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ABSTRACT 

Good management and employee health are considered two key factors to improve productivity, organizational 
development and competitiveness in a sustainable way. In spite of that, many organizations are still struggling 
with sickness absence, production losses and quality problems. Accordingly, there is an intensified search for 
and adoption of practices to increase employee involvement, support individual development, decrease 
absenteeism and in the long run improve productivity and organizational development.  
 
This paper addresses contemporary practices that have generated both organizational success and employee 
health. More specifically, a tentative model for management work, based on experiences taken from successful 
Swedish organizations, is presented. The model consists of values, methodologies and tools and includes 
practices that managers in other organizations might consider adopting. 
 
The paper is based on a case study of a large Swedish bank that has received an award as “Sweden’s best 
workplace” and has managed to turn round increasing levels of sickness absence while nurturing employee 
dignity and developing organizational performance. Interviews and workshops have been used to explore 
intentions and methodologies of the bank’s managers as well as opinions of employees. The findings have then 
been compared to findings derived from studies of successful smaller organizations, which have received the 
same award.  
 
The overall results confirm the importance of management commitment, employee involvement and encouraging 
corporate cultures to achieve sustainable workplaces where human resources are regenerated through the 
process of work. Moreover, communications through dialogues, trust and delegation have been central to align 
the work of managers and employees. The case study also shows that managers and employees have worked 
systematically to create a culture based on core values by choosing methodologies supporting the values. This 
strategy is in accordance with what some authors emphasize creates Total Quality Management.  
 
1.  INTRODUCTION 

During the last decade, sickness absence and disability pension sickness absence have grown 
to be a major public problem in parts of the Western world. This causes great socio-economic 
consequences for society, organizations and absentees (Alexanderson & Hensing, 2004; SOU, 
2002). For example, the costs for sickness benefits and disablement pensions together were 
10% of the total Swedish government spending in 2001 (The National Social Insurance 
Board, 2003).  
 
The connection between unsatisfactory work environments and sickness absence is well-
documented (Levi, 2000). Accordingly, there is a need for the creation of sustainable 
workplaces, where human and social resources instead are regenerated through the process of 
work while productivity and competitiveness are maintained (Docherty et al., 2002). 
However, many attempts to do so have instead increased work intensity and thereby sickness 
absence, which has an adversary effect on the quality of operations and business 
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competitiveness (Backström, 2003; Docherty et al., 2002; Kira, 2002; McKenna & Beech, 
2002).   
 
Research demonstrates that, for instance, a shared corporate culture, organizational 
development as well as trust, communication and involvement are important issues for 
employee health (Zwetslot & Pot, 2004; Bergman & Klefsjö, 2003; Eriksson, 2003). In this 
manner, good management and leadership are considered key factors for success (Harnesk, 
2004; Zwetslot & Pot, 2004; Kanji & Moura, 2001; Bender & van de Looij, 1994).  
 
However, an organization’s size influences its structure and management work (Robbins, 
1990). Many large organizations have hierarchical structures, complex communication 
channels and are less empowering (Nilsson, 1999). In addition, responsibilities differ for 
managers at different levels in the authority hierarchy of such organizations (Lennerlöf & 
Tydén, 2004; Robbins, 1990; Yukl, 1988). Thereby, managers on middle levels risk falling in 
between the different interests of the employees and the executive managers (Lennerlöf & 
Tydén, 2004). According to Daly et al. (2003), there are also many examples of top 
managers’ decisions being neutralized by lower managers and of decisions that have not 
penetrated through the hierarchy to the majority of the organization’s members. Deming 
(1986) even argues that it is very difficult to apply good leadership in large organizations.  
 
At the same time, recent national statistics also show that the level of sickness absence is 
connected to organizational size. In Swedish organizations of more than 100 employees 
sickness absence was 4,6% in 2005, whereas the same measure was 2,1% in organizations of 
less than 20 employees. In addition, the sickness absence increases in proportion to company 
size (SCB, 2006). Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to suggest a model, for management 
methodologies in large organizations, aimed at achieving sustainable health.  
 
