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Abstract

Stress at work is a well-known threat to employee performance, health and retention, but whether its effects
change with where people work is far less clear. This paper looks at how workplace stress affects performance
and retention, and asks whether working from home (WFH) or from the office does more for productivity, job
satisfaction and work—life balance. Using the job demands—resources model and conservation of resources theory
as a lens, it brings together research on five themes: workload and role stressors, burnout and emotional
exhaustion, employee assistance programmes (EAPs), HR policies and psychological safety, and work—life
balance and resilience. The literature shows that heavy workloads, tight deadlines and unclear roles undermine
task completion, quality of work and efficiency, and that prolonged stress leaves people exhausted, less motivated
and more likely to leave. EAPs, counselling and stress-management programmes help to a moderate degree,
mostly where the organisational culture backs them. Flexible policies, supportive leaders and stigma-free
workplaces make it easier for people to feel safe and well. The picture for work arrangements is mixed. WFH
tends to raise autonomy, satisfaction and retention, yet it can bring isolation, blurred boundaries and longer
hours. Office work helps collaboration and visibility but adds commuting strain and interruptions. Hybrid models
seem to soften these trade-offs. Overall, the paper argues that stress outcomes depend less on location than on
how work is designed, how well managers lead, what resources people have and how resilient they are. It closes
with a conceptual framework and practical recommendations for HR professionals and managers who want to
protect well-being, sustain performance and keep their people.

Keywords: Workplace stress; Employee performance; Employee retention;, Burnout; Work from home;
Psychological safety;, Work—life balance

I.  Introduction

Most organisations today are asked to deliver more with less. Heavy workloads, tight deadlines, unclear
roles and constant connectivity have made workplace stress one of the biggest occupational challenges, with real
consequences for well-being, performance and competitiveness. When stress goes unmanaged, the costs show up
as absenteeism, presenteeism, poorer work quality and people leaving. How workload and job pressure shape
employee outcomes is therefore a central question for researchers and managers alike.

Over time, prolonged stress often turns into burnout: emotional exhaustion, fatigue and a steady loss of
motivation. Burnt-out employees get less done, make more mistakes and are more likely to resign, which pushes
up recruitment and training costs. Many organisations have responded with Employee Assistance Programmes
(EAPs) that offer counselling, mental health support, stress-management workshops and referrals to professionals.
Yet the evidence on how well they work is uneven, and whether people use them often depends on whether the
workplace feels safe and free of stigma.
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HR policies and everyday leadership matter a great deal here. Flexible working, supportive supervisors
and inclusive policies help build psychological safety, so that employees can raise concerns and ask for help
without fearing judgement. These conditions are closely linked to work—life balance and resilience. Time away
from work, family support, wellness initiatives and good coping strategies all shape job satisfaction and, in the
longer run, commitment to the organisation.

The move to working from home and hybrid models adds another layer. Remote work can give people
more autonomy and spare them the commute, but it can also isolate them, blur the line between work and home,
and encourage an “always-on” culture. The office offers structure and easy collaboration, though it can mean
constant interruptions and rigid schedules. Whether either arrangement actually improves productivity,
satisfaction and work—life balance is still debated.

This study brings these themes together: workload and stress, burnout, EAPs, HR policies and
psychological safety, and work—life balance and resilience. It considers how each affects performance and
retention in home and office settings, and aims to give a joined-up picture of how organisations can build healthier
and more productive workplaces.

II.  Problem Statement

Organisations are spending more on wellness initiatives, yet many still report rising stress, burnout and
attrition. Heavy workloads, unrealistic deadlines and unclear roles wear down productivity and well-being, and
the rapid spread of remote and hybrid work has left managers unsure where their people perform best. Research
tends to look at stress, EAPs, flexible working and work—life balance one at a time, and the evidence on whether
home or office reduces stress and improves performance, satisfaction and retention is inconsistent. Very little
work explains how workload, burnout, support programmes, HR policies and resilience combine to shape these
outcomes. As a result, HR leaders have little evidence-based guidance on designing work arrangements that
sustain performance and keep talented people.

