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Abstract: There has been a great amount of scholarly research focused on occupational stress and quality of work life (QWL) within
the organisational and behavioural sciences. The conceptual link between the two, however, is relatively shallow. This is even more
so in knowledge-intensive sectors—education, financial services, information technology and startup ecosystems—where the
literature accessible is fragmented, mostly sector-agnostic, and theoretically underspecified. Most traditional frameworks were
developed within industrial and manufacturing contexts and are ill-suited to the contextual specificity, relational complexity, and
emerging stressors that characterise contemporary knowledge work. We propose a Sector-Sensitive Stress—QWL Interface (SSQI)
model integrating the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) framework, Positive Organisational Behaviour (POB) theory, and Person-
Environment (P-E) Fit logic. The model describes the nature of the association between stress and QWL in terms of the interplay
of individual PsyCap, organisational climate and sector-specific demand profiles. Eight theoretically grounded propositions are
created that are intended to drive empirical validation across disciplines. The research also sharpens the focus on a set of phenomena
that past work has only partially theorized—psychological safety, technostress, the gig-ification of knowledge positions, and digital
wellness. Implications for scholars, human resource practitioners and organisational policymakers are examined with careful focus
on sector-differentiated intervention design.

IndexTerms - occupational stress, quality of work life, knowledge-intensive work, Job Demands—Resources model,
psychological capital, sector-sensitive framework, organizational climate, technostress, coping strategies.

I. INTRODUCTION

The form of work has evolved in the previous twenty years. As economies in both the Global North and the Global South have
shifted to knowledge-heavy industries, the psychological and experiential aspects of work have become critical to organisational
success. Two of these characteristics, occupational stress and quality of work life, are very important in their own right and in their
interaction. Workplace stress has been linked to reduced productivity, increased absenteeism, and increased turnover (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2017). Quality of work life, on its part, is a multifaceted evaluation of working conditions which includes wellbeing,
autonomy and the congruence between job roles and personal values (Sirgy et al., 2001).

The dynamics of stress— QWL are important; however, the literature suffers from an obvious lacuna. Most theoretical and
empirical work considers the two constructs separately, and the few studies that do consider the intersection tend to draw on single-
sector samples—manufacturing workers, nurses, schoolteachers—with very different stressor profiles than, say, a software developer
dealing with constant technology churn or a startup employee with equity-linked uncertainty. The consequence is a body of
knowledge that is coherent inside sectors but delivers little when you try to reason across sectors.

This paper addresses that gap head on, and in three ways. First, it gives a comparative reading of occupational stressors in four
knowledge-intensive sectors: education, financial services, information technology (IT) and startup ecosystems. Secondly, it
integrates several theoretical traditions into a single structure—the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) framework (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007), Conservation of Resources (COR) theory (Hobfoll, 1989), Positive Organisational Behaviour (Luthans, 2002),
and Person—Environment Fit theory (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005)—forming the Sector-Sensitive Stress— QWL Interface (SSQI) model.
Third, it provides a collection of testable assertions that can drive future empirical work, either through quantitative survey design,
longitudinal case study, or comparative cross-national research.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 surveys the literature and discusses the theoretical and empirical
gaps. The proposed framework is theoretically presented in Section 3. The SSQI model and related constructs are described in Section
4. Section 5 presents the formal statements. Section 6 explores implications for theory and practice. Section 7 examines limitations
and future research, and Section 8 concludes.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW AND IDENTIFICATION OF GAPS

2.1 Occupational Stress: Conceptual Evolution and Sectoral Specificity

Occupational stress can best be described as a psychological and physiological response to a situation when job expectations
exceed an individual’s ability or resources to cope (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Early stress research was generally conducted within
a stimulus—response paradigm and focused on individual stressors. Modern accounts tend to favour transactional models, which place
the dynamic, appraisal-mediated relationship between the person and the environment at the centre (Cooper et al., 2001).
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The field has been shaped by several formulations. Karasek’s (1979) Demand—Control Model suggested that the most serious
consequences are caused by high-strain conditions, which consist of significant psychological demands mixed with low decision
freedom. Siegrist’s (1996) Effort—Reward Imbalance model introduced a complementing logic of reciprocity: where the effort
expended exceeds the incentives received, this results in a stress-inducing imbalance. Both remain important, but their relative neglect
of social support, person-level variability and the fundamentally relational nature of stress in service and knowledge work has been
noted by critics (de Jonge & Dormann, 2006).

