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Since the 1970:s, Work Organizational Psychology has
relatively speaking, had a strong position in the Nordic
countries. This has also been mirrored in work environment laws in all these countries. In Sweden an a greement
between employer and employee unions guaranteed
relatively good financial possibilities for work environment
research which was partly coordinated by the National
Institute for Working Life Research. With changes in the
political majorities in the Swedish parliament a marked
change in the prioritization of work environment research
took place. As an important component, the National
Institute for Working Life Research was abruptly closed
in 2007. This has had a negative effect on coordination
of this kind of research in Sweden and perhaps also on
the position of Sweden as a leading work environment
research country.
According to the annual national assessments
performed by the SOM institute in Göteborg (a universitybased institute publishing yearly population assessments
of opinions in the Swedish society), the typical Swedish
citizen has had relatively good confidence in research
during the years 2002–2014. However, in general there
has been a slight decline in trust in research during these
years and there are pronounced differences between different research disciplines. The leading research discipline
has been medicine (84% with good or very good faith
in 2002 and correspondingly 74% in 2014), with technology and natural sciences taking the second and third
positions. The citizens seem to have clearly lower trust in
societal and educational research (around 47% during the
whole period) (Bergström & Oscarsson, 2015). It could be
speculated that deeper aspects of medical and natural sciences are impossible to understand for citizens in general
but still it is generally accepted that these sciences can
lead to progress. For societal and educational research the
situation is the opposite, citizens often consider that they
have their own expertise in these subjects and research
cannot unanimously claim that their results have benefited society. Work and Organizational Psychology is at
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the cross-roads. Our field has components of natural science as well as societal research. Researchers in our field
are however increasingly taking advantage of advanced
brain research techniques and complex statistical methods including epidemiological modelling of multifactorial
mechanisms, thereby approaching the research traditions
in medical and natural sciences.
As researchers in the field of work and organizational
research we strive at achievement of credibility. Natural
science methods can add credibility for us – in line with
my reasoning above. Understanding brain mechanisms
is fundamental. For instance, it is important to know
whether the brain is malfunctioning when subjects
suffer from work-related emotional exhaustion and if so
what kind of structures that are affected (Blix et al 2013).
The same could be said about the brain in chronic imbalance between effort and reward (Siegrist et al 2005). The
importance of this kind of knowledge lies in the fact that
laymen – including employers and employee unions obtain hard core arguments in their discussions regarding
working conditions. They might ask: Are the psychosocial processes mirrored in objective events in the body,
including the brain? Understanding gene-environment

