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Abstract 
This PhD thesis seeks to expand the current understanding of work-related stress by highlighting 
the often-overlooked affective dimensions of collective processes in work environments. It 
introduces the concept of organisational atmosphere (Jørgensen, 2019; Julmi, 2017a) to explore 
how affective experiences of the work situation employees find themselves in shape their 
relations with each other and with the physical environment around them. In addition, Hartmut 
Rosa's resonance theory (2019) is used to explore the relationships between employees, their 
work and physical workplace, and the purpose and values of the workplace. The study is based 
on a qualitative, phenomenological field study of an engineering organisation conducted over a 
period of three months. 

The study addresses four key research questions to understand what promotes or inhibits the 
development of work-related stress. First, it examines how resonant atmospheres are 
experienced through active engagement between employees and their environment. It shows that 
in specific organisational spaces, employees have affective experiences that support material-, 
social- and existential resonance (Rosa, 2019), which supports their well-being and reduces 
stress. Second, the study examines how resonant atmospheres are altered by acceleration and 
instrumentalisation. These processes create negative affective experiences that undermine 
material resonance (i.e. the connection to the quality of work) and existential resonance (i.e. 
professional identity). Initially, social resonance (i.e. connection to colleagues) compensates for 
these losses, but over time it weakens, leading to affective dissonance (Hemmings, 2012) and 
increased dissatisfaction. Thirdly, the research highlights the critical role that First Tuning Forks 
play in preventing the development of alienation and work-related stress. First Tuning Forks are 
employees who perform affective labour (Hardt, 1999) to maintain resonant atmospheres and 
curb alienation. They do this by maintaining social resonance even when the other types of 
resonance begin to falter. But this affective labour is taxing, leading to exhaustion and a gradual 
reduction of their affective labour and, in some cases, an escalation of dissonance-creating 
activities. Finally, the ever-increasing acceleration and instrumentalisation leads to a resonance 
collapse and alienation, where employees lose their connection to work quality, professional 
identity and social relationships, among other things. Despite this, the alienation is not a 
permanent state, as the First Tuning Forks restore resonance as soon as they regenerate their 
energy and can once again perform their affective labour. This cyclical process illustrates how 
the breakdown of resonance contributes to the development of work-related stress. 

The study concludes that a more nuanced understanding of work-related stress can be gained by 
considering the atmospheric dynamics of the work environment. By recognizing the subtle shifts 
in meaning and the temporal displacements caused by the inertia of organisational atmospheres, 
managers can better support efforts to maintain resonance in the workplace and address the 
underlying factors that promote work-related stress.  
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being routine (Rosa, 2019, p. 235). When things resonate, the employee will be preoccupied 
with doing a good job for the sake of the work itself which Rosa argues is a craving inherent in 
employees that goes beyond the need for pay (Rosa, 2019, p. 234). In fact, Rosa argues that the 
sale of work threatens to transform the resonant relationship into an alienated one, because the 
employee is forced to adopt an instrumental relationship with his tasks and "[m]oreover, he does 
not experience any feelings of self-efficacy, as he is merely carrying out the demands of the 
business (or the markets); product and material respond not to him, but in the final analysis 
only to capital, which has become the subject of the production process" (Rosa, 2019, p. 235). 
Nevertheless, work remains a crucial sphere of resonance for employees in late modern society 
as they attribute significant meaning and importance to it. Rosa emphasizes material resonance 
in his discussion of work. However, he also suggests that work is progressively becoming the 
primary contributor to other axes of resonance (2019, p. 237). From the perspective of work-
related stress, this implies that employees have even more invested in their workplace (more at 
stake) than just material resonance which will be further discussed in section 3.3.2 on alienation.  

 

3.2.1.2 Social resonance 
Social resonance in organisations encompasses social interactions within diverse groups of 
stakeholders, including managers, colleagues, customers, and others. Such resonant connections 
in workplaces can become so strong that even if material resonance fades, the relationships with 
colleagues may shift away from a work focus and evolve into friendships, offering continued 
social resonance (Rosa, 2019, p. 200). Social resonance is closely tied to processes of 
recognition where experiences of acknowledgment are pivotal for shaping one's self-perceived 
capabilities, forming the foundation for resonant connections. Conversely, a lack of recognition 
serves as the basis for experiences of alienation as individuals feel rejected by the world around 
them (Rosa 2019).  

