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Abstract 

The project described in this article was part of a larger program on wellbeing 

at work and involved an international survey of staff in the business process 

outsourcing industry. The survey used the Smith Wellbeing Questionnaire 

(SWELL) and the results showed that this measured both positive and nega-

tive aspects of wellbeing. The sample reported high levels of stress which was 

predicted by job demands and lack of control and support. High levels of 

control/support were associated with greater job satisfaction. 
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1. Introduction 

The study described here was part of a program of research on wellbeing at 

work. This started with research that aimed to address “What is a good job?” 

(Smith et al., 2011). A key finding from that project was that one has to examine 

both positive and negative outcomes rather than inferring one from the other. 

This view fits with research showing that positive and negative emotions in-

volved different brain processes (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Much of our 

previous research on wellbeing at work has focused on negative outcomes such 

as stress and fatigue (Smith et al., 2000; Smith, Allen &Wadsworth, 2006). In 

contrast, research on wellbeing largely deals with life satisfaction, happiness and 

positive affect (Diener et al., 1999).  

Another feature of the present research was that it used a process model simi-

lar to those developed in stress (Mark & Smith, 2008, 2011, 2012) and fatigue re-

search (Smith, 2010). Such models start with job characteristics that may influ-

ence wellbeing (e.g. negative characteristics such as job demands; positive cha-
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racteristics such as control and support), appraisals (e.g. perceived stress; job sa-

tisfaction) and outcomes (health outcomes such as anxiety and depression, 

musculoskeletal disorders and illnesses caused or made worse by work; absen-

teeism; accidents; presenteeism and performance efficiency). In addition to 

work-related factors it is important to measure individual characteristics (e.g. 

positive personality and healthy lifestyle). It is also important to assess life out-

side of work and work-life balance. 

In order to measure the multiple constructs described above it is necessary to 

use short scales. This approach has been used by Williams (2012) and many of 

the items in the present survey were taken from the Wellbeing Process Ques-

tionnaire (WPQ). These items have been shown to be highly correlated with the 

longer scales from which they were derived and to show the predicted associa-

tions between job characteristics, appraisals and outcomes (Williams & Smith, 

2013, 2016). In other words, the survey measured both positive and negative as-

pects of well-being (job characteristics; appraisals; and outcomes) using single 

items which had been shown to correlate highly with longer scales. These single 

items also showed the same predictive validity as the longer scales (Williams & 

Smith, 2013, 2016).  

A final aim of the project was to extend the sample to consider a very different 

occupation in several countries. Much of the previous research on wellbeing has 

used public sector employees (e.g. nurses; teachers and university staff). Business 

process outsourcing is a growing industry and now covers many areas tradition-

ally done in-house by the financial sector or even the public sector. These com-

panies often recruit staff from the host organization and are under pressure to 

demonstrate cost and efficiency changes. The workers are usually in teams and 

this hierarchical structure is known to generate high levels of stress. The present 

online survey was the first to examine wellbeing in this sector and the sample 

were working in the UK, the USA and South Africa. 

2. Method 

2.1. Ethical Approval 

The study was carried out with the approval of the School of Psychology ethics 

committee, Cardiff University and the informed consent of the participants. 

2.2. Sample 

The sample were recruited from two companies who were concerned with fi-

nancial outsourcing. The staff of the two companies were sent an e-mail link to 

the online survey. The participants carried out a range of jobs (e.g. operations 

manager; team leader; administrator; and financial controller). One hundred 

and fifty one participants completed the survey (mean age = 34.1 years; 65.8% 

male). 

2.3. The Survey 

The online survey was conducted using Qualtrics software. It started with in-
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formation about the study and was followed by a consent form which stated that 

participation was voluntary, questions could be avoided and that the volunteer 

could withdraw at any time. It was also stated that the data would be held ano-

nymously and that it would be impossible to identify participants. The volun-

teers then completed the survey (21 questions; most with a 10 point response 

scale) which is shown in Table 1. On completion the volunteers were shown a 

debrief statement which repeated the aims of the study and thanked them for 

their participation. 

2.4. Statistical Analyses 

Initial factor analyses examined the structure of the questionnaire. Descriptive 

analyses then examined the frequencies in the different response categories. Fol-

lowing this the response scales were dichotomised into high/low groups (usually 

at a threshold of <7 versus 7 and above). Regression analyses were then con-

ducted to determine the predictors of the appraisals and outcomes.  