2.  THEORY 

2.1 Health and sustainable workplaces 
When studying research literature, the concept of ‘health’ seems tricky to define in an 
unambiguous way. Some researchers define health as a combination of self-assessed health, 
absence of chronic conditions and absence of subjective health complaints (Medin & 
Alexandersson, 2000; Mackenbach et al., 1994). The Finnish philosopher Pörn even argues 
that health is a person’s state, which is achieved when the person’s repertoire is adequate 
relative to its goals (Lindberg, 2006). Moreover, Witbeck (1981) emphasizes that there is no 
optimum state of health, but a person can always increase the ability to act appropriately in 
some situations.  
A person’s health may be affected by a range of different social factors, work factors, 
organisational factors and individual factors. Several authors use the concept of ‘health 
factors’ considering what makes people function in the best way and feel well (Johnson et al., 
2003; Söderlund et al., 2003). Such factors are, for instance, trust, work satisfaction, 
leadership, communication and organizational development (Alexanderson & Hensing, 2004; 
Janssen et al., 2003; Söderlund et al., 2003; Dolbier et al., 2001).  
 
The definition of health used in this paper, follows the definition by WHO (1946): “Health is 
a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity”. Moreover, the author believes that the state of health is subjective and 
agrees with those who claim that health can always be improved. Further on, the author’s 
view of sustainable health is influenced by a definition by Harnesk et al. (2004):“durable 
individual perceived wellbeing”. However, in the concept of durability, the author also thinks 
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that to be sustainable, a person’s health should meet the needs of the present demands on the 
person without compromising the future health. In relation to work this should mean that 
human resources must be regenerated through the process of work in order to provide for 
sustainable health. From this perspective, sustainable health could also be seen as a part of 
sustainable workplaces that according to Docherty et al. (2002) are needed to achieve 
favourable development of health and productivity within organizations.  
 
2.2 Management and leadership 
According to several authors, there is a difference between management and leadership 
(Certo, 2000; Wiberg, 1992; Kotter, 1988). For instance, Kotter (1988) describes leadership 
as “a process for influence, without forcing, one or several groups of people in one 
direction”. Yukl (1998) claims that the word ´manager´ is an occupational title. He further 
argues that a person can be a leader without being a manager and being a manager without 
leading. According to Certo (2000) and Yukl (1998), successful management also needs to 
incorporate leadership.  
 
2.3 Quality management, work satisfaction and sustainable health 
Motivation and involvement are closely related to work satisfaction (Bergman & Klefsjö, 
2003). In addition, active participation by employees is seen as a factor for stress prevention, 
health promotion and for improving productivity, and organizational development (Velury, 
2005; Paul et al., 2000). The argument for this may be the positive influence possibilities to 
active involvement have on motivation and work satisfaction (Kondo & Park Dahlgaard, 
1994; McGregor, 1960).  
 
Moreover, Hackman & Oldham (1976) argue that the motivation for work is dependent on 
how the work is designed. They emphasize five dimensions that influence the experienced 
meaningfulness of the work, experiences of responsibilities for outcomes of the work and 
knowledge of the actual results of the work tasks. The dimensions give psychological rewards 
which give individuals higher motivation that results in improved quality and productivity as 
well as higher work satisfaction and decreased sickness absence. Other researchers discussing 
factors that can make us feel well at work are, for instance, Csíkszentmihályi (2003), Eriksson 
(2003) and Arnetz (2002). Arnetz (2002) presents research on stress, efficiency and renewal 
seen from the perspective of organizations. He believes that the initiate leaders (at the lowest 
level) of an organization affect the employees’ awareness of effectiveness and thereby their 
work satisfaction, which in the long run has a direct impact on the quality that is vital to 
achieve customer satisfaction. This statement is also in agreement with Porter et al. (2003) 
and the ideas in Total Quality Management (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2003; Dahlgaard et al., 
1998).  
 