Colleagues and other stakeholders can be a source of social resonance if they let go of their 
preconceived notions, open up and tune in to each other, and make themselves vulnerable by 
letting go of control (Rosa, 2019, p. 213). In this way, social relations sustained by resonance 
are inherently ambivalent according to Küpers (2020). Firstly, they are resilient because they 
encapsulate a fundamental force of human life, but they are also vulnerable as acceleration and 
instrumentalisation can easily hinder their development. Secondly, these relations must be stable 
enough to enable subjects to express their own mind while remaining open and flexible enough 
to allow subjects to be influenced and shaped by the dynamics of the relationship (Küpers, 2020, 
p. 24). Therefore, the agentic dimension renders resonance-based relationships susceptible to 
acceleration and instrumentalisation, as they rely on employees to interact with the world by 
connecting to, acting upon, and attributing meaning to various facets of their existence (Susen, 
2019). 
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Figure 3 - Conceptual framework 

 

In the following, I will present my methodology containing a description of philosophy of 
science, organisational context, data collection, and data analysis. 
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4.2.4 The Silverlining project - the early phase project 
The Silverlining project oversaw a new project through the early stages of the building process 
which were characterised by self-imposed deadlines and no project plan that carried penalties 
for exceedances. The responsibility of the ProBuilt employees was to come up with a building 
proposal together with the customer that the customer could then sign off on before the actual 
work of designing and building the facility started. Thus, their work consisted in conducting 
several workshops with the customer to agree on the size and cost of the project. Between the 
customer workshops, the project members prepared proposals within each of their professional 
disciplines. The Silverlining project was still so small that it had not been assigned seats in the 
Great Hall. Thus, the project members met informally in the Open space or meeting rooms of 
the Great Hall, in the adjourning buildings, or in workshops rooms in the basement of the Great 
Hall. The Silverlining project was chosen because it represented the first phases of project work 
in which the phases were shorter and without penalty driven deadlines leading me to expect less 
pressure and exhaustion among the project members. I was also interested in how early-stage 
project work was experienced compared to late-stage project work which led me to follow a 
project in its later phases. This project will be described further in section 4.1.5. 

The Silverlining project comprised of 19 employees from 8 construction disciplines plus the 
project manager from the Prospect department, but on average only 5-10 project members were 
present at the meetings or customer workshops. The majority worked between 8 AM in the 
morning and until between 5 or 6 PM and often continued at home. The research participants 
were between 29 to50 years old with a gender ratio of 15% women and 85% men. People in the 
Silverlining project worked an estimated 40-60 hours a week. I followed this project for three 
months before it was terminated because ProBuilt did not have the resources to take it through 
the next phases of the building process. 

I followed the PM Mads to internal meetings with representatives from each of the construction 
disciplines in which they were planning how to run the official customer meetings and 
workshops and to the actual customer meetings and workshops. I observed how the project 
members drew up plans, collected data, and aligned with each other before the customer 
encounters, and I participated in the customer meetings where they presented the plans for the 
customer and discussed possible challenges and solutions. All these activities typically 
happened in the many meeting rooms scattered across the ProBuilt buildings. 

After a month of field work, I was given the opportunity to also observe the FLEXITEC project, 
and therefore I started alternating between sitting in the beginning of the Great Hall with the 
Prospect department/Silverlining project team and further down the Great Hall with the 
FLEXITEC project team which is described in further detail below.  

 

4.2.5 The FLEXITEC project - the late-stage project 
The FLEXITEC project was responsible for a building project in the later stages of the building 
process where the actual construction started and comprised of a varying number of people. The 
FLEXITEC project was chosen because it represented late-stage project work, and I had heard 
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Morten 35-44 The Silverlining 
project 

X  X* 

Anton 25-34 The Prospect 
department 

X X (Focus gr. 
interview) 

 

Liselotte 45-54 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X X (Focus gr. 
interview) 

 

Hans 55-64 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X, X X  

Jasper 45-54 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X X  

Pernille 25-34 

The Prospect 
department/ 
The Silverlining 
project 

X X  

Tom 45-54 The Silverlining 
project 

X   

Liselotte 45-54 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X   

Vibeke 45-54 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X X (Focus gr. 
interview) 

 

Jytte 45-54 The Prospect 
department 

X   

Emil 35-44 The HR department X   

Frank 45-54 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X   

Maja 55-64 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X X*  

Mads 45-54 

The Prospect 
department/ 
The Silverlining 
project  

X  X 

Lilly 25-34 The Prospect 
department 

X   

Philip 55-64 The FLEXITEC 
project 

X   

Frida 25-34 The Silverlining 
project 

X   

Dorthe 45-54 The HR department X   
Rolf 55-64 The HR department X   

Søs 35-44 
The FLEXITEC 
project 

X   

Sofie 25-34 The HR department  X  

Jytte 45-54 
The Prospect 
department 

  X 

Mette 45-54 
The FLEXITEC 
project 

  X 

Total   26 9 4 
Figure 6 - List of interviews 
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Figure 12 - Example of analytical process for the development of chapter 8 

As mentioned, the overviews of the analysis process for the different chapters are illustrated in 
figure 13 and 14 on the following two pages. 
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Figure 13 - Examples of analytical themes and theoretical concepts in chapter 5, 6 and 7 
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