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Organizational Health : 

A New Paradigm for Occupational Stress Research at NIOSH 

Steven L. SAUTER, Soo-Yee LIM, and Lawrence R. MURPHV 

, ,t. \... This paper give5 a hislaricai pafSpective on thl;l li:rowth 01 job stress as ~n 
occupational ho.lth problem in the U.S" and describes traditional (work.r 1oeuseo) 

, ";; 

practi~es for de31inc wIth lob stress in the U.S. workplaca_ As 3 poi"t of departure. 
'."', _I ,,:: the emere!"c concept of "or,anizationaJ hoalth" is dlSGUssed a$ a newframaWDrk. fDr 

,.... 'understandin, and prevenlin. job streSS. In thll new "ppro3d\. organizational 
t!; ~~;.;.;' ,"~ !~7;~'~. . .: ~fleetl~lI!Ine&s .an~ wotker well-being Ire seen as iosl!parable, and both are influen. 

, , 
"(~" ted by macro·organizatloOlliI cMracterlstics such as organlzatJonal climate 
~~;~:': \,.:, :;~ .• :~· ·.tiVlture. NIOSH research in support of this model IS presented. 

.nd 

, ~ __ .' j:~_ t<;; ,:,. ~ .. . 

Key wordJ : Job lil.rcli .r;, Or~anlu~Qnlll dim~le. Ot;cup;.Itional health, Il~hh>, (Orn­

(lanies. 

Stress in American Workpl.ce , 
In ' 1966, long before "job stress" becam" a 

household expressIon. a special reporl entitled 

"Protecting th~. Health or Eighly Milliun 

Workers' A' 'Na,li6nal Goal [or Occupational 

Heaith i
• wa. Issued ~o the Surgeon General uf 

the l.init."rlSt~t,cs (U.S. DcparLlTlent uf 11 •• lth 
, .; .. ~ • • " t- . ',',' ' 

and Hlln\~i1 S~hlccs. 1966). Th. report was 

pr,,~~!ed . :\!Dd~~ .• :lpC: am;pices of the National 
,,, .. '... '\ ... 

(\dvj~.oiy. Eilviwnmental Heallh Cummiltee to 

proviul! din:c.:ti{lfl rn .Fed~rnl nmv.ram~ in ul.',t:u­
patiunal health. 'Alll(ll1g Its 'many obScrvaliom~. 

th •. repu;l. nUII·d .. hM psychologic,,1 5trL,\;;\ \Va>; 

increa~ingly apfJ;u'l~n~ ill the- Vo.'urkpli.1t:I:.!. 

pTe~: entiilv. : ··: • ..:. nft\V rind ,~\lhllc- lhl.l:i:'l~ lu nwnlal 

hl.'allh:· and p():;~; ihl'~ ri ~h n( ::-;olT\alil: tli~un.k:ni 
i; 1 ~, r),j . l .' . : 

such as c .. udiova~cular di::;ea.~e (p. 9). Techno-
---' , 

logical change and the increasing p"ychological 

demands or the workl>lace were listed ll:; 

contributing factors. The report concluded with 

n list of two (lol,cn "urgent prohlems" requiring 

priority attention, including occupational mell· 

tal health and conlrilmLillg workplace factors. 
Thirty years laler, this r~port has proven 

remarleably prophelic. Juh ,h'.55 has be~ome a 

leading SOurce ()f worle .. r disahllllY In the. U.S. 
III 19~O. job stre.~ r~l"rcd disorders accounted 

for 1:1% o( all work .. r disability cases handled 

by N(}rthwf.~itr~rn NClliu1l<11 Life. u major l.mc.ler· 

writ~r of worker cOlllpcnst\tion c:1nimf1 in the U, 

S. (Norrhw~slern Nal.io",,1 Life. 1991). Algar. 

,;t"dy hy Ihe Nat;"",,1 Cuuncil Oil Cump.n.o;ati()o 

Immnll1('C' ff)tlnd llUll UIIC l}'Ve of c:lnim, invnlv 

inv. p!;yrhl)lo~ll: al di-..ii:\uilily uue to "waduu\ 
menlal $;tr~s" ~l work. had grown to 11% uf aU 
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oceupati?nal ,disease claims (National Cauncil 

on Com~tlon Insurance, 1985). .,'. . ~ 

Loo\dlli' ,to the future. changes in employ· 

ment practices and the composition o( the 

workforce pose unknown. and possibly in· 

creascd .. ~isk~ of job stress, For example. the U. 