3. Results 

3.1. Factor Structure and Reliability 

Factor analysis with varimax rotation revealed two factors representing positive 

wellbeing (e.g. job control/support; job satisfaction and happiness at work − 

Cronbach alpha = 0.81) and negative wellbeing (e.g. job demands; stress at work; 

and anxiety/depression due to work − Cronbach alpha = 0.65).  

3.2. Descriptive Statistics 

The frequencies for each response category for each question are shown in Table 

1. The descriptive statistics shown in Table 1 suggest that the sample had high 

stress levels, and reported mental health problems. However, levels of job satis-

faction and happiness were also high. These issues were examined by creating 

high and low categories and these are described in the next section. 

3.3. Dichotomised Variables 

The scales shown above are often dichotomized to produce high and low catego-

ries. For example, stress at work would be split at 7 and above (high stress) and 6 

and below (low stress). Using this approach one finds that 38.8% of the sample 

reported high stress and 18.4 % high anxiety/depression due to work. These re-

sults confirm that the staff who took part in the survey have high levels of stress 

and mental health problems. If one examines positive wellbeing at work using a 

similar approach, 87.5% report high job satisfaction and 88.8% report high levels 

of happiness at work. 

3.4. Predictors of Appraisals and Outcomes 

Stress at work was found to be correlated with noise, demands, lack of control/ 

support and negative health-related behaviors. Multiple regression showed that 

high job demands and lack of control/support were the only significant predic- 
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Table 1. Questions in the survey and frequencies (%) in response categories. 

Health-related behaviours 

A healthy lifestyle involves taking exercise, eating a balanced diet, not smoking,  

not drinking excessive amounts of alcohol, and not being overweight.  

To what extent do you have a healthy life style? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

2.6 2.6 1.3 3.2 11.5 14.7 24.4 27.6 7.1 5.1 

Personality 

People often describe themselves as being positive (“seeing” the glass as half full)  

or negative (“seeing the glass as half empty”). How would you describe yourself? 

Very negative       Very positive 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0.6 0 0.6 3.2 9.0 6.4 17.9 30.1 16.7 15.4 

Thinking about the last 6 months: 

Life satisfaction 

How satisfied are you with life in general? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1.3 0 3.8 4.5 9.6 14.6 24.2 23.6 14.0 4.5 

Life stress 

How much stress have you had in your life in general? 

Very little        A great deal 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0 7.6 7.0 6.4 16.6 14.6 17.2 16.6 10.8 3.2 

Happiness 

Would you say you are generally happy? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1.3 0.6 1.9 3.2 13.5 12.9 16.1 26.5 19.4 4.5 

Anxious/Depressed 

Would you say that you generally feel anxious or depressed? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

7.6 16.6 15.9 12.7 13.4 13.4 12.1 3.8 3.2 1.3 

Musculo-skeletal problems 

Do you suffer from musculo-skeletal disorders  

(e.g. arthritis; back pain; sciatica; repetitive strain injury)? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

37.6 14.0 10.2 4.5 7.6 7.6 5.7 5.1 4.5 3.2 

Noise 

Are you exposed to noise at work? 

Not at all        Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

23.1 25.6 16.0 10.9 10.3 3.2 3.8 2.6 2.6 1.9 

Shift work/Night work 

Do you work shifts or work at night? Yes/No 

Yes: 34% No: 66% 

Job demands 

How demanding do you find your job (e.g. do you have constant pressure, have to work fast, have 

to put in great effort)? 

Not at all demanding      Very demanding 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1.3 1.9 5.7 8.9 8.9 13.4 15.3 23.6 17.8 5.1 



A. Smith, H. Smith   

 

164 

Continued 

Job control and support 

Do you feel you have control over your job and support from fellow workers? 

Not at all       Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0.6 2.6 0.6 3.9 9.7 4.5 17.4 32.3 17.4 11.0 

Perceived stress at work 

How much stress do you have at work? 

Very little       A great deal 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

2.5 7.6 13.4 7.6 12.7 15.9 16.6 13.4 7.0 3.2 

Job satisfaction 

Are you satisfied with your job? 

Not at all       Very much so 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

3.8 0.6 3.2 4.5 14.6 9.6 23.6 23.6 11.5 5.1 

Physical and mental fatigue 

How physically or mentally tired do you get at work? 