More importantly, neither model was built with knowledge-intensive sectors in consideration. The most common stressors in
education include role overload, student behavioural problems, digital teaching fatigue, and administrative strain (Johnson et al.,
2005; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2017). The financial services sector faces a stress landscape shaped by performance-driven pressure,
anxiety around regulatory compliance, extended working hours and a culture of implicit presenteeism (Harnois & Gabriel, 2000). IT
professionals confront another set of techno-stressors: technological overload, worry about skill obsolescence, erosion of work—life
boundaries in always-on environments, and deep-work disruption associated with persistent notification culture (Ragu-Nathan et al.,
2008; Tarafdar et al., 2015). Another factor startup employees face is job ambiguity, which stems from flat hierarchies, resource
shortages, power asymmetries between founders and employees, and the psychological burden of uncertainty associated with equity
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004).

The literature lacked a conceptual framework capable of maintaining productive tension among these sector-specific profiles—
one that honours their uniqueness while recognising the common structural mechanisms present across all four.

2.2 Quiality of Work Life: Dimensions, Measurement, and Undertheorization

The scholarly history of the quality of work life is long but inconsistent. It has roots in the sociotechnical systems tradition of the
1960s and 1970s, when researchers at the Tavistock Institute claimed that organisations are efficient only if they optimise the social
and technical dimensions of work together and not at the expense of the other (Trist & Bamforth, 1951). Subsequent decades saw the
construct being re-framed with a more individual-centred lens, with focus on remuneration adequacy, job security, working
conditions, social integration, constitutionalism, the place of work within whole life space and the social relevance of work (Walton,
1974).

Further investigation increased that catalogue. Sirgy and colleagues (2001) operationalised QWL through the satisfaction of
numerous demands—at work, off the job and in general life satisfaction—therefore making the spillover between work and non-
work domains apparent. More recent additions included notions such as meaningful work (Steger et al., 2012), psychological safety
(Edmondson, 1999) and perceived organisational support (Eisenberger et al., 1986).

Despite abundant affluence, deficiencies persist. First, most QWL scales were validated on service-sector and manufacturing
samples; their behaviour in high-volatility settings such as startups, or in digitally mediated work, is yet to be proven. Second, nothing
has been addressed in the literature regarding how QWL is experienced and appraised differently in sectors with various employment
relationships, cultures and career logics. Third, the moderating impact of sector context itself—how far sector membership alters the
journey from stress to QWL—has gone almost untheorized.

2.3 The Stress— QWL Nexus: What We Know and What We Do Not

Empirically, the link between occupational stress and QWL is negative and robust. In a variety of circumstances, more stress is
associated with lower QWL (Danna & Griffin, 1999; Leka et al., 2003). What is underspecified is the process—how stress eats away
at QWL, and what variables make that erosion sharper or softer.

Several mediators have been postulated in partial theories. Burnout, according to Maslach’s tripartite description of emotional
weariness, depersonalisation and lower personal performance, appears to be an important mechanism through which chronic stress
destroys QWL (Maslach et al., 2001). Other mediating pathways are affective states and cognitive assessments, as well as depletion
of personal resources according to the Conservation of Resources paradigm (Hobfoll, 1989).

The boundary conditions are not so well understood, and form the subject of this paper. Three types of moderators are yet under-
developed. First, the role of sector-specific organisational climate as a moderator of the stress—QWL relationship has not been well
investigated, despite the theoretical rationale for it to influence how individuals evaluate and respond to demands. Second,
psychological capital—an individual resource that comprises hope, efficacy, resilience and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007)—has
been used as a buffer in certain stress research, but its moderating function in the stress—QWL path and its differential importance
across industries have not been comprehensively worked out. Third, the technological context has been a rapidly expanding realm of
stressor, but there is no integrated framework which presents technostress as a sector-sensitive construct in a wider QWL paradigm.