S. workiorci: is aging rapidly at a tilne when 

job security is decreasing. Carporatc downsiz· 

ing , "I!;~Jt~~~fi~llIg continue unabated into 
the last tialf o( the 1990s at • rate of over 30.000 

jobs lost per monlh (Roy. 1995). In a recent 

survey by the Families and Work Institute 

(Galinsky. Bond, and Friedman. 1993). nearly 

one-fifth of workers thought it likely they 

would lose their jobs in the forthcoming year. .... . '. - ( . 
At the same time. the proportion o( "cantin· 

0 " .' • ~... . , :. 

gent" Viotkers: ;"h,o arc' generally without job 
. I'. " ' . 

security. h .. alth benefits and other safety nets 

continues to··climb. 
' "'' ", . 

:'" · .. i·:':I~:"' ·~:' ~ ;~:,.c . . 
Prevention Przu:tices 

. • ~~O C \.'~1 ,~: :~::.ii, 

, ,j';. / .. : ~~:.: .... '.! ' 

A~ l~~~,~.lr\~.rr~~~:f slIrycy of medical, pt!r~on~ 
n~l, .ndi·~ifipl<iyee "assistance (SAP) directors 

. .;) .. , ' 

of SOIl1<: ;o.f ., the largesl companies in tbe U.S, 
, <:i" ' . , • . , .. ' 

revealed that th~se organizations are aware 
, ' 

lhal str.9S~ i •• n:' i~purlanl problem in the 

work(or~c (New York ' Uusilless Group on 

Hcalth. 1989). Respond .. nt. commonly reported , 
lhat ovcr 25% of the employee, in lheir com· 

" :';. , : .• ).: lId!;, , 
panit!:H we,',:,," ' C'!'X pr.ri'cncing srr~!;s-relatecl "Tob· , 
l"n,,;. Furlher, (h~y eSlimated that 16 days o( 

. . " ., rJ. • . 

wor\< w~r~ IOSl 'yearly (or l:-ach t":mploy~t! Hufrer· 

illl( from "tre"s. ' anxiety or depre,,;on. Of 
pnrtir:ular int~r~~~l'. howeve'!', w,,~ thf~ naturp ()[ 

The CJI'P;a'ni~:H'i6n'~~t 're1ijJ(imiC to rht~$P prohlt"m!;, 

Den"ile .an ', abllndallc~ 01 clic.logic studies link 

inR jO~:~~w~~#;'" l,ci.~,( i;~ conditioll$ of work. t.he 
dire(tor~(lc~(jcd 10 pursue worker' focused pre' 

vClllion" sfiat.~leJ~· lVtosl of the directo .. (over 
, . . :: "'~ . . 

I" • 

", " 
";, 1 ,;, ,'"t . 

" 

'. 
'. 

60%) Indicated they referred employees with 
stress or ot!ler mental health problems to an 

. EAP or health service, and nearly hall of the 

directors provided individual counseling or a 

referral to .. psychiatrist or mental health pro. 

fes..ional. 'CIte survey report provided no indica. 

tion that work reorganization was considered 

as a possible strategy for resolving these prob. 

lems. 

These data suggest that the organi1.ational 

respon.. ... to stress and mental health problems 

in the U.S. is heavily $lanted toward strategies 

which foc\L~ on employee treatment or change. 

This apprO:lch.is deeply rooted 111 U.S. industry. 

Psychiatric services were cstablisiJed in the U . 

S. texlile Industry in 1915 (Burlingame, 1947). 

[n later decades. industrial mental health coun· 

seling programs became increaSingly common 

in Ihe U.S. (Swanson and Murphy. 1991) . 'I'hese 

programs later lIavc way to EArs which have 

expanded dramatically from the 1950s to the 

pre>;ent. Tbe m(lst current estimate IS that 

over 80% of U.S. firm~ with 750 Or marc 

employ.,es provide aeG"s.' to an £AP (U ,S. 

Dep.rtment of Health and Human Services. 

1992). Stress management (raining is one nf the 

most common elc11lellts of these programs. 

