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The psychosocial and health effects of workplace
reorganisation. 1. A systematic review of organisational-level
interventions that aim to increase employee control

Matt Egan, Clare Bambra, Sian Thomas, Mark Petticrew, Margaret Whitehead, Hilary Thomson

J Epidemiol Community Health 2007,;61:945-954. doi: 10.1136/jech.2006.054965

Objective: Systematic review of the health and psychosocial
effects of increasing employee participation and control through
workplace reorganisation, with reference to the ““demand-
control-support’” model of workplace health.

Design: Systematic review (QUORUM) of experimental and
quasi-experimental studies (any language) reporting health and
psychosocial effects of such interventions.

Data sources: Electronic databases (medical, social science and
economic), bibliographies and expert contacts.

Results: We identified 18 studies, 12 with control/comparison
groups (no randomised controlled trials). Eight controlled and
three uncontrolled studies found some evidence of health
benefits (especially beneficial effects on mental health, including
reduction in anxiety and depression) when employee control
improved or (less consistently) demands decreased or support
increased. Some effects may have been short term or influenced
by concurrent interventions. Two studies of participatory
interventions occurring alongside redundancies reported
worsening employee health.

Conclusions: This systematic review identified evidence
suggesting that some organisational-level participation
interventions may benefit employee health, as predicted by the
demand-control-support model, but may not protect employees
from generally poor working conditions. More investigation of
the relative impacts of different interventions, implementation
and the distribution of effects across the socioeconomic
spectrum is required.

tant determinant of health.' One of the most

influential theories describing this relation-
ship is the “demand—-control-support” (DCS)
model of workplace health, which hypothesises
that employee health may be negatively associated
with job demands and positively associated with
control and social support in the workplace."*
Although the model continues to be debated, it
has proved influential amongst policy-makers. The
2004 English public health strategy, Choosing
health, recommends increasing job control as a
key task for improving population health.” We
have conducted a systematic review of organisa-
tional-level workplace interventions that may
achieve this key task.

Employment is widely regarded as an impor-
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Observational epidemiological studies have pro-
vided fairly consistent evidence that workplace
control may be associated with health, but find-
ings have been more mixed with regard to the full
DCS model.*” Some commentators have empha-
sised the interactive effects of these psychosocial
characteristics, suggesting that the combination of
high demand and low control (and low support)
adversely affects health, whilst the inverse of these
combined characteristics enhances health.””*
Some have prioritised specific parts of the model
(e.g. suggesting that control may have stronger
associations with health than demands).'” ' In
addition, researchers have highlighted potentially
important individual factors not considered by the
model (e.g. personal modes of coping and need to
control), and alternative models such as “effort—
reward imbalance” have been advanced.' The
degree to which workplace psychosocial factors
explain health outcomes independently of vari-
ables such as status in the community, income and
health behaviours has also been questioned.*”

Intervention evaluations have been advocated as
a means of testing the validity and applicability of
psychosocial theories. Such evaluations have been
called ““the bullet that psychosocial epidemiology
has to bite” to provide evidence for this purpose
and influence policy."” Evaluations of interventions
to improve workplace control may help us identify
ways not only to improve employee health, but
also to reduce health inequalities, as some evi-
dence suggests a social gradient in exposure to
work control (i.e. lower occupation groups may
experience less control)."

ORGANISATIONAL INTERVENTIONS
Karasek (a theorist in this field) categorised
workplace psychosocial interventions by distin-
guishing ““organisational-level” interventions,
aimed at changing the psychosocial environment,
from “individual-level” interventions that focus on
how individuals behave and cope with that
environment. He argued that organisational inter-
ventions were preferable as preventative measures
because they addressed the causes of unhealthy
working environments.*

The systematic review presented here focuses on
site-specific (rather than area-wide legal or socio-
economic transitions*) organisational interven-
tions  designed to  increase  employees’
opportunities to make decisions or participate in
decision-making processes at work. As managerial
structures may change to facilitate employee
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participation and control, Karasek describes these as ‘““macro-
level” interventions that cut across workplace hierarchies. In a
companion systematic review we investigate the health effects
of more localised ‘““micro-level” organisational interventions
that affect workers’ daily task structures (C Bambra et al.,
unpublished data).

We know of no other systematic review that focuses on
participation interventions. Existing reviews tend to broadly
scope workplace intervention evaluations, to include studies
that report relatively few data on either health or psychosocial
outcomes or to focus on individual-level interventions.* "**!

Systematic reviews are increasingly advocated for identifying
and synthesising evaluative evidence on the wider determi-
nants of health and health inequalities.”> > Employment has
been highlighted as a policy area in need of such reviews.”” In
this systematic review we ask whether organisational-level
interventions designed to increase employee participation/
control lead to health effects predicted by the DCS model.

