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C O P E N H A G E N  T H I N K  T A N K 
F O R  S U S T A I N A B L E  W O R K I N G  L I F E

Copenhagen Think Tank for Sustainable Working 
Life is an independent and non-profit think tank 
that works towards the development of a sustain-
able working life. All members hold a PhD degree 
and focus their research on work-life balance, work-
ing life, prevention, intervention, management and 
organisational design.
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, practice and 
research have proposed ideas for how organisa-
tions can manage and support their employees in 
the new ways of working. Our aim is to challenge 
existing work and management practices using 
research-based knowledge and tools to prevent 
work-related stress, and to support the develop-
ment of workplaces that establish good and healthy 
jobs, where productivity is ensured and enhanced. 

Post-COVID–19, the presented steps and associated 
tools in this report can also act as pointers to iden-
tify the relevant initiative when organisations are 
planning to initiate new ways of working or im-
plementing preventive interventions. The tools can 
help organisations understand where action is need-
ed to safeguard both performance and well-being.

Copenhagen Think Tank bases its work on scientific 
research and practical experience. In our vision, pro-
ductivity and well-being go hand in hand and should 
be managed together. Furthermore, we believe that a 
sustainable working life should allow individuals to 
conduct their jobs under circumstances that provide 
good conditions for constructive and meaningful 
participation, promoting the maintenance of good 
mental health in current and future work. 

The concept of the think tank arises from our aspi-
ration that preventive practices in the work envi-

ronment should be performed in tandem with the 
concern for organisational performance. Therefore, 
we believe that the following steps are necessary:

• Change the settings and structures of work 
instead of focusing on the individual. 

• Shed light on the workplace as an arena for 
mental health promotion and prevention of 
work-related diseases. There should be a focus 
on collective and objective circumstances as well 
as on subjective and individual circumstances. 

• Acknowledge that communities can accomplish 
more than individuals, both in relation to our 
daily work and in the implementation of pre-
ventive initiatives. 

• Acknowledge and respect that responsibility 
and authority must be accompanied by each 
other, which means that those with responsibil-
ity for the well-being and productivity of others 
should have the authority to act on working 
conditions. 

• Acknowledge that human beings are different; 
therefore, if we remove the conditions that 
burden one employee, we might remove what 
excites another employee. We must have a pro-
fessional knowledge and comprehension of the 
impact of management decisions on humans’ 
daily working life and well-being. 

• Establish new settings and structures, both 
locally in the workplace and nationally, in order 
to support and ensure proactive initiatives that 
benefit well-being and productivity and prevent 
work-related diseases. 



8)  Be an outreach leader. Being an outreach leader 
and at the forefront of leadership requires a good 
knowledge of the status of the work tasks in the 
department as well as the situation of the em-
ployees. As an outreach leader your contact with 
employees is systematic: you follow up on their 
general well-being and their efforts in relation 
to the total delivery, supporting the employees’ 
ownership of solutions, flow, quality and feeling 
of being valued.

9)  Create good working habits by introducing 
working methods that make the employees even 
more effective. In this way, they can produce 
more in less time. 
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Activities  
In the Copenhagen Think Tank for Sustainable 
Working Life we aim to contribute to this vision by 
engaging in dialogue and debate, and sharing our 
scientific work and practical knowledge, including 
nine research-based recommendations.

We are involved in ongoing cooperation with Danish 
and international leaders and employees, public 
and private workplaces, labour market partners and 
international scientists. Overall, this cooperation 
ensures that our nine recommendations are based 
on actual needs and specific knowledge. 

Organisation 
The Think Tank for Sustainable Working Life was 
established in August 2018. The Danish government 
had set up a stress panel in the summer of 2018. 
Danish scientists and experts were not invited, 
which was a source of wonder to us and the reason 
why we chose to initiate this cooperation across 
professions and educational institutions. We estab-
lished a think tank that could contribute with our 
knowledge and supplement the recommendations 
of the stress panel. The think tank meets on a regular 
basis, discussing important initiatives, such as our 
recommendations and their dissemination.

Summary of the key points
Our vision in The Think Tank for Sustainable Work-
ing Life is that the Danish labour market, including 
Danish workplaces, should formulate and establish 
settings and structures that ensure that it is safe and 
healthy to attend work. Work should be meaning-
ful, while innovation, productivity and effectiveness 
should be maintained. 

Therefore, we have developed nine research-based 
recommendations for inspiration:

1)  Create a flexible working culture. In 1919 in 
Denmark, after many years of struggle, the par-
ticipants in the labour market created the classic 
time construction: eight hours of work, eight 
hours of spare time and eight hours of sleep. The 
8-8-8 model was perfectly fitted to optimise in-
dustrial work, but we now need to rethink work-
ing structures for the Danish labour market so 
that they support the diversity of family forms, 
working forms and circadian rhythms. 

2)  Match working hours to human beings’ circadian 
rhythms. Our circadian rhythm is largely deter-
mined by our genetics. By charting employees’ 
circadian rhythms we can offer better working 
hours, specifically those which are adapted to in-
dividual circadian rhythms. This can contribute 
to better health, quality of life and productivity. 

3)  Shed light on the organisational and social work-
ing environment instead of focusing on persons. 
There is a need to ensure coordinated and sys-
tematic approaches to the mapping of risk factors 
and planning of interventions. It is important to 
empower and ensure competences for workers, 
including leaders and top management. 