2.4 Total Quality Management 
Many different definitions and descriptions of Total Quality Management have been 
presented over the years (Bergquist et al., 2006). In the last decade some definitions with a 
system emphasis have also been suggested by for instance Shiba et al. (1993) and Hellsten & 
Klefsjö (2000). Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) view TQM as “a continuously evolving 
management system consisting of values, methodologies and tools, the aim of which is to 
increase external and internal customer satisfaction with a reduced amount of resources”; see 
Figure 1. They further argue that to achieve and maintain the culture, the values must 
persistently be supported by suitable methodologies and tools. Methodologies are here 
interpreted as ways to work consisting of a sequence of activities whereas tools are more 
concrete support, for instance, matrices, sheets, computer software or diagrams. 
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Figure 1: Total Quality Management can be seen as a management system made up of values, methodologies 
and tools. The values are fixed but the methodologies and tools are just examples and can differ depending on 
the value they are supposed to support. From Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000). 
 
2.5 Organizational culture and values 
Organizational culture as a concept has been used during recent decades to refer to the climate 
and practices that organizations develop around their handling of people (Schein, 2004; 
Stoner et al., 1989). Culture may be defined as “the set of important understandings (often 
unstated) that members of a community share in common” (Sathe, 1983). Several authors 
further seem to describe the shared understandings as values or beliefs that generate common 
attitudes, rules and behaviours within the community, which may be for instance an 
organization (Kaufmann & Kaufmann, 2005; McKenna & Beech, 2002; Robbins, 1999). 
Schein (1992) further classifies organisational core values in three groups. One consists of 
‘artefacts’ visible within the organization, such as furniture and clothes. The next group 
consists of ‘espoused values’, which are values related to how the work is performed and 
decisions made. The third group consists of ‘basic values’, such as how we treat people of 
different religion or skin colour, and are often deep rooted and unconscious to the employees.  
 
3.  METHODOLOGY 

To increase the understanding of management work for achieving sustainable health in large 
organizations, as well as presumed differences to smaller organizations, I chose to examine 
both large and smaller successful organizations. Since the examples of achievement of 
sustainable health within large organizations of more than 500 employees were limited in the 
literature, a qualitative case study was performed from 2004 to 2006 to explore and describe 
the work of managers and employees of large organizations. 
 
In 2003 a different study had been carried out by another research team, with the aim of 
describing how successful smaller organizations in Sweden had worked to achieve sustainable 
health among their employees. My knowledge about that study made me perform a literature 
study to explore the work of smaller organizations and to provide a reference to compare 
methodologies of large organizations to; see Figure 2. 
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Figure 2:  The study of successful Swedish organizations of different sizes consisted of two parts; a case study 
aimed at exploring the work of managers and employees of a large organization and also a literature study to 
find out about methodologies used by smaller organizations 
 
3.1 The case study 
The case study was performed in a way similar to the Deming cycle: Plan-Do-Study-Act. The 
planning and data collection phases and parts of the analysis phase were conducted in a team, 
containing one of the persons who had also participated in the study of successful smaller 
organizations.  However, the case study was focused on one organization to provide for a 
deeper study and understanding of the particular case. The case organization, the Swedish 
bank FöreningsSparbanken, was chosen based on its recognition as a large organization and 
receiver of the award, “Sweden’s best workplace”, in 2003. The award is a national award 
considering leadership, work environment, participation and interaction, long term planning, 
preventive work and profitability. Each year one or several organizations may be awarded in 
an evaluation process similar to that of quality and business excellence awards, such as the 
European Quality Award (EFQM, 2006). Therefore, the award was used as proxy for 
identifying a successful large organization of more than 500 employees. The award had also 
been used by Harnesk al. (2004) to identify successful organizations. 
 
The study considered one business area of the bank. Respondents were chosen from three 
management levels and different subunits to cover the hierarchy from executive managers to 
middle managers and managers at bank offices, i.e. a lower management level. Moreover, 
nine employees from different offices were sampled. Data was then collected through 
interviews with the managers, workshops with employees and complementary document and 
literature studies. The information was later analyzed with diverse techniques at different 
levels and comparisons were made as described in Figure 3 below. The case study and the 
results are described in more detail in Wreder (2005) and Wreder & Klefsjö (2006).  
 