METHODS
Inclusion and exclusion
We included experimental, prospective and retrospective
studies evaluating organisational-level interventions (single or
multiple interventions) intended to increase employees’ oppor-
tunities to make decisions or participate in decision-making.
We included only studies that evaluated both the psychoso-
cial and health effects of such interventions, so we could
explore the relationship between these effects. Psychosocial
outcomes included self-reported demand, control and support
or related measures (e.g. work complexity, autonomy, satisfac-
tion with colleagues). Health outcomes included self-reported
physical health, mental health, absenteeism and physical
measures. We excluded studies that focused exclusively on
workplace injuries, or which did not report workplace
psychosocial characteristics beyond general job satisfaction.

Search strategy

We searched for documents of any type, language or
nationality. We developed a sensitive electronic search strategy
using lists of terms associated with workplace reorganisation,
psychosocial outcomes and health (see our protocol: http://www.
msoc-mrc.gla.ac.uk/Evidence/Research/Research_ MAIN.html),
and searched databases from start date to November 2006 (see
box 1). We also searched SIGLE, PAIS, Dissertation Abstracts and
other Internet resources, manually searched bibliographies and
contacted experts.

We initially located 65 282 titles and abstracts, and retrieved
733 for detailed examination. All empirical studies of organisa-
tional-level employee participation interventions were indepen-
dently assessed by two reviewers (CB and ME) for relevance
and methodological quality (tables 1-4).

Data extraction, appraisal and synthesis

Critical appraisal criteria were adapted from the systematic
review methodological literature and existing systematic
reviews of complex interventions.***” Data were abstracted by
one reviewer (ST) and checked by another (ME). We calculated
effect sizes and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) where possible,
but it should be noted that these sometimes differed from p
values reported in the original articles, possibly because our
calculations relied on summarised final sample size data
reported in journals, rather than original datasets.
Heterogeneity in interventions, study designs, comparison
groups, outcome measures and reporting of data made meta-
analysis and comparisons of effect sizes between studies
problematic. Therefore, we used narrative synthesis: categoris-
ing and tabulating data by intervention type, methodology,
setting and outcome, and describing studies in a narrative that
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Box 1 Electronic databases searched (hosts given in
parentheses)
ASSIA (CSA) ERIC (CSA/Dialog)

Index to theses

Medline (Ovid/Dialog)

NTIS (free version)

Psycinfo (Dialog/Ovid)

Social Sciences Citation Index
(MIMAS)

Sociological abstracts (CSA)

British Library catalogue
Business Periodicals Premier
Conference Papers Index (CSA)
COPAC

Econlit (Dialog/Ovid)

Electronic Collections Online (OCLC
firstsearch)
Embase (Dialog) Zetoc

emphasised more methodologically robust (e.g. prospective,
controlled) studies.* *> > **

RESULTS

We identified 18 studies (published between 1981 and 2006)
that examined both the health and psychosocial impacts of
organisational interventions aimed at increasing employee
participation/control.>*** Four were identified through manual
searches,’ *¢ ** > the rest electronically.

Most included studies evaluated interventions involving
“participatory” or ‘‘problem-solving”” committees of employee
representatives. These were usually established to identify ways
of tackling workplace stressors, although one had wider powers
concerning budgeting and human resources.”> Some participa-
tory interventions were implemented in combination with
individual-level interventions,***' ergonomic improvements,** **
or organisational downsizing (tables 1-4).**

We identified 12 prospective studies with non-randomised
comparison groups.’>* * Comparison groups typically con-
sisted of employees from similar departments or workplaces to
the intervention groups. Key findings from these prospective
controlled studies are summarised in the text. We also
identified three uncontrolled prospective’ * ** and three retro-
spective® ¥ ** studies (one of which was qualitative**). Tables 1-
4 summarise findings and methodological details from all the
studies.

Single-intervention studies

Six of the seven studies evaluating single participatory
interventions were prospective with comparison groups.’*”°
(table 1). Apart from one study of employees given more
control over their working hours,* the interventions took the
form of employee committees to identify workplace stressors
and ways to reduce them. One committee’s role was semi-
managerial.”?

Two cohort studies with comparison groups had civil service
settings. One examined the effects of establishing problem-
solving committees comprising managers, elected employee
representatives and an external consultant at two regional
public health departments in the USA.® After 12 months,
neither employees” adjusted mean depression scores nor rates
of self-reported sleeping problems had changed significantly.
There was little change (p>0.05) in self-reported demand,
control or support (Job Contents Questionnaire (JCQ)).

