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Resear ch Note: Stress M anagement Practice: Isit Effective?

CLARE GEORGE AND MARK LE FEVRE**

Abstract

We present a review of the recent literature foiogson the effectiveness of stress
management interventions (SMIs) in organisatioredtireys. Empirical studies carried out
between 2006 and 2010 inclusive are reviewed. Tinahgre is some improvement in
methodology, experimental protocols and long-teotiofv up studies are still rare. We
suggest that SMis in future should include botlmary and secondary approaches, and that
success should be measures against both indivaghabbrganisational outcomes.

I ntroduction

There have been several reviews of the literatarstiess management interventions (SMIs)
since de Frank and Cooper’s 1987 paper. In theveéng years there has been an increase
in the proportion of studies employing empiricabearch methods. There is a suspicion,
however, that there are scant rigorous experimesegigns and repeat and longitudinal
studies. Therefore, in order to discern the effeaess of current SMI practice and to
ascertain the robustness of the methodologies exppti the studies, we present a recent
review of the extant literature. We restrict oualgmsis to empirical studies which focus on
occupational stress and its reduction in orgarmgsati settings. We have chosen a meta-
synthetic rather than a meta-analytical approadverGthe wide range of outcome measures
and intervention designs employed it is doubtfalt trombining the data in a single analysis
would yield reliable estimates.

Stress M anagement | nterventions

Many organisations have implemented Stress Managernmerventions (SMIs) in an
attempt to reduce levels of stress and to helmatii the detrimental effects of occupational
stress (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Barry & Kueshn2006; Le Fevre, 2001). The
European Commission (2002) stated that:

“...work related stress may be prevented or coanted by job redesign (e.g. by
empowering the employees, and avoiding both oved- inder-load), by improving
social support, and by promoting reasonable rewardeffort invested. And of
course, by adjusting occupational physical settiogde workers abilities, needs and
reasonable expectations” (cited in Coffey, DugflilTattersal 2009:.99).
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This statement illustrates how SMis can be implememat many levels starting at an
individual level and moving through to initiativesmed at the culture and fundamentals of
the organisation (Coffey et al.,, 2009; Le FevreDDO0 SMIs can be classified into three
groups: primary interventions that deal with therse of the stress at a group or workplace
level (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Le Fevre et 2006; Le Fevre, 2001; Randall et al.,
2007): secondary interventions that focus on tligvidual (Richardson & Rothstein, 2008;

Le Fevre et al., 2006; Le Fevre, 2001); and tertiaterventions that focus on assisting
individuals with existing issues (Le Fevre et aD06; Richardson & Rothstein, 2008). The
subsequent sections will focus on primary and sgéagnlevel SMIs.

Organisational-level SMIs (Primary SMIs) are desigito deal with the source of the stress —
that is, creating a balance between demands planethe individual and providing the
resources available for dealing with the demandsx(Q993; Randall, Cox & Griffiths,
2007). Although the focus for primary interventioms essentially based around the
organisation, it can be either employee or orgaioisdocused (Le Fevre, 2001; De Frank &
Cooper, 1987; van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; van dankkt al., 2001). Medical benefits,
staff counselling, employee assistance programriadd®’§), stress management training
workshops, are examples of employee focused iméores (Le Fevre, 2001). Job structure
and rotation, organisational development, and asgdional restructuring are examples of
organisation focused interventions (Le Fevre, 2B0&hardson & Rothstein, 2008). Le Fevre
et al., (2006) state that the objective of thederuentions is to create an environment or
culture that aims to remove sources of stress enwtbrkplace, rather than treating present
stress in employees. By attempting to remove siresfe Fevre et al., 2006), primary
interventions can be an effective means of pratgaiind enhancing employee well-being in
the medium to long-term (Randall et al., 2007). i€gfly, primary SMIs are run for over 12
months, this in contrast to secondary interventibas are more short-term.

Secondary interventions focus on the individualthimi an organisation and can be broken
down into three groups; somatic, cognitive, andtatabdal (Le Fevre et al., 2006). Somatic
techniques include relaxation methods (e.g. Ridw@rd Rothstein, 2008; Kohler & Munz,
2006), cognitive techniques may involve affirmaand thought stopping (Le Fevre, 2001;
Bunn, et al.,2007; Hampel, et al., 2007 ), andthivel, multi-modal, is a combination of the
prior two groups including techniques such as trandental meditation and programmes
that mix cognitive and somatic methods (Le FevB§13). These techniques are often short in
duration and, depending on the type of techniquel@emented, can vary in length (e.g. one
meditation session, monthly workshops). Each orsetha intention of teaching employees
coping strategies to deal with stress by equippimgm with skills they may require in the
future (Barry & Kuemmel, 2006). Such skills as ageness and positive thinking (Barry &
Kuemmel, 2006) are taught in attempts to reducestheerity of stress symptoms before
situations become uncontrollable (Richardson & Rutim, 2008). Altering the way
individuals appraise stressful situations is intghtb change reactions to stress in the future
(Richardson & Rothstein, 2008; Soriano, 2009).