3.2 The literature study 
During the initial data collection in 2004, a research report and a draft to the related paper 
were reviewed (Bäckström et al., 2005; Harnesk et al., 2004). The second part of the data 
collection and the analysis were then performed in 2006 with a focus on the findings 
presented in the research report and paper.  
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3.3 Comparison of large and smaller organizations 
The comparison of large and smaller organizations was initially made with the findings of 
Harnesk et. al (2004) as a foundation to identify similarities and differences regarding the 
methodologies. Thereafter, the view of managers respectively employees of large versus 
smaller organizations were compared. Moreover, the three organizations were put side by side 
to contrast the core of their work; see Figure 3.  
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: The findings of the case study and the literature study were compared and finally also related to 
theory. Thereafter, the results were used to create a tentative model to support the work of managers in large 
organizations aimed at creating sustainable health.  
 
4.  FINDINGS 

The case study and the literature study together comprise studies of three successful Swedish 
organizations; a manufacturing company that had 54 employees in 2002, an emergency 
hospital department with 397 employees in 2002 and the large bank that employed 9000 
persons in Sweden in 2004. For more details about the organizations see Harnesk (2004) and 
Wreder & Klefsjö (2006).  
 
4.1 Experiences taken from the large bank  
The interviews show that the managers referred to the following as central for achieving 
employee health: clear, honest and consistent management in accordance to core values; 
measurements and feedback; employee participation; dialogues. In, addition, most of them 
mentioned the importance of customer focus and highlighted the vitality of employee 
satisfaction and health to fulfil customer needs. The executive managers also believed that a 
business approach on health issues and a comprehensible model for management are 
important to success.  
 
Employees at different offices agreed about the importance of their possibilities to actively 
participate in order to create a good work place. For example, the employees emphasised their 
autonomy to make decisions and work independently according to clear frames. Moreover, 
they described a culture of openness and knowledge sharing that encouraged active 
participation, learning and adoption of the business to customer needs. Within the offices, 
competence systems, active recruiting, training and networks were mentioned as means to 
support this culture. However, clear, caring and visible managers were argued to be the 
foundation for their work and good work place. 
 
Accordingly, management’s intentions and the view of the employees show large similarities 
and are also related to the bank’s espoused values (FöreningsSparbanken AB, 2005). The 
objectives of the bank were successively deployed throughout the organizational hierarchy by 
middle mangers and finally, reinforced the work within the offices. The opinions and work of 
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managers and employees within the bank are described in more detail in Wreder (2005) and 
Wreder & Klefsjö (2006). 
 
4.2 Experiences taken from smaller organizations  
Harnesk et al. (2004) studied two smaller organizations in a multiple-case study, which 
resulted in four categories of methodologies based on opinions of managers and employees; 
see Figure 4.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4:  A simplified version of the model by Harnesk et al. (2004). “General attitudes” are general 
throughout the whole organizations and not specific to either employees or managers. “Leadership attitudes” 
are related to the ways managers behave and act whereas “Organizational structures” is based on 
managements’ responsibility and organizational structure issues. Last, “Methodologies” are connected to these 
responsibilities and the ways managers act (Harnesk et al., 2004). 
 
Their main conclusions were that the following management methodologies are important for 
achieving sustainable health: building close relations with employees; dialogues; mediation of 
how each individual function is important to the performance of the whole; observing and 
respecting the needs of each employed person; making an effort to establish trust in all 
directions. 
 
4.3 Comparison of the large bank and the smaller organizations  
The four categories of methodologies identified by Harnesk et al. (2004) comprise of similar 
values and methodologies as were identified within the large bank. Four values appeared as 
common to all three organizations: management commitment; employee involvement; focus 
on customers and continuous development. According to Harnesk et al. (2004), ethical issues 
were certainly present in the daily work of the smaller organizations, but neither of them used 
the term ‘core values’. In contrast, executive managers of the bank talked about agreed upon 
values that acted as a foundation for their decisions and acting.  
 