The other examined a UK central government office where a
workers” committee of volunteer employee representatives,
moderated by a consultant psychologist, was established.”
After 12 months, mean scores for “‘sense of control” increased
in the intervention group from 10.31 (95% CI 9.65 to 10.97) to
12.70 (95% CI 11.96 to 13.44) (p<<0.0001) and decreased in the
comparison group from 10.86 (95% CI 10.16 to 11.56) to 10.65
(95% CI 9.40 to 11.90). Mean Occupational Stress Indicator
scores for mental ill health improved from 57.56 (95% CI 54.19
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follow-up >80% in cohort, >60% in cross-section; 6

not fully implemented. Prior support

Authors report that employers
supported the intervention, although
one aspect (on-the-job training) was
from employees is not reported
commitment of employers or

Few reported details on
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to 60.93) to 52.27 (95% CI 45.96 to 58.58) in the intervention
group relative to the comparison group’s increase from 53.19
(95% CI 49.45 to 56.93) to 58.96 (95% CI 53.99 to 63.93)
(p =0.014). The intervention group also experienced reductions
in routinely recorded sickness absence.

A prospective cohort study found that a participative
management intervention in a hospital in the USA appeared
to have little effect (p>0.05) on psychosocial and health
outcomes.”

A Canadian repeat cross-sectional study evaluated a “quality
circles” hospital intervention involving externally moderated,
problem-solving committees of employee representatives focus-
ing on workplace stressors. After 12 months, mean JCQ scores
decreased for ““psychological demands” (mean of differences
between before and after scores: experimental group = —0.56
(95% CI —0.94 to —0.18); comparison group = —0.31 (95% CI
—0.68 to 0.07); p=0.015); and “supervisor support” (mean
differences: experimental group = —0.57 (95% CI —0.86 to
—0.27); comparison group = —0.92 (95% CI—1.21 to —0.63);
p =0.028).” ** Improvements were reported for ‘‘co-worker
support” (mean differences: experimental group = 0.04 (95% CI
—0.16 to 0.25); comparison group = —0.12 (95% CI —0.32 to
0.08); p=0.056), “reward” (mean differences: experimental
group=041 (95% CI —0.01 to 0.83); comparison
group = —0.16 (95% CI —0.58 to 0.25); p=0.001) and
“effort-reward imbalance” (mean differences: experimental
group=—0.04 (95% CI —0.07, to —0.01); comparison
group = —0.01 (95% CI —0.04 to 0.01); p=0.002), but not for
“decision latitude” (p =0.382). Psychiatric Symptom Index
mean scores for “psychological distress” (p = 0.205) and self-
reported sleeping problems (p=0.210) were inconclusive, as
were Copenhagen Burnout Inventory mean scores (p>0.8),
except for a reduction in “work-related burnout” (mean
differences: experimental group = —1.83 (95% CI —3.58 to
—0.09); comparison group =0.06 (95% CI —1.66 to 1.78);
p=0.034).

A US repeat cross-sectional study evaluated the effects of
externally moderated “problem-solving” committees of
employee representatives in 11 retail stores.” Relative to
employees in 10 comparison stores, the intervention group
reported improvements in mean scores (Eisenberger and
Worksite Health Climate Scales) for “organisational support”
(p=10.001), “co-worker support” (p<<0.001), “involvement
with supervisors” (p=0.02), “overall health status” (SF12)
(p=0.004) and ““job stress” (Cohen’s six-item scale) (p = 0.02)
after 12 months. Inconclusive evidence of improvements were
found for “involvement with others” (p = 0.06), “‘communica-
tion” (p = 0.07) and “safety and health climate” (p = 0.07).

A prospective, repeat cross-sectional study with nested cohort
study of two UK police departments found that GHQI2 mean
scores (psychological well-being) improved after 6 months for
workers given more control over shift rotas compared with
employees with fixed rotas (p<<0.05).> Changes in self-reported
demand, control and physical health varied little between the
two groups.

Multi-intervention studies

Eleven (including six controlled) studies examined participa-
tion interventions delivered as part of packages of interven-
tions.”*™*

Participation and individual-level interventions

Four studies evaluated employee committees combined with
individual-level health promotion, education and behaviour
interventions, such as anti-smoking or physical activity inter-
ventions, and training in relaxation techniques, stress reduction
and communication skills (table 2).>**

www.jech.com


http://jech.bmj.com

Downloaded from jech.bmj.com on 5 November 2009

Egan, Bambra, Thomas, et al

950

.ACO_—Cm?_QC_ mrt mc_go__O* ®>O._QF__ O} _Um‘_Cwaa_o r_b__umr_ _O,F_OE ‘:mr_h Ow:GUQ& C®>_m Sile) mmgzm: QUL_UQQw C._Or_s> ,_Ot t—ﬁm _O:CCE = _UDCU<< .@._U.G __o_‘_mmoc_orc _QCG _OU_LO_U \__UDC_UE = __<\f .w.GOtO