The failure 0/ organi"aliuns to pursue. 

work organization interventions ill responSC' to 

wurkplace stres..o;; mny he due to sev~r.al illlcrrc­

lot.ed factors. Fimt., it i. 1111r.J.:Jr wh~lhcr or not 

corporate manager~ l'ccC'll!.nize: wurk orgat'liza· 

don :1$ ;'In important ~()\1I.C',t" of job stress, Sec­

ond, the ~cientifir. and tmd(~ literature is ~lmosr 

devoid (I( dCl11onstl'atin" Rllld;r.. iIJI1"tralil1f. 

nQ!<.tl1izaliOIlai itltc..'f'Vt'rlli(lJU:I lo (cduce $ln~~~i in 

lhe workplace. The Ihirtl limiting f.clot. 

which is or parlicular relevanc~ to lhis reporl. 

involves the tradilional view Ihal healthy and 

productive work C<lllllot pcaccrllll~ coexi.t; thal 
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,,~, . 

" " •• ' • • , 1 

is,the 1:ie1iC:t' that reform of working conditiollS 
to proteCt' h\;,,'lth will illC\lr a cost in tenns 01 

produ~il~tr or other measures of Organlia· 

tional .elfe;;tiyeness (see eo" and Cox. 1993 for 

a criticili disC~lon of this view). 

Concept of Organizational HC<1lth 

The premise that worker well-being and 

the interests of the organization are in conflict 

has been challenged in recent years by the 
, J .. • ,:,'. '. \ . 

emerging concept of "organizational health." 

Ac;"'rding to Jarte (1995) and others (Cox and 
" ). I • J 

Cox, 1993; Cox and Howarth, 1990). organ· 

izational health expands the nOlion of organ-
" . , 

izallonal el{ectiven"'''-~ beyond performance 
. ';\', ,f,: , '.i h:'~' I" ; 
(pro(it ... ~nd productivily) consideration.~ to 
,,'::': lCo.,;\ ;.~. " j 

include the. Well-being of _roployees and th_ 
,.'H.I< ... ~~. \; ; ,~', ~.;,. 

cOll}ll\unily . at large. From an occupational 
: .;:~i-:-;tZ, . .:.. 
safety :md health perspective. a healthy orllani-

zalion is not only productive and profitable, but 
I . ' ;. " I, • , • 

it also engenders low rales of stress.llines.,. and 

~_o_rl~8ni~iltional Characteristics 

.... ;, r. ,',,-

Man~C:Amcnt Pr(lctic:~s 
.' ~ 

" I . I 
• •• ~; ::;,, ' ; "; U ,:" . 

,,~':<. ' : .':;- ' Orguf,i.tational 
, ~ ~ ... u _" "" . • 

. \', Culture/climate 
, ~~ ;,~.: , l~~ ,, \:~:: : , ,', ' 

.-

"I.. ' . " 

irliury. and enhances worker well-being. The 
concept is not simply that these two dimensions 

- organizational performance and worker well 

-being - are compatible, but that they are 
mutually reinforcing. 

Jaffe (1995) trace~ the concept of heallhy 

compani"" to humanistic theories of manage­

menl in the 19605 (e.g., Argyris. J964; McGregor, 

1960) which were supportive of human needs. 

Recently. other authors also have written about 

the concept of healthy companies. and have 

suggested ways to achieve this ideal state of 

organization functioninr: (Cooper and Williams. 

1994; Rosen. 1989). 

NlOSH Rcse~rch On Healtby Work 

OrglUlizations (HWOs) 

Beyond initial ideas of what mighl con~ti­

tllte a H WOo there has been no empirical 

research to support the concept of HWOs or 

denlOnstrate the utility of the construct. Sludies 

are needed to establish. in il stalistical fashion. 