4)  Maintain an organisational perspective on pre-
vention, and create opportunities for employees 
to discuss what encourages them at work and 
what stresses them at work, to find potential 
solutions. Clarity is needed regarding the level 
at which a problem has emerged, and where the 
best solution may be found. Is the problem at an 
individual level, a group level or a leader/organi-
sational level? 

5)  Establish concrete procedures for the return to 
work (e.g. after stress), ensuring that they are 
adapted to the individual employee and the 
workplace. This should be based on the principles 
of establishing and maintaining good contact and 
enabling a gradual start-up, including a gradual 
increase of work tasks. 

6)  Learn how to lead. Leaders should have the 
opportunity to acquire education in working 
environment management to obtain knowledge 
of the interaction between productivity, quality 
and working environment. Occupational safety 
and health education programmes addressed to 
leaders should be explicated and prioritised in 
the same terms as other additional strategic focus 
areas (e.g. financial management).

7)  Strengthen the leader community in the best 
interests of everyone. Strengthened leader com-
munities and sustainable leadership are created 
when knowledge and experience are shared. 
The main focus is on targeted collegial support 
and exchange of experiences regarding concrete, 
difficult and complicated issues, as well as the 
development of personal leadership. 
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Step 3. Implementing flexibility in the organisa-
tional culture and structure
A flexible working culture is anchored in the or-
ganisation’s personnel policies, email procedures 
and meeting culture (e.g. team meetings and 1:1 
meetings between manager/leader and employee). 
The focus should be on small time changes. For 
example, if you have a core time of 9 a.m. to 3 p.m., 
consider changing this to 9.30 a.m. to 2.30 p.m. 
Employees living in bigger cities are often able to 
reduce their commuting time by up to 50 percent if 
they are able to come into work at around 9.30 a.m. 
If you have small children, you will be able to take 
them to day care at 9 a.m. As a result, you will be 
able to let your children sleep until they wake up by 
themselves, or allow them to play in the mornings. 
In return, you can work, for example, a couple of 
hours in the evenings or on Sunday. 

Flexibility is among the keys to well-being, and se-
nior management must have the courage to address 
the flexibility of their company’s working culture 
because culture determines whether the employees 
feel entitled to make use of the flexible opportu-
nities. It is now evident that flexibility is a highly 
significant competitive parameter for the 21st centu-
ry. A flexible working culture is also characterised 
by high levels of trust and low levels of sickness, 
absenteeism and employee turnover (Kring, 2015; 
Kring, 2017). Sustainable workplaces are defined by 
high employee engagement and hence higher levels 
of productivity. In addition, sustainable workplaces 
are able to attract and retain talent. 

Reflection questions 
1.  How do you examine and collect knowledge of 

what your employees desire with respect to  
flexibility, and the extent to which their wishes 
are aligned to the business’s core tasks?

2.  How do you understand working time? Do you 
apply fixed office hours? If so, is this procedure 
necessary? 

3.  Do you know your personal circadian rhythm? 
At what point during the day do you feel most 
energised? When does your performance peak? 
When do you need to seek rest? When are you 
most creative? How do you prioritise your time 
(list your “to do’s” versus “not to do’s”)? 

 Tool. Visualise your personal 
wishes for working time and 
the workplace
This tool enables you to visualise team members’ 
differences regarding their wishes for working time 
and the workplace. By applying this tool, you will 
become increasingly aware of when you need to 
work together as a team and as co-workers, and 
when you need to work individually. Mark when 
and where you prefer to work. The next step is for 
your team/department/organisation to design a 
working structure in which individual preferences 
are included to the greatest possible extent. 

Coordination. When and where are we working together?

Name

Michael

Alex

Susan

When do you prefer to work?

Start after 10am

From 12-20

I’m an A-person. I prefer to start working at 6am

Where do you prefer to work?

Workplace

Working from home every friday
 
I love to work in different spaces

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  1
Create a flexible working culture 

BY CAMILLA KRING & VIVI BACH PEDERSEN 

Creating flexible working cultures that support 
employees’ opportunities to decide where, when 
and how they work is very important. Studies have 
shown that personal autonomy in combining indi-
vidual, family and working conditions along with 
circadian rhythms is of great significance to psycho-
logical well-being and productivity (Kring, 2017; 
Pedersen & Jeppesen, 2012). Although an increasing 
number of organisations and industries offer flexible 
opportunities to personalise working design, studies 
have shown that employees are often reluctant to ap-
ply these. The main barrier centres around organisa-
tional cultures that often do not support such flexible 
opportunities (Kring, 2017). Hence, an organisation’s 
senior management is key to the creation of flexible 
working cultures. 

Examples of barriers to flexible working cultures:

Barrier 1. I see you, ergo you are working. 
The expectation is that work takes place within 
a well-defined window of time, preferably eight 
hours a day from Monday to Friday (Kring, 2017). 

Barrier 2. If you are hard-working, you will be 
working late hours.
This subtle rule encourages you to prove—from 5 
p.m. onwards—that you are ambitious and the can-
didate worth promoting/rewarding. 

Barrier 3. If you come into work after 9 a.m., you 
are less conscientious.
This expectation reveals the subtle bias that good, 
productive employees come in early every day  
(Yam et al., 2014). 