Primary interventions have been criticised in thstgor placing the responsibility of dealing
with stressful situations on the individual and réi® removing the obligation from
management to address such problems (Le Fevre, &08I6; Kenny & Cooper, 2003). Le
Fevre et al. (2006) suggest that this has beenasad argument against the implementation
of secondary interventions, and to support primatgrventions as first choice. Le Fevre,
Kolt and Matheny (2006: 562) conclude with:
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“...there may be advantage in employing individieaused, secondary approaches as
a first step in interventions designed to reducganisational job stress at the
individual level, rather than as complements to iaitial organisational-based
approach”

It is the relationship between people and theirirenment that is the core focus when
addressing the issue of stress. The person-envaoniit (P-E fit) theory refers to the
alignment or congruence of a person to their enwirent (Edwards, 2008). Under the
heading of ‘environment’ comes the social environmeother individuals, groups,
organisations, or vocations. In this theory stiss®t related specifically to the individual or
the environment, the focus is the fit between latites of the person and characteristics of
different vocations” (Edwards, 2008:168). P-E fiffees an explanation for stress in the
workplace; “when there is a mismatch between thiegreand their environment” (Le Fevre,
2001, p.3) stress is likely to be the result. AsHp@nk and Cooper (1987:8) rightly note:

“There is great need to consider variation withergonsand their environment as
determinants of both levels of perceived stress #rad effectiveness of stress
management...”

Thus, understanding individual's interactions wite environment is important in the
evaluation of the stressors, that same evaluatiaw predict whether individuals will accept
and continue practicing secondary interventiongref (i.e. relaxation techniques, coping
strategies). The adoption of the intervention bylayees is essential if a long-term change
is to be achieved (Appelbaum & Lefrancois, 200'h dar Hek & Plomp, 1997). Knowing
the situational and individual factors that endine adoption of change may also predict the
likelihood of a successful primary intervention ption (De Frank & Cooper, 1897; Vakola
& Nikolaou, 2005). It is hard to know the extent wdich employees continue with the
techniques taught post-intervention due to thetéchinumber of follow ups conducted.
According to De Frank and Cooper (1987) many oigtions have not created a culture nor
have implemented structures to maintain such mesti highlighting the need to see
secondary and primary interventions implementecbimcurrence with each other.

In essence, “occupational stress has been of isiageaconcern to both employers and
governments for over 20 years” (Le Fevre, 2001AlYise in compensation claims, high

turnover rates, and employees dealing with strelsded illnesses are all issues that are
encouraging employers to address and find a saldtinthe damaging effects of stress (van
der Klink et al., 2001; Tisza & Mottl, 2003).

Sear ch Strategy

In this review of empirical studies the authors ducted a search of studies between 2006
and 2010. A library and internet based search (Bed®’Aguiar, Pruessner, 2009) was used
to obtain information about Stress Management Veteions (SMIs), the history behind the
terms strain, stress, and stressors, and empirgsdarch from 2006 to 2010 on the
application of SMis. ProQuest, Emerald Full TexBlAnform, EBSCO, and OVID were
search engines used to conduct the searches. a@hehs&rategy included using the peer
reviewed option and nine search terms producingrgel number of articles that did not
satisfy the requirement for this review (Sparregber et al., 2008). To refine the results,
searches were conducted within the results witlirér six terms adopted for this purpose.
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The search strategy also included using alternaterens for key words (i.e. stress
management intervention/programme). Additionally #uthors searched the references from
significant articles using key words and title n@am@riginal articles were sourced if they
offered significant contribution to the theory dudy being analysed. The restrictions applied
to the search were date limits, peer reviewed, tedt, search within the citation, search
within the title, search for the author.

Among the thousands of results found in an origgearch, the refining process brought the
number of more relevant examples down to 115. Riwse studies selected 55 satisfied the
requirements of having a relationship to Stressadament Interventions (SMIs), and stress
in the workplace. Ten studies satisfied the requénet of being empirical trials of SMls. Of
the ten, eight were individual focused intervensio(secondary). The majority of the
participants for the interventions were voluntedin® main tool for measurement was self-
reported questionnaires, and there were limitebvioup time-frames for the interventions
and the people involved.

