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Issue # 8: How can workplace health promotion professionals address job stress
as a modifiable risk factor for heart disease and other chronic diseases?

Contributed by Suzanne Nobrega, M.S., Project Manager, and Nicole Champagne, Ed.D., Associate
Professor, University of Massachusetts Lowell

A vast body of international scientific literature has established a strong causal association
between job stress and cardiovascular diseases (CVD) and other chronic health conditions. It is
estimated that up to 23 percent of heart disease related deaths per year could be prevented if
the levels of job strain in the most stressful occupations were reduced to average levels seen in
other occupations (Karasek and Theorell, 1990). Despite this, occupational stress is rarely
addressed in the design of comprehensive health promotion efforts aimed at reducing risk
factors for chronic diseases. What are the obstacles to addressing occupational stress in
workplace health promotion interventions and what is needed to overcome them?

We interviewed worksite wellness professionals, employee assistance professionals (EAPS),
and state health department professionals to better understand how they viewed job stress
issues and their roles in addressing them. Most interviewees said that their roles are to assist
individuals cope more effectively with workplace stressors by promoting healthy self care. This
includes providing health screenings and health risk appraisals, and teaching skills such as
relaxation and meditation, conflict resolution, and healthy lifestyle behavior—all classic
examples of secondary prevention (early detection of symptoms and minimizing adverse health
effects). With few exceptions, interviewees said they did not view their roles as addressing
working conditions to control stressors at their source—a primary prevention approach.

In order to address stress effectively as a risk factor for chronic disease, workplace health
promotion professionals need to broaden their focus to include institutional strategies aimed at
controlling workplace stressors at their source. This is consistent with current trends in health
promotion towards combining behavior change with policy and environmental measures;
smoke-free workplace policies and healthy dining options for employees are good examples.

What barriers do health promotion professionals perceive for addressing stress in the
workplace at the organization level? Those we interviewed named several significant issues:

e There is a lack of knowledge regarding what can be done at the organizational level to
reduce stress exposure in the workplace. This knowledge is typically the domain of
occupational health and organizational development specialists, with whom most health
promotion practitioners rarely interact.

o Employee health services are increasingly outsourced. Health promotion professionals
working under contract often have less direct influence on healthy workforce policies and
may be less likely to introduce new programs that challenge the status quo.

¢ Company leaders do not always make employee health a top priority and may view
employee health costs as competing with profit potential.

e Job stress occurs as a result of social, political, and economic forces that are beyond the
control of health professionals. Layoffs and understaffing are among the most common
stressors in the workplace.



What resources can help health promotion professionals overcome barriers to
addressing job stress in chronic disease prevention initiatives?

While some of the barriers are complex and driven by powerful economic forces, others such as
knowledge gaps can be addressed locally.

First and foremost, workplace health promotion specialists need education on the substantial
role of occupational stress in the development of chronic disease, and what can be done at the
organizational level to control exposure to stressors. Professional meetings, trade journals, and
professional association websites represent excellent opportunities to disseminate this
information. For the future workforce, incorporating occupational health and safety principles
into undergraduate and graduate health promotion curricula would be extremely useful to
ensure that chronic disease prevention efforts address workplace stressors as one of many
factors affecting employee health and wellbeing.

Second, workplace health promotion professionals need tools to make the “business case” for
addressing job stress in a way that appeals to the company’s mission and financial goals. The
costs associated with stress-related illness — absenteeism, poor productivity, turnover, medical
claims, etc. — are significant. If business leaders understood that it will be difficult (if not
impossible) to control health care costs related to CVD and other chronic diseases without
addressing stressful working conditions, they might be motivated to commit more resources to
promoting a “healthy workplace” because it is synonymous with improving the bottom line.

By raising awareness and providing models for solutions, health promotion professionals can
begin to seek out appropriate partners (management, labor unions, occupational health
specialists) for addressing workplace stressors in their chronic disease prevention work. As the
global economy continues to place pressures on working conditions, and as the workforce ages,
this issue will become increasingly important to public health and healthcare in the future.

Suzanne Nobrega has a master’s degree in nutrition and has managed programs of education and
research in non-profits and higher education. Dr. Nicole Champagne is Associate Professor of Com-
munity Health & Sustainability and Principal Investigator of the CPH-NEW job stress outreach project.

Recommended websites
e Job Stress Network www.workhealth.org/
¢ NIOSH Stress at Work www.cdc.gov/niosh/stresswk
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We welcome your responses and discussion. Please send all questions and
comments to CPHNEW@uml.edu.
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