Three steps towards a flexible working culture
It takes courage to create flexible working cultures 
that accommodate individual differences. Senior 
management is crucial and holds the opportunity 
for breaking down the barriers and thus securing 
the potential positive effects of implementing a 
flexible working culture. We recommend the follow-
ing three-step model for implementing flexibility 
(Kring, 2017): 

Step 1. Kick-off 
The senior management is explicit in putting into 
words how they understand a new flexible working 
culture, and what it specifically entails, including 
with respect to managers and leaders. In particu-
lar, work is no longer expected to be carried out 
between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m., and work does not only 
take place in the office. All the employees are given 
laptops and smartphones. The senior management 
plays an important role in clearly underlining how 
these technologies do not imply boundary-less 
work, and how the individual managers/leaders 
and the employees are expected collaboratively to 
design sustainable and healthy boundaries. 

Step 2. Employees are made conscious of new 
ways of navigating life 
The senior management invites the employees to a 
joint process of reflection in groups (approximate-
ly 15 employees in each group). In these groups, 
new ways of understanding and new narratives of 
flexibility emerge. These include getting to know our 
individual needs, unconscious habits and rhythms, 
and establishing a common social acceptance of 
differences in terms of working time structures and 
work locations.



2.  Companies can increase productivity by making 
the different circadian rhythms of their employ-
ees visible, and flexibly accommodating these 
differences. Do you know when your colleagues 
peak? Have you mapped out your department’s 
circadian rhythms and how you can actively use 
the employees’ different rhythms to increase pro-
ductivity in your company (Kring, 2017)?

 
3.  Do you accept your partner’s rhythm? In Den

mark, 80 percent of all relationships are either 
AA or BB relationships, meaning that either two 
A-persons or two B-persons become a couple. 
Only 20 percent of Danish couples are AB. If you 
are in an AB relationship, I recommend that you 
go on dates in the middle of the day, when both 
of you have great energy. 

Work rhythm – hours of peak performance

energy

high

medium

low

time
06            09            12            15            18            21            24            03  
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Tool. Map your rhythm
Are you an A-person (early riser) or a B-person (late 
riser)? Record and graph your biological rhythm. 
At what point during the day do you feel most 
energised? When does your performance peak? 
When do you need to seek rest? When are you most 
creative? The purpose of the exercise is to become 
aware of your own rhythm. If you are a B-person, 
do the most important and complex tasks in the 
afternoon or evening. If you are an A-person, do the 
most important and complex tasks in the morning 
or before lunch.
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  2
Chronoleadership: Work in sync with your biological clock

BY CAMILLA KRING

Chronobiology is the study of circadian clocks.  
In 2017, Jeffrey C. Hall, Michael Rosbash and Mi-
chael W. Young were awarded the Nobel Prize for 
discoveries regarding the molecular mechanisms 
controlling the body’s circadian rhythm. Our circa-
dian clocks specify when we sleep and are awake. 
A circadian rhythm is not something we choose. 
It is something we are born with. Professor Till 
Roenneberg, a leading researcher on chronobiology 
at Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich, has 
mapped the circadian rhythms of more than 300,000 
people (Roenneberg, 2012). The distribution of cir-
cadian rhythms (chronotypes) ranges from people 
rising extremely early (early chronotypes) to people 
going to bed extremely late (late chronotypes), just 
as human beings range from very tall to very short. 

Chronoleadership: How to improve health, 
well-being and performance by being in sync with 
your biological clock
Productivity and quality of life can be improved 
by letting people synchronise their working lives 
with their biological clocks (Wittmann, 2006; Kring, 
2015). I call this chronoleadership. Chronoleader-
ship focuses on the optimal working times for each 
employee. To calculate the optimal working times, 
you can use the Munich ChronoType Questionnaire 
(Roenneberg, 2012).

Our differences in circadian rhythms are a great 
competitive advantage in a knowledge-based 
society, where technological developments and  
globalisation make it both possible and necessary to 
work at different times. I recommend that you work 
with chronoleadership in the following areas:

• Global work. Match circadian clocks with time 
zone work. As part of a globalised world, we 
need people in Europe who can communicate 
with Chinese businesses early in the morning 
and American businesses late in the evening. 

• Team work. Visualise your team’s work rhythms. 
I have worked with teams who discovered that 
they were active for 22 of the 24 hours of the day 
(Kring, 2017). By making our working hours  
visible, we can create more efficient teams, work-
ing together or individually when our energy 
levels peak. It does not make sense for early 
chronotypes (A-persons) to take phone meetings 
in the evening, and it is unproductive for late 
chronotypes (B-persons) to meet at 8 a.m. 

• Shift work. With respect to shift teamwork, it 
makes sense to plan working hours to match 
the circadian rhythms of the employees. Give 
A-persons more day shifts and B-persons more 
evening shifts. 

• Working 24/7. Create sustainable working hours. 
We need people who work around the clock at 
any time of the year—without burning out. 

Reflection questions
1.  Imagine that you get a work task at 5 p.m. The 
task is complex and demands a high level of 
concentration. You have to complete the task to-
morrow. What will you do? An A-person would 
go to bed at 9 p.m. and wake up at 5 a.m. to solve 
the task. A B-person would solve the task in the 
evening. 

10
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Step 1
Make a list of all preventive efforts and interven-
tions in the workplace.

Step 2
State which intervention level each initiative   
represents. Where is the focus placed? What is  
done in practice?

Step 3
If the initiatives solely represent the secondary and 
tertiary levels, consider introducing new initiatives 
at the primary level (Recommendation 8 might 
help).

Intervention Level

1. Primary
The purpose is to reduce poten-
tial risk factors or change the 
stressor/strain before employees 
experience stress-related symp-
toms or diseases.

