long stress management assignment has been effectively used in both undergraduate and graduate-level courses and could easily be adapted to other courses and for other assignment lengths. Given the ubiquitous nature of stress both on college campuses and in modern workplaces, it is critical that students are given the opportunity to practice implementing evidence-based stress management strategies. For those likely to be future HRM professionals, this exercise also provides students with firsthand insights into the wide range of evidence-based stress management techniques they might take part in implementing within their future organizations.
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Appendix A

Sample Stress Management Exercises and Reflection Prompts for Students


Each week during the semester, you will be asked to engage in an empirically-supported stress management strategy. You will have an option of two to three strategies each week and can pick the one best suited to your preferences and the week. You should spend some time each day engaged in this activity (how much time may vary based on the particular strategy you select). Each week, you will write a short reflection describing the experience of engaging in your chosen strategy, any observations you have about how effective this strategy was, how your stress levels and/or well-being have changed as a result, and the ways in which you might incorporate this strategy into your routine moving forward (if at all). 

At the beginning of the week, please do the following, and make a post sharing both with your small group:


· Which strategy you’ve picked for this week.
· A SMART goal for engaging in this strategy. 

What is a SMART goal? A SMART goal is one that is specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and time-bound. Research on goal setting suggests that these characteristics can help us to set goals that we are more committed to and more likely to achieve. By sharing your goals with one another, we also publicize them, which has the added benefit of increasing our goal commitment. 

An example of a SMART goal might be: "I am going to ride my bike three times this coming week for at least 30 minutes at a time. I plan on doing this in the mornings before my son wakes up for the day." In next week’s post, you will report back on our experiences with your chosen strategy before picking your next one!
[bookmark: _Hlk146096683]
At Work: Fostering Community and Positive States
	
      The following five exercises are examples of strategies that may be implemented in the workplace. That is, if you are currently working, see if you can identify opportunities to engage in these exercises while at work. If this is not feasible, these exercises can be carried out outside of work and will still be beneficial. 

1. Mindfulness - Take five minutes each day to engage in mindfulness. Mindfulness has been described as paying attention in a particular way - on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally. You can practice mindfulness in several ways - while eating, taking a walk, or simply sitting quietly and focusing on your breath. At work, you may consider beginning or ending your day with a brief mindfulness practice. It can also be used as a ‘pause’ between meetings or tasks during your workday. If this is very new to you, it may be helpful to listen to a short guided meditation - you can find examples at the UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center, or on apps such as HeadSpace, Calm, or Insight Timer. (This page on Headspace gives a great, quick primer on mindfulness.)

2. Gratitude Journal - Choose a time each day that you will keep a gratitude log. Write one thing each day that you are grateful for and why. That is, instead of “I’m grateful for school” you might write “I’m grateful for the chance to go to school and to learn new things, which helps me to be more skilled and contribute to our family income.” Keep in mind the goal to feel grateful, not just “checking the box” of having done this assignment. Focusing on your gratitude for people rather than things is especially helpful. At work, you may choose to add gratitude journaling to the beginning or end of your workday, or by going out of your way to express gratitude to a coworker or employee for something they’ve done recently. 

3. Nurture Social Relationships - At least once this coming week, spend intentional time with a friend, family member, or significant other. You can strengthen social relationships through honest self-disclosure and providing support and loyalty. Social support from others is an important protective factor from stress - this time might be a great opportunity to seek advice or support from a trusted other. At work, you might consider taking time to seek social support from a trusted coworker or mentor. 

4. Foster Positive Emotions - Positive emotions can “undo” negative emotions and be the building blocks of resilience that combat physical illness. Research has shown that those who report experiencing more positive emotions tend to live longer and happier lives. Both smiling and laughter have been found to boost your mood. Once a day this coming week, do something to increase your own positive emotions. This might be listening to a song that makes you smile, watching a funny video on YouTube, watching a comedy or stand-up special, or doing something silly with the intention of laughing. Feel free to get creative! 