Organlzalional HeaHh 
r--" 

Performtmcc 

Outcomes 

I 
Hfl;)lth/ sntisf.:'lcti(ln 

Outcome$-

.---~ ---

. 1 r " 
2~O 

figur. 1. Model of or"ani%.tional hoalth research :t\ NIOSH . 
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! 
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1) ~ ~~lationsbip between the two dimensions 

of orianintional health (organizational perCor­
mance and worker .... U-being) . and 2) the rela· 

tionship' between' organizational characteristics 

and organizational health. 
In 1991, NlOSH initiated a program of 

research to: investigate healthy work organiza· 
tions (Murphy, 1995; 1996). The objective was 

to move ,beyond tr;~ditional stressor-strain rela­

tion.'>hips and examine organizational health in' 

its entirety. In this rl!$earch. a healthy work 

organiiation 'is defined as one which maximizes 
. . " .. , .' . ' 

the integratioll oC worker goals for well-being . . .. ' , ~, ; 

and C0'l!party objectives oC profitability and 

productivity. The ultimate goal of this research . ,.: ~ ' " 

is lo'csiii6ilsh a. proflle of organizational char­
. H~ !""·:~,,/:' : . . :-.:~: 

acceristics that, <Jetennine healthy work organi· 
. .,'" . . 

zation~~ , t~erehy ~motivallng organizational 
i.' t . " " , ' , " . 

change interventions to protect worker health. 

This new pa~adigm for research on work 

and ,~~~(' i~r !).~~r~~ted in Figure 1. Two fea· 
turos of the model' shown In Figure 1 arc note· 

~ t", ., ,': ' .... , ." . ; 
worthy and novel to the stress field. First, a~ 

" ." >, " ",)' I ... ~ •. • ~ . ' 

already dlseusse,d in some det.il. the model 
specifies interrelationships among tile well­

b.inli : ancr r>erfoimance ciimen.iuru; of organ· 
: L ::1,~·.:(()n l ~: r..;{~h" : 

izational hcalth. Second, the model focuses on 
: . ~ ..;'; -: :. -':' .i \"'fl. :; :: 1,., . 

macro - ·orr.:ani7.ationat t:haracteristic~ k .g., 
< iJ :!: , ~' ... :~ ·: :;.:; . .'~ : 

organiz.lioni!I ,c.l irnate, values) instead DC job-
:: ' :.t'l l! )~ :"~·', ' " . 

kv~1 ('leto'rs (e.g., workload, autonomy, role 
. ,' , ,,,:. p' 

sl"~SSi' \\tr,) ;,i, 'risk fac\(".~ fur ill h~alth and 
l ' ., " .. -t· I _ ' . , 

p~r(or;')~ 1 1C:(~' irJi~a i l·m(,;ll . 
, '" " ......... 

, 
At ~Jh,(~ 'OUh;l'l i. it W;ls l~vid L'llt tll~11 r(-!'..c:'an:h 

.. "\'. ' "' . I 

on healthy work of!wi'lizaliom-i w()\II<1 rcquin~ 

coll~boraliu,i ' :: wi:1 h 'corrmratc p<\rtnr:rs. who 

wuuld be willing to share relevanl data with 

NIOSH , To ihlte.id, " research partnership 
c, !l; .: :' ,' . :u·H 
• ". ' ' •.. !;,:: 
l.1;.~ .. 1 , :;, . .':~ h ; : .~., 

,,, ' , "', " 
" , , ·.!'i .,:;'"f 

', ,, , . " ., . 
;'. ~ :,; ,j; i;~ .-

, . ', ' "" ~ : " , F: ... ; 
1\ · " 

. ' ,' . 

was fonned between NIOSH and a large inter­
national manufacturing company, headquarter-

'. ed in the US .. to investigate relationshiJlG 

between organizational characteristics and 

overall organizational health. The company 

has nearly 20,000 employees deployed world. 

wide, and it manufactures a wide variety of 
products for the communications, laboratory 

sciences, environmental sciences, and consumer 

market segments. The company is well-known 

for its many alliances and joint ventures as a 
way oC leveraging technology, as well 3. for it.; 

frequent managerial innovations, such .s tot.l 

quality rnan~gement. high performance work 
systems, and diversity initiatives. 

Under this research partnership, NIOSH 

provides expertise 'md tcchnic~l assistance In 

the area of job -stress assessment and interven· 

tion. The company, inturn, provides NIOSH 

re~earchcrs with acCess to three ""ts of data: 1) 

its biannual organizational climate survey data. 

2) aggregate pernonnel and medical records 
data, and 3) aggr~,gate productivity records for 

selected plant Iccation •. The research metho· 
dolngy involves linking the climate survey da[~ 

on ()rganizalional characteristics with indica­
tors of employee health and eOll1pany perCor· 

mance, including Loth self report measllre,; allli 

more, objective medical and productivity 
rp.c()rds dat~ . 

