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Research question: What is digital stress? How do the subjects perceive it and how do
they describe it?
It is now common sense that digitalization changes the living conditions and routines of
every individual dramatically. If everyday discourses are primarily concerned with new
possibilities or negative implications associated with the use of digital technologies and
media, we would like to turn to a more holistic perspective which builds on subjective
perceptions as well as practices. This ensures not only that the ambivalent potential of
digital media is taken into account, but also that the media repertoire of the users is
considered in its full complexity.
Existing research on this field of investigation resides under the term "digital stress"
(Weinstein and Selman 2016; Weinstein et al. 2016; Reineke et al. 2016; Hefner and
Vorderer 2017). In this sense, stress is the "result of an imbalance between external
demands and the available possibilities to cope with them" (Lohmann-Haislah 2012).
Stress caused by digital technologies and media is referred to here as "digital stress".
This term ties in with the concept of "technostress" introduced by clinical psychologist
Brod (1982). This describes the perceived inability of an individual to deal with new
technology in a healthy way. Digital stress, analogous to technostress, therefore
includes tension, fatigue, excessive demands and the concern that an individual is not
able to handle modern digital technologies adequately (Salanova et al. 2013).
This phenomenon has been a highly regarded topic in the scientific literature (especially
in business informatics) over the last decade (e.g. Ragu-Nathan et al. 2008; Ayyagari et
al. 2011; Tarafdar et al. 2011; Riedl 2013; Adam et al. 2014; Gimpel et al. 2015; Maier
et al. 2015b; Lee et al. 2016; Adam et al. 2017). Research in this area generally refers
back to the transactional stress model of Lazarus and Folkman (1984). Stress is either
measured by established scales or medically in medicine by the increase in cortisol
levels.
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The experience of digital stress, as far as we want to follow the theoretical approaches
of Lazarus, depends on subjective dispositions as well as on the situation itself and
therefore cannot be generalized. For example, 30 new e-mails in a waiting room can be
a welcome occupation; shortly before the end of work, however, it is a stress-inducing
factor. The subjective habits of the individual also play a role. But in the most studies
digital stress as a theoretical phenomenon is always approached deductively, so if the
situational and subjective conditions for digital stress are fulfilled, then the subject is
digitally stressed. The conditions applied are derived from explorative studies and
causal considerations. However, the word combination "digital stress" seems to be a
media-influenced, rather scientifically located concept, which, we assume, has no verbal
equivalent in everyday interaction. The distinction between digital and analogue stress
seems to have no relevance for the interactors in everyday situations. Furthermore,
studies show that people hardly make any reference to "stress" or "being stressed"
when describing their use of digital technologies (Röser et al. 2017).
For this reason, in our research project we want to explore inductively the perceived
characteristics and forms of digital stress in people's everyday life. How do they
describe digital stress, is it different from other forms of stress and how does digital
stress express itself? The focus is not genuinely on the topic of digital stress, but on the
attempt to make this phenomenon empirically tangible and to link it to concepts of digital
wellbeing. To this end, we are conducting explorative, open guideline interviews in
spring 2020, methodologically oriented on grounded theory. The aim is to make digital
stress qualitatively measurable by identifying the categories with which subjects act in
the context of digital stress. At AoIR we will present data that provides information about
the subjective perception of digital stress by users, everyday situations and contexts in
which they experience it, and possibly copying strategies that different groups of media
users have developed so far in this context.
This survey is the starting point of a 4-year research project on digital stress in everyday
media life, which includes qualitative interviews, a 2-year panel study and ethnographic
observations.
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