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Stress and change among bank directors and supervisors

by Pekka Huuhtanen, PhD'

Continuous development of information technology,
deregulation, increased competition, and product di-
versification have lead to the restructuring of banking
organizations and of tasks and skills. In order to meet
both the challenges of a constantly changing environ-
ment and expert organizations with skilled personnel,
new innovative leadership strategies are needed (1, 2).
An increased flexibility of organizations and restruc-
turing of work roles can lead to increased stress and
insecurity. The manner of planning and carrying out
changes is of crucial importance as regards the ex-
perienced threat or opportunity during the change.

Research data have been gathered about the imple-
mentation of computer systems and their impact on
work contents and stress among banking employees
(3—5). Less attention has been paid to the changes
and stress at different occupational levels (6). Excep-
tional also are studies which analyze the relationship
of leadership behavior and organizational change
processes. (See reference 7.)

In a Finnish nationwide banking organization, a
research and development project was carried out to
develop training to help managers master change
processes better. One part of the study consisted of
gathering data about changes in a questionnaire sur-
vey in 1988 and 1990. The following two questions are
considered in this paper: (i) how do directors and
supervisors evaluate past changes and how do they see
future changes in their work organizations, and (ii)
how are the evaluations of past changes connected with
experienced stress at work and job satisfaction?

Subjects and methods

A total of 342 banking employees evaluated job de-
mands, stress factors at work, the process of imple-
menting change, commitment to the bank, and atti-
tudes toward future changes in 1990. They formed two
study groups. The first consisted of managing direc-
tors and bank directors, and the second comprised im-
mediate supervisors of banking employees. Eighty-
three percent of the directors (N =40) and 44% of the
supervisors (N =40) were men. The mean age of the
directors and supervisors was 41.5 (SD 8.9) and 39.3
(SD 6.7) years, respectively.
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The subjects were asked to evaluate the content and
implementation of changes in their banks during the
two-year period preceding the study. Both structured
and open-ended questions were used that were based
on earlier studies on change by the Finnish Institute
of Occupational Health. Some of the results will be
compared with the survey compiled two years earlier
in a parallel study population.

Results

The most typical changes to occur in banks during
1988—1990 were changes in products (88% had ex-
perienced this kind of change), organization (76%),
computer systems (72%), and service systems (40%).
In addition a change in the director of the bank was
rather common during 1988—1990 (41%). Many of
these changes occurred simultaneously.

General satisfaction with the planning and imple-
mentation of past changes was asked about in a ques-
tion with the following four alternatives: satisfied,
rather satisfied, rather unsatisfied, unsatisfied.
Seventy-nine percent of the directors and 58% of the
supervisors were at least rather satisfied with the im-
plementations that had occurred by 1990. The contents
of the changes were evaluated as positive by 73% of
the directors and 59% of the supervisors. The changes
were personally desired more often by the directors
(85%) than by the supervisors (60%).

The changes were experienced as challenging by 54%
of the directors and 50% of the supervisors. One in
five of both groups felt that the changes were some-
how threatening.

The directors were much more satisfied (85%) with
their possibilities to participate in the planning of
change than the supervisors (45% satisfied) were. The
same type of differences were also found between the
two occupational groups for most of the other items
used for the evaluation of the implementation process
(table 1).

Because of their earlier experience with changes, the
directors had a more positive attitude toward future
changes than the supervisors did. Fifty-eight percent
of the former and only 26% of the latter had a very
positive attitude toward changes. However, 39% of
the directors and 50% of the supervisors had a rather
positive attitude. One in four of the supervisors had
a slightly reserved attitude toward future changes in
their work.
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Table 1. Percentage of directors and supervisors satisfied with
various items used to evaluate the process of implementing
changes.

Directors Supervisors

(N=39) (N=35)

(%) (%)
Participation in the planning of change
in practice 87 59
Information in advance 74 55
Grounds for change 87 66
Training during change 97 45
Continuous support 86 55
Support from own supervisor 77 63
Supervisors' understanding of personnei
expectations 64 41
Amount of time during change 84 59

The correlation (r) between general satisfaction with
the implementation of past changes and the attitude
toward new changes was 0.44. General satisfaction cor-
related best with satisfaction with continuous support
during change, how grounds for change were pre-
sented, and how supervisors took into consideration
the expectations of staff (r =0.50 for each, P <0.0001).
The correlation with satisfaction with training was
0.39.

The most common stress factors at work were the
amount of work (29% felt that the amount of work
caused stress rather often or continuously), haste
(28%), continuous changes (14%), and difficulties in
getting information (14%).

General satisfaction with the implementation of
changes was associated with the following experienced
stress factors at work: difficulties in getting informa-
tion (r= —0.39), job security (r =0.36), and problems
with supervisors (r= —0.35).

Job satisfaction correlated with continuous support
during change (r =0.47), but also with general satis-
faction with the implementation of changes (r = 0.43).

Discussion

The results showed significant differences in the evalu-
ations of directors and supervisors in banking. The
directors had more influence and resources in both
planning and implementing changes. They had greater
control over their work environment due to the fact
that they themselves are often change agents in their
organizations.

In contrast to top managers, immediate supervisors
form a buffer between the demands of their directors
and the employees. This conclusion is supported by
the fact that, in many issues, the supervisors evaluated
the implementation of changes more negatively than
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the directors, but also more negatively than the em-
ployees. In addition to mastering changes in their own
tasks, supervisors should be able to motivate and sup-
port their staff members in a turbulent international
business environment.

The main conclusion of this study is consistent with
that of earlier Finnish studies on changes in banking
tasks (5, 8); namely, so that supervisors can master
continuous changes in their work, their training should
be developed to create more encompassing mental
models of their work. The training of immediate su-
pervisors has thus far mostly focused on the acquisi-
tion of technical skills.

Cross-sectional survey data on which to base causal
conclusions of a manager’s role in changes are limited.
Given the small size of the two managerial groups,
it was not possible to compare the implementation
processes of different types of changes. A compari-
son of the evaluations of change in 1988 and 1990
revealed a general positive trend as regards adaptation
to change. The evaluations were, for the most part,
more positive in the latter survey. This finding indi-
cates that people working in banks have at least some-
what adjusted to the new era of changes in their or-
ganizations. Further studies are needed to evaluate the
possible effects of new models of training on the
mastering of change.
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