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Research Note: Stress Management Practice: Is it Effective? 
 
CLARE GEORGE* AND MARK LE FEVRE** 
 
 
Abstract 
 
We present a review of the recent literature focussing on the effectiveness of stress 
management interventions (SMIs) in organisational settings. Empirical studies carried out 
between 2006 and 2010 inclusive are reviewed. Though there is some improvement in 
methodology, experimental protocols and long-term follow up studies are still rare. We 
suggest that SMIs in future should include both primary and secondary approaches, and that 
success should be measures against both individual and organisational outcomes. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There have been several reviews of the literature on stress management interventions (SMIs) 
since de Frank and Cooper’s 1987 paper. In the intervening years there has been an increase 
in the proportion of studies employing empirical research methods. There is a suspicion, 
however, that there are scant rigorous experimental designs and repeat and longitudinal 
studies.  Therefore, in order to discern the effectiveness of current SMI practice and to 
ascertain the robustness of the methodologies applied in the studies, we present a recent 
review of the extant literature. We restrict our analysis to empirical studies which focus on 
occupational stress and its reduction in organisational settings. We have chosen a meta-
synthetic rather than a meta-analytical approach. Given the wide range of outcome measures 
and intervention designs employed it is doubtful that combining the data in a single analysis 
would yield reliable estimates. 
 
 
Stress Management Interventions 
 
Many organisations have implemented Stress Management Interventions (SMIs) in an 
attempt to reduce levels of stress and to help mitigate the detrimental effects of occupational 
stress (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Barry & Kuemmel, 2006; Le Fevre, 2001). The 
European Commission (2002) stated that: 
 

“...work related stress may be prevented or counteracted by job redesign (e.g. by 
empowering the employees, and avoiding both over- and under-load), by improving 
social support, and by promoting reasonable reward for effort invested. And of 
course, by adjusting occupational physical settings to the workers abilities, needs and 
reasonable expectations” (cited in Coffey, Dugdill & Tattersal 2009:.99). 
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This statement illustrates how SMIs can be implemented at many levels starting at an 
individual level and moving through to initiatives aimed at the culture and fundamentals of 
the organisation (Coffey et al., 2009; Le Fevre, 2001). SMIs can be classified into three 
groups: primary interventions that deal with the source of the stress at a group or workplace 
level (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Le Fevre et al., 2006; Le Fevre, 2001; Randall et al., 
2007): secondary interventions that focus on the individual (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; 
Le Fevre et al., 2006; Le Fevre, 2001); and tertiary interventions that focus on assisting 
individuals with existing issues (Le Fevre et al., 2006; Richardson & Rothstein, 2008). The 
subsequent sections will focus on primary and secondary level SMIs.  
 
Organisational-level SMIs (Primary SMIs) are designed to deal with the source of the stress – 
that is, creating a balance between demands placed on the individual and providing the 
resources available for dealing with the demands (Cox, 1993; Randall, Cox & Griffiths, 
2007). Although the focus for primary interventions is essentially based around the 
organisation, it can be either employee or organisation focused (Le Fevre, 2001; De Frank & 
Cooper, 1987; van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; van der Klink et al., 2001). Medical benefits, 
staff counselling, employee assistance programmes (EAP’s), stress management training 
workshops, are examples of employee focused interventions (Le Fevre, 2001). Job structure 
and rotation, organisational development, and organisational restructuring are examples of 
organisation focused interventions (Le Fevre, 2001; Richardson & Rothstein, 2008). Le Fevre 
et al., (2006) state that the objective of these interventions is to create an environment or 
culture that aims to remove sources of stress in the workplace, rather than treating present 
stress in employees. By attempting to remove stressors (Le Fevre et al., 2006), primary 
interventions can be an effective means of protecting and enhancing employee well-being in 
the medium to long-term (Randall et al., 2007). Typically, primary SMIs are run for over 12 
months, this in contrast to secondary interventions that are more short-term. 
 