5. Cultivate Optimism - Take 20 to 30 minutes to sit quietly and think about what you expect your life to be one, five, or ten years from now. Visualize a future for yourself in which everything has turned out the way you’ve wanted. You have tried your best, worked hard, and achieved all of your goals. Now write down what you imagine. (Note: This exercise is known as ‘Best Possible Selves.’)

[bookmark: _Hlk146096721]During Nonwork Time: Protecting and Maintaining Your Well-being

      The following exercises are examples of strategies that are more likely to be implemented outside of the workplace, although some can also be accomplished at work (e.g., exercising at an onsite gym or taking a walk during lunch; engaging in relaxation during a work break). 

6. Exercise - Physical activity has been connected to reduced anxiety and stress, and the American Heart Association recommends at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity exercise per week. Over the next week, aim to get at least 30 minutes of exercise on at least five days. This can be any physical activity of your choice - running, walking, yoga, cycling, etc. If 30 minutes a day is too much for you, better to exercise for 10 minutes than not at all.

7. Mastery Experiences - Mastery experiences are defined as nonwork activities that provide a challenging experience and learning opportunity. Examples might include learning a new language, learning a new hobby, cooking a new recipe, playing sports, or volunteering. (This list is not exhaustive - anything that provides you with an opportunity to be challenged and learn something new can be a mastery experience.) Identify one or more new mastery experiences and plan a time outside of work/school to engage in them two or three times this coming week.

8. Relaxation - Relaxation is characterized by a state of low activation and increased positive affect and can be achieved through several activities - reading a book, listening to music, taking a walk, etc. Activities that put few social demands on you, require little physical or intellectual effort, and present no challenge to you are likely to be those that you find most relaxing. Take two to three opportunities this coming week to intentionally engage in relaxation.

9. Sleep Hygiene – Sleep hygiene refers to behaviors that promote quality sleep. Over the coming week, reflect on your current sleep hygiene practices and implement one to three new sleep hygiene behaviors. These can include having a fixed daily wake-up time, spending 30 minutes winding down before bedtime, avoiding electronics for 30-60 minutes before bedtime, or seeking out exposure to sunlight, among others. For a more complete list of suggestions, see the Sleep Foundation’s guide to sleep hygiene here: https://www.sleepfoundation.org/sleep-hygiene 

Reflection Prompts

      After engaging in your chosen strategy for the week, please take some time to write a short reflection on your experience. Your comments should address the following questions:

· Which strategy did you select? 
· How did engaging in your selected strategy affect you? 
· How might you incorporate this strategy into your routine moving forward? (If at all?)
· Would you recommend this strategy to others? Why or why not? 













Appendix B

Faculty Directions and Resources

This exercise was developed to give students hands-on experience with the practice and implementation of several evidence-based stress management activities. These activities are meant to serve as resources to be used in the students’ own stress management experience, as well as serve as tools to be used in the future in their roles as human resources professionals, managers, or business owners. While this exercise was originally developed for a senior-level special topics HRM course on Work and Stress, it can also be implemented in Master’s or Executive MBA-level courses, or other courses where a discussion of stress and stress management would be appropriate. 

Learning Objectives

1. Students learn to identify ways in which stress can affect individuals’ work-life interface.
2. Students develop practical ways of managing employee stress within organizations. 
3. Students learn to identify the strengths and weaknesses of various stress management approaches. 

Preparation 

Before implementing this exercise, it is important to develop some background knowledge on stress, various outcomes of stress, and coping techniques. Many of the references in this article are good starting points, as is Dr. Sonja Lyubormirsky’s book, The How of Happiness (2008). The American Institute of Stress (https://www.stress.org/) and the National Institute for Occupational Health and Safety’s (NIOSH) Total Worker Health © program (https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/twh/default.html) are also excellent starting places. The NIOSH website contains a number of organizational examples of addressing occupational health and safety that can be used to facilitate classroom discussions on the importance of stress management. The Work and Well-Being Initiative (https://workwellbeinginitiative.org), a joint initiative by Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), also provides a great deal of evidence-based information on improving employee and organizational health.  