Management commitment: All interviewed managers within the bank, independent of level, 
declared that their manager, on the next higher level, was important to the success of the 
organization. Moreover, the employees expressed appreciation for their managers being 
visible, supportive and caring. Similar to the bank’s managers, the managers of the smaller 
organizations “practised what they preached” and expressed awareness of being role models 
within their professions. Within all organizations “Management by walking around” was 
practised to build relations and get to know the employees and their needs better. However, in 
the smaller organizations executive managers seemed to have more opportunity to interact 
with the employees. Contrary, executive managers within the bank described that they worked 
through managers on middle and lower levels, who were more involved in building relations 
with the employees. The executives instead seemed to demonstrate commitment by steering 
the way of the bank through strategy and goal deployment and providing resources for lower 
managers. For instance, they used a balance scorecard tool to steer the organization as a 
whole. Also, by including measures of health in the scorecard it created a business focus on 
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health issues to make sure health was paid attention to in goal setting and follow up within all 
levels of the bank.  
 
Employee involvement: The value of employee involvement was expressed by both managers 
and employees independently of their belonging to a large or a smaller organization. 
Moreover, the employees of the organizations appreciated that they were very much involved 
in the development of their work and work environments. All organizations highlighted their 
use of infrastructures for communication. However, objectives and information were 
transferred between and applied on more levels within the large organization. The managers 
at middle and lower levels of the bank were considered an important channel for spreading 
executive management’s intentions and support to the employees as well as involving them. 
In all organizations the managers in addition seem to have worked through delegation and as 
coaches by clarifying goals and priorities, inviting people to influence their performance and 
careers and conveying people’s importance. Managers on middle and lower levels as well as 
employees mentioned that they felt they had authority and their managers’ trust to be creative 
and make decisions as well as to fail and regret mistakes. Within the bank, this was called 
mandate and the managers discussed the necessity of both having mandate from their 
managers and of giving mandate to subordinates. 
 
Focus on customers: According to the employees, the bank strived to adapt to the needs of 
the customers and society through such tools as questionnaires and relation building with 
customers, aimed at learning more about the customers’ needs. The managers in all three 
organizations further declared that mental and social well-being is a pre-condition for 
employee satisfaction, health and performance and consequently for customer satisfaction. 
Accordingly, methodologies were used to support values of employee involvement and 
motivation to create satisfaction. In contrast to the smaller organizations, the large bank had a 
strategic focus (a health project) on making health improvements among employees. In both 
smaller and large organizations they further focused specifically on rehabilitation of long term 
sickness absent employees. Within the bank executive managers had created tools, for 
instance a routine, to aid middle and lower managers’ handling of employees on long-term 
sick leave.  
 
Continuous development: Employees and managers of all organizations mentioned 
methodologies, as competence development, networks for knowledge sharing and on-the-job 
training, related to employee development. Within the bank, these were also aided by use of 
competence profiles and the intranet as well as different mailing lists for knowledge sharing.  
 

5.  CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

The empirical data show that the values and methodologies identified within the organizations 
support creation of employee health in accordance to what is argued in theory 
(Csíkszentmihályi, 2003; Eriksson, 2003; Arnetz, 2002; Hackman & Oldham, 1976). 
Moreover, management commitment to employee well-being seems to have been the base to 
achieve health within the organizations. These findings also support what is stated by other 
authors (Zwetslot & Pot, 2004; Kanji & Moura, 2001; Bender & van de Looij, 1994). 
 
Based on the definitions of for instance, Certo (2000), Kotter (1999) and Wiberg (1992), one 
might even argue that the managers within the bank have connected management with 
leadership focused on concern for the employees as people, to achieve successful 
management. The interviews also show that the leadership of the executive managers within 
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the large bank is characterised by strongly espoused values as discussed by Schein (1992). 
However, middle and lower managers did not declare them as core values but discussed the 
issues as important to their leadership. In addition, the values somewhat seemed to convey to 
employees what behaviours they should engage in and thereby created security, being a 
substitute for formalization and a prerequisite for steering the large organization in one 
direction. The managers and employees also mentioned almost the same methodologies as 
important to success. 
 
