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Stress treatment that will increase resilience in the
organizational context during and after treatment
More and more organizations have established a performance culture to create higher efficiency
and lower sickness absenteeism. However, all Danish statistics show that more and more Danes
suffer from stress. This has been confirmed by the National Research Center for the Working
Environment (NFA) that have asked 35,000 Danes about their working environment. In 2012, 14.5
percent of the employed Danes suffered from what NFA refers to as 'severe psychological stress
and symptoms'. In 2016, the percentage had increased to 16.9 percent1. According to the Global
Corporate Challenge study, that followed more than 1.5 million employees in Europe over a 12year period, 63 percent of the stressed employees reported a productivity above average, while
fully 87 percent of the employees that were not stressed reported a productivity above average.
The same study also show that the stressed employees reported a high degree of fatigue. More
and more people suffer from stress, and hence, more and more people are in risk of experiencing
relapse. That is destructive, not only to the individual, but also to the department/team, the
organization, and the society. Therefore, we need to focus on a stress treatment that will create
resilience during the treatment phase, but also continually strengthen our resilience for a good
sustained productivity. This will be beneficial, not only for the health of the employees, but also
because it will create a better bottom-line in the organizations.
In Denmark, the public authorities want to reduce stress, but currently it is going the wrong way. It
takes a much greater focus on the handling of stress and build-up of handling to secure future
resilience. As for the Danes that state that they have felt stressed, work is 94.9 percent of the
reason. 54.4 percent states that work has been the only source to stress while 40.5 percent states
that a combination of work and private matters has made them suffer from stress 2.
I have worked with stress treatment for 12 years. On this basis, I have created an approach that
can be used in treatment and subsequently for creating persistent resilience. I have developed a
phase-model, which in the first part of the phases is aimed at physiological regulation, in the
second part on the employees handling strategies, and in the third and last part is aimed at the
organizational context. My model is developed to focus on the neural level of the brain in an
organizational context.
In this article, I will present the phase model, which I have developed and that is my foundation in
my work. My goal with this article is to disseminate my experiences and my knowledge of stress
treatment. The aim of stress treatment is to improve current and future resilience by
strengthening the physiological and psychological handling, which I will refer to as handling
strategies.
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It is my experience that if all three phases are not a part of the stress treatment, the risk of relapse
or difficulties in turning back to full-time work, without experiencing stress symptoms, increases.
This will further increase the risk of permanent brain injuries. 3
My inspiration for phase 1 in the phase model, that deal with resting the nervous system, comes
from the biological sciences of the 60’s that build upon Canon’s (1932) fight or flight responsesystem. The fight or flight response is the automatic mechanisms of the brain when it assesses a
danger in a split second. During the latest years, brain research has shown what has been obvious
in practice, that stress affects the functionality of the brain. Hence, this should be implicated in
treatment.
I was inspired for phase 2, that deal with handling strategies, primarily from the literature of
Lazarus about psychological stress, coping and cognitive assessment. Handling strategies involve
both coping and cognitive assessment. My approach further stems from cognitive behavioral
therapy that has shown most effective in reducing stress symptoms in relation to demands4. The
last phase is inspired by my experience in practice and my background as a specialist in the
organizational field. In my search of literature, it hasn’t been possible to find any literature that
systematically addresses the subject handling strategies and returning to work with the purpose of
increasing future resilience after a sick leave due to stress.
My definition of stress is quite simple: ”It is the response of the brain when receiving too many
demands”. These demands can be either psychological and/or physiological. In the short run, the
stress hormones will strengthen the body to perform, but in the long run the stress hormones will
slowly break down the brain’s ability to function, disturb the signals between the neurons, and
even break down brain cells. Certain studies have shown that the prefrontal cortex of the brain is
shrinking, and hence both memory and future learning is deteriorated5. One of the most central
stress hormones is cortisol. Cortisol is released from the adrenal glands as a part of the fight or
flight response, but if we don’t react to the increase of cortisol, a negative reinforcement will
happen, and hence it will break down the body instead of strengthening it.