2. Secondary
The purpose is to increase and 
upgrade employees’ knowledge, 
skills and resources in relation to 
managing stress loads and stress-
ful situations.

3. Tertiary
The purpose is to treat, com-
pensate and rehabilitate the sick 
employee. 

Target of the intervention

Sources of stress (e.g. organi- 
sation of work and working 
conditions)

Employee reactions to stress, 
and useful coping strategies 

The employee situation (e.g. 
short-term and long-term nega-
tive health effects)

Examples

Redesigning the job (e.g. reorgani- 
sing decision paths, establishing a 
supportive working environment 
or redesigning/establishing an 
appropriate reward system).

Training the employees on  
managing stress and coping with 
demands.

Establishing return-to-work pro-
grammes, work testing and medi-
cal/psychological stress treatment.

Table 1. Three types of intervention levels that focus on treatment, upgrading or reducing stressors, and risks at work 
(Hurrell & Murphy, 1996).

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  3
Focus on the psychosocial working environment rather than the individual

BY YUN LADEGAARD & JANNE SKAKON

When an employee stumbles on the staircase due 
to problems with the stairs, we would expect the 
workplace to initiate a risk assessment and an 
action plan. However, this is not the case when an 
employee becomes ill due to problems in the psy-
chosocial working environment. Likewise, we will 
often not discuss the employee’s personality or 
personal problems as significant factors that may 
have caused the accident. Nevertheless, such factors 
are often the case when an employee becomes ill 
due to work-related stress. In these cases, the illness 
may be explained by the employee’s personality or 
personal circumstances (e.g. being a perfectionist, 
lacking the ability to say no, lacking competencies 
or other personal issues).

Research has shown that although employees get 
sick due to conditions in the psychosocial working 
environment, systematic prevention does not occur 
in workplaces. Employees who become ill often 
experience that the problem is poorly handled in the 
workplace, with health and safety representatives 
not being involved. The main focus is often on the 
individual and the individual’s responsibility in the 
situation (Ladegaard, 2018; Ipsen & Jensen, 2012).

Thus, there is a need to ensure coordinated and 
systematic approaches when it comes to mapping 
and handling demands in the psychosocial working 
environment. These interventions should be based 
on current research-based knowledge and scientif-
ically developed tools (Nielsen & Noblet, 2018). In 
addition, there is a need to strengthen knowledge 
and competencies among managers and employee 
representatives to deal with problems in the psy-
chosocial working environment. This can be done 
by ensuring high-quality education and access to 

professional support (Ladegaard & Skakon, 2021 
Ladegaard, Skakon, & Netterstrøm, 2018).

Reflection questions 
1.  Where, how, and how often are managers and 

employees able to address problems in the psy-
chosocial working environment? What are the 
responses and potential actions? 

2.  What happens in the workplace if an employee 
is listed as sick due to work-related stress? Are 
work-related demands discussed (e.g. workload, 
work planning and quality of cooperation)? Is 
this followed by reflections on possible future 
improvements? Or is the focus primarily on the 
duration of the sick leave and coverage of the 
employee’s tasks?

3.  How do we define the goal of our preventive 
efforts and interventions? Is the goal primarily 
individual therapy and rehabilitation, developing 
knowledge and skills, or reducing potential risk 
factors (see Table 1)?

 Tool: Map the types of preven-
tive efforts and interventions
If one or more employees have become sick due to 
work, this should trigger a collaborative process 
among key persons at the worksite, where work-re-
lated challenges are identified and specific solutions 
are found and brought into action. Be aware that 
professional support may be required in complex 
situations.
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Fishbone workshop 
The purpose of this workshop is for managers and 
employees to work in a structured way to uncover 
and describe the conditions of their work experi-
enced as exciting, and as causing strain. At each 
workshop, two “Fish-Bone charts” are prepared, 
one for enthusiasm and one for strain.

Step 1. Identifying enthusiasm and strain at work
The following reflection prompt is provided to 
each participant: What excites you and what causes 
you strain in your work? Write (on post-it notes) 
the three most important things that inspire you 
and the three most important things that cause you 
strain in your work (5 minutes).

Step 2. Presentation of exciting and stressful  
factors at work
All participants are now asked to step up one at a 
time and present what they have written on their 
notes, making a few comments so that others can 
understand the background. “The post-it notes are 
attached to the Fishbone chart (which resembles a 
skeleton). For example, these could say, “good  
colleagues”, “challenging tasks”, “work variation” 
or “visible management”.

Step 3. Preparation of joint solutions in relation to 
strain at work
Solution proposals are discussed and joint solution 
proposals are prepared. The stressful factors in the 
work that the employees or managers cannot solve by 
themselves are escalated to the level of management 
that can solve the problem. The process is described 
in further detail in Organisational interventions for 
health and well-being in small and medium sized 
enterprises: Enabling and inhibiting factors in the 
PoWRS program (Ipsen et al., 2018)

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  4
Involve employees in organisational level efforts and preventive interventions

BY TANJA KIRKEGAARD, LIGAYA DALGAARD & CHRISTINE IPSEN 

There is an increasing scientific focus on combining 
individual and organisational efforts in order to 
reduce stress among employees (Richardson, 2017). 
Since many workplaces have a broad knowledge of 
individual efforts in this area, we focus on how it is 
possible to work organisationally on stress preven-
tion.

Organisational stress prevention requires a collabo-
rative structure within the organisation, where  
managers and employees continuously identify 
issues that have an impact on productivity and 
well-being. Furthermore, structures are needed to 
gather identified problems and solutions and pass 
these on to the organisation’s management teams 
that have the decision-making power to solve the 
particular problems.