Secondary interventions focus on the individuals within an organisation and can be broken 
down into three groups; somatic, cognitive, and multi-modal (Le Fevre et al., 2006). Somatic 
techniques include relaxation methods (e.g. Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Kohler & Munz, 
2006), cognitive techniques may involve affirmations and thought stopping (Le Fevre, 2001; 
Bunn, et al.,2007; Hampel, et al., 2007 ), and the third, multi-modal, is a combination of the 
prior two groups including techniques such as transcendental meditation and programmes 
that mix cognitive and somatic methods (Le Fevre, 2001). These techniques are often short in 
duration and, depending on the type of technique implemented, can vary in length (e.g. one 
meditation session, monthly workshops). Each one has the intention of teaching employees 
coping strategies to deal with stress by equipping them with skills they may require in the 
future (Barry & Kuemmel, 2006). Such skills as assertiveness and positive thinking (Barry & 
Kuemmel, 2006) are taught in attempts to reduce the severity of stress symptoms before 
situations become uncontrollable (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008). Altering the way 
individuals appraise stressful situations is intended to change reactions to stress in the future 
(Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Soriano, 2009).  
 
Primary interventions have been criticised in the past for placing the responsibility of dealing 
with stressful situations on the individual and thereby removing the obligation from 
management to address such problems (Le Fevre et al., 2006; Kenny & Cooper, 2003). Le 
Fevre et al. (2006) suggest that this has been used as an argument against the implementation 
of secondary interventions, and to support primary interventions as first choice. Le Fevre, 
Kolt and Matheny (2006: 562) conclude with: 
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“...there may be advantage in employing individual focused, secondary approaches as 
a first step in interventions designed to reduce organisational job stress at the 
individual level, rather than as complements to an initial organisational-based 
approach”  
 

It is the relationship between people and their environment that is the core focus when 
addressing the issue of stress. The person-environment fit (P-E fit) theory refers to the 
alignment or congruence of a person to their environment (Edwards, 2008). Under the 
heading of ‘environment’ comes the social environment, other individuals, groups, 
organisations, or vocations. In this theory stress is not related specifically to the individual or 
the environment, the focus is the fit between “attributes of the person and characteristics of 
different vocations” (Edwards, 2008:168). P-E fit offers an explanation for stress in the 
workplace; “when there is a mismatch between the person and their environment” (Le Fevre, 
2001, p.3) stress is likely to be the result. As De Frank and Cooper (1987:8) rightly note: 
 

“There is great need to consider variation within persons and their environment as 
determinants of both levels of perceived stress and the effectiveness of stress 
management…” 

 
Thus, understanding individual’s interactions with the environment is important in the 
evaluation of the stressors, that same evaluation may predict whether individuals will accept 
and continue practicing secondary interventions offered (i.e. relaxation techniques, coping 
strategies). The adoption of the intervention by employees is essential if a long-term change 
is to be achieved (Appelbaum & Lefrancois, 2007; van der Hek & Plomp, 1997). Knowing 
the situational and individual factors that ensure the adoption of change may also predict the 
likelihood of a successful primary intervention adoption (De Frank & Cooper, 1897; Vakola 
& Nikolaou, 2005). It is hard to know the extent to which employees continue with the 
techniques taught post-intervention due to the limited number of follow ups conducted. 
According to De Frank and Cooper (1987) many organisations have not created a culture nor 
have implemented structures to maintain such practices, highlighting the need to see 
secondary and primary interventions implemented in concurrence with each other. 
 
In essence, “occupational stress has been of increasing concern to both employers and 
governments for over 20 years” (Le Fevre, 2001:1). A rise in compensation claims, high 
turnover rates, and employees dealing with stress-related illnesses are all issues that are 
encouraging employers to address and find a solution for the damaging effects of stress (van 
der Klink et al., 2001; Tisza & Mottl, 2003).  
 
