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Abstract

Aim: Work-related stress and sick leave are common among primary health care patients, and
general practitioners (GPs) often handle cases involving stress and work capacity in their daily
practices. This thesis aimed to improve the understanding of how to early identify primary
health care patients at risk of sick leave due to work-related stress. Methods: The four studies
included in the thesis are based on a two-armed randomized controlled trial evaluating a brief
intervention in which the Work Stress Questionnaire (WSQ) was used to screen for work-
related stress. In all, 271 patients seeking care for mental and physical health complaints and 63
GPs took part. The first two studies evaluated the process and effectiveness of using the inter-
vention based on focus group discussions, questionnaire data, and data collected by telephone or
e-mail. The last two studies analysed the association between work-related stress, reason for
consultation, and sick leave based on questionnaire and register data. Focus group analysis and
statistical analysis were used in analysing the data retrieved. Results: Study | showed that the
intervention was not seen as useful by the GPs, as they had to depart from their regular consulta-
tive way of working. They also expressed a need for increased skills, tools, and team collabora-
tion to care for patients with work-related stress. Study Il could not show that the intervention
affected future self-reported sick leave among the patients. Study 111 showed that influence at
work, indistinct organization and conflicts, individual demands and commitment, as well as
interference between work and leisure time affected the risk of future registered sick leave,
especially if the patients perceived stressors and stress in multiple areas. Study 1V showed that
the reason for consultation and the sick leave diagnosis merit consideration when studying the
association between work-related stress and sick leave, and that work-related stress is seen
mainly as a mental issue from the perspectives of both the GP and patient. Conclusions: The
thesis confirms prior studies of the association between work-related stress and sick leave
among primary health care patients, and also highlights factors along the illness—sickness—sick
leave trajectory that are important for the association. Knowledge was also gained of the GPs’
handling of cases involving stress-related ill health and the prerequisites for implementing a
preventive intervention. Overall, the thesis advances the discussion of how stress should be
conceptualized and measured as well as how to handle the negative health effect of stress.
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