wiey-poygs [ sjuswanoidwi, 8ip pioddns pup [o4uod pespe.dul pup spuowap peonpal oy siseyiodAy §OQ By o 8duBIBIRI YiMm) BAIsNjpuodUl /aBuUDYD | = <> ‘Bulussiom = 1 fuswaroidwr = | f ‘seinspew swodjno [p1oosoydAsd
Jayjo ‘O ‘pioddns |pIdoS ‘G {[o4uod ‘) ‘pupwap ‘Gl sisey [Pousyoss spoldosddo=(| ‘dnoib uostpdwiod pajpuIWBUCD-UoU ‘pasodxe dnolf uoyuBAIBUI [P = 4 ‘SI9PUNOJUOD o} juswsnlpo =g ‘DIOP Aq PSJOHUDISGNS SUOISNPUOD = /
‘ino-doup pup esuodsai-uou 1oy juswysnlpp =9 UON8S-$501D Ul %09< ‘HOYOD Ul %408< dn-moj|0)=G ‘%09< suodsal auljespg =1 ‘dnoib uostipdwod syprdoiddo =g ‘sjdwos aaypjussaidai =z ‘aApadsoid = | :|psibiddo spoyie,

1 uoubysNY PUD BWBYS

jo sBuijeay ABisus 4o 3yop| ‘deays
Jood !, Addpous,, puo , 8|y,
Buiwooaq !, uoypalow,, pup

,/Aol,, Buppny !, s10s} o} esop,, Buijesy
iodai sjuspuodsau iyjpay [pjusKY

& (sjurod

€—| ‘e|pos wayl-| | ) uoisseudaq
seipnjg |po1Bojoiwapidy Joj ayus))
swoydwiAs saissaidep o} se103s upsyy

| §(tuswaboupw) wspisnyjus
~uoissaidap ‘jusuiuajuod—AjeIxun
19100$ UDBW pauIquo) <> m:_E
wispIsnyjus—uolssaidap ‘jusyusjuod
—AjsIXUD :2100s UPBW pauIqwoD)

1 (e]pas way-g|) uoissaidep upayy
1 (3|pa3 Aixuy sjoig wsy-0 |)
Ajaixup ubayy 1 (Aiojusau] jnouing
UoD[SDVY) UOHSNDYXS [PUOHOWD UDS\N

<> AjpIxup Jiyj Tmtonw\_.&_mw
> sjuipdwod yypay papodai-jjag
&> ssaus @o_ _uotoami_mw

1 (S) fyois Jouas ypm Buipsp usym
Ayiouizyut yo sBuijasy pup swajqoud
uoypdIUNWWod podal sjuspuodsay

T (D) |044u0D 4O s5O]

D [o8y xmr_,, Py podal ﬂcovcoawmw_
1 (@) 3Hom yonw ooy

aapy \Amé 1oy} podau m_:m_o:o%mm

1 (S) #1oddns |ouoiows Josiiedng
< () Hoddns |pjuswinysul Josiassdng
< () Hoddns |puoyows Jsxiom-0)
< () Hoddns pyuswinysur sexI0m-0D)
< (D) uoyodidiiog

< (D) apwip aaypdidiIDy

| (O) [pnubw uoyopysiOg

< (0) || uoHdRIsIOG

| (D) [pnupw uoyodidyng

1 (D) ||p uoupdidiing

< (D) |onupw joluod)

y (D) P joruod

< (q) [pnupw Ajop 30y

< (q) ||p Ao 8j0y

1 (Q) lsjonuow spuowaq

1 (Q) |jo spupwag

1 () Aunssur qor

1 (S) spomuwos)

1 (S) Hoddns tosiatedng

1 () Hoddns Jexiom-00

> (D) @2uanjyui gor

< (D) spnio| uoisa

1 (@) Aop 9joy

1 () spupwg

sl (O) uoup|NUIYS [oN§d3)[Bju|

< (0) apowip Buiuipa]

<> (Q) ssaupajusjuo)

< (0) n_o_m>w_u o} Ajunpioddp

< (0) m_bw JuswaBpubyy

< (O) uonanysios qof

§ | (S) uoypiapisuod [PAPIAIPU|

<> (g) pioddns |pioog

§71 (D) auioj-zassiog

< (D) Auoyino uoisidag

<> (D) uonansip ||yg

< (Q) spupwsp qof

UOLUSAIBJUI BY4 O} SIDYI0M
[PoL3> W0y dsuodsal paxiy
*J03JD JOU SI UOHUBAISUI
Aiopodidipind ay) _uwtoan_:w
siaBoupw Y1ym o} saiBsq
*Buiyno-jsoo juswusaroh