interaction is also fundamental. Twin research has shown
that parts of the associations between self-reported working conditions and health outcomes are genetically determined. In a large study based upon the Swedish Twin
Registry (Theorell et al 2016) we found that between
18 and 30% of the variance in self reported psychological demands, skill discretion and decision authority was
determined by genetic factors. However, although genetic
factors were found to be of importance, a large part of the
variance was determined by the environment. And despite
a genetic influence both on self-reported working conditions and depressive symptoms, the association between
the psychosocial job factors and depressive feelings could
not be explained away by the genetic factors. Accordingly,
it makes sense to ask people about psychosocial working
conditions!
An important aspect of this is that the existence of
genetic factors that strongly influence associations
between work environment and health may reduce
the likelihood that interventions could be shown to be
successful if the number of study subjects in an intervention is small. Thus, knowledge regarding genetic factors
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will help researchers adjust their numbers of study subjects in evaluations of interventions. Another aspect of
this is that knowledge regarding genetic factors will help
researchers identify relevant mechanisms explaining the
associations we observe between specific psychosocial job
factors and specific aspects of health.
It could be speculated that if research shows that brain
structures or endocrine mechanisms regulating energy
mobilisation are disturbed in emotional exhaustion,
interventions should aim at reduction of psychological
demands or job strain for these subjects. Similarly if we
discover that the dopaminergic systems in the brain are
malfunctioning when subjects report effort reward imbalance in their jobs, interventions should aim at improved
feedback for them.
Progress is also made in epidemiological and statistical
research. Our statistical methods for improved modelling
and understanding complex relationships are increasing.
One development in this direction is the creation of very
large epidemiological cohorts that can be used for the
study of for instance psychosocial job factors and health.
The IPD (Individual Participant Data) Work study is an
example. Due to intensive collaboration initially between
several European epidemiological research centres it has
been possible to construct data sets with between 100 000
and 200 000 participants who have answered questions
about psychological demands and decision latitude with
a homogenous operational definition of job strain (high
demand and low decision latitude). Using this cohort it
has been shown that job strain is prospectively associated
with increased risk of developing coronary heart disease
(Kivimäki et al 2012) and diabetes (Nyberg et al 2014) but
not related to the change in risk of developing inflammatory bowel disease (Heikkilä et al 2014) or exacerbations of
asthma or chronic obstructive lung disease (Heikkilä et al
2014a and b). The study also showed that there is an interaction between demands and decision latitude – which
means that job strain is a meaningful theoretical construction beyond its components. However such collaboration
between centres builds upon approximations of measurements. A critique against the studies based upon IPD Work
is that the associations between job conditions and studied health outcomes may have been underestimations
(Choi et al 2013, Kivimäki et al 2015, see also Theorell,
2014) due to methodological dilution – bias towards null.
Another strong debate based upon the IPD Work findings
has been about the role of life style factors. Individual life
style factors such as tobacco smoking and high BMI cannot explain away the association between job strain and
ischemic heart disease. Despite this, some researchers
have argued that it would be more cost effective for reduction of ischemic heart disease risk in the working population to put the emphasis on anti-smoking and diet advice
as well as propaganda for increased physical exercise than
on improvement of psychosocial working conditions.
Regardless of mathematical precision in the epidemiological predictions, interventionists would argue that
propaganda for improved personal life style is more effective if work environment improves than if the employer
disregards the work environment (La Montagne &
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Landsbergis, 2007) and puts all the responsibility for
health on the individual and his/her life style.
Another question that is frequently discussed in relation
to the association between psychosocial work environment and poor health is whether part of or even the whole
association can be explained by personality. A problem
that arises in the discussion is that personality is a phenotypic concept. This means that personality scores that
we assess by means of self-administered questionnaires
are related both to genetic factors and to the environment
that the individual has been exposed to during his/her
whole life. In the twin study mentioned above (Theorell
et al 2015) there was interestingly enough no difference
from between men and women with regard to the genetic
contribution to self-reported psychological demands, skill
discretion and decision authority at work.
Accordingly, there is increasing input from natural
sciences in work and organizational psychology and
this will probably raise laymen’s confidence in our field.
However, regardless of such influences important progress
in work and organizational psychology has been made in
recent years with the use of more complex statistical models than hitherto. For instance new statistical techniques
are being used for the study of clustering of psychosocial
conditions among individuals (Härenstam, 2009, Hansen
et al 2013). This may clearly increase our understanding
of societal processes. Increased awareness of the complex
interaction between home and working life is increasingly
explored in this field (for instance Nyberg et al 2015). In
addition studies are addressing how psychosocial working
conditions are associated with job mobility and turnover
in a gender perspective (Söderberg et al 2014), questions
that are highly relevant for the labour market. How job
insecurity interacts with work-family conflict (Richter
et al 2015) is another type of question of acute interest to
modern society.
In summary, work and organizational psychology is
highly relevant in its own right to society. Faith in and
attention to this research discipline in society has to
increase. Presently, increasing attention to biological
mechanisms, epidemiological methods and statistical
sophistication holds good promise for a near-future rise
in society’s attention to what we are doing.
We must never lose sight of why we are doing our
research. Accordingly we must keep asking ourselves what
the long-term goals are. After all, we want to contribute
to an improved society. This is why we have engaged ourselves in this kind of research to begin with. And we can
influence the choice of research topics within that field.
However, we have to be prepared for results that are unwelcome for us. We might have been wrong in our hypothesis
formulations and we should not hesitate to publish findings that go against our own beliefs. Accordingly we have
to keep the balance between long-term engagement in
societal goals and rigorous scientific approach.
Acknowledgement
This article has been accepted for publication upon invitation from the Editors. The article has been reviewed by the
Editorial Board.

Theorell: How do We Make Them Listen to Us?