 
Search Strategy 
 
In this review of empirical studies the authors conducted a search of studies between 2006 
and 2010. A library and internet based search (Dedovic, D’Aguiar, Pruessner, 2009) was used 
to obtain information about Stress Management Interventions (SMIs), the history behind the 
terms strain, stress, and stressors, and empirical research from 2006 to 2010 on the 
application of SMIs. ProQuest, Emerald Full Text, ABI inform, EBSCO, and OVID were 
search engines used to conduct the searches. The search strategy included using the peer 
reviewed option and nine search terms producing a large number of articles that did not 
satisfy the requirement for this review (Sparrenberger, et al., 2008). To refine the results, 
searches were conducted within the results with a further six terms adopted for this purpose. 
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The search strategy also included using alternative terms for key words (i.e. stress 
management intervention/programme). Additionally the authors searched the references from 
significant articles using key words and title names. Original articles were sourced if they 
offered significant contribution to the theory or study being analysed. The restrictions applied 
to the search were date limits, peer reviewed, full text, search within the citation, search 
within the title, search for the author.  
 
Among the thousands of results found in an original search, the refining process brought the 
number of more relevant examples down to 115. From these studies selected 55 satisfied the 
requirements of having a relationship to Stress Management Interventions (SMIs), and stress 
in the workplace. Ten studies satisfied the requirement of being empirical trials of SMIs. Of 
the ten, eight were individual focused interventions (secondary). The majority of the 
participants for the interventions were volunteers, the main tool for measurement was self-
reported questionnaires, and there were limited follow up time-frames for the interventions 
and the people involved. 
 
 
Criteria for the Inclusion of Studies  
 
The review was restricted to articles written between 2006 and 2010. The reasons why some 
papers were not included are: they did not report on the findings from an empirical study; the 
results relied too heavily on personal accounts of what happened; or the focus for the 
intervention was rehabilitation after a traumatic event or severe illness. In the reviewed 
papers the majority of participants were female, from large organisations or alternatively 
university students, and took part on a voluntary basis. Studies that reported on SMIs at 
management level, employee level, and organisational level were included. The majority of 
the studies used groups that were not actively seeking assistance in the area of stress. In order 
for the studies to be included there had to be an intention to reduce an identified stress or 
stressor. Two studies that had no control group were included, though this was not ideal, the 
authors gave insight in to alternative control group options. All studies were published peer-
reviewed journal articles (van der Klink, 2001). 
 
 
Extraction of Data 
 
At first, the titles and the abstracts of the articles were used to determine the relevance of the 
article and whether they would sufficiently meet the criteria (Sparrenberger, et al., 2008). 
Most articles were discarded due to the mainly medical focus or they did not feature 
empirical studies; although it must be noted that not all medical articles were overlooked as 
some offered an interesting insight into the often stressful nursing industry. The article’s full 
text was used as a final level of evaluation and source of data (Sparrenberger, et al., 2008). 
 
The ten studies featuring empirical research used a variety of measuring instruments but the 
majority used rating scales, self reports, and questionnaires. Stress was defined differently by 
the authors of each paper, however, when there was uncertainty between the terms strain, 
stress, and stressor we used a definition put forward by Le Fevre, Matheny, and Kolt (2003). 
“Stressor will denote the external force or situation acting on the individual, and stress will 
denote the deformation or changes produced in the individual as a result of those forces” (Le 
Fevre et al., 2003:728). 
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The review has highlighted an issue in attempting to measure the effectiveness of SMIs and 
comparing one type of intervention from another. The immense variation in resources 
available, the many stakeholders involved, and the type of intervention adopted which in turn 
makes measurement and comparison a difficult task. The difficulty in measurement and 
equally, the difficulty in implementation of primary or organisational level interventions may 
deter researchers and managers respectively from producing the required information for 
analysis (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997) resulting in a low ratio of organisational to individual 
level interventions in the literature.  
 