Criteriafor thelnclusion of Studies

The review was restricted to articles written betw@006 and 2010. The reasons why some
papers were not included are: they did not reporthe findings from an empirical study; the
results relied too heavily on personal accountsvbat happened; or the focus for the
intervention was rehabilitation after a traumatice® or severe illness. In the reviewed
papers the majority of participants were femalenfrlarge organisations or alternatively
university students, and took part on a voluntaagi® Studies that reported on SMis at
management level, employee level, and organisdtiemal were included. The majority of
the studies used groups that were not activelyisgelssistance in the area of stress. In order
for the studies to be included there had to bengention to reduce an identified stress or
stressor. Two studies that had no control grougevimsiuded, though this was not ideal, the
authors gave insight in to alternative control grayptions. All studies were published peer-
reviewed journal articles (van der Klink, 2001).

Extraction of Data

At first, the titles and the abstracts of the d&sowvere used to determine the relevance of the
article and whether they would sufficiently meee ttriteria (Sparrenberger, et al., 2008).
Most articles were discarded due to the mainly weddfocus or they did not feature
empirical studies; although it must be noted thatail medical articles were overlooked as
some offered an interesting insight into the oteessful nursing industry. The article’s full
text was used as a final level of evaluation anda®of data (Sparrenberger, et al., 2008).

The ten studies featuring empirical research useariaty of measuring instruments but the
majority used rating scales, self reports, and tipresaires. Stress was defined differently by
the authors of each paper, however, when thereumesrtainty between the terms strain,
stress, and stressor we used a definition put fah\wg Le Fevre, Matheny, and Kolt (2003).
“Stressor will denote the external force or sitoiatacting on the individual, and stress will
denote the deformation or changes produced innitigidual as a result of those forces” (Le
Fevre et al., 2003:728).
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The review has highlighted an issue in attemptmgheasure the effectiveness of SMIs and
comparing one type of intervention from another.eTimmense variation in resources
available, the many stakeholders involved, andype of intervention adopted which in turn
makes measurement and comparison a difficult tasle difficulty in measurement and
equally, the difficulty in implementation of primaor organisational level interventions may
deter researchers and managers respectively framluping the required information for
analysis (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997) resulting ilow ratio of organisational to individual
level interventions in the literature.

Many of the studies had a short follow up time fearagain making it difficult to assess the
sustainability of the interventions implemented. olaut of the ten did not have control

groups and cannot, therefore, be considered asrigxpdal. That is, experimental

interventions enable treatment groups to be condpagainst control groups to enable the
one to take account of organisation wide changeithaommon to both groups (Cook &

Campbell, 2002, cited in Holeman, Axtell, SpriggttErdell, & Wall, 2009).

Stress M anagement | nterventions. Empirical Research

De Frank and Cooper (1987) and van der Hek and lP#(h997) past reviews evaluated the

effectiveness of SMIs and this review uses thdrmation as a starting point. The review

offers an evaluation of current practice from oigations and whether the concerns from the
past reviews (i.e. no long term follow ups, creliipiof the interventions, cost effectiveness,

effectiveness of intervention) have been addre@sedder Hek & Plomp, 1997).

The Effectiveness of Current Stress Management | nter ventions 2006 - 2010

Ten studies conducted from 2006 to 2010 met ther@ioutlined above and are summarised
in detail in appendix 1: table 1. Eight of the tstudies focused solely on primary
interventions, one a combination of organisaticarad individual (though more the former),
and one study was located at an organisational tewhg. Of the eight primary interventions,
four studies involved a strong focus on relaxattechniques (i.e. meditation, muscle
relaxation) as a way of dealing with present penexistress and future stress. A majority of
the studies involved education of some sort, intipaar teaching the theory of stress,
occupational stress, and coping strategies.

The two interventions implemented at an organisalidevel (Elo, Ervasti, Kuosma, &
Mattila, 2008; Holman, Axtell, Sprigg, Totterde& Wall, 2009), focused on improving
communication and communication training. Howevbere were differences. The aim of
the first organisational intervention (Elo, et &Q08) was slightly ambiguous and directed
each member of the staff to attend specific worgshand seminars. The aim of the second
intervention on the other hand (Holman, et al, 2C§$:cified exactly that the interventions
were proposed to change the level of stress anten@rnployees and took a less directive
approach, gathering suggestions from all levelshef organisation regarding the different
ways to approach SMis. The duration of intervergiam both studies ranged from one-off
short, twenty minute workshops to full day retrealbe average length of time of the
interventions was three months. Although, there m@sbvious relationship between length
of sessions and results, it has been postulateRawmsch, et al., (2006), van der Hek and
Plomp, (1997) and van der Klink, et al., (2001} ttne shorter, secondary level interventions
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are most effective. In this sample of empiricaliegs, the primary level interventions ran for
a longer period of time, consistent with the firgirof van der Klink, et al., (2001).

