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Spot l ight  on ResearchSpot l ight  on Research

Based on a UK study comparing male 
national-level athletes to the general male 
population, and earlier studies that found 
a link between testosterone effects and 
athleticism, Giffin, Jones and Kennedy 
predicted that male and female varsity 
athletes at Saint Mary’s would have 
significantly lower 2D:4D ratios than 
male and female students who do not 
play varsity sports. In layperson’s terms, 
they thought that varsity athletes would 
be more likely to have short index fingers 
(2D) when compared to the ring fingers 
(4D) of their dominant hand. They 
also predicted that 2D:4D ratios would 
be lower in male athletes than female 
athletes, as males, on average, have lower 
2D:4D ratios than females.

They were right, and their findings are 
available in more detail in the Journal of 
Sports Sciences. Not only is the low 2D:4D 
ratio in athletes detectable in the extreme 
case of national-level athletes when 
compared to the rest of the population, 
but it is also apparent in populations at 
smaller Canadian universities.

The team is pleased that Dr. Barber 
has the unique distinction of having a 
group of students from a one-semester 
class publish a research project. And 
they understand the importance to their 
own academic careers. “This is a badge 
of honour stamped on every school 
application I submit and every resume I 
write,” says Kennedy.

“I didn’t realize that research was an 
accessible part of an undergraduate 
education,” adds Nick Giffin. “The 
opportunities I have had in research at 
Saint Mary’s have been a crucial element 
of my academic success.” 

The human cost of workplace stress and dissatisfaction is evident in health 
concerns that range from ulcers and headaches to heart conditions. The 
organizational costs are less well known, yet estimates suggest that each 
year Canadian businesses lose about $12 billion because of stress and 
another $6 to $10 billion to work-life conflict.

“We face many demands in our personal and work lives,” says Dr. Arla 
Day, a Psychology professor and Canada Research Chair in Industrial/
Organizational Psychology at Saint Mary’s University, “but the negative 
consequences of stress and conflict are not inevitable.”

New funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
of Canada (SSHRC) helps Dr. Day build upon the success of ABLE 
(Achieving Balance in Life and Employment), a 12-week, phone-based 
coaching program she and her colleagues developed to reduce conflict 
and stress and improve employee health and well-being. “ABLE allows 
us to help individuals and organizations at the same time. It’s a win-win 
situation,” says Dr. Day.

Unlike other workplace stress reduction programs, ABLE is tailored to 
address individual needs. Participants work through a series of modules 
to help balance life and work stress. They have weekly discussions with 
a personal coach to set goals and to identify employer resources. Because 
it’s delivered by phone, the coaching is convenient, discrete and easily 
accessed by employees, even those who live in remote areas. 

The results so far have been very encouraging. Not only have there been 
significant improvements in employee health and well-being, but the 
positive feedback from recipients has been overwhelming. “Over 90% 
were happy with the program, and said that they would encourage others 
to participate,” says Dr. Day. “We have people e-mailing and phoning us 
to tell us how great the program is and to suggest that it should be made 
available to all employees.”

“We plan to work with organizations,” says Dr. Day. “So far, we have 
had to limit participation because of funding, but the SSHRC grant has 
made a significant difference in the number of people we can reach.” 

Workplace Well-being 
on the Line

Three Saint Mary’s researchers have made some discoveries that just 
might spell the death of Dress Down Fridays. A study conducted by 
Accounting professor, Dr. Karen Lightstone, Psychology professor, 
Dr. Lucie Kocum and Master’s student, Rob Francis reveals a 
significant relationship between what university professors wear and 
what their students think of them. It seems that clothes really do 
make the person—at least in terms of credibility.

The researchers asked 257 participants to provide feedback on 
photographs of male and female university professors dressed in 
three levels of attire: casual, semi-formal and formal wear. For formal, 
think power suits instead of tuxedos and ball gowns. What they 
found was that female and male professors dressed formally were 
perceived as more credible and competent than their less formally 
dressed colleagues. In fact, the only downside in dressing up was that 
males in formal attire were seen as less likeable than females dressed 
in formal wear.

“We shouldn’t leap to conclusions based on this research,” cautions 
researcher, Rob Francis, a dual Master’s student at Saint Mary’s who is 
concurrently completing an MSc in Organizational Psychology and 
an MBA. “The study relates to students’ perceptions of professors 
and not to the business world in general, but the fact remains that 
formal dress was perceived as more credible.”

As a Personnel Selection Officer and a 15-year member of the 
Canadian Forces, Francis is well accustomed to a certain formality of 
dress code, but he will remember the results of this research when he 
prepares to don civilian garb in the future. “I’ll carry this forward,” 
he says.

The research was published in the International Journal of Business 
and Social Science in August 2011. 

Suited foR SucceSS

Accidents happen. “But they don’t 
have to,” says Saint Mary’s psychology 
professor Mark Fleming.

Dr. Fleming was an undergraduate 
at Scotland’s Aberdeen University 
in 1988 when 167 workers died in 
an offshore oil platform accident 
in the North Sea. “It was one of the 
reasons that I became interested in the 
psychological factors that contribute 
to disasters,” he says. “I realized that it 
wasn’t just the equipment that failed; 
there was a failure by the oil company 
to create a culture of health and safety 
in the workplace.”

Since then, Dr. Fleming has specialized 
in helping corporations minimize the 
risk of disasters, and now he’ll be able 
to support local offshore oil and gas 
companies with funding of more than 
$60,000 from Encana Corporation, 
the owner and operator of the Deep 
Panuke natural gas project in Nova 
Scotia’s offshore.

“With this grant from Encana, I plan to 
develop a set of metrics that companies 
can use to track and improve the 
health of their safety culture,” says Dr. 
Fleming. “I also hope to investigate 
effective ways of impacting managers’ 
knowledge and understanding of safety 
culture and their role in promoting it.”
 
Dr. Fleming’s study, Developing and 
Validating Safety Culture Metrics and 
Evaluating Action Research Knowledge 
Transfer Strategies, is guided by a project 
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Dr. Arla Day

Rob Francis in T-shirt and tie.
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