
Improving work participation 
interventions:

Doing MORE of the SAME or

something DIFFERENT?  

Prof. Ute Bültmann
Department of Public Health, Community and Occupational Medicine, 

University of Groningen, University Medical Center Groningen

Amsterdam Satellite of Cochrane Work, Sept 6th, 2019



Improving work participation 
interventions:

Observations, reflections and 
recommendations in three acts







Sterk naar werk - adapted 



Act 1: 

More of the same
Context matters 





First coordinated RTW 
intervention in Denmark





Schandelmaier et al., PLoS ONE, 2012, 7(11): e49760  



RTW coordination

 9 studies from 7 countries
 musculoskeletal problems (8), mental health (1)

 RTW coordination
 small relative, but likely important absolute benefits 

regarding (time to) RTW
 small improvements in function and pain

Schandelmaier et al., PLoS ONE, 2012, 7(11): e49760  



Schandelmaier et al., PLoS ONE, 2012, 7(11): e49760  



Cochrane Collaboration, 2017



2017: NO BENEFITS  14 / 9
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Act 2: 

More of the same
Implementation matters 



Cochrane Collaboration, 2012



Cochrane Collaboration, 2015



Process: Participant’s responseProcess: Participant’s response

Effect and Process



Process: Participant’s response
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Process: Occupational physicians

Arends et al., 2014







Quality assessment 
of the intervention implementation?

►Recruitment
►Reach
►Dose delivered & Dose received
►Fidelity (delivered as planned)
►Context

Linnan & Steckler, 2002; Saunders etal., 20015; Murta et al., 2007; Nielsen & Randall,2012



Act 3: 

Something different 
Multilevel and multicontext



Towards sustainable RTW

RTW activities for CMD suffer from 2 limitations

1. focus on resources during absence period, ignoring 
resources that may facilitate sustainable RTW 

2. fail to consider the interaction of resources at the 
individual, group, leader and organizational level, and the 
integration of work and non-work domains

+ overarching context, societal context, culture and legislation 

Nielsen, Yarker, Munir, Bültmann, 2018





Nielsen, Yarker, Munir, Bültmann, 2018



Nielsen, Yarker, Munir, Bültmann, 2018



10 propositions on IGLOO-levels

Employees with CMDs…

who experience strong, positive social networks outside 
work are more likely to achieve sRTW (#4)

who experience inclusive, considerate and individualized 
line management are more likely to achieve sRTW” (#5)

Nielsen, Yarker, Munir, Bültmann, 2018



Sterk naar werk - adapted 



Recommendations

More of the same: 

Key components - dosis, fidelity, context

Quality assessment of implementation

Something different: 

Shy not away from complexity



u.bultmann@umcg.nl

THANK YOU!
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