There was great variation in the techniques useddarsecondary interventions. The sessions
included; meditation, Indian head massage, mind&grbased stress reduction techniques,
progressive muscle relaxation, and cognitive behawsi theory.

Measurements for the outcomes also varied from topumsires, focus groups, self-report
stress scales, to self-reported symptoms. The d@nihumber of organisational level
interventions is consistent with the findings ohwder Klink, et al. (2001). “Although there is
general recognition that work and organisationabbfgms are the major causes of
occupational work stress there is still a lackexfearch into interventions on this level” (van
der Hek & Plomp, 1997:135) but, as pointed outiegrthis may be due to methodological
problems.

Discussion

The reviews by De Frank and Cooper in 1987, varHid and Plomp in 1997, and van der
Klink in 2001 communicate a shared concern for Way that SMIs are measured and
reported. In particular, while there has been asiclmmable improvement in the standard of
research since the first review was written twenty years ago, more progress is still needed
in developing a framework that allows robust congmars of the different SMis. It is
acknowledged, however, that comparisons are diffttumake given the unique nature of
each organisation and more importantly becaus@efvariances of each person within the
organisation. Moreover, each organisation has mangbles that affect the outcomes of the
SMI’s therefore making them difficult to compare.

Nonetheless, the literature sets out a number @erier necessary for an effective
implementation of SMIs. First, prior to the implentation, the aim of the intervention
should be clear and agreed upon and motivatingsguegd to be carefully designed in order
to guide the SMI process (van der Hek & Plomp, 19@, et al., 2008). Second, the link
between the intervention and lowering the persetrsss levels should also be established at
the beginning of the intervention. Moreover, iditig those individuals most at risk and
what constitutes a stressful situation, is a mdfective way of addressing the particular
occupational stress issues (Elo, Ervasti, Kuosmajagtila, 2008). Third, it is argued that
determining the success of the SMI outcomes cay lmmldone when measured against the
organisation’s specific objectives. Thus, tailorthg SMI to the organisation’s environment
and not the other way around may be a way of amgidinsuccessful outcomes. Finally,
cultural factors need to be considered carefullyerviplanning future interventions and a
clear motivating goal may need to be designed idegthe SMI process (Elo, et al., 2008).

However, if the environment and the conditions ardetermining factor behind successful
implementation of SMIs, then why do the primarydeinterventions have limited or no
affect on reducing stress in the workplace (vanKlawk, et al., 2001). The review of the
literature offers some suggestions why this mayth#e case. For example, managers may
often be reluctant to enter into such an undertakine to the amount of resource required
and the level of disruption to employees. Succéssfuplementation requires full
management support and has significant impact enmtole organisation (van der Hek &
Plomp, 1997; Bunn, et al., 2007; Hampel, et alQ7)0In addition, implementing such a
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change, (bearing in mind change causes uncertamdyoften stress), requires full support
from employees and other stakeholders involved.kfiéa & Nikolaou, 2005; Kohler &
Munz, 2006; Coffey, et al., 2009; Appelbaum, et 2007). Individual perception and coping
skills may also be necessary to ensure that thageharocess (in this case, the SMI) is
successful (van der Klink, et al., 2001). Eduaai@émd equipping employees with the skills
to deal with stress are very much similar to théisskequired to deal with change; skills that
are often taught in secondary level interventicdDace those skills have been taught and
adopted it requires a supportive culture with jobntcol and job design to ensure sustainable
use of the acquired skills (Le Fevre, et al., 2008hat Le Fevre et al. (2006) suggest is that
there is great benefit in implementing individuat@ised, secondary, approaches prior to the
implementing an intervention at the organisatideaél. Holeman, et al., (2007) produced the
only paper that demonstrated the combined effeftgolo redesign interventions and
employee well-being interventions. The intervensigmoduced multiple improvements in job
characteristics (i.e. job control, skill utilisatioparticipation, and feedback). Participative job
redesigns allowed the organisation to achieve pialthanges in job characteristics and off-
site educational sessions produced improvementsniployee well-being - a successful
combination of the two interventions.