Research has shown the importance of employees 
feeling that managers listen to them when they 
express themselves in relation to work issues (Burris 
et al., 2017). At the same time, the importance of 
getting employees involved in identifying issues 
and solutions for these issues has been highlighted 
(Nielsen et al., 2010; Ipsen et al., 2018). As a fol-
low-up to the mandatory Workplace Assessment, 
in 1:1 talks and in departmental meetings, it is 
important that managers create opportunities for 
employees to discuss what excites and stresses them 
in their work and what possible solutions they see. 
At the same time, it is necessary to clarify at what 
level a problem has arisen and where it can best be 
solved. Is it at an individual, group, management or 
organisational level?

If a problem is organisational, this requires that the 
problems and solutions should be discussed among 
the leaders who have the decision-making power 
to deal with the problem. These discussions should 
be a regular item on the agenda of the ongoing 
meetings of all levels of management, thus ensuring 
discussion of which working environment issues 
across all departments should be dealt with and 
how. Those issues that a leadership team does not 
have the decision-making power to act upon should 
be passed on to either a cooperation committee or 
the management team that has the decision-making 
power to solve the problem in question. In this way, 
leaders can gain knowledge of the nature of the 
problems, and where prevention is needed, align 
their expectations regarding who can solve the 
problem. At the same time, such meetings ensure 
that line managers do not stand alone when they 
seek to solve working environment issues without 
the necessary decision-making power.

Reflections 
1.  How do we involve employees in pointing out 

problem areas and solutions?

2.  How does cross-organisational collaboration 
move upwards in an organisation? When solving 
problems, how are responsibilities and decision- 
making power linked to individual leaders?

3.  How do we create a good and appropriate work 
environment for managers with responsibilities 
relating to people management?
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Points of attention during sick leave 

• Establish contact with the employee who is 
absent from the workplace. This contact should 
take place in a systematic and planned manner 
in agreement with the person on sick leave in 
order to create predictability and ensure that the 
situation is adapted to the employee’s current 
level of resources and energy.

• Establish dialogue with the employee about 
what happened in the period leading up to the 
sick-leave period. There should be an explicit 
focus on the learning opportunities ahead rather 
than blame.

• Support the employee on sick leave in receiving 
psychological treatment or counselling.

Points of attention during return to work

• There should be flexibility from the workplace 
in relation to planning and adapting the return-
to-work process, including increasing the tasks 
and level of complexity. Assignments should 
continually be adapted to the employee’s cur-
rent level of function. The individual recovery 
process may vary a great deal.

• If relevant, involve psychosocial safety person-
nel as well as selected close and experienced 
colleagues.

• Intensify the department’s focus on the prioriti-
sation of tasks and responsibility for the tasks, 
with a clear framework and clear objectives for 
their performance, so the returning employee 
and his/her colleagues do not feel uncertain 
about these areas.

• Be aware of whether there are any invisible chal-
lenges or dilemmas that are preventing the re-
sumption and performance of work tasks. These 
could include conflicts that are unresolved, 

unclear roles/goals, or insufficient knowledge 
about the functioning of the employee returning 
to work.

• Maintain a focus on the workplace’s social envi-
ronment in relation to both the person returning 
to work and the other employees who may expe-
rience that their returning colleague still exhibits 
a reduced level of functioning.

Points of attention after return to work

• The manager should, perhaps in collaboration 
with an occupational health and safety represen-
tative and/or union representative, identify the 
workplace conditions that may have contributed 
to the employee’s stress condition. The manager 
should determine if other employees are also 
exposed to these conditions and if they can be 
changed or adapted appropriately.

• Discussion should include how the department 
may handle the challenges at a group level so 
that each employee does not have to handle the 
demands individually.

• There should be feedback to the organisation on 
possible areas within the psychological working 
environment where there is a need for improve-
ment. 

• Is there sufficient knowledge among managers 
and other key employees on appropriate return-
to-work procedures and how to prevent relapses 
in the workplace? 

• Strategies and guidelines for handling work- 
related stress should be developed/updated 

 

Reflections: Focus points for organisations and managers in  
relation to employees’ return to work  

Sustainable return to work after stress-related sick 
leave is about helping employees return to work 
in an appropriate and lasting way (Etuknwa et 
al., 2019). Traditionally, there has been a focus on 
psychological treatment outside of the organisa-
tion, but interventions that have been successful 
in enhancing return to work typically have used a 
combination of psychological treatment and a work-
place-oriented approach. In general, flexibility and 
the way in which the workplace handles the process 
of sick leave and return to work are important in 
ensuring that the employee is able to return in a 
good and lasting way, particularly when it comes to 
employees that return after stress-related sick leave 
(Dalgaard et al., 2017; Finnes et al., 2018; Ladegaard 
et al., 2012; Mikkelsen et al, 2018). 

Therefore, we recommend that workplaces estab-
lish specific procedures to ensure that the process 
of return to work after stress-related sick leave is 
adapted to the situation of the individual employ-
ee and the workplace. These procedures should be 
based on establishing and maintaining good contact 
between the workplace and the employee, and en-
suring a gradual return to work, including a gradu-
al increase in work tasks and complexity.