2.4 Theoretical Frameworks: Strengths and Limitations

The Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) model is perhaps the most comprehensive framework among those frequently used to
explain stress and QWL (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). It assumes two processes. Excessive expectations in the health-impairment
process deplete mental and psychological resources, resulting in burnout and decreased wellbeing. Adequate resources in the
motivational process promote involvement and positive results. The model is construct-neutral—it allows for sector-specific
operationalisations of both demands and resources—and is therefore applicable across sectors.

That versatility, however, has its limits. The JD-R model in itself does not explain variation at the sector level. It does not theorise
how the relative salience of demands and resources varies from industry to industry, nor does it describe the individual-level
mechanisms by which resources are created, protected, and spent under varied organisational settings. This is the gap that the
integration suggested here is supposed to fill.

111. THEORETICAL FOUNDATION OF THE PROPOSED FRAMEWORK

3.1 Job Demands—Resources (JD-R) Model as the Structural Spine

The SSQI framework is based on the JD-R model for two reasons: it is structurally parsimonious and its basic constructs are near
to universal. The model divides the work environment into demands—the physical, psychological, social and organisational features
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that require continued effort and hence have physiological and psychological costs—and resources—the features that reduce
demands, help achieve goals or stimulate growth. The model provides a common language for analysing very different occupational
contexts without forcing each into a sector-specific theoretical mould.

In the SSQI paradigm, job demands are operationalised by sector (see Table 1). Resources, similarly, are related to sector-specific
configurations of autonomy, supervisory support, access to professional development and relational trust. The dual-process logic of
the model fits well to the stress— QWL path, where an unmanaged excess of demand activates the health-impairment process and
reduces QWL, while adequate resources activate the motivational process and help to maintain or even improve it.

3.2 Conservation of Resources Theory as a Resource-Depletion Mechanism

Conservation of Resources (COR) theory adds to the framework in explaining why people get stressed (Hobfoll, 1989, 2001).
COR essentially says that people are driven to get, keep, and defend the things they see as valuable, whether those things are objects,
situations, personal attributes, or energies. Stress is caused by a danger or loss of these resources, or by a failure to get the expected
return on a heavy expenditure of resources.

COR is well suited for the startup and IT sectors, where resource-loss spirals are a prominent feature of organisational life. A
startup employee who puts discretionary effort into an equity investment has a lot to lose if the firm does not achieve its growth
objectives. The prospect of quick obsolescence lives with an IT professional who invests in skill development. In these instances, the
loss of resources is a chronic stressor, badly positioned in the QWL literature by current models. The SSQI model uses COR logic to
consider these loss-spiral dynamics as sector-specific amplifiers of the stress—QWL relationship.

3.3 Positive Organisational Behaviour: A Resource Buffer of Psychological Capital

Psychological capital, or PsyCap, provides an integrated explanation of the individual-level resources that buffer the stress—QWL
path (Luthans et al., 2007). It is a higher-order construct that is built from self-efficacy (confidence to undertake challenging
activities), optimism (a positive attributional style toward present and future success), hope (a goal-directed motivational state) and
resilience (the ability to recover from adversity). PsyCap is thought to be state-like rather than a stable personality trait, and thus can
be developed through targeted interventions.

The inclusion of PsyCap solves a gap left by JD-R and COR. Neither theory fully explains why people subjected to the same
objective demands exhibit significantly varied QWL outcomes. This is the story PsyCap tells. Those with greater PsyCap are more
likely to interpret demands as challenges rather than threats, draw on more effective coping, and maintain their levels of resources
more steadily during persistent stress.

3.4 Person—-Environment Fit as a Sector-Level Boundary Condition

Person—Environment (P-E) Fit theory (Kristof-Brown et al., 2005) introduces a sector-level moderating logic to the framework.
According to P-E fit theory, the compatibility between the individual’s qualities (values, wants, and talents) and the features of the
environment (organisational values, available resources, and job demands) influences outcomes such as job satisfaction, turnover
intention, and psychological wellness. Sector membership in the SSQI model reflects the demand-resource configuration of the
environment, and person—sector fit is proposed to moderate the stress—QWL route.