Generally, stress symptoms can be divided into physical, psychological, and behavioral symptoms.
Stress can be manifested by increased absence from work (physical disease), mood swings and
being less happy (psychological), as well as lack of surplus energy for performing (behavior). Stress
can be detected by the most common stress symptoms, such as: frequent headaches, sleeping
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difficulties, concentration difficulties, memory difficulties, fatigue, difficulties making decisions,
difficulties relaxing, reduced interest in social activities, etc. The phase model can be used no
matter what degree of stress the employee is experiencing.
My phase model is illustrated here:

Phase 1 and 2 primarily focuses on the employee, while in phase 2 and 3 the organizational
context is involved through the employee. The organization greatly influences what kind of
handling strategies the employee needs to adjust in phase 2, because there need to be a focus in
the treatment on the stress related factors in the job that are most burdening to the employee.
Phase 3 deal with the employee in the organizational context. This phase focuses on the
interaction between the employee and the organization, as well as regulating the organizational
context.
The organizational context is the framework of the phases of stress handling. This framework is
pivotal for the employee to return to work quickly. Organizations that change the framework of
the employee will have the employee back working full-time quicker than those who do not. This
can be done by accommodating the contents and tasks to the resources of the employee. Usually,
various factors in the organizational context are affecting the employee, such as: constant
changes, poor working environment, conflicts, repeatedly overtime work for a longer period of
time, discrimination, new working methods, control, comprehensive documentation, lack of
matching of expectations, and no time for the core task.

Calming down the nervous system
Phase 1 encompasses the activities that help the employee to calm down the nervous system. This
phase is fundamental for the entire course of the treatment, and a focus on the stress-relieving
activities should be maintained. This phase focuses on restoring the physiological balance. As
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mentioned, stress is a physiological condition that should be treated with a physiological approach
that promotes the ability of the brain to cure itself 6.
If the employee suffers from severe stress with common stress symptoms, such as: frequent
headaches, sleep disturbances, concentration difficulties, memory difficulties, fatigue, difficulties
making decisions, difficulties relaxing, mood swings, reduced interest in social activities, etc. I
recommend a sick leave in which the employee is temporarily taken out of the organizational
context until the nervous system has been calmed down distinctively. From my experience, the
employee will be rid of the stress symptoms and have achieved a calmness on the nervous system
approximately one month after being taken out of the organizational context. However, this
requires that the employee is 1: actively working with stress-relieving activities, 2: accepting the
process, 3: secured serenity from the organization. The best result is achieved if the employee
experiences as a minimum two weeks, and preferably one month, without stress symptoms.
Item 1, stress-relieving activities, covers what the employee actively can do to reduce stress
physiologically. This can be relaxation, exercise, etc.7 If the employee is very stressed, he/she must
be trained to relax through stress-relieving activities.
Regarding item 2, generally, the process of a sick leave due to stress has become difficult for
employees to accept. Stress has mistakenly become a condition concerning ‘weak’ individuals. In
relation to this, I will emphasize my definition of stress as the response of the brain when
confronted with too many psychological and/or physiological demands. Hence, it is not an
indicator of weakness, but an indication that the employee has not had the time to restitute
properly. This affects both the length of the sick leave, as well as the employee’s acceptance of the
process.
Item 3 is relevant because the organization wants to contribute to having the employee back at
work quickly, but in phase 1 and the first part of phase 2, often the employee is not ready to deal
with any kind of pressure or demands. Though well-intentioned visits, calls, emails, text-messages,
etc. are only attempts to be helpful, often to the employee, it is only contributing to concerns,
feelings of not being good enough, and/or having to return to work fast. Hence, it is important
that the leader is not doing any attempts to push the employee to return to work, but instead
supports the employee to say yes or no in relation to the contact. In situations where the leader is
excepting a weekly report regarding progress and returning to work, this can prolong the sick
leave due to a market increase of stress symptoms.