111. Literature Review

Workplace stress and performance. Stress theories describe strain as a mismatch between what a job demands
and the resources available to meet those demands (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Hobfoll, 1989). The job demands—
resources model adds that high demands exhaust people, while resources such as autonomy and support keep them
engaged and performing well (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001). Meta-analyses show that
stressors do not all affect performance in the same way: hindrance stressors like ambiguity and red tape damage
outcomes, while some challenge stressors can be motivating (Gilboa et al., 2008; LePine et al., 2005).
Employee productivity and performance. Performance is not a single thing. Classic frameworks separate task
performance, contextual performance and counterproductive behaviour (Campbell, 1990; Rotundo & Sackett,
2002), and Koopmans et al. (2011) later pulled these together into a framework of individual work performance.
In practice, productivity is judged by task completion, quality of work, efficiency, achievement of targets and time
management, and stress chips away at each of them. Overload cuts into recovery and raises error rates, and output
per hour drops sharply once working hours become excessive (Pencavel, 2015). Role stressors lower task
performance and citizenship behaviour (Eatough et al., 2011; Tubre & Collins, 2000), and emotionally exhausted
employees perform worse and are more likely to leave (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007; Wright & Cropanzano,
1998).

Burnout, EAPs and organisational support. Burnout is a central route from stress to attrition (Maslach et al.,
2001; Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Stress-management interventions do reduce strain, although results vary with
design and context (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Joseph et al., 2018), and changes made at the organisational
level generally last longer than those aimed at individuals (LaMontagne et al., 2007; Fox et al., 2022).

HR policies and psychological safety. Psychological safety lets employees speak up and ask for help
(Edmondson, 1999; Frazier et al., 2017). Flexible working and supportive leadership improve well-being, though
flexibility can end up intensifying work when it is poorly managed (Allen et al., 2013; Kelliher & Anderson, 2010;
Skakon et al., 2010).

Work from home versus office. Telecommuting generally improves autonomy, satisfaction and retention with
little cost to performance (Allen et al., 2015; Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). A well-known call-centre experiment
in China found a 13% productivity gain and lower attrition among home workers (Bloom et al., 2015), and a later
hybrid trial reported better retention with no loss in performance (Bloom et al., 2024). There are downsides too,
notably professional isolation and weaker communication (Golden et al., 2008; Shockley et al., 2021). Research
from the pandemic period suggests that productivity at home depended largely on how well the work was designed
for remote conditions (Choudhury et al., 2021).

Gap. Few studies bring stress, support systems, HR policy and work arrangement together in one framework.
This study sets out to do that.
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Research Questions

1. How do heavy workloads, tight deadlines, role ambiguity and job pressure affect employee performance and
well-being in home and office settings?

2. To what extent do burnout and emotional exhaustion reduce productivity and employee retention?

3. How effective are Employee Assistance Programmes (counselling, mental health support and stress-
management workshops) in reducing stress and improving performance?

4. How do flexible working arrangements, supportive leadership, inclusive HR policies and psychological safety
support employees' mental well-being?

5. How do work-life balance, wellness initiatives and resilience influence job satisfaction and long-term
organisational commitment under WFH and office arrangements?

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine how workload, deadlines, role ambiguity and job pressure influence employee performance and
well-being.

To analyse the effects of burnout and emotional exhaustion on productivity and retention.

To assess how effective Employee Assistance Programmes are in managing workplace stress.

To investigate how HR policies, supportive leadership and psychological safety promote mental well-being.
To study how work-life balance, resilience and coping strategies influence job satisfaction and organisational
commitment across WFH and office settings.