This is important because it re-conceptualises the stress—QWL relationship as relational rather than additive per se. QWL is not a
function of the sheer amount of demands but of the fit between those demands and the individual’s values, capacities and resource
endowments. A solely demand-driven approach would not take into account that an objectively equal amount of demand could be
invigorating rather than depleting for a financial professional who thrives on performance and competitiveness.

IV. THE SECTOR-SENSITIVE STRESS-QWL INTERFACE (SSQI) MODEL

4.1 Model Overview

The SSQI model (see Figure 1) combines the four theoretical threads described above into one conceptual design. It specifies: (a)
four sector-specific demand profiles as the main antecedents of occupational stress; (b) occupational stress as a multidimensional
mediating construct across the dimensions of workload intensity, role conflict, interpersonal strain, technostress, and autonomy
deficit; (c) organisational climate, psychological capital, coping style, and digital wellness as moderators of the stress—QWL path;
(d) quality of work life as the main outcome, measured across four dimensions—wellbeing, job satisfaction, work-life balance, and
work engagement; and (e) downstream organisational outcomes, including performance, mental-health trajectories, innovation
capacity, and talent attraction.
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Figure 1. The Sector-Sensitive Stress— QWL Interface (SSQI) Model
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The model is unique in that it treats sector context as a boundary condition rather than background noise. It not only argues that
different sectors are subject to distinct stressors but also explains how demand configurations at the sector level combine with
individual psychological resources to yield differential QWL outcomes. This permits sector-specific hypotheses and propositions for
cross-sector comparisons, a breadth unavailable in previous formulations.

4.2 Sector-Specific Demand Profiles
The sector-specific demand profiles that are antecedents of occupational stress in the SSQI model are summarised in Table 1.

These profiles are based on both empirical research and theoretical inference and are illustrative rather than exhaustive.

Table 1. Sector-Specific Demand Profiles in the SSQI Model

Sector

Primary Demand Cluster

Distinctive Stressors

Resource Deficits

Education

Role overload, emotional labour

Student behaviour management, digital teaching
fatigue, curriculum reform pressure

Autonomy over
pedagogy, peer
collegial support,
recognition

Financial
Services

Performance pressure,
compliance burden

Regulatory anxiety, long-hours culture, target-
driven evaluation, market volatility exposure

Work-life boundary
structures,
psychological safety
in reporting errors

IT / Technology

Techno-stressors, continuous
learning demands

Skill obsolescence anxiety, always-on
connectivity norms, deep-work disruption from
notifications

Disconnect norms,
managerial
technical literacy,
career-path clarity

Startup
Ecosystems

Role ambiguity, existential
uncertainty

Founder—employee power asymmetry, equity-
linked psychological burden, resource scarcity,
mission-drift risk

Structured role
definitions,
financial security,
institutional support
structures
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4.3 Occupational Stress as a Multidimensional Mediating Construct

In line with the transactional tradition, occupational stress in the SSQI model is conceptualised as multidimensional rather than
unitary, with five constituent dimensions. Workload intensity is the perceived difference between the demands of the tasks and the
time and energy available. Role conflict assesses incompatibility of competing expectations from supervisors, pupils, clients or co-
founders. Interpersonal strain is the mental and emotional cost of working through challenging relationships at work. Technostress is
the stress directly related to the use of, or adaptation to, information and communication technologies. Autonomy deficit is the
perceived lack of control over labour processes, pace and output standards.

Multidimensionality is important. Different sectors take on different dimensions: education loads heavily on role conflict and
interpersonal strain; financial services on workload intensity and role conflict; IT on technostress and autonomy deficit; startups on
role ambiguity (a variant of role conflict) along with the unique stressor of existential organisational uncertainty. That difference in
loading is what makes the model sector-sensitive.

4.4 Moderating Mechanisms

The model identifies four moderators that influence the size and direction of the stress— QWL path. The first is organisational
climate, which is the collective impressions of organisational rules, practices and processes through which employees interpret what
is expected and rewarded (Schneider et al., 2013). A psychologically safe setting, in which people feel comfortable to speak up, take
risks and admit mistakes, is likely to buffer the stress— QWL relationship by minimising the secondary stressor of social-assessment
anxiety.