Many of the studies had a short follow up time frame, again making it difficult to assess the 
sustainability of the interventions implemented. Two out of the ten did not have control 
groups and cannot, therefore, be considered as experimental. That is, experimental 
interventions enable treatment groups to be compared against control groups to enable the 
one to take account of organisation wide change that is common to both groups (Cook & 
Campbell, 2002, cited in Holeman, Axtell, Sprigg, Totterdell, & Wall, 2009). 
 
 
Stress Management Interventions: Empirical Research  
 
De Frank and Cooper (1987) and van der Hek and Plomp’s (1997) past reviews evaluated the 
effectiveness of SMIs and this review uses their information as a starting point. The review 
offers an evaluation of current practice from organisations and whether the concerns from the 
past reviews (i.e. no long term follow ups, credibility of the interventions, cost effectiveness, 
effectiveness of intervention) have been addressed (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997). 
 
 
The Effectiveness of Current Stress Management Interventions 2006 - 2010 
 
Ten studies conducted from 2006 to 2010 met the criteria outlined above and are summarised 
in detail in appendix 1: table 1. Eight of the ten studies focused solely on primary 
interventions, one a combination of organisational and individual (though more the former), 
and one study was located at an organisational level only. Of the eight primary interventions, 
four studies involved a strong focus on relaxation techniques (i.e. meditation, muscle 
relaxation) as a way of dealing with present perceived stress and future stress. A majority of 
the studies involved education of some sort, in particular teaching the theory of stress, 
occupational stress, and coping strategies. 
 
The two interventions implemented at an organisational level (Elo, Ervasti, Kuosma, & 
Mattila, 2008; Holman, Axtell, Sprigg, Totterdell, & Wall, 2009), focused on improving 
communication and communication training. However, there were differences. The aim of 
the first organisational intervention (Elo, et al., 2008) was slightly ambiguous and directed 
each member of the staff to attend specific workshops and seminars. The aim of the second 
intervention on the other hand (Holman, et al, 2009) specified exactly that the interventions 
were proposed to change the level of stress among the employees and took a less directive 
approach, gathering suggestions from all levels of the organisation regarding the different 
ways to approach SMIs. The duration of interventions in both studies ranged from one-off 
short, twenty minute workshops to full day retreats. The average length of time of the 
interventions was three months. Although, there was no obvious relationship between length 
of sessions and results, it has been postulated by Rausch, et al., (2006), van der Hek and 
Plomp, (1997) and van der Klink, et al., (2001) that the shorter, secondary level interventions 



New Zealand Journal of Employment Relations 35(2):97-118 

 102 

are most effective. In this sample of empirical reviews, the primary level interventions ran for 
a longer period of time, consistent with the findings of van der Klink, et al., (2001). 
 
There was great variation in the techniques used in the secondary interventions. The sessions 
included; meditation, Indian head massage, mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques, 
progressive muscle relaxation, and cognitive behavioural theory. 
 
Measurements for the outcomes also varied from questionnaires, focus groups, self-report 
stress scales, to self-reported symptoms. The limited number of organisational level 
interventions is consistent with the findings of van der Klink, et al. (2001). “Although there is 
general recognition that work and organisational problems are the major causes of 
occupational work stress there is still a lack of research into interventions on this level” (van 
der Hek & Plomp, 1997:135) but, as pointed out earlier, this may be due to methodological 
problems.  
 
 
Discussion 
 
The reviews by De Frank and Cooper in 1987, van der Hek and Plomp in 1997, and van der 
Klink in 2001 communicate a shared concern for the way that SMIs are measured and 
reported. In particular, while there has been a considerable improvement in the standard of 
research since the first review was written twenty two years ago, more progress is still needed 
in developing a framework that allows robust comparisons of the different SMIs. It is 
acknowledged, however, that comparisons are difficult to make given the unique nature of 
each organisation and more importantly because of the variances of each person within the 
organisation. Moreover, each organisation has many variables that affect the outcomes of the 
SMI’s therefore making them difficult to compare. 
 