To establish an appropriate process for returning 
to work, it is often necessary for the workplace to 
address any potential increase in workloads or de-
mands on the rest of the team so that one employee’s 
absence does not result in the absence of others. At 
the same time, in order to minimise the risk of future 
sick leave in the organisation, it is important that 
knowledge from previous sick-leave cases is incorpo-
rated into action plans for the future. In this process, 
it is important that the top management is respon-

sible for the implementation of a sickness absence 
strategy. Middle managers should have knowledge, 
guidelines and access to help in the process, as well 
as the opportunity to contribute to solutions for oc-
cupational health and safety issues. The role of the 
immediate superior (or another selected colleague) 
is central not only in establishing contact with the 
employee during sick leave, but also in addressing 
the rest of the employee group’s potential concerns 
before, during and after their colleague’s sick leave. 
In challenging situations in the process of return to 
work, an interdisciplinary effort will often be neces-
sary, involving the workplace, therapists, represen-
tatives from unions, and the municipal system.

Reflection questions 
1. Does your workplace have clear guidelines for 

how to handle stress-related absence and proce-
dures for returning to work after sick leave? 

2. Is there room for a gradual return to work 
after long-term absence? If not, what necessary 
changes could be made?

3. Is knowledge from existing sick-leave episodes 
collected and used to prevent future sick leave 
among employees? In other words, does the 
organisation adapt relevant work and social 
aspects to prevent further sick leave?

 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  5
Establish procedures for return to work

BY LIGAYA DALGAARD, YUN LADEGAARD & TANJA KIRKEGAARD
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Tool: Do you know?
Do you have enough knowledge about the psycho-
social working environment and how to prevent 
stress in the most effective ways? Many managers 
point out that participating together with other 
managers in courses on stress prevention offers a 
clear advantage. It helps build a common language 
on stress and prevention, thus helping managers 

There are 7.3 million managers in the EU, who are 
each responsible for more than 10 employees.

• One in five employees in the EU report poor 
well-being.

• In 2018, work-related stress and mental health 
issues cost €600 billion due to productivity 
losses, sickness absence, presenteeism and poor 
mental health (OECD, 2018).

General absence: Are your employees having more 
days off than usual? This can be a sign of stress and 
excessive workload.

Irritability: Have you noticed that an employee has 
been more upset lately or withdrawn from social ac-
tivities? This may be an indicator of stress. Be aware 
of changes in mood and behaviour. Stress can cause 
insomnia and a number of other mental problems 
that can lead to irritability.

Poor teamwork: Have you noticed that your em-
ployees have been less likely to cooperate than 
usual? They may be under pressure and experi-
encing stress symptoms. If you notice conflicts and 
disagreements between employees, there is a risk 
that these may be stress-related.

Reduced quality of work: Do your employees have 
difficulties concentrating? Has the quality of their 
work decreased? Being under massive or ongoing 
pressure makes it difficult for employees to concen-
trate and remain productive throughout the day, 
which often leads to a decrease in the quality of 
their work.

Disease: Do your employees complain about phy- 
sical symptoms, or do they call in sick more than 
usual? Because stress affects the immune system, 
stressed employees are more susceptible to disease. 
Stressed employees may also be afflicted by head-
aches, migraines and other chronic pain.

Negativity: Can you no longer see the optimistic be-
haviour you are used to seeing in your employees? 
When employees are stressed, it is difficult for them 
to see opportunities and focus on the bigger picture.

Changes in everyday habits: Have you noticed that 
your employees are changing their behaviour? If 
so, it might be a good idea to have a dialogue about 
this. Stress can cause changes in many everyday 
rhythms and habits, leading employees to skip 
meals, take work home or stay late at work.

Low energy: Are your employees mentally ab-
sent? Do they have difficulty keeping their eyes 
open? Stress drains people physically, and severely 
stressed employees often have poor sleep quality.

to align their understanding of stress and fostering 
valuable dialogues on their experiences, difficulties 
and good practice. 

This tool provides knowledge about stress and 
prevention.

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  6
Learn to lead

BY CHRISTINE IPSEN, YUN LADEGAARD & JANNE SKAKON

With regard to the psychosocial working environ-
ment, studies show that managers often do not feel 
competent to prevent and deal with problems such 
as conflicts, bullying and work-related stress (La-
degaard et al., 2017; Dewe & Driscoll, 2002). More-
over, education on working environment issues is 
not a mandatory subject in management training. 
This may seem strange, as ensuring a healthy and 
safe working environment is, by law, ultimately the 
manager’s responsibility. When the manager is not 
qualified to handle severe working environment 
issues, there is a risk that he or she may address the 
issue too late or in a way that is skewed in relation 
to what is actually needed. Thereby, the situation 
risks worsening, which ultimately increases the risk 
of dissatisfaction, work-related illness and employee 
terminations (Skakon et al., 2010). Therefore, man-
agers should understand their actual impact on the 
well-being and productivity of their employees (Ip-
sen, Karanika-Murray & Hasson, 2018). Thus, they 
should be provided with knowledge and tools fa-
cilitating a nuanced understanding of the interplay 
between the organisation of work, the social aspects 
of work, employee well-being and productivity, and 
their own role and importance in this context.

The organisation of work concerns how work is 
planned and managed, including working time, 
working tempo, staffing, hierarchy, the complexity 
of the work, communication about the work and 
decision making. The social aspects of work relate 
to collaboration and social relations, including the 
relationships between management and employees, 
among employees, and with stakeholders, custom-
ers and citizens. In this field of interaction, potential 
conflicts (e.g. bullying or harassment) may appear.