Aq pajdwoud Buinpnysey

| ays
ur A||oioadse ‘sealypjuasaidal
uoiun pun juswaBouow
Lmr_m_p_ woy poddns

o op| P iodal stoyiny

$5900NS D Usa] dADY
0} aAypIIUl juswismoduwis
ay} pabpnl (sdosy ut
siojsaau|) Apoq juspuadspul
uo ;m:o.t_o :o:c,EwEw_QE_
uo s|injep papiodal mag

uoyodipipnd

sakojdws o} seakojdwa

Jo s1akojdwa §O JusUIWWOd
Jo uoypjuswa|dwi

JO sseuaAldRYE

uo s|injep papiodal mag

juppuNpaJ SppW 10
pajod0ja1 alom [auuosiad pup
4saJayul §so| siaquaw dnoib
Buiaays asnpdaq pajuswis|dui
A||njsse00ns jou som
uoluaAIajul 8y} ‘juswipindep
SUO U| “UoHUBAIBUI

uBisep padjey juswefpupw
pup uolun 4oy} poda sioyny

Buninpnuysas yyim

payjul| Buizisumoq (o) seBupyp
dlwouobie Buiaps-inogp

(q) seehodw |puoissajoid
puD [POLIB UBBIMIE]
,SBuysaw uoyoiogoy(0D,, (0)
ainpNys [od1YdIDIBLY

ss9| ‘,,2Apuado-00,, alow

D paulpjuIbw (7 8jis) Jayjoun
is|iym ‘(| aus) _cmEt_on_o
auo Ul ainpnus Juswaboupw
|P2IY2.DIB1Y O UOHDRID PUD
Buizisumoq *(seAypjuasaidal
sakojdwsa 4o dn sppw)
S9HILWOD SSBU|[BM PUD SS3US
o ysi|qojse padjey (sisydiossal
pup uolun ‘juswabouow
Bunussaideu) sapiwwod
Yoanasas uop Alojpdidiing

SIyIom [PNUDW
pup P21 10 Apjnoynd
inq ‘spAg) ||p 40 Buizisumop
Aupndwor ._cmEQo_m>o_o
sakojdwa uo sisoydws Jojpa.6
pup swoaj yiom ‘Bulinpniysal
juswiaBoupw ‘Buljpisynw

1, QAlpYIUIl juswamoduig,,

sysod 1oy A(ddpau o}

paiinbai yypig “seiouppunpal
(1uswisBpupw Apsow) pup
J4eB1aw o Buipnpul ‘sediaes
|p#dsoy yo , Burissuibue-au,,
EmEm_QE_ o} dn jos swpsy
uBisep sakojdwie—juswabounyy

Buizisumop

Aupdwo yo poriad

Burinp 2o0|d s00} UoHuBAISU|
‘SUD}NSUOD Aq pajpiapow
SDM UOHUSAISJUI *([PjO} Ul
SSWI} SUIU) 399M D03 SINOY
Z 104 Buyssw mo_:o‘_mv_gok
sakojdwa pup Josiaiadns

Aq pamoj|o} suolipuod
Bupjiom uo sduasaju0)

9=u

:o|dwips |puly Jeyo syuow /7 =¢]|
“Jayp syjuow G| =g ‘Buninpnysal
Joyyp syjuow ¢ = | | "Wl JA0
Uo02 SMBIAIBJUI 331Y4 PAAISDRI
salIpjId8s XIs o [pupd pajpsjes
Ajwopupi v/ “smainiajul yidap-ul
4O s31ds b Uo pasng Apnys

[ound sipadsols ‘aALDY PN

(€002)

oS [PoLIB|D) UBpaMS ‘|pjidsop ‘b 4 Buiapy

oL'6

'/ '9 'y ‘g :|psipiddo spoyjey

siosiatedns pup /g =u :ejdwpos |puly dn-mo||0)

seakojdwa [pnupyy SN ‘Alojny 1ak-9 Apnjs Hoyod ‘aadadsoley

#(€661)

‘Ip 4o Asupay

oL 6’8

/9 7 'z '| :|esipaddp spoyjey
6€ 1 :e|dwps |ouly dn-moj|oy
1pah-i7 Apnjs poyod ‘aAioadsoly

seakojdwis [pnUDW ‘oL
‘|prsbounyy ) Aoy

o(2661)
[P 42 Jaxying

0L'6'8°L'9 v ‘2 "1 |psipaddo
w_UOr_.—OE QAVMU =u HU_QEUw
|puty dn-mojjo} 10eh-z pup »6661)
1034~ | Apnjs H0Y0D ‘@Aads0I ‘[0 o PIDMPOOAA

Jjois |ODIUYDS} pUD [POLIB
‘sasinu fo_uow \m\_mmocuE
oppup) ‘sjpjidsoy Buiyonsy om|

0L '8°2'S 'y '€ ‘2 "1 :|psipaddo
spoyleW Gz | =u :ajdwos

[put4 dn-mojjo4 yiuow-z | puo
Yoem-| "sdnoif uosupdwiod omy
pup sdnoub uoyuanisjul omy