Competing Interests
The author declares that they have no competing interests.
References
Bergström, A., & Oscarsson, H. (2015). Svensk Forskningsopinion 2002–2014. Göteborg: SOM-institutet.
Blix, E., Perski, A., Berglund, H., & Savic, I. (2013). Longterm occupational stress is associated with regional
reductions in brain tissue volumes. PLoS One, 8(6):
e64065. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0064065
Choi, B., Dobson, M., Landsbergis, P. A., Ko, S., Yang, H.,
Schnall, P., & Baker, D. R. E. (2013). Need for more
individual-level meta-analyses in social epidemiology: example of job strain and coronary
heart disease. American Journal of Epidemiology,
178(6): 1007–8. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/
aje/kwt192
Hansen, N., Baraldi, S., Berntson, E., & Andersson, H.
(2013). Privatizing health care in times of new
public management: Investigating the role of
psychological empowerment using cluster analysis.
Psych Journal, 2(3): 190–208. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1002/pchj.37
Härenstam, A. (2009). Exploring gender, work and living
conditions and health - suggestions for c ontextual
and comprehensive approaches. Scandinavian
Journal of Work Environment and Health, 35(2):
127–33. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.1308
Heikkilä, K., Madsen, I. E. H., Nyberg, S. T.,
Fransson, E. I., Ahola, K., Alfredsson, L., et al.
(2014). Job Strain and the Risk of Inflammatory
Bowel Diseases: Individual-Participant Meta-Analysis
of 95 000 Men and Women. PLoS ONE, 9(2):
e88711. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0088711
Heikkilä, K., Madsen, I. E., Nyberg, S. T., Fransson, E. I.,
Ahola, K., Alfredsson, L., Bjorner, J. B., Borritz, M.,
Burr, H., Knutsson, A., Koskenvuo, M., Koskinen, A.,
Nielsen, M. L., Nordin, M., Pahkin, K., Pentti, J.,
Rugulies, R., Salo, P., Shipley, M. J., Suominen, S. B.,
Theorell, T., Väänänen, A., Vahtera, J., Virtanen, M.,
Westerholm, P. J., Batty, G. D., Singh-Manoux, A.,
Kivimäki, M., & IPD-Work Consortium. (2014b).
Job strain and COPD exacerbations: an individualparticipant meta-analysis. European Respiratory
Journal, 44(1): 247–51. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/
10.1183/09031936.00205113
Heikkilä, K., Madsen, I. E., Nyberg, S. T., Fransson, E. I.,
Westerlund, H., Westerholm, P. J., Virtanen, M.,
Vahtera,J.,Väänänen,A.,Theorell,T.,Suominen,S.B.,
Shipley, M. J., Salo, P., Rugulies, R., Pentti, J.,
Pejtersen, J. H., Oksanen, T., Nordin, M., Nielsen, M. L.,
Kouvonen, A., Koskinen, A., Koskenvuo, M.,
Knutsson, A., Ferrie, J. E., Dragano, N., Burr, H.,
Borritz, M., Bjorner, J. B., Alfredsson, L., Batty, G. D.,
Singh-Manoux, A., Kivimäki, M., & IPD-Work
Consortium. (2014a). Job strain and the risk of
severe asthma exacerbations: a meta-analysis of
individual-participant data from 100 000 European

3

men and women. Allergy, 69(6): 775–83. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/all.12381
Kivimäki, M., Nyberg, S. T., Batty, G. D., Fransson, E. I.,
Heikkilä, K., Alfredsson, L., Bjorner, J. B.,
Borritz, M., Burr, H., Casini, A., Clays, E.,
De Bacquer, D., Dragano, N., Ferrie, J. E.,
Geuskens, G. A., Goldberg, M., Hamer, M.,
Hooftman, W. E., Houtman, I. L., Joensuu, M.,
Jokela, M., Kittel, F., Knutsson, A., Koskenvuo, M.,
Koskinen, A., Kouvonen, A., Kumari, M.,
Madsen, I. E., Marmot, M. G., Nielsen, M. L.,
Nordin, M., Oksanen, T., Pentti, J., Rugulies, R., Salo, P.,
Siegrist, J., Singh-Manoux, A., Suominen, S. B.,
Väänänen, A., Vahtera, J., Virtanen, M.,
Westerholm, P. J., Westerlund, H., Zins, M.,

Steptoe, A., Theorell, T., & IPD-Work Consortium.
(2012). Job strain as a risk factor for coronary heart
disease: a collaborative meta-analysis of individual
participant data. Lancet, 380(9852): 1491–7. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(12)60994-5
Kivimäki, M. I., Singh-Manoux, A., Virtanen, M.,
Ferrie, J. E., Batty, G. D., Rugulies, R., & IPD-Work
consortium. (2015). Pre-defined meta-analyses of
individual-participant data strengthen evidence
base for a link between psychosocial factors and
health. Scandinavian Journal of Work Environment
and Health, 41(3): 312–21. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.5271/sjweh.3485
La Montagne, K. L., & Landsbergis, A. (2007). Systematic Review of the Job Stress Intervention Evaluation
Literature 1990–2005. International Journal of
Occupational and Environmental Health, 13: 268–80.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1179/oeh.2007.13.3.268
Nyberg, A., Leineweber, C., & Magnusson Hanson, L.
(2015). Gender differences in psychosocial work
factors, work-personal life interface, and well-being
among Swedish managers and non-managers.
International Archives of Occupational and Environmental Health, 88(8): 1149–64. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1007/s00420-015-1043-0
Nyberg, S. T., Fransson, E. I., Heikkilä, K., Ahola, K.,
Alfredsson, L., Bjorner, J. B., Borritz, M., Burr, H.,
Dragano, N., Goldberg, M., Hamer, M., Jokela, M.,
Knutsson, A., Koskenvuo, M., Koskinen, A.,
Kouvonen, A., Leineweber, C., Madsen, I. E.,
Magnusson Hanson, L. L., Marmot, M. G., Nielsen,
M. L., Nordin, M., Oksanen, T., Pejtersen, J. H.,
Pentti, J., Rugulies, R., Salo, P., Siegrist, J.,
Steptoe, A., Suominen, S., Theorell, T., Väänänen, A.,
Vahtera, J., Virtanen, M., Westerholm, P. J.,
Westerlund, H., Zins, M., Batty, G. D.,
Brunner, E. J., Ferrie, J. E., Singh-Manoux, A.,
Kivimäki, M., & IPD-Work Consortium. (2014).
Job strain as a risk factor for type 2 diabetes: a pooled
analysis of 124,808 men and women. Diabetes Care,
37(8): 2268–75. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.2337/
dc13-2936
Richter, A., Näswall, K., Lindfors, P., & Sverke, M.
(2015). Job insecurity and work-family conflict in
teachers in Sweden: Examining their relations with

4

Theorell: How do We Make Them Listen to Us?

longitudinal cross-lagged modeling. Psych Journal, 4(2): 98–111. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/
pchj.88
Siegrist, J., Menrath, I., Stöcker, T., Klein, M.,
Kellermann, T, Shah, N. J., Zilles, K., &
Schneider, F. (2005). Differential brain activation
according to chronic social reward frustration.
Neuroreport, 16(17): 1899–903. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1097/01.wnr.0000186601.50996.f7
Söderberg, M., Härenstam, A., Rosengren, A., Schiöler, L.,
Olin, A. C., Lissner, L., Waern, M., & Torén, K.
(2014). Psychosocial work environment, job mobility
and gender differences in turnover behaviour:
a prospective study among the Swedish general

population. BMC Public Health, 14: 605. DOI: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-605
Theorell, T. (2014). Commentary triggered by the Individual Participant Data Meta-Analysis Consortium study
of job strain and myocardial infarction risk. Scandinavian Journal of Work Environment and Health,
40(1): 89–95. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5271/
sjweh.3406
Theorell, T., De Manzano, Ö., Lennartsson, A. K.,
Pedersen, N. L., & Ullén, F. (2016). Self-reported
psychological demands, skill discretion and decision
authority at work: A twin study. Advanced publication
online, Scandinavian Journal of Public Health. DOI:
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494815626610

How to cite this article: Theorell, T. (2016). How do We Make Them Listen to Us? Scandinavian Journal of Work and
Organizational Psychology, 1(1): 4, 1-4, DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.16993/sjwop.15
Submitted: 22 April 2016

Accepted: 03 May 2016

Published: 27 May 2016

Copyright: © 2016 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author and source are credited. See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Scandinavian Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology is a peer-reviewed open
access journal published by Stockholm University Press.

OPEN ACCESS