The second moderator is psychological capital. Consistent with the POB tradition, PsyCap is proposed to moderate the path by
enhancing the motivating process and weakening the health-impairment one. Higher PsyCap scorers are more likely to view high
demands as chances for growth, to conserve resources through proactive coping, and to bounce back more rapidly from stress-related
dips in wellbeing.

The third is coping style, namely the proactive—reactive divide. Proactive coping—the accumulation of resources in preparation
for future demands rather than responding to an existing stressor (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997)—is expected to break the resource-
depletion cycles that drive the health-impairment process. Proactive coping is practical and trainable in knowledge-intensive sectors
with somewhat regular demand cycles, e.g., examination periods in education or quarterly reporting in finance.

Fourth is digital wellness, the organisational and individual methods for managing the cognitive and emotional load of digitally
connected work. It acts along two pathways: decreasing the frequency and intensity of technology-mediated stressors, and
replenishing the attentional capacity that gets depleted by constant digital involvement. It is most relevant in IT and financial services,
but in an era of hybrid and remote work it applies across all four industries.

V. THEORETICAL PROPOSITIONS

Building on the SSQI model and its theoretical basis, the following eight propositions are presented. Each is designed to be
falsifiable and to lead empirical studies using quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods designs.

Table 2. Theoretical Propositions of the SSQI Model

Proposition Statement Theoretical Basis

Sector membership moderates the relationship between objective demand exposure and
subjective occupational stress. The same levels of demand are associated with

Pl differentially higher occupational stress in IT and startup sectors, compared to education JD-R; P-E Fit
and financial services, due to weaker resource infrastructures.
The five-dimensional structure of occupational stress (workload, role conflict,
P2 interpersonal strain, technostress, autonomy deficiency) is differentially weighted across | JD-R; Transactional
sectors, with technostress loading highest in IT and role conflict loading highest in Stress Model
education.

Psychological capital (PsyCap) moderates the stress— QWL link, with the buffering effect
P3 being most prominent in the startup and IT industries, where chronic resource COR; POB
uncertainty prevails, as opposed to the education and financial services sectors.

The direct influence of occupational stress is partially mediated by organisational
P4 climate (particularly psychological safety) in explaining the connection between sector-
level resource adequacy and employee QWL.

Edmondson (1999);
JD-R

Proactive coping style moderates the association between stress and QWL, so that
P5 persons who use proactive tactics have much higher QWL at similar levels of stress than
those who use reactive techniques.

COR; Aspinwall &
Taylor (1997)

Technostress is a functionally distinct dimension of occupational stress in knowledge-
P6 intensive sectors that uniquely predicts the work-life balance and engagement
dimensions of QWL beyond what is predicted by workload intensity or role conflict.

Tarafdar et al. (2015);
JD-R

The gig-ification of knowledge job roles—project-based contracts, platform mediation,
P7 and exclusion from benefits—accelerates resource-loss spirals and reduces QWL at a COR (Hobfoll, 1989)
higher rate than comparable permanent employment situations.

The association between technostress and QWL is moderated by organisational digital JD-R; Digital
wellness practices, whereby regulated disconnection standards and technology-use Wellness Literature
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Proposition Statement Theoretical Basis
restrictions reduce the detrimental impact of technostress on employee wellbeing and
engagement.

VI. DISCUSSION

6.1 Theoretical Contributions

This research provides three contributions to the literature on occupational stress and QWL. The first one is conceptual integration.
The SSQI model combines JD-R, COR, POB, and P-E Fit in one framework; thus, it is more complete than previous formulations.
Each component theory addresses a specific explanatory gap: JD-R provides the demand-resource architecture; COR theorises the
motivational dynamics of resource loss and gain; POB identifies the individual mechanisms for resource building and protection; and
P-E Fit grounds the whole in sector-level context. Together they tell more than would any one alone.

The second contribution is the specification of the sector. As far as the authors are aware, the SSQI model is the first framework
to include sector membership as a theoretically determined boundary condition, rather than a demographic control, in the stress—
QWL relationship. Such reframing is important for theory and for empirical design. It suggests that the experience of employees in
high-volatility sectors of knowledge work will be consistently misrepresented by general stress measures, and that scales should be
designed and validated that are sensitive to sector differences.