Yim \A_u:v. Hioyod aAladso.y

W6661)
TS
puo ussjypyIW

SI9YIOM [DDLIS]D PUD [PNUDYY
Apmiop| ‘jodap @d10 jsoq

$(50°0>d) sawodyno yypay

1'1(50°0>d) sawodyno |p1osoydAsy

uoypjuawajduwj

uoyuaAIBjU|

sjundpyund pup buyag ,josividdp spoyjew pup ubisag Apnig

Buizisumop pup suoyusaisjul Aiojpdiding 7 9|qpL

www.jech.com


http://jech.bmj.com

Downloaded from jech.bmj.com on 5 November 2009

The psychosocial and health effects of workplace reorganisation 1

A prospective Norwegian hospital study’® examined the
impact of stress management and physical training sessions
combined with an externally moderated workers’ steering
committee to improve health and organisational performance.
After adjusting for demographic characteristics, mean JCQ
scores were found to have decreased after a week for ‘“job
demands” (from 13.99 to 13.77, relative to the comparison
group (in which the JCQ score increased from 12.29 to 14.86):
ANCOVA, p<0.05). “Opportunity to develop” improved (from
32.34 to 32.68) relative to the comparison group (36.50 to
32.58) (p<<0.05), as did mean Work Apgar Questionnaire scores
for ‘“’social support” (from 1843 to 19.84) relative to the
comparison group (20.64 to 19.21) (p<<0.05) and “role
harmony”” (3.86 to 4.43) relative to the comparison group
(4.88 to 3.93) (p<<0.05). “Work-related stress” (JCQ) fell from
6.55 to 5.95 relative to the comparison group (4.07 to 7.36)
(p<0.05).

A similar package of interventions (plus smoking restric-
tions) was evaluated in a Dutch prospective cohort study.*
Individual-level interventions were implemented in a factory
between baseline (T1) and follow-up at 12 months (T2).
Organisational interventions occurred between T2 and follow-
up at 24 (T3) and 36 (T4) months. Mean scores for “control”
(Work Stress Questionnaire) increased significantly in the
intervention group (from 2.34 (95% CI 2.27 to 2.41) to 2.53
(95% CI 2.48 to 2.58)) but not in the comparison group (from
2.50 (95% CI 2.44 to 2.56) to 2.54 (95% CI 2.48 to 2.60))
between T2 and T3 (p <0.01). Mean scores for “psychological
demands” changed little in the intervention group (from 1.49
(95% CI 1.43 to 1.55) to 1.53 (95% CI 1.46 to 1.60)) but
increased significantly in the comparison group (from 1.49
(95% CI 1.43 to 1.55) to 1.64 (95% CI 1.57 to 1.71)) between T3
and T4 (p <0.01). Serum cholesterol levels improved in men
between T1 and T2 (men: p = 0.02; women: p = 0.09).

Four groups of civil servants in Sweden participated in a 2-
day course on dealing with stress, healthy lifestyles and
relaxation techniques.* Over the following 8 months, employee
workgroups met to identify and recommend solutions to
workplace stressors. A prospective cohort study with compar-
ison group found that stimulation from and autonomy over
work improved significantly in the intervention group (p<<0.01)
but remained unchanged in the comparison group. There was
inconclusive evidence of an increase in perceived support from
supervisors (p<<0.1). A 6% mean reduction in the ratio between
apolipoproteins B and AI (which may indicate reduced
cardiovascular risk) was reported (p<<0.05), without any
concomitant change in the control group. Little evidence of
effect was found for measures of total serum cholesterol, serum
triglycerides and lifestyle factors (smoking, exercise, weight,
diet and alcohol consumption).

A prospective cohort study compared an individual-level
intervention, a combined individual and organisational inter-
vention, and a no-intervention control in three UK hospital
departments.” Employees who received combined interven-
tions reported improved “individual innovation” at both 3 and
12 months’ follow-up (z-scores = —0.17 (T1), 0.01 (T2), and
0.92 (T3)) compared with employees receiving no intervention
(z-scores = 0.17 (T1), —0.02 (T2) and 0.09 (T3) (p<<0.001). The
authors reported little comparative change in job-induced
tension or psychological strain (GHQ12) amongst employees
receiving the combined intervention.

Participation and ergonomic interventions

One controlled” and one uncontrolled study” evaluated
participatory committees combined with ergonomic interven-
tions, i.e. attempts to reduce physical discomfort and work-
place injuries by modifying physical environments (including
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technological improvements) and advising on posture and
lifting (table 3).

In a Japanese factory, a committee of worksite supervisors,
medical staff and personnel met over several months to devise a
programme to reduce worksite stressors identified by the
supervisors. This involved increased teamworking, overtime
and ergonomic improvements.” After 2 years, a prospective
controlled study found no significant psychosocial changes
except for an increase in “work overload” (from 26% to 43%)
relative to the comparison group (28% to 26%) (p = 0.054). The
authors also reported reductions in short-term (1-5 days)
absenteeism in the intervention group (52% to 34%) relative to
the comparison group (33% to 37%) (p=0.034); and mean
Zung self-rated depression scores (intervention group 41.1 to
38.6; comparison group 41.5 to 42.3; p = 0.025) amongst men.