nk v

IV. Discussion of Objectives

Objective 1: Workload, Deadlines, Role Ambiguity and Job Pressure

Stress at work tends to appear when the demands of a job outrun a person's ability to cope with them (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984; Beehr & Newman, 1978). Early models showed that high demands paired with little control
produce strain (Karasek, 1979), and that an imbalance between effort and reward makes it worse (Siegrist, 1996).
The job demands—resources model builds on this: when demands stay high and resources run thin, energy drains
away and performance suffers (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Conservation of resources theory offers a complementary view, treating stress as the reaction to losing resources,
or fearing that loss (Hobfoll, 1989). Not every demand is harmful in the same way. A meta-analysis found that
work demands relate to performance in varied ways (Gilboa et al., 2008), and a heavy workload can sometimes
motivate people, whereas hindrance stressors such as red tape and ambiguity tend to do damage (LePine et al.,
2005; Podsakoff et al., 2007). Role ambiguity and role conflict, first described in the early organisational stress
literature (Kahn et al., 1964; Rizzo et al., 1970), are reliably tied to weaker performance (Tubre & Collins, 2000)
and less citizenship behaviour (Eatough et al., 2011). Over time, demands also predict burnout and declining
performance (Bakker et al., 2004), along with physical symptoms (Nixon et al., 2011). Broader reviews reach the
same conclusion: stressors left unmanaged erode both health and effectiveness (Cooper et al., 2001; Ganster &
Rosen, 2013; Sonnentag & Frese, 2003). These pressures probably play out differently by setting. At home,
boundaries blur and hours stretch; in the office, interruptions and commuting add their own strain. Managing
workload well therefore means defining roles clearly, setting realistic deadlines and making sure people have what
they need to do the job.

Job demands Performance outcomes
Excessive workload Stress and strain Task completion falls
= -3
Tight deadlines Fatigue and overload Quality and efficiency

Role ambiguity

Lower well-being
A

Job pressure

Job resources
Autonomy and support buffer

Figure 1. Job demands, stress and performance outcomes, with job resources buffering the strain
Source:created by Research Scholas
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Objective 2: Burnout and Emotional Exhaustion

Burnout is usually described as a mix of emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and a reduced sense of
accomplishment. It was operationalised in the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach & Jackson, 1981) and has
been reviewed extensively since (Maslach et al., 2001; Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Meta-analyses connect its
dimensions to job demands, resources and negative work attitudes (Alarcon, 2011; Lee & Ashforth, 1996), and
longitudinal work shows that shifts in demands and resources predict later burnout and sickness absence (Schaufeli
et al., 2009). Self-regulation perspectives help explain how strain builds up (Bakker & de Vries, 2021; Schaufeli
& Taris, 2014). Emotional exhaustion predicts lower performance and voluntary turnover (Wright & Cropanzano,
1998), partly through reduced motivation (Halbesleben & Bowler, 2007) and weaker citizenship behaviour
(Cropanzano et al., 2003). The link with objectively measured performance is less consistent, as one critical review
noted (Taris, 2006), and personality can make some people more vulnerable than others (Swider & Zimmerman,
2010). In healthcare, burnout lowers physician productivity (Dewa et al., 2014), and overload combined with low
autonomy predicts poorer quality of care (Shirom et al., 2006). Turnover research shows that people tend to
withdraw after dissatisfaction and strain set in (Mobley, 1977; Griffeth et al., 2000; Hom et al., 2017), and burnout
has been tied to intentions to leave among social workers (Kim & Stoner, 2008). Recovery experiences and
psychological detachment from work help buffer exhaustion (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015), which matters for remote
workers who find it hard to switch off. Organisations should watch for early signs of exhaustion and protect
recovery time if they want to safeguard productivity and retention.

Recowvery
Detachment from work

e

Prolonged stress - Fatigue - Emotional exhaustion
Sustained job demands Depleted energy Core burnout symptom
+
Turnover intention - Lower productivity - Reduced motivation
Thinking of leaving Errors, missed targets Disengagement at work
+
Attrition Strain Consequence Protective

Employee exit

Figure 2. The burnout cascade from prolonged stress to attrition, with recovery feeding back to reduce
exhaustion , Source: created by Research Scholars

Objective 3: Employee Assistance Programmes (EAPs)

EAPs typically offer counselling, mental health support, stress-management workshops and referrals to
professional services (Richard et al., 2009; Attridge, 2019). Evaluations are generally positive but
methodologically uneven (Csiernik, 2011; Joseph et al., 2018), and early critics asked whether EAPs deal with
the organisational causes of stress at all (Arthur, 2000; Kirk & Brown, 2003). Even so, counselling delivered
through EAPs shows meaningful clinical improvement (Mellor-Clark et al., 2013), and EAP use has been linked
to less presenteeism and absenteeism and to a better return on investment (Hargrave et al., 2008; Nunes et al.,
2018). Meta-analyses of stress interventions find small-to-moderate benefits, with cognitive-behavioural
approaches working best (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; van der Klink et al., 2001). Reviews of the wider
literature agree that individual-level programmes help but that organisational-level changes last longer (Bhui et
al.,, 2012; LaMontagne et al., 2007; Cooper & Cartwright, 1994; Tetrick & Winslow, 2015). Web-based
psychological interventions are particularly relevant for remote workers (Carolan et al., 2017), and burnout-
prevention programmes show short-term gains (Awa et al., 2010; Ruotsalainen et al., 2015). How a programme
is implemented matters: models for evaluating organisational interventions stress context and participation
(Nielsen & Randall, 2013), and recent reviews report gains across several areas of well-being from group- and
organisation-level approaches (Fox et al., 2022). In short, EAPs work best when leaders promote them, when
home and office staff can access them equally, and when they sit alongside real changes to workload.
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Counselling Mental health Workshops Referral
One-to-one sessions Ongoing support Stress management Professional help