Nonetheless, the literature sets out a number of criteria necessary for an effective 
implementation of SMIs.  First, prior to the implementation, the aim of the intervention 
should be clear and agreed upon and motivating goals need to be carefully designed in order 
to guide the SMI process (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; Elo, et al., 2008). Second, the link 
between the intervention and lowering the person’s stress levels should also be established at 
the beginning of the intervention. Moreover, identifying those individuals most at risk and 
what constitutes a stressful situation, is a more effective way of addressing the particular 
occupational stress issues (Elo, Ervasti, Kuosma, & Mattila, 2008). Third, it is argued that 
determining the success of the SMI outcomes can only be done when measured against the 
organisation’s specific objectives. Thus, tailoring the SMI to the organisation’s environment 
and not the other way around may be a way of avoiding unsuccessful outcomes. Finally, 
cultural factors need to be considered carefully when planning future interventions and a 
clear motivating goal may need to be designed to guide the SMI process (Elo, et al., 2008). 
 
However, if the environment and the conditions are a determining factor behind successful 
implementation of SMIs, then why do the primary level interventions have limited or no 
affect on reducing stress in the workplace (van der Klink, et al., 2001). The review of the 
literature offers some suggestions why this may be the case. For example, managers may 
often be reluctant to enter into such an undertaking due to the amount of resource required 
and the level of disruption to employees. Successful implementation requires full 
management support and has significant impact on the whole organisation (van der Hek & 
Plomp, 1997; Bunn, et al., 2007; Hampel, et al., 2007). In addition, implementing such a 
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change, (bearing in mind change causes uncertainty and often stress), requires full support 
from employees and other stakeholders involved. (Vakola & Nikolaou, 2005; Kohler & 
Munz, 2006; Coffey, et al., 2009; Appelbaum, et al., 2007). Individual perception and coping 
skills may also be necessary to ensure that the change process (in this case, the SMI) is 
successful (van der Klink, et al., 2001).  Educating and equipping employees with the skills 
to deal with stress are very much similar to the skills required to deal with change; skills that 
are often taught in secondary level interventions. Once those skills have been taught and 
adopted it requires a supportive culture with job control and job design to ensure sustainable 
use of the acquired skills (Le Fevre, et al., 2006). What Le Fevre et al. (2006) suggest is that 
there is great benefit in implementing individual focused, secondary, approaches prior to the 
implementing an intervention at the organisational level. Holeman, et al., (2007) produced the 
only paper that demonstrated the combined effects of job redesign interventions and 
employee well-being interventions. The interventions produced multiple improvements in job 
characteristics (i.e. job control, skill utilisation, participation, and feedback). Participative job 
redesigns allowed the organisation to achieve multiple changes in job characteristics and off-
site educational sessions produced improvements in employee well-being - a successful 
combination of the two interventions. 
 
Consistent with prior research and the analysis of the studies above, it appears as though 
secondary interventions are the most effective (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; van der Klink, et 
al.,2001; Le Fevre, 2001) and in general employees do receive greater benefit from such 
interventions as cognitive-behavioural theory and coping strategies (Bunn, et al., 2007; 
Hampel, et al., 2007; van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; van der Klink, et al.,2001). Some studies 
however, have not had such success with the implementation of interventions that have been 
successful in others. This was mentioned by van der Klink, et al. (2001) in their observation 
of evaluative studies and appeared again in a more current review (Bilfilco et al., 2007). It is 
consistent with the idea that it is not the SMI that is deemed to be effective or ineffective but 
more importantly the way it is implemented and whether or not the environment has been 
evaluated properly to highlight the need for this type of intervention. A combination of both 
secondary and primary interventions may help to evaluate the organisation’s current 
environment as well as address the needs of the individuals (Elo, et al., 2008; Le Fevre et al., 
2006). 
 