Negative organisational change

Amongst five studies evaluating employee participation inter-
ventions intended to reduce the negative effects of organisa-
tional downsizing (e.g. job insecurity/redundancies), only one
was prospective and controlled (table 4).” This study in a
Norwegian post office compared departments that instigated
externally moderated working conditions groups (involving
supervisors and employees) with a no-intervention group of
employees. The authors reported little difference in psychoso-
cial or health outcomes after 1 week, and none after 12 months,
except for self-reported “commitment” (p<<0.05).

Health inequalities

Studies reporting differential effects by social group could
potentially shed light on how paticipation interventions might
help tackle health inequalities. Only one included study
reported a differential effect of an intervention by gender,
finding that serum cholesterol levels improved for men but not
women (T1-T2: men, p=0.02; women, p=0.09).” One
controlled study reported that participation interventions
preceded psychosocial improvements (p<<0.05) for black
and Hispanic, but not white, employees, but similar inter-
actions were not observed for overall health status and job
stress.”

Several studies looked at particular occupational groups—
manual workers, clerical staff, health professionals, police or
managers—and found health improvements following some of
the interventions reviewed here. Only one (uncontrolled) study
compared an intervention’s effects across two or more occupa-
tional groups. It found improvements in mean scores for strain
(anxiety—contentment and depression-enthusiasm 5-point
scales) for manual factory workers (from 2.71 to 2.45;
p<<0.01), but not managers or clerical staff (p>0.05), 4 years
after a participation intervention implemented during company
downsizing.*®

Psychosocial factors and health

Eight (including four controlled) studies reported post-inter-
vention improvements in measures of control/participation.’ "~
'+ 4 Seven of these also reported health improvements, whilst
one uncontrolled study reported little change in health.*' Two
studies of participation interventions during downsizing
reported declines in employee control: one also reported
worsening health,* whilst the other reported no significant
health effects.*

Reductions in demands were reported in three controlled
studies ** ** ** and an uncontrolled study* and at least one
health outcome improved each time.

Two controlled” ** and two uncontrolled studies* ** reported
improvements in both support and health. One controlled study
found little change in health despite improvements in support™
and another found limited health improvements when support
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from colleagues improved but supervisor support worsened.” **
Reduced support was reported along with worsening health in
two uncontrolled studies®” ** and little health impact was
observed in another.*’

Regarding the hypothesis that decreased demands and
increased control and support interact to enhance health,’ > ¢
this combination was reported in only two studies reviewed
here (one of which was uncontrolled, while the other followed
up outcomes for only 1 week), whilst a third study reported
decreased demands, increased control and little change in
support.”® > ** All three reported improvements in at least one
health outcome. This evidence broadly fits the above hypothesis
but is insufficient to validate it.

The corollary of the above hypothesis is suggested by a
qualitative study reporting that increased demands and
decreased control and support occurred with worsening health
indicators.* However, one controlled study reported health
improvements despite increased demands and little change to
control or support.*” In two uncontrolled studies, health
improved alongside increased demands and improved con-
trol>” ** and support.’”

DISCUSSION

Evidence quality and availability

This systematic review identified 18 studies that evaluated both
the health and psychosocial impacts of organisational-level
interventions intended to increase employee participation in
workplace decision-making. None of the 12 controlled studies
found evidence of health deterioration, whilst eight®' »*7¢ >0 +
(along with three uncontrolled studies’” ** *) found evidence of
health improvements.

Some of the reported health measures might more properly
be considered proxies (e.g. some ‘“burnout” measures and
biomarkers). Most measures were self-reported and the length
of follow-up ranged from 1 week to 4 years. Adjustments for
confounding were often poorly reported, absent or limited to
demographic rather than health variables. Evaluations of
multiple interventions tended not to identify effects specific
to the organisational-level interventions most relevant to this
review.

However, evaluations of the health effects of complex social
interventions are relatively rare (e.g. compared with individual-
level and therapeutic interventions) and often take the form of
“natural experiments” requiring pragmatic methodological
designs. Although we identified no randomised controlled
trials, the number of prospective studies with comparison
groups in this review compares favourably with the evidence
available for many other types of sociostructural interventions
affecting health* *~!