Initial work in thi, project involved stM,isti· 

c.al analys~s of c.ompany clilnat." :;urvty data 

(or 1993. The datnb",~ cont"ill.d '''''PM''" 
(rom f.,ZOO work",,; in :10 dicrc"onl lotation!;. 

Oc;.r:upations of workt'.r~, in lhe dillnha:i~ indud· 

l'cI prociuction Iill.:' wnrlt(~ni (5G'}1; ) I arilllin l$tra­

li~~ and technical (20%). lind pruk'ssillnals ;and 
managers (24%) . Slxry two percent were m.l~ 

and t.h. majority were 7.li 4:' y~"rs old (59%). 
Employmenl in tho, comp"ny is l'elativ('Iy ~ta· 

251 

, 



ble, with 43% of the workers continuously 

employed by the company for more than 15 , 
yean~ ~' ,,,:" "r::" 

The climate survey contained three major 

catcgodes ' oC questions relating to macro-or­

ganizational characteristics of work: manage­

ment practices (e_lt.. strategic planning, 

employee, performance rewards, career devel­

oPI",~t_ opportunities) • Q!lIanilational culture/ 
'.' 1",. , I)~;.I :.. 

climate ' (e_g_., ,innovation. diversity, inlergroup 

coopcnition), corporate values (e.g_, commit· 

ment· to quality. integrity. valuing the individ­

ual) . Additionally. the survey was used to 

obtain data on'perceived organizatlo'lal perJor­

manee (e.g .. overall organizational effective­

ness. work lIioup performance. personal elioc­
tiveness) amton worker health or well-being 

",.'. ~ . ' , . 

. (~.g'i job ~alisfactionl stresS, turnover inten' 

tions). , 

Multivariale. Inultiple regressloll analyses 

were pcrfonned to identify lhose orgall­

'iz'iitJonkl --cnabcleristic~ associaled with bOlh 

pcf{;ir';;;ar\cc -and health outcomes (Lim and 
~ . . . ~~"'~ . 

Murp'hy. ' 1996) _ Three separate multlv~ri3te 
, ., ' 

'regt-esslons were performed. one for each of th~ 

th~~c categories of or~ani7..atiunal charact(':ri~· 
\: \ ~(, . ,,\\~ ... t .. 

tics (management practice", c\,lture/dimate, 

ami v~hle"l. · Thu ••• ach of the regresgion ana-
':~J: " ,, " )'.T ,', .. . • 

lyses w~re multivariale wilh rcspeet lO the 

perform;)nee ,and h~4llh outcull1es. bUl nOI in 

ll:!rJJ'!:I 'of the ~1'I!(a.riizalion:t1 ch':-tT'actPoristics 

~:~.~·"i;\l~ 'r~~ulls of lhesc regn~ssioJ1 nnaly$t."s 

in'~,nlifica specific fa"turd from c:ich of t1,,~ 
lhree ' i:~tt(;l!.ories or ors.ri1niz~iUonal (harad(~ri t-i · 

\ic.~ which were linlc~rl to lhe pcrfonrti.i.nc,l" ami 

"naIll'!. i,lItljr.ntors A $ummar)1 of preliminflJ ,v 
, .: \ ll .. :,;:. '.' j ~~" , • 

findings f,1r. two (JUlCOn1t:! IIll'af,Ures itlulcnliv(.' 

· ui·. ~rlii';"I'7,~tiunal p .. rforrnanc.e and health (~I- ­
c~i~bd"''o~gt~ll;~ation31 c(fcctiv~ncss and pC'r· 

'ce'~ei"i:resS. re5pecliycly) arc ;hnwn in T~hl. 
l . • ,, '.t ..... 

;1 . 

.", ,! ., 

.... '" " 

1. The management practices aS60ciated both 

with increased organizational effectiveness ";;;d 
with reduced stress were continuous improve­

ment at work (i.e.. TQM) , career development, 

.tratcgic planning. human resource plarminl[, 

and fair pay/rewards_ The culture/climate , 
factors associated with these two organ­

izational health indicators were Innovation. 

cooperation, diversity. conflict resolution. and 

sense of belonging. Finally. the values assacial. . -----
ed with these two organizational health indica-

tors were commitment to technology. employee 

growth/development. and valuinl[ the Individ­

ual. Th~ lindings provide provisional support 

for the organizational henlth model (Figure 1). 