Not at all tired       Very tired 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

4.5 6.4 12.1 8.9 13.4 13.4 19.7 15.3 3.8 2.5 

Illness caused or made worse by work 

Have you had an illness (either physical or mental) caused or made worse by work? 

Yes 16.6% No 83.4% 

Presenteeism 

Do you ever come to work when you are feeling ill and knowing you can’t  

do your job as well as you would like to? 

Yes-52.2% No 47.8% 

Efficiency at work 

How efficiently do you carry out your work? 

Not very efficiently      Very efficiently 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0 0 0 0.6 1.3 4.5 15.3 36.9 26.8 14.6 

Work-life balance 

Do you find your job interferes with your life outside work or your life outside  

of work interferes with your job? 

Never        Very often 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

10.8 12.1 15.3 10.2 11.5 12.7 10.2 12.1 3.2 1.9 

Happy at Work 

Are you happy at work? 

Never        Very often 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0.6 2.6 1.9 5.8 9.6 8.3 17.3 30.8 16.7 6.4 

Anxious/Depressed because of work 

Are you anxious or depressed because of work? 

Never        Very often  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

17.2 21.0 17.8 8.9 10.8 6.4 7.0 7.0 2.5 1.3 

Absenteeism 

Approximately how many days sick leave have you had in the last 12 months? 

Mean = 3.39 days 
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tors of stress at work. Job satisfaction was correlated with positive personality, 

positive health-related behaviors, low noise and high control/support. Multiple 

regression showed that only high control/support remained as a significant pre-

dictor of job satisfaction. A similar procedure was applied to the negative (an-

xiety/depression due to work) and positive outcomes (happiness at work). An-

xiety/Depression were predicted by lack of control/support and stress at work, 

whereas happiness reflected job satisfaction. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

This is the first international survey to investigate the wellbeing of business out-

sourcing staff. This was done with a short online survey (SWELL) which meas-

ured positive and negative aspects of wellbeing and examined the wellbeing 

process. The results showed that this group of workers reported high levels of 

stress and mental health problems but also had high levels of job satisfaction and 

happiness at work. Stress was predicted by job demands and lack of control/ 

support. Anxiety/Depression were also predicted by lack of control/support and 

by stress at work. This suggests that the key dimensions to assess are perceived 

stress at work, which will be predicted by job demands, and control/support. 

The presence of control and support increases job satisfaction which is then the 

key predictor of happiness at work. 

The present methodology had a number of important features. The survey 

was short and multi-variate analysis allowed identification of key predictor va-

riables. Further analyses can easily be conducted on this type of dataset. Other 

outcomes (e.g. absenteeism; presenteeism; performance efficiency; and musculo- 

skeletal disorders) could have been analysed using the same approach. In addi-

tion, a “combined effects” approach (Smith, McNamara, & Wellens, 2004) could 

have been adopted to examine the additive effects of risk factors. It is also possi-

ble to use the data to examine a case definition of occupational stress (Cox, Grif-

fiths, & Houdmont, 2006). Case definition of stress requires (1) reporting of a 

high level of stress, (2) reporting of a significant outcome such as mental health 

problem due to work, and (3) the absence of confounding factors that could ac-

count for the stress at work (e.g. stress outside of work). The same approach can 

be used to look at cases of high positive wellbeing. 

Although the present survey has many positives there are also some future 

changes needed. Most of these will be very easy to achieve and will not lead to a 

large increase in the length of the questionnaire. For example, it would be better 

to ask about physical fatigue, mental fatigue and emotional fatigue separately 

rather than using a general fatigue question. Work-life balance could also be 

sub-divided into work interfering with life and, secondly, life interfering with 

work. 

This article describes a new measure of wellbeing at work, the Smith Wellbe-

ing Questionnaire (SWELL). This questionnaire is free to use and is shown in 

the paper. It has good psychometric properties, measures positive and negative 

aspects of wellbeing and is based on a simple model of the wellbeing process. It 
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takes less than 10 minutes to complete and it can be combined with collection of 

sample specific information. The study was the first to examine the wellbeing of 

business outsourcing staff and the findings confirmed that they are another sec-

tor at risk of high levels of stress. Prevention and management of this stress is 

now a key issue for practitioners. 
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