Consistent with prior research and the analysishefstudies above, it appears as though
secondary interventions are the most effective flamHek & Plomp, 1997; van der Klink, et
al.,2001; Le Fevre, 2001) and in general employ#®eseceive greater benefit from such
interventions as cognitive-behavioural theory amgicg strategies (Bunn, et al., 2007,
Hampel, et al., 2007; van der Hek & Plomp, 199# dar Klink, et al.,2001). Some studies
however, have not had such success with the implttien of interventions that have been
successful in others. This was mentioned by varKtlaek, et al. (2001) in their observation
of evaluative studies and appeared again in a cwrent review (Bilfilco et al., 2007). It is
consistent with the idea that it is not the SMittisadeemed to be effective or ineffective but
more importantly the way it is implemented and vieetor not the environment has been
evaluated properly to highlight the need for tlyiset of intervention. A combination of both
secondary and primary interventions may help tolumta the organisation’s current
environment as well as address the needs of tliddodls (Elo, et al., 2008; Le Fevre et al.,
2006).

Elo, et al. (2008) conducted a primary stress mamagt intervention with the intention of
positively increasing employee wellbeing througlmges in the organisational environment.
The results showed statistically significant resuft all the measures that were organisation
wide (clarity of work goals, information flow, worklimate, and supervisor support).
Interestingly there were no significant benefitshat individual level. An organisational SMI
may improve the work climate and encourage effeciemmunication, but the effects on
individual well-being may be limited. In fact, imis case, work-ability decreased in the
participants of the experimental group, (Elo, et2008). This again suggests that combining
both primary and secondary interventions may beeneffective in decreasing stress. Le
Fevre (et al., 2006:547) suggest that “secondampyrogehes be employed prior to the
introduction of primary methodologies within a citerganisation”.

Difficulty of measurement of SMI effectiveness Heaaunted this area of research and each
review, including this one, still finds only smathprovements in clarity and accuracy of
outcome measures (van der Hek & Plomp, 1997; vankéiek, et al., 2001). Extensive
variation on outcome measures, a relatively low anckliable presence of control groups
and sound follow ups, and significant differencesaAeen organisations and studies makes it
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very difficult to determine which type of intervésmt may be most effective. Although there
has been a significant increase in methodologicalynd studies, the results from the above
review still produce inconsistent results thatdiffcult to compare (i.e. expensive trials with
low success rates, cognitive behavioural theorreslyring great results in some and not
others, long duration of SMI with some good regulissight into the conditions surrounding
the SMI may ensure a greater ability to make at¢euctamparisons (van der Klink, et al.,
2001).

Conclusion

As a result of this review, and the reviews coneddh the past (De Frank and Cooper, 1987,
van der Hek & Plomp in 1997; van der Klink 2001 pfipears that secondary interventions
have the greatest record of successfully redudmay lévels of stress in the workplace.
According to Le Fevre et al., (2006) the correctictures must be in place to support any
secondary level interventions if the desire iseuge stress reduction in the long-term. This
was supported in one paper that implemented batbnskiary and primary level interventions
(Holeman, 2009); they reached their desired ohjestand were able to maintain the desired
results for a significant amount of time. AccordityElo et al., (2008) organisation wide
interventions may improve communication and worknate but do little to improve the
well-being of individuals. Cognitive training (inddual specific) would enable employees to
better deal with the changes caused by organisatida interventions. Organisation wide
interventions may help to ensure the longevityhef $econdary SMIs so long as they are in
combination with well-fitted secondary organisat{&to et al., 2008).

Once the interventions had been implemented, howewevas often difficult to ensure
continued practice of the education and exerci$&é&® majority of studies did not have
significant follow-up periods. According to Hampet al., (2008) time was the most
significant factor to ensure a successful outcopwd. Q1 in Experimental group x time).
Thus, here lies a gap for future research. If thece of stress is identified as the relationship
between the individual and the environment theelguroth need to be addressed in order to
see long-term, effective change? Time as a factosticcess implies the need for a culture
change to the organisation to ensure a sustaiaablesupportive environment for any current
and future SMIs (Elo et al., 2008). Further reskanto combining both secondary and
primary level interventions is recommended and &lsw this can be done cost effectively
and with the support of the employees. Holemar. gf2009) in particular had success with a
bottom-up intervention incorporating the staff ahdir ideas into the change process. It is
recommended, therefore, that future studies lookingthe effectiveness of SMis use
organisation-specific goals to assess whether aiSkl be deemed successful or not. Each
organisation has specific risks and issues thalt mat respond to a “blanket-approach”
solution for reducing stress levels. In short, angvement towards reducing stress for
employees and encouraging active and support wackptultures is a “worthwhile goal for
employers, employees, and researchers alike” (BekR& Cooper, 1987).
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