Specifically, both organizational performance 

and worker well-being are shown tu respond in 

a c(lmplemema'-y fn'hion to a many of the 

macro-organi~ation;)1 factors examined_ 

Futurn Direclions 

Ultimately, this project._ ,eeks to define a 

core set of m"cro-urganl7.ational factor5 that 

support both high levels of worker welH>eirlg 

and orll'3nl7,ational perfurmance; i.e_, a profile. 

of healthy work urHanlzation~_ To this end. 

work is currently underway al NJOSH lo 

extend arid replicat. the above menlioned find­

ings using mOl'" objective uutcornr. meaS\Iff"_'i (c, 

r.., modical. personnr.l, and product.ivil)' dattl) , 

incorporating data (rom mulliple, plant sile, ul 

lhc C(li'por'ltr. partne, and from ~,dditioiJal nrgtl- -

nizi:l.liUlu;. ColI:Jlltlrallvt'!: limi inlerv(:ntlc)JI 

f;ludi(;:!$ ar"C: pl~nn(!d wllh lh(~ Finllish Inr.tilulC'. or 

(kClll"'lio"~1 Ihmlth_ (he IJnivcIs;IY of Miln 

chesl~r lnsli1lJtc> of ~(:k'nc~ nnd Tcclm(llouy in 

Greal Britain. and the Univer"ily of Melbourne. 

J\uslralla. The crus::;-cuHural ~;l"ldir.:s wi1l pro· 
\'ide Indicatillll$ of (h~ general;.ability of th. 

. -
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rlble I. summaiy 0' multivariate multiple "'11", .. ion (nurnbor$ in tho table 8'" standardized bela"1!stlm.tes) 

Manlspnent Practice, 

Communication 
Management leadership 
Continuous improvement (TQM) 

Career developmenl 
Employee recognition 

Slratellie planning 
Human resource plannin2' 
Fair pay ~nd rewlIrds 

Orsaniubonal Cum.;r,(t 

InnCJvaUon . 
Cooperation 
Diversity 
OWf1cr~hip or, Lt,ll! company 

Conflict r .. olulion 
GI'OUp coardimicion 
S"'.f\::;e {J(1)1.~Jol\glniZ' · 

OrGilniiiltiont,1 VnluJs ' 
Lr.adership style . 
C(nnmiltmelll ,[0 [echnoiogy 

Integrity 
AccountabililY 
Employee growlh/(lcvclnpll1r.11t 
ValuIJigl th'e'lndlvjdtt.1 wtll'lw, 

~.::!. ~:;. . : .... 
heallhy work organl1.ation profile developed in 

lilt' US allli furtloer r.vidrn~e rep;ardinlt the 

validity ff~ the healthy '~ork (Jrgani1.fltinll e(ln' 

~;t rUrI . 
.. : ., .;,; 

' :. " . I j ' ,. 1, 

': '. l . • ,di;','.: " ," 
... ~,C ", ;.~ .. ,..",. I f,{(:r~l"I~l\r(~H 

J\rv.n i~1 C. ( I~Jti '1) Intel/WOng lIlt! iJu(iJJir/uul 

(Il1d , 1Irr.~· !}rl!"nI,ullU" , Nt'w V,), k: Wiley. 
Ilurling'lnle CC. (1947). Psychiatry in industry. 

AmtSl.,:am .. j()Urn.ul. 0/ PS,'Ychlai'y, 10::1, 5d9 
5f,:t 

.. ~ 

::( I.'" ,,,' " ,.; . . 

OrK_niutional 
EllectiveneG!\ Reducod Stress 

01< n.s. 
n.s. n.s. 

0.21 0.12 
0,21 0.21 

* n,s. 

0.15 
, 
0.07 

0.09. '.' 0.08 
0.06 0.11 

0.19 0.06 
0.07 0.04 
0.05 0.12 

01< n.s. 
0.21 0.20 
n.s. n.s. 
0.15 0.22 

'" n.s. 
0.62 0.15 
n.s. * 
n.~ . n .s. 
0.09 0.11 
O.O~ 0 .09 

Cox T. Cox S. (j993) . Psyr.h,,"ocial and orga· 
nI1:;)riOl'l.al ha?«rd::; at work: CUlIlrul ;;md 
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