Research and policy

More robust evidence is required, but the findings from this
review remain broadly compatible with the UK Department of
Health's view that increasing employee control is a key task for
policy-makers.” We found that health improvements (e.g.
improved mental health and reduced sickness absenteeism)
may sometimes result from such interventions. The only
negative health effects were reported in two uncontrolled
studies that may have been confounded by organisational
downsizing.” ** Qualitative evidence suggests that job insecur-
ity and communication barriers associated with workplace
hierarchies may hinder participation interventions.*

What little evidence is available suggests that participation
interventions may benefit lower grade workers and employees
belonging to ethnic minorities. Hence, the potential of such
interventions for reducing workplace health inequalities is
worthy of further investigation.

www.jech.com
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Demand, control and support

To establish whether health outcomes are conditional on
psychosocial improvements resulting from the interventions,
we suggest that future prospective studies should distinguish
between employees (from both the intervention and control
groups) who do and do not experience psychosocial improve-
ments in demand, control or support. If an intervention
influences health through a psychosocial pathway, greater
health improvements would be expected amongst intervention
group participants who report psychosocial improvements in
the work environment (compared with other participants).

The evidence we identified does not report data in this way,
but our findings do broadly fit health outcomes hypothesised
by the DCS model. Interventions that improved workplace
control and/or support did tend to improve employee health.
Health improvements did not occur when control or support
worsened, except in one case where limited health improve-
ments occurred when colleagues’ support improved but super-
visor support worsened.” * Interventions that reduced
demands also improved health (as hypothesised by the model).
However, sometimes health improved even when the interven-
tion appeared to increase demands.

We identified limited and somewhat inconsistent evidence to
support the hypothesis that low demands and high control
(and support) combine to enhance health. The evidence also
sheds little light on how other psychosocial models may
compare with the DCS model (one study reported improve-
ments in work burnout, improved effort-reward model
measures and mixed effects on DCS measures™ **).

In an accompanying review of “‘micro-level” organisational
interventions affecting employees’ task structures, we also
found the DCS model to be a useful (but not infallible)
predictor of health outcomes (C Bambra ef al., unpublished
data). However, these “micro-level” interventions tended to
increase demand, decrease control and negatively affect health.
In contrast, the participation interventions reviewed here
usually had benign or beneficial, but not adverse, health effects
(unless accompanied by redundancies).

LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations to the interpretation of the studies
reviewed here. First, in many of the original papers the
reporting of the interventions was generally poor or difficult
to assess, even with the help of implementation evaluation
tools.”” There is a lack of evidence that the interventions were
actually implemented in full, or at all. In the tables we have
tried to summarise reported details of intervention implemen-
tation, but many papers offered few clues about this. These
issues will form the basis of a future paper on implementation.
Obviously, it strikes at the core of evaluation practice — what are
the authors measuring if the intervention was little more than a
paper exercise?

Second, several of the organisational interventions aimed at
changing the psychosocial environment took place alongside
individual-level health education or ergonomic initiatives. It is
generally not possible to separate out the health effects of the
different types of intervention, though some reported health
outcomes, such as reductions in injuries and changes in
lifestyles such as smoking and diet, could plausibly be
attributed to the intervention more directly aimed at these
outcomes.

Third, five of the interventions are reported to have taken
place while companies were undergoing downsizing and
redundancies. In such cases, an absence of negative health
effects may indicate a protective effect from increased
participation, counteracting the negative psychosocial impacts
of downsizing. A controlled study is required to test this


http://jech.bmj.com

Downloaded from jech.bmj.com on 5 November 2009

The psychosocial and health effects of workplace reorganisation 1

What is already known on this subject

The demand-control-support model of psychosocial workplace
hedlth has been particularly influential amongst researchers
and policy-makers interested in employee health and health
inequalities.

It posits that health is positively associated with employees’
sense of control and social support and negatively associated
with workplace demands, suggesting that interventions that
modify these work characteristics appropriately may benefit
employee health.

What this study adds

First systematic review of the health effects of interventions
aimed at improving employee control and/or participation in
workplace decision-making.

Interventions that successfully improve employees’ sense of
control are potentially health improving, althougg they may not
protect workers from generally poor working conditions.

Policy implications

We recommend that policies and interventions that aim to
increase job control and autonomy amongst employees should
be incorporated in public health strategies.

hypothesis. The only one we identified found no evidence of
health protection.* Perhaps it is unrealistic to expect the
relatively modest interventions of establishing participatory
committees to protect workers from substantial deteriorations
in workplace conditions. Nor are they necessarily responsible
for observed health improvements amongst employees who
believe they have survived a downsizing period.*

The hypotheses and methodological issues discussed here
should be taken into account, both in the interpretation of
existing studies and in the design of future intervention
evaluations.

CONCLUSION

This systematic review of ‘“participatory” interventions has
identified evidence of some health benefits occurring when
employee control improved or (less consistently) demands
decreased or support increased. This finding fits with evidence
from some observational epidemiological studies'® and is
compatible with policy directives on participation at work.” >
More robust prospective studies along the lines described
above, with improved reporting of intervention implementation
and differential impacts for different socioeconomic groups, are
required to provide a stronger evidence base. The evidence we
did identify suggests that the strategy of reorganising work-
places to facilitate employee participation and control offers a
potential means of improving employee health and well-being,
although the most effective means of implementing this
strategy needs to be better understood.
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