The third contribution relates to rising stressors and QWL drivers. Technostress, gig-ification, psychological safety, and digital
wellness have been only somewhat treated theoretically. This article is one of the first to place all four within a single stress— QWL
architecture and to specify their moderating roles well enough to test.

6.2 Practical Implications

For human resource practitioners, the model implies that stress-management and QWL activities are best tuned to the sector-
specific demand profiles in Table 1. The most likely returns in education will probably come from measures addressing role clarity,
collegial support systems, and digital pedagogical training. Structural changes are the focus in financial services—lowering the
implicit penalty for psychological detachment through explicit norms around boundary-setting and managerial modelling of work—
life balance.

For IT organisations, the top aim is technostress mitigation: notification-management protocols, disciplined deep-work
scheduling, and career-development frameworks that directly combat skill-obsolescence concern. The leverage point in startups is
organisational: the construction of role-clarity structures, transparent equity communication, and psychological safety as explicit
cultural commitments, rather than inadvertent by-products of informal cultures.

The focus on PsyCap as a moderator at the individual level indicates that PsyCap development—through structured interventions
such as hope mapping, efficacy building and resilience training—is a cost-effective way to improve QWL across all four sectors.
Even short PsyCap training has shown meaningful gains in PsyCap and downstream work results (Luthans et al., 2010).

VII. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

As a conceptual study, the obvious shortcoming of this work is that its propositions have not been tested. The SSQI model’s
sector-sensitive logic, the moderating effects of PsyCap and organisational climate, and the particular role of technostress in QWL
are statements based on theoretical inference rather than empirical observation. Future research should focus on multi-sector, multi-
wave quantitative study that can examine the direct, mediating and moderating pathways simultaneously.

The second limitation concerns scope. Four knowledge-intensive sectors are the focus of the research, but healthcare is
excluded—a sector whose stress and QWL dynamics are both extensively documented and theoretically distinctive. Future extensions
should include healthcare, especially given post-pandemic evidence of serious worsening in QWL among clinical personnel, and test
the boundary conditions of the model there.

Third, the paper does not account for cross-national variation. The organisational cultures and systems of employment relations
of developed economies are implicitly embodied in the demand profiles and resource configurations in Table 1. Future research
should investigate the degree to which sector-sensitive stress— QWL processes are replicated across national institutional contexts,
particularly in economies such as India and South Korea, where high-growth IT and start-up ecosystems coexist with distinct
collectivist logics and less robust employee-protection regimes.

Fourth, the handling of generational difference is not enough. Emerging evidence suggests that Gen Z employees have
systematically different expectations for QWL than their Millennial and Gen X colleagues, placing more emphasis on purpose
alignment, flexibility, and psychological safety (Twenge, 2017). Future conceptual and empirical studies should use generational
membership as an additional boundary condition.

And finally, on method: the propositions are best evaluated using designs that combine survey technique with experience sampling
methods (ESM). ESM captures the within-person, within-day swings in stress and wellbeing that are obscured by cross-sectional
surveys, and it fits theoretically driven concerns about the moderating roles of coping style and PsyCap particularly well.

VIII. CONCLUSION

The relationship between occupational stress and quality of work life is one of the most important, although least well theorised,
links in organisational research. We have shown that the gap is not just empirical (i.e., a lack of data) but also conceptual: current
frameworks do not have the sector-sensitive architecture to accommaodate the distinctively different stressor profiles of contemporary
knowledge labour.

The model of the Sector-Sensitive Stress—QWL Interface represents an attempt to close such a gap through systematic theoretical
integration. The model offers a new conceptual vocabulary for cross-sector stress research and a practical map for sector-
differentiated intervention, by specifying how sector-specific demand configurations, individual psychological capital, organisational
climate and digital context jointly shape the path from stress to QWL.
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The eight ideas that emerge from the model establish an agenda far beyond any particular method. They have consequences for
researchers, human resource practitioners and policymakers who are increasingly called upon to address the psychological costs of
knowledge-intensive employment, whether through large-scale survey research, longitudinal case study or experience sampling.
Never has that agenda been more urgent.
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