As a result, the bank seems to have succeeded in avoiding the difficulties related to 
management, communication and empowerment in large organizations, mentioned by Daly et 
al. (2003), Nilsson (1999) and Deming (1986) among others. Every manager’s and 
employee’s awareness of what is valued and thereby acceptable within their corporate culture 
in combination with the mandate also seem to be a prerequisite for middle managers’ ability 
to fulfil needs of both executive managers and employees and reinforce the priorities of the 
organization. In addition this seems to have reduced the risks related to hierarchical 
management levels as described by Lennerlöf & Tydén (2004) and Daly et al. (2003). 
  
Accordingly, the results of the case study imply that managers and employees within the large 
bank have worked systematically to create a culture based on core values by choosing 
methodologies and tools supporting these values; see Figure 5. It could be argued that this 
strategy follows the view of Hellsten & Klefsjö (2000) on how to work with TQM. Similar to 
the identified strategy of the bank, Harnesk et al. (2004), also talk about “Attitudes” and 
“Organizational structures” in their model. They argue that, in the smaller organizations, a 
common base of values of the respective organization is based on the “General Attitudes”.  
Moreover, they found that “Leadership Attitudes” affects the way the organization is 
structured as well as the methodologies used. Therefore, the author’s interpretation of the 
model by Harnesk et al. (2004) is that the categories of attitudes express shared 
understandings consisting of values and the attitudes, rules and behaviours they have 
generated. This is similar to what Kaufmann & Kaufmann (2005), McKenna & Beech (2002) 
and Robbins (1999) believe about common values. Accordingly, one might argue that the 
model by Harnesk et al. (2004) similar to Figure 5 consists of values and methodologies that 
depend on these values.  
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Figure 
5: The model is based on experiences taken from the large bank which has managed to create a sustainable 
workplace where health and performance improve. The model suggests a strategy of values, methodologies and 
tools that should be able for other organizations to adopt. The concept of ‘co-worker’ is here synonymous with 
‘employee’.   

Further on, what is described in Figure 5 and the model of Harnesk et al. (2004) shows that 
similar methodologies, focused on the needs of the employees, have been used in all 
organizations. Both models also support the theory by Bergman & Klefsjö (2003) showing 
that the value of everybody’s involvement is achieved through methodologies based on 
communication, delegation and training. However, there seem to be some differences between 
what are considered methodologies in the case study versus the model by Harnesk et al. 
(2004). The dividing line between methodologies and tools is sometimes also difficult to 
distinguish within the examples given in Figure 5. In addition, such as communication and 
trust that were mentioned as important to the bank’s success did not fit in the definition of 
methodologies but show similarities to health factors described in theory (Alexanderson & 
Hensing, 2004; Janssen et al., 2003; Dolbier et al.,2001). This may indicate that more than 
methodologies, or a wider definition, is needed to describe how sustainable health can be 
created. A possible explanation could be that a culture, based on values with concern for 
human aspects that are supported by methodologies and tools, may be of benefit to support 
‘health factors’ and thereby support creation of sustainable workplaces where health 
improves; see Figure 6.                  
                                          
 

 
 
Figure 6:  The figure describes how a management system of values, methodologies and tools may support 
factors advocated to support creation of health.  
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In conclusion, the top management commitment seem to have been an overarching condition 
for the focus on values and supporting methodologies that have been used in the exemplified 
sustainable workplaces, where human and social resources are regenerated through the 
process of work. The methodologies identified in the bank and the smaller organizations are 
similar and also already well-known methodologies advocated in management theory. Indeed, 
the similarities found may also reinforce that the author and the team that studied the smaller 
organizations have backgrounds in quality departments. However, the model in Figure 5 may 
inspire the work for sustainable workplaces of other managers by presenting examples of 
values, methodologies and tools that are advocated in theory and actually have been practiced 
to achieve health and success within a large bank.  
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