Reduced stress, absenteeism and presenteeism
Short-term organisational benefit

W

Improved performance and retention
Long-term organisational benefit

r

Leadership endorsement and stigma-free access
The base that enables every layer

Figure 3. EAP components and the outcomes they support, resting on leadership endorsement and stigma-
free access, Source: created by Research Scholars

Objective 4: HR Policies, Supportive Leadership and Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is the shared belief that it is safe to take interpersonal risks, and it makes learning and
speaking up possible (Edmondson, 1999; Kahn, 1990). Reviews show that it predicts engagement, performance
and well-being (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Frazier et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2017). Inclusive HR policies
strengthen this climate, since inclusion practices build belonging and reduce exclusion (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al.,
2011). Stigma remains a real barrier, and many employees hold back from disclosing mental health problems for
fear of the consequences (Brohan et al., 2012). Training managers can help, because it increases supportive leader
behaviour and the use of available resources (Dimoff & Kelloway, 2019; Kelloway et al., 2023). Leadership style
also counts: supportive and transformational behaviours are linked to better employee well-being (Inceoglu et al.,
2018; Kuoppala et al., 2008; Skakon et al., 2010). Flexible arrangements reduce work—family conflict when
employees really control when and where they work (Allen et al., 2013; Nijp et al., 2012; Kossek et al., 2006),
although flexibility can intensify work if the workload itself stays the same (Kelliher & Anderson, 2010).
Workplace resources improve both well-being and performance (Nielsen et al., 2017), and healthy-workplace
practices bring organisational benefits (Grawitch et al., 2006). A broader HRM and well-being framework argues
that practices should balance performance with employee welfare (Guest, 2017). Taken together, flexible
schedules, empathetic supervisors and stigma-free communication create the conditions for good mental well-
being, whether people work at home or in the office.
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Psychological safety
Leads to employee mental well-being

Flexible Inclusive Supportive Stigma-free
working policies leadership culture
Hybrid options Fair practices Empathy Open dialogue
Time control Belonging Manager training Safe disclosure

Organisational culture and HR strategy

HR policy Culture and people
Figure 4. Four pillars supporting psychological safety and mental well-being, Source: created by Research
Scholars

Objective 5: Work-Life Balance, Resilience and Commitment (WFH vs Office)

Work-life conflict arises when the demands of different roles cannot be met at the same time (Greenhaus &
Beutell, 1985), and meta-analyses link it to lower satisfaction, higher strain and weaker commitment (Allen et al.,
2000; Amstad et al., 2011). Good balance, by contrast, improves satisfaction and mental health across cultures
(Haar et al., 2014), and family-supportive supervision and workplace social support reduce conflict (Hammer et
al., 2011; Kossek et al., 2011). Recovering in the evening also lifts next-day mood and well-being (Sonnentag et
al., 2008). Resilience resources such as psychological capital relate positively to performance and work attitudes
(Avey et al., 2011; Luthans et al., 2007), and satisfaction and affective commitment are in turn associated with
performance and retention (Judge et al., 2001; Meyer et al., 2002). On work arrangements, telecommuting
improves autonomy and satisfaction and lowers turnover intent, with negligible cost to performance (Gajendran
& Harrison, 2007; Allen et al., 2015). A randomised experiment found that WFH raised productivity and reduced
attrition (Bloom et al., 2015). Remote work has since become far more common (Barrero et al., 2023), and hybrid
models look promising (Bloom et al., 2024). There are caveats, though. Professional isolation hurts performance
and raises turnover intention (Golden et al., 2008), and the benefits of flexibility differ by job status (Kossek &
Lautsch, 2018). Compressed and flexible schedules also appear to improve satisfaction and work—life balance
(Baltes et al., 1999). Organisations should therefore pair flexible arrangements with wellness initiatives, resilience
training and clear norms about boundaries.
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Work from home Office
+ Autonomy . Hybrid | + Collaboration
+ No commute - * +Structure
Balances trade-offs
- Isolation risk - Commuting strain
- Boundary blur - Interruptions