In today’s organisational reality, high demands re-
lating to productivity, growth and key performance 
indicators (KPI) management tend to obscure the 
focus on leading people. When managers are ap-
pointed based on their subject-specific competencies 
and results, they may lack competencies related to 
the leadership of people. Managers should there-
fore be offered training in managing the working 
environment, with an emphasis on the interaction 
between the working environment, productivity 
and quality (von Thiele Schwarz, Hasson & Taf- 
velin, 2016). Through ongoing documented partici-
pation in activities, courses and events that provide 
the latest knowledge and tools from the working 
environment field, training and education can be 
kept up to date. In line with other strategic areas 
of action, such as financial management, working 
environment and occupational health, the required 
education for managers should be explicitly stated 
and prioritized. Thus, the company’s top manage-
ment should engage in this education, sending clear 
signals that the company is taking active respon-
sibility for ensuring a good and healthy working 
environment.

Reflections
1. How do we train and support our leaders in 

preventing and managing employee stress?

2. How do we follow up on management educa-
tion, and ensure the skills and competencies 
necessary?

3. By what criteria do we designate managers?
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When mapping people in your network with their 
strengths and resources, you create a structured 
overview of who can provide a beneficial resource, 
and in what contexts this might be particularly 
helpful. In other words, you learn who can provide 
benefit with respect to what, when and how. This 
overview can also be used to actively strengthen 
your network, which will ultimately be beneficial in 
obtaining your goals.

The tool provides an overview of your network as 
well as specific knowledge of who can be of benefit 
in relation to specific tasks and challenges (e.g. in re-
lation to knowledge sharing, or seeking advice and 
support to solve leadership tasks and challenges).

Your leadership network 
Describe the specific task or challenge:

Name of the person 
who can support

Describe how the person is a   
resource (X can help me with ...) Status and follow-up

Tool: Map your management networkR E C O M M E N D A T I O N  7
Strengthen leadership communities

BY JANNE SKAKON, CHRISTINE IPSEN, TANJA KIRKEGAARD & YUN LADEGAARD 

Strong leadership communities lead to inspiration, 
understanding, common direction and learning 
among managers (Trillingsgaard, 2015). By opening 
up opportunities to share and handle issues to-
gether, such communities create less stress among 
managers (Beausaert et al., 2016). Strengthening 
leadership communities is important, as often the 
leadership role is experienced as a lonely position, 
especially in tough times. Paradoxically, many 
middle managers have the experience of standing 
alone, even though they share work context and 
face the same challenges (Ladegaard et al., 2017). 
Some managers point out that a lack of support, ex-
tremely poor cooperation and conflict-related issues 
in the management group can be a source of stress 
(Skakon et al., 2011).

Therefore, leadership communities must be pri-
oritised and strengthened for the common good 
(Schein & Schein, 2018). Strengthened leadership 
communities and sustainable leadership are created 
by sharing knowledge and reflections in an atmo-
sphere of trust. Therefore, targeted work with peer 
support, exchange of experiences, vigorous debates 
in relation to concrete, complicated and perhaps 
dilemma-filled situations, and the development of 
one’s own daily management are among the factors 
that can be pivotal (Ladegaard & Skakon, 2021). 
Strong leadership communities are supported by:

• Qualifying the existing leadership forums in the 
company. In order to support the development of 
the group and their communication, a facilitator 
should help provide verbal expression of that 
which remains unspoken. The leadership forum 
should consider how dilemmas and conflicts can 
be managed so that increased confidence and 

mutual learning are created. The focus should 
be on a healthy culture that supports collabora-
tion on the core task.

• Establishing relevant internal management 
networks, with a specific focus on issues such 
as leading organisational change, and prevent-
ing and handling employee stress. The specific 
themes with which the network engages are 
decided by both the employees and the manage-
ment group.

• Encouraging and supporting participation in 
external leadership networks across companies.

 
Reflections
1. Are the relationships among leaders character-

ised by trust and openness—even in difficult 
times? How—and what—do we learn from con-
flicts? Do we handle conflicts quickly enough? 
Do we consider how conflicts can be used 
constructively to strengthen future cooperation 
towards the common goal?

2. How do we, as leaders, show an interest in each 
other’s situations? Do we listen, help to explore 
and question curiously? Do we show and tell 
our leadership colleagues that we prioritise and 
value them, and that their thoughts and actions 
are important?

3. How do we most effectively bring our compe-
tencies into play in the leadership team?
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R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  8
Be an outreach leader

BY JANNE SKAKON, TANJA KIRKEGAARD OG CHRISTINE IPSEN

Being an outreach leader and at the forefront of 
leadership requires a good overview of the tasks, in-
cluding their progress and status, as well as insights 
about the employees’ situation. As an outreach lead-
er, your contact with employees is systematic. You 
follow up on their general well-being and their ef-
forts in relation to the total delivery, supporting their 
ownership of solutions, work flow, quality of deliver-
ance and feeling of being valued (Ipsen & Andersen, 
2011; Kirkegaard & Skakon, 2018). When working in 
a global context and in telework, outreach leadership 
is central (Poulsen & Ipsen, 2017; Thompson, Buch, 
& Glasø, 2019). With outreach leadership, you might 
use fewer resources firefighting stress management 
and conflicts, as potential risks are discovered before 
they develop into problems. Leaders should work 
systematically on outreach in the following ways:

• Prioritise and plan 1:1 dialogues with a struc-
ture that ensures attention is given to issues 
such as well-being and work challenges and 
opportunities. Align expectations with regard 
to task solving, deadlines, goals, resources and 
competencies.