Elo, et al. (2008) conducted a primary stress management intervention with the intention of 
positively increasing employee wellbeing through changes in the organisational environment. 
The results showed statistically significant results in all the measures that were organisation 
wide (clarity of work goals, information flow, work climate, and supervisor support). 
Interestingly there were no significant benefits at the individual level. An organisational SMI 
may improve the work climate and encourage effective communication, but the effects on 
individual well-being may be limited. In fact, in this case, work-ability decreased in the 
participants of the experimental group, (Elo, et al., 2008). This again suggests that combining 
both primary and secondary interventions may be more effective in decreasing stress. Le 
Fevre (et al., 2006:547) suggest that “secondary approaches be employed prior to the 
introduction of primary methodologies within a client organisation”. 
 
Difficulty of measurement of SMI effectiveness has haunted this area of research and each 
review, including this one, still finds only small improvements in clarity and accuracy of 
outcome measures (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; van der Klink, et al., 2001). Extensive 
variation on outcome measures, a relatively low and unreliable presence of control groups 
and sound follow ups, and significant differences between organisations and studies makes it 
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very difficult to determine which type of intervention may be most effective. Although there 
has been a significant increase in methodologically sound studies, the results from the above 
review still produce inconsistent results that are difficult to compare (i.e. expensive trials with 
low success rates, cognitive behavioural theories producing great results in some and not 
others, long duration of SMI with some good results). Insight into the conditions surrounding 
the SMI may ensure a greater ability to make accurate comparisons (van der Klink, et al., 
2001). 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
As a result of this review, and the reviews conducted in the past (De Frank and Cooper, 1987; 
van der Hek & Plomp in 1997; van der Klink 2001) it appears that secondary interventions 
have the greatest record of successfully reducing the levels of stress in the workplace. 
According to Le Fevre et al., (2006) the correct structures must be in place to support any 
secondary level interventions if the desire is to ensure stress reduction in the long-term. This 
was supported in one paper that implemented both secondary and primary level interventions 
(Holeman, 2009); they reached their desired objectives and were able to maintain the desired 
results for a significant amount of time. According to Elo et al., (2008) organisation wide 
interventions may improve communication and work climate but do little to improve the 
well-being of individuals. Cognitive training (individual specific) would enable employees to 
better deal with the changes caused by organisation wide interventions. Organisation wide 
interventions may help to ensure the longevity of the secondary SMIs so long as they are in 
combination with well-fitted secondary organisation (Elo et al., 2008).  
 
Once the interventions had been implemented, however, it was often difficult to ensure 
continued practice of the education and exercises. The majority of studies did not have 
significant follow-up periods. According to Hampel et al., (2008) time was the most 
significant factor to ensure a successful outcome (p=0.01 in Experimental group x time). 
Thus, here lies a gap for future research. If the source of stress is identified as the relationship 
between the individual and the environment then surely both need to be addressed in order to 
see long-term, effective change? Time as a factor for success implies the need for a culture 
change to the organisation to ensure a sustainable and supportive environment for any current 
and future SMIs (Elo et al., 2008).  Further research into combining both secondary and 
primary level interventions is recommended and also how this can be done cost effectively 
and with the support of the employees. Holeman et al., (2009) in particular had success with a 
bottom-up intervention incorporating the staff and their ideas into the change process.  It is 
recommended, therefore, that future studies looking at the effectiveness of SMIs use 
organisation-specific goals to assess whether a SMI is to be deemed successful or not. Each 
organisation has specific risks and issues that will not respond to a “blanket-approach” 
solution for reducing stress levels. In short, any movement towards reducing stress for 
employees and encouraging active and support workplace cultures is a “worthwhile goal for 
employers, employees, and researchers alike” (De Frank & Cooper, 1987). 
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