Work-related stress in women
Assessment, prevalence and return to work
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Abstract

Aim: The overall aim of this thesis was to learn about work-related stress in women and the
return to work possibilities, and to develop a questionnaire assessing work-related stress in
women.

Method: The thesis is based on two qualitative studies and two quantitative studies. The
qualitative studies used the focus group methodology to collect data. The development of
items and scales in the questionnaire was based on the categories found in the first
qualitative study. To improve the items and scales, and confirm face validity, a pilot group
study was conducted. Furthermore, a test-retest study was accomplished to confirm the
reliability of the questionnaire. The fourth study had an epidemiological cross-sectional
design and used questionnaires in collecting data.

Result: In the first study, women sick-listed because of work-related stress described how
personal as well as work-environmental factors had an impact on the return to work
possibilities. Having an interactive and supportive communication with the supervisor and
the work-place was decisive. In the second study, supervisors with a rehabilitation
responsibility saw themselves as being key persons. Furthermore, they described the
rehabilitation work as a part of a greater whole influenced by society, demands and
resources of the workplace and the interplay between all parties involved. The Work Stress
Questionnaire was developed and contains questions on low influence at work, indistinct
organization and conflicts, individual demands and commitment and work to leisure time
interference. An appended question about perceived stress was also designed. Face validity was
confirmed and the reliability satisfactory. In the cross-sectional study ten percent of the study
group reported high perceived stress owing to indistinct organisation and conflicts, and 25 %
reported high perceived stress owing to individual demands and commitment. Twenty-two percent
reported low influence at work and 33 % work to leisure time interference. Overall work-
related stress was significantly associated with increased odds of high level of self-reported
symptoms. High perceived stress owing to indistinct organisation and conflicts and low influence
at work were significantly associated with sick-leave.

Conclusion: Work-related stress in women should be understood in a societal context with
special focus on the interaction between the individual and the environment. Society should
work together with employers trying to find policies promoting modified workplaces and
suitable tasks. Organisations should improve co-operation between the parties involved, i.e.
the supervisors, the social insurance case managers, the health professionals and the sick-
listed. The sick-listed women themselves should engage in meaningful activities not only for
recreation but also to obtain routines of daily life. The knowledge gained in this thesis could
be used to develop a rehabilitation programme in the return to work process. The Work
Stress Questionnaire could be a useful tool for health professionals when identifying persons
who risk being put on sick-leave.
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