• Ask for suggestions for improvement at depart-
mental meetings.

• Follow up on the relationship between tasks and 
resources on a regular basis.

• Consider any meeting or dialogue with an em-
ployee (touch points) as an opportunity to gain 
insight into the current state of the employee. The 
purpose is to support progress and development.

As an outreach leader, it becomes possible to keep a 
balanced focus on tasks and employees. You should 

prioritise a healthy working environment, with a 
focus on prevention. This creates opportunities for 
better leadership, with issues being solved before 
they turn into bigger problems, and contributes to 
increased trust between managers and employees 
(Skakon et al., 2010).

Reflection questions
1. What working conditions do we provide for 

the individual leader in relation to exercising 
quality leadership of people? Is there room for 
leadership? Or does the bustle caused by ambi-
tious business goals push people leadership into 
the background?

2. What is the dimension of the management area? 
How many employees report to a leader? How 
do we ensure that the leader actually has time 
for leadership?

3. How do we support leaders and co-workers ac- 
tually to have contact when teleworking, where 
leaders and employees work in different places, 
and when sometimes at different times of the day?

Tool. Weekly call schedule
The weekly call schedule is a management tool that 
helps managers have continuous and systematic con-
tact with their employees. Mark on a simple spread-
sheet to whom you have spoken, as well as where and 
when, to enhance insight into your daily people lea- 
dership. The spreadsheet also works as an eye-opener 
and reminder should some employees be receiving 
less attention. Such outreach leadership reduces fire-
fighting and creates opportunities for employees to 
take more responsibility (Ipsen & Andersen, 2011).
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Reflection questions
1. Where does productivity need to be increased? 

What tasks or methods can improve producti- 
vity?

2. On what work habits and practices should focus 
be placed (e.g. meetings, email and individual 
work assignments) to enhance our productivity?

3. What are the barriers to changing work habits? 
What resistance can we expect to meet?

 

Tool. Pomodoro Technique 
There are several different options and methods 
to optimise time consumption for key tasks in 
knowledge work. One of these is the Pomodoro 
Technique, where one works in a focused way for 
25 minutes and then pauses for five minutes. When 
working with others, it is important not to be dis-
turbed along the way. It is important to have a sys-
tem that can show that you should not be disturbed. 
This can be a simple solution (e.g. a red lamp on the 
table) or a more complex technical solution (e.g. a 
TV screen in the room showing the status of all the 
employees). If a thought arises to which you want 
to respond, write it down on a sheet of paper so that 
you can continue with the current task.

Pomodoro Technique 

Turn off your phone, email, social media and other potential disruptions. Signal that for the next 25   
minutes you will work in a focused way and not be disturbed. For example, a course may look like this:

•  Husk at afbryde arbejdet efter 25 minutter. Gå en kort tur, tag noget at spise, stræk dig eller tag en ufor-
mel snak med en kollega.  

Focus
25 min

Pause
5 min

Focus
25 min

Pause
5 min

Pause
10 min

Focus
25 min

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N  9
Create good working habits 

BY ANDERS RAASTRUP KRISTENSEN 

In recent years, several companies have been experi- 
menting with reducing the general working hours to 
30 hours per week. In these companies, employees 
receive full pay. These companies focus on creating 
good working habits by introducing working me- 
thods that can help employees to be more efficient,  
so they produce more in less time. 

The interesting thing about these initiatives is that 
they have succeeded in increasing the productivity of 
knowledge work. Knowledge work is work where 
primarily intangible services such as knowledge, 
service and care are produced. The challenge has 
been to increase productivity within these indus-
tries. While productivity in manual production 
increased fiftyfold during the 20th century by intro-
ducing new technology and management principles, 
productivity in knowledge work has not undergone 
the same development (Drucker, 1999). 

Until now, the general tendency in attempts to 
increase productivity in knowledge work has been 
to give employees the greatest possible freedom to 
organise their work. The consequence for many em-
ployees is that they themselves become responsible 
for delivering the tasks at the agreed time (Kristen- 
sen, 2011).

If they are unable to establish productive work hab-
its themselves, a consequence can be that employ-
ees end up working evenings and spending many 
hours during the weekend completing their tasks. 
Thus, an approach designed to increase freedom 
can have a negative impact on employee well-being 
and productivity. Companies that have focused 

on helping employees establish productive work 
habits have succeeded in increasing the produc-
tivity of knowledge work. They dare to challenge 
employees’ self-created work habits if these habits 
are not productive. In this sense, the companies take 
responsibility not only for employee productivity 
but also for employee well-being. For example, they 
take responsibility when they indicate that the work 
tasks must be achieved within normal working 
hours, whether the working time is 30 or 37 hours. 

If employees work one day less per week and 
achieve the same, this is an immediate 20 percent 
improvement in productivity. Such improvements 
have been achieved through a number of initiatives 
that help to develop good work habits. Examples of 
these include the following: 

• The Pomodoro Technique, where employees 
work intensively for 25 minutes, after which 
they must pause (Cirillo, 2006). Employees typi-
cally have to complete 10–12 Pomodoro periods 
in one working week.

• Changing the standard time in calendar notices 
for meetings so that a meeting must last either 
22 or 44 minutes, and introducing the rule that 
there must be a meeting agenda if a meeting is 
to be held (Ipsen & Andersen, 2011). 

These actions potentially can help to reduce stress 
by improving work-life balance, as the employees 
can work fewer hours per week. The methods also 
can be used by full-time employees.
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