W

Work-life balance and resilience

W

Job satisfaction

W

Commitment and retention

Figure 5. Work from home, office and hybrid arrangements leading to commitment and retention Source:
created by Research Scholars

V.  Findings

Across the literature, heavy workloads, tight deadlines and unclear roles consistently reduce task
completion, work quality, efficiency and time management, while prolonged stress leads to emotional exhaustion,
lower motivation and a stronger wish to leave. EAPs and stress-management programmes bring modest benefits,
especially when leaders back them and when they come with changes to the organisation itself. Flexible working,
supportive supervisors and stigma-free climates strengthen psychological safety and well-being. Working from
home generally improves satisfaction, autonomy and retention without harming productivity, though it can cause
isolation and blurred boundaries, whereas the office aids collaboration but adds commuting strain. Hybrid
arrangements look the most balanced. Work—life balance and resilience emerge as key drivers of satisfaction and
commitment.

VI.  Conclusion

Workplace stress clearly undermines employee performance and retention, but its impact depends more
on job design, quality of leadership and available support than on whether people work at home or in the office.
Managing workload, clarifying roles and spotting burnout early are essential to keeping productivity up. EAPs
add value when they are easy to reach, actively promoted and part of a wider HR strategy. Psychological safety
and flexible, inclusive policies help people seek help and manage their boundaries. Hybrid work is a promising
compromise, provided it comes with clear norms and wellness support. Organisations that invest in resilience and
work-life balance are more likely to keep committed, high-performing employees.

VII. Recommendations

1. Redesign workloads. Set realistic deadlines, review task allocation regularly and run workload audits to
prevent chronic overload. Redistribute tasks before stress turns into burnout, and treat overtime as an early
warning sign.

2. Clarify roles. Give people written job descriptions, clear performance targets and defined reporting lines.
Revisit them whenever work arrangements change. Clear roles cut down conflict and help with time
management.

3. Screen for burnout. Use short, periodic surveys to catch emotional exhaustion early, and respond with
workload changes or time off. Keep responses confidential so that people answer honestly.
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10.

Strengthen EAPs. Offer confidential counselling, stress workshops and referral services that people can
reach both online and in person. Have leaders talk about them openly, and track use and outcomes to improve
the design.

Train managers. Help supervisors recognise distress, hold supportive conversations and refer staff to the
right help. Make mental health training a routine part of leadership development for new and existing
managers.

Build psychological safety. Encourage open conversation about mistakes and well-being without penalty.
Senior leaders should model vulnerability themselves, and anonymous feedback channels should lead to
visible action.

Adopt structured hybrid models. Set core collaboration days, flexible remote days and clear expectations
about availability. Judge people on outcomes rather than hours, and revisit the model using employee
feedback.

Protect boundaries. Introduce right-to-disconnect norms, limit after-hours messaging and encourage people
to take their full leave. This cases the always-on pressure that is common in remote work.

Invest in resilience and wellness. Offer training in coping, mindfulness and time management, along with
fitness and family-support benefits. Build these into regular working life instead of treating them as optional
extras.

Maintain social connection. Schedule team rituals, mentoring and regular check-ins for remote staff. This
reduces isolation and strengthens commitment.

VIII. Limitations
This is a conceptual, literature-based review with no primary data, so its findings cannot be generalised

statistically. The studies it draws on span different industries, countries and time periods, and many were carried
out before or during the pandemic, which may limit how well they describe today's hybrid arrangements. Much
of the research relies on self-reported measures, which brings the risk of common-method bias, and publication
bias may favour positive results for interventions. Cultural differences in stigma, EAP use and work norms are
also only partly captured. Future studies should use longitudinal and mixed-method designs to test these
relationships across home, office and hybrid settings.
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