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Phase 1 is overlapping phase 2, though it is important that a marked recovery of the stress
symptoms has taken place before commencing phase 2, since a stressed brain cannot develop and
learn in the same way as a brain in balance8.

Developing new handling strategies
In phase 2, the employee gains insight into his/her present handling strategies and how they affect
and help maintain the stress symptoms.
Besides physiological and psychological handling, handling strategies can generally be divided into
cognition9 and behavior10. Handling strategies are independent of learning style, values and
personality, though these factors affect our handlings strategies.
A handling strategy is the way we handle the situations we are in. A handling strategy is
dependent of context, and no handling strategy is better than another11. We possess many
different handling strategies. Nevertheless, we often use the same handling strategies in situations
where we feel under pressure. A handling strategy is used both in and outside of the
organizational context. In a psychological perspective, our family is the first organization that we
are a part of, and hence many handling strategies can be traced to our childhood. I have mapped
different handling strategies and divided them into levels. In this article though, I will only describe
the handling strategies on a general level.
A central part of the treatment is the learning of new handling strategies, since this is where the
employee understands how present handling strategies can be adjusted and how new handling
strategies can change and lessen the amount of stress symptoms. Likewise, it is crucial in
prevention of relapse. Novel brain research has shown12 how cortisol is creating a domino effect in
which the path between hippocampus13 and amygdala14 is fixed in a way that creates a vicious
circle where the brain is predisposed for a constant state of fight or flight response. In other
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words, a focus on learning new or adjusting present handling strategies will contribute to
preventing relapse and creating increased resilience.
Hence, adjustment and learning of new handling strategies is essential in preventing relapse. As
brain research shows15, we are able to create new neural paths. Hence, new handling strategies
entail a change of the negative feedback mechanisms that can be created during long-term
stress16. Besides being shown in brain research, this my personal experience from thousands of
treatments during the years.
Periods of further stress symptoms are common during a treatment course. Graham focuses on
learning the employee to respond rather than react. She describes the process as being able to
pause, observe the situation from a neutral stance, and hence try to solve the problem17. This
focus is used in stress treatment in situations where the employee is experiencing his/her handling
strategies to be counterproductive.
An example is a leading doctor with a fundamental perception that he has to hold the role as the
rescuer. This means that he will often attend to many patients, take on the leader role among the
doctors in the clinic, the secretaries will contact him if they are having challenges on the clinic, he
is actively participating in his children’s sport activities, he is positioned in various executive
committees, etc. He is always working and always answers yes when asked to participate. He takes
on the role as the rescuer, and is having a hard time saying no, because he feels like he has to
rescue everybody around him. In stress treatment of this doctor, a focus will be on the cognitive
and behavioral level. Primarily, he will learn to listen to his own needs, and hence, behaviorally, he
will learn to put this in balance, so that he can be helpful without experiencing stress symptoms.
Some of what he actively learned was not only to take on the leader role and not only listen to
other people’s needs, but also his own needs. He still uses the stress relieving activities and listen
and conform to his own needs. Some might have advised the doctor just to say no when asked,
but if there is no cognitive focus on changing his perception of being in the leader role he will
easily restate the old handling strategy in the long term. He changed his perception of the role as
the rescuer from being something exclusively positive to a more nuanced perception of the role.
He experienced that being stressed, he did not feel well, and hence, he was not able to rescue
anyone. His handling strategy was adjusted so that it could be used at building up sustained
resilience.
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The way of being submitted to work
In phase 3 the organizational context is included. Often, the employee returns to his/her usual
work context with similar tasks in the same office or department with the same colleagues as
before. The more recognizable factors, the easier the return process is. In this phase I always
recommend that the employee is secured having easy and clear tasks, one at a time. A subdivision
of tasks like this can increase productivity with as much as 40 percent18.
During rehabilitation, the employee needs to continue doing the stress relieving activities. Studies
has shown that the volume of the hippocampus increases, and the memory is improved when
being physically active19. This will improve the physical resilience of the employee in the long term.
Further, studies show that people being physically active have increased resilience to both physical
and psychological stress20.
Further, breaks are planned every hour to maintain rest on the nervous system. Studies have
shown that a balance in working activities can create higher energy, mental clarity, creativity and
focus, which will make the employee’s resilience increase during the work day21. During the startup phase the employees working hours should not exceed what has been planned.
Usually, I recommend a start-up of 9-12 hours work per week. The exact number of hours depend
on the comprehensiveness of the stress symptoms, as well as the usual tasks of the employee and
the organizational context.
In this phase, the conversion of the previous learning is of highest priority. This means that the
focus is not on how much work is being done, but on the way in which the tasks are approached.
Especially in the beginning, the conversion of the handling strategies in the organizational context
is the focal point. According to Graham, we are training the core of resilience when being able to
cognitively take a step back from the situation and categorizing our thoughts and feelings with the
purpose of creating opportunities and making sound decisions22. Lazarus and Folkman define this
as adjustment of the strategy on the basis of the context23.
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It is in this phase the organizational context can support the treatment by creating the best
organizational framework for the return of the employee. What exactly the organization can do
for the employee is individually, depending on the organizational context and the tasks and
handling strategies of the employee.
In case the leader has not got the opportunity to keep an eye on the employee during the work
day, I recommend appointing a gatekeeper that can support the employee in the organizational
context. A gatekeeper can hold the function of following op on how the employee is holding up,
help coordinate and keep a sense of perspective of which tasks can be solved by the employee and
when.
Resilience can become a joint responsibility in the organization. If we look at the IGLO-model, in
which there is a functional interaction between the individual, group, leaders, and the
organizational level, resilience can be developed in the long term.
At the individual level, the employee can be focusing on: taking one task at a time, keeping to the
working hours, taking a break every hour, navigating and adjusting in handling strategies according
to the given context.
As the employee increases his/her working hours and the complexity of the tasks, the learning has
been automated. According to Graham, at this time, the employee has developed response
flexibility that is described by the ability to: pause, mentally go back, reflect, change perspective,
create opportunities and make sound decisions24. Now, the employee has built up preventive tools
to calm down the nervous system and changed his/her handling strategies for strengthening
future resilience on the physiological as well as the psychological level.
At the department or team level, the colleagues can contribute by: providing time and room for
the employee to solve his/her tasks, support the employee in taking breaks, and be solutionoriented in challenges.
At the organizational or team level, the organization can further contribute with a good and
appreciative working environment with positive working relationships. Brain research has shown
that the relieve of oxytocin lessens the stress response. Oxytocin is a natural neurotransmitter and
hormone that is relieved when we feel secure, have faith, are experiencing a connection or
attachment to others, and have the feeling of being appreciated25. This means that when the
employee is in a good and appreciative working environment with faith, cooperation, and
appreciative communication, he/she will relieve oxytocin, which lessens stress and increases
resilience. Further, a McKinseys report shows that social networks in companies can increase
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productivity by 20-25 percent26. When relations like these are made, it fastens and eases the
solving of tasks for the employee.
At the leader level, the leader can contribute by: noticing the tasks the employee is solving,
appreciate the progress the employee is making, both in solving tasks and increasing the working
hours, support the solving of tasks and create an overview during the process, as well as adjusting
the tasks and working hours on the basis of feedback from the employee.
At the organizational level IIH Nordic is a good example of the resilience accumulation mentioned
above. They have reduced the weekly working hours, increased the breaks, and improved the
relations in the organization. According to Berlingske Business, IIH Nordic has increased their
productivity by 20 percent, and the sickness absenteeism in the company is more than reduced by
half. In this article, it has been shown how IHH Nordic can reduce sickness absenteeism, increase
productivity and bottom-line results by thinking in other solutions. In this way, with a continuous
focus on restitution, all organizations can positively influence the employee’s health and
accumulation of resilience, as well as create the breeding ground for performance and effectivity
for an improved bottom-line.
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