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Discussion paper

Adjustment disorders in occupational health care

Scand J Work Environ Health 2003;29(6):478–487

Dutch practice guidelines for managing adjustment disorders in
occupational and primary health care
by Jac JL van der Klink, PhD,1, 2 Frank JH van Dijk, PhD 1

van der Klink JJL, van Dijk FJH. Dutch practice guidelines for managing adjustment disorders in occupational
and primary health care. Scand J Work Environ Health 2003;29(6):478–487.
Stress-related disorders, especially adjustment disorders, are widespread among working populations and are
responsible for high costs in terms of suffering, sick leave, disability, and economic losses. Despite their high
prevalence, there has been relatively little research on the effectiveness of treatments in an occupational health
care setting. Guidelines for occupational physicians and general practitioners in relation to mental health
problems were recently developed in The Netherlands and are discussed in this article. The guidelines provide a
classification based on terms that are already used in the profession and are consistent with the diagnosis
“adjustment disorder”. They give recommendations for guidance and treatment on the basis of existing
evidence, experience in adjacent fields, and consensus procedures. They are based on cognitive behavioral
principles, mainly stress inoculation training and graded activity, and aim to enhance the problem-solving
capacity of patients in relation to the work environment. The aim of this paper is to contribute to the exchange of
and a discussion on methods and good practices in primary and occupational health care.

Key terms burnout, cognitive behavioral therapy, distress, graded activity, nervous breakdown, occupational
health, problem solving, stress inoculation training.

In the last 20 to 30 years, occupational health professionals have been confronted with a growing number
of employees suffering from various stress-related disorders (1). Many terms are used to describe these disorders, but we use “adjustment disorder” as a general
concept. Adjustment disorder is an accepted medical diagnosis and is consistent with occupational health practice in that its relation to a stressor is part of the definition and marked distress or social impairment is a consequence of the disorder. Although it is hard to establish the costs in terms of absenteeism, loss of productivity, and health care consumption specific for adjustment disorders, these costs must be considerable. The
International Labour Organization estimated the cost of
work absence for all mental health reasons and loss of
productivity at USD 200 billion a year in the United
States (2). In Great Britain, about 40 million workdays
are lost annually due to mental and emotional disturbances (3). In The Netherlands about half of the work
disability caused by mental disorders is due to adjustment disorders.
1
2

Costs are also high for the affected person in terms
of high rates of tension, anger, anxiety, depressed mood,
mental fatigue, and sleep disturbances. In addition, there
is a risk of being made redundant. In The Netherlands,
the risk of chronic disability (after 1 year of sickness
absence a person is eligible for disability benefits) was
found to be higher than 20% for employees who had
been on sick leave due to an adjustment disorder for 4
weeks (4, 5). Most of these employees did not receive
any psychological or psychotherapeutic help. Apparently, it was not appreciated that these people were at risk
for chronic disability.
Clearly, there is need for practical guidelines on the
management of adjustment disorders for professionals
who see these patients in an early phase, namely, occupational health physicians and general practitioners. However, such guidelines are difficult to develop
because of confusion about diagnostics and the concepts used for stress-related disorders and because
of discussion about the effectiveness of different
therapeutic methods. In The Netherlands, two closely
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related guidelines were completed recently, one for
occupational health practice (6) and one combined for
occupational and general practice (completed as a test
version) (7). The guidelines concentrate on the diagnosis of adjustment disorders and effective strategies for
client guidance or therapy. They were developed as a
result of a systematic consensus process and, where possible, were evidence-based. [See the Discussion section.] Both guidelines cover diagnostic steps and steps
for intervention, process evaluation, and relapse prevention. The combined guideline also covers aspects
of cooperation, mutual consultation, and conduct if
a difference of opinion exists between the occupational health physician and general practitioner. In
this paper, we describe these Dutch guidelines on the
diagnosis and therapy of adjustment disorders. Aspects such as interdisciplinary cooperation and work
environment intervention are included in one or both
guidelines. In this article, we concentrate on the parts
of the two guidelines that are similar (ie, on the care for
the individual employee). In this way, we hope to foster discussion of “best practices” and to provide support for occupational health physicians, general practitioners, occupational health psychologists, nurses, and
social workers.
In the following sections, we follow the structure of
the guidelines (diagnosis, intervention, monitoring, and
relapse prevention) and discuss, per section, available
evidence, approaches based on practice and consensus,
and the way these points have been elaborated in the
guidelines

Diagnosis
Search for concepts and criteria. One of the problems
encountered when guidelines are developed for employees suffering from stress-related complaints is the confusing variety of terms, concepts, and diagnostic criteria used. Stress-related disorders are characterized by an
identifiable stressor or stressful situation and a reaction
to this situation in terms of distress symptoms, possibly
combined with dysfunctioning in one or more social
roles. Most occupational health physicians and general
practitioners classify these disorders as stress, neurasthenia, adjustment disorders, nervous breakdown, or
burnout.
Stress is a widely used term, but can be interpreted
differently—as a cause, as a consequence of a process,
or as the process itself. When used to indicate a disorder or a syndrome, it is usually in reference to employees who report distress symptoms, such as fatigue, irritation, and problems of concentration, but who still fulfill their occupational, social, and private roles. These
people maintain control in these roles in the sense that

they can keep fulfilling them, but at the cost of
investing considerable energy and experiencing several
complaints or symptoms.
Neurasthenia is a diagnosis in the tenth revision of
the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10)
(8), but it is not present in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV) (9). It is a
mental disorder characterized by chronic fatigue, weakness, and concomitant physiological symptoms.
Adjustment disorder is a diagnosis or classification
in DSM IV and ICD-10 and refers to a maladaptive reaction to an identifiable stressor occurring within a short
time after the onset of the stressor. It is characterized
either by significant impairment in social or occupational functioning or by marked subjective distress in excess of a normal and expected reaction to the stressor
(9). The symptoms often resolve within 6 months after
the termination of the stressor but may persist in response to a chronic stressor.
Nervous breakdown, also denoted by the French
term surmenage, is a diagnosis commonly used by general practitioners and occupational health physicians in
various countries to indicate an exaggerated response
to psychological stress in everyday life, especially distress symptoms, in combination with dysfunctioning
(10). It is a diagnostic concept almost similar to the
DSM diagnosis “adjustment disorder”.
Burnout is a diagnosis that is not covered by DSMIV or ICD-10. However, since the introduction of the
term in 1974 by Freudenberger (11), the term has become popular among both patients and health professionals. Maslach et al (12) characterized three dimensions of burnout. Symptoms of serious emotional exhaustion are central, and they are accompanied by either depersonalization—with a connotation that differs
from that in psychiatric psychopathology (ie, related to
distant feelings or cynicism in relationships with others)
or reduced feelings of personal accomplishment (12).
Unfortunately, there is no consensus based on these
concepts, terms, and diagnoses (originating from different periods, cultures, and conceptualizations) or on criteria that can be used in practice for employees with
serious work-related problems or disorders. The term
stress has so many meanings that a specific preventive
or therapeutic approach cannot be based on this concept.
For work-related problems, the concept of neurasthenia
(ICD-10) has the major disadvantage that it is a description at a symptom level and is not associated with stressful situations or with social dysfunctioning (work or private life). The diagnosis “adjustment disorder” is an accepted medical diagnosis and is consistent with experience in occupational health practice. The relation to a
stressor is part of the definition, and marked distress and
social impairment are consequences of the disorder.
However, occupational physicians prefer diagnostic
Scand J Work Environ Health 2003, vol 29, no 6
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terms that enable them to differentiate between
employees who are on sick leave and those who are not,
especially because the main risk of these disorders lies
in the development of prolonged disability. The term
“nervous breakdown” (or its synonym surmenage)
focuses on employees who have suffered such a loss
of control that they are on sick leave, and therefore
it is commonly used by occupational health physicians. In contrast, the term “burnout” covers symptoms that are focused on specific problems with performance at work, such as cynicism and experience
of professional ineffectiveness. The term “burnout” is
used both for the final stage of a process and for the
process itself. Employees in a burnout process are often not yet severely impaired in their social roles, and
many are still at work, although not without minor or
major problems.
The diagnosis “adjustment disorder”, which includes
impaired functioning and marked distress, seems most
appropriate because it covers the work-related problems
seen in daily practice. However, in occupational health
practice a differentiation between employees still at
work and those on sick leave is considered important,
as has already been mentioned. Moreover, occupational health physicians differentiate in practice between a
category of patients with a short case history (less than
3 months) of exposure to stressors and a favorable prognosis and patients with a history much longer than 3
months and a relatively unfavorable prognosis.

Classification in guidelines. In accordance with the arguments already discussed, the Dutch guidelines use the
general concept of adjustment disorders (stress-related
disorders) with subclassification into the categories of
distress, nervous breakdown, and burnout.
Distress narrows the broad concept of stress to the subjective reaction pattern to a stressor. Emphasis is given to

the aspect that functioning is mainly intact;
people maintain control over their interaction with the
situation and still go to work.
Nervous breakdown emphasizes the impairment in
social or occupational functioning (ie, loss of control over
the situation within a period of 3 months after the stressor).
Patients have to drop several roles, particularly demanding roles. Work is one of the first roles to be sacrificed,
sick leave being a probable consequence. Marked subjective distress is an accompanying problem in most cases.
Burnout is characterized by emotional exhaustion.
In addition either depersonalization, as defined earlier,
or the experience of ineffectiveness must be present.
Emphasis is placed on the long duration that distinguishes burnout from nervous breakdown; usually, there is
more than 1 year between the onset of the chronic stressor and the ultimate crisis.