This exercise is particularly appropriate as an individual assignment. I have used this exercise in both a face-to-face course and an online-only environment. Because of the personal nature of stress and stress management, it is important that each student gets a chance to individually practice various stress management strategies and reflect on that experience. I typically engage students in small group discussions in which students are able to share their experiences with their chosen stress management strategy with one another. This can occur in small groups in the classroom or on online discussion boards. The chance for discussion allows students to receive and give social support to one another, as well as to better understand how and why stress management strategies may work differently for different people. 

Before implementing this exercise (particularly if it is presented in a course that is not specific to the topic of work and stress), it would be useful to present a lecture on workplace stress, examples of physical, psychological, and behavioral outcomes of stress, and some examples of individual and organizational stress management strategies. Time permitting, I have shown excerpts from the documentary, Unnatural Causes: Is Inequity Making Us Sick, particularly the first episode “In Sickness and in Wealth” (https://unnaturalcauses.org/transcripts.php). You may be able to gain direct access to the documentary through your university’s library catalog.  This documentary helps illustrate how an individual’s sources of stress and outcomes of stress may vary greatly depending on a number of factors, including their socioeconomic status, geographic location, and work role. In this conversation, it is important to highlight the necessity of system-level interventions to address and reduce stress levels and provide individuals with the tools to manage stress. 

While preparing for this exercise, you will also need to determine how long you would like the exercise to run (i.e., the entirety of the semester, several weeks, one week) and then select the stress management activities you would like to provide as options. You may choose to present all of the options I provide here or a subset of them, and you may even have additional stress management activities to add to the list. In Appendix A, I distinguish between activities that can be completed while at work and those that can be completed during nonwork time. All activities under the ‘At Work’ category can also be completed by students during nonwork time, which will be especially important for students who may not be currently employed. It may be beneficial to ask students to reflect on what resources are available in their workplaces that can be utilized in the process of completing these exercises (e.g., social events; opportunities to practice mindfulness or display gratitude; and onsite exercise facilities). You will also want to decide before the course starts how much credit students will receive for completing this exercise, and what they will need to submit in order to complete the exercise each week. I provide an example list of prompts in Appendix A, but you may wish to adjust them as they best fit your course and learning goals. 

I typically provide students with prompts for the exercise at the beginning of the week, with the expectation that they are engaging in a stress management exercise throughout the week. Most options ask the student to participate in the stress management activity more than once, so I emphasize the importance of thinking about this exercise earlier in the week and planning for when they will be able to participate in the activity. The students are then asked to submit a short, written reflection by the start of the following week’s class. 
	
Finally, instructors may want to consider whether they include any form of data collection throughout the semester as a part of this process. For example, students may be invited to complete a survey prior to beginning this assignment that measures baseline levels of stress and the various stress management strategies. Students may be invited to repeat the survey one or more times throughout the semester. Reporting aggregate data back to the class can be useful for framing conversations around stress management exercises as well as helping students understand how they might collect data and evaluate the effectiveness of various wellness initiatives in their own workplaces. 



Grading

These exercises are relatively low-stakes assignments throughout the semester. Given that the goal of this exercise is to improve students’ stress management capabilities, my goal is that this assignment does not become one more stressor in students’ lives. Many of my students have reported feeling excited and happy about being asked to spend time taking care of themselves for course credit. I tend to grade students’ reflections fairly leniently. I am looking to see that they’ve actually participated in the activity and have spent some time reflecting on whether the experience was helpful. Students’ grades are not dependent on whether or not they enjoyed an activity, although if they report not liking it, I do appreciate hearing about what didn’t work for them and why not. Additionally, I ask students to connect these activities back to our broader course by asking them to reflect on whether and how their chosen activity could be implemented in an organizational context. 
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 	As an example, a grading rubric might include the following dimensions: (1) the degree to which comments thoughtfully addressed all prompts and demonstrated a sincere effort to engage in the selected strategy and (2) the degree to which reflection was well-organized, used complete sentences, and included minimal spelling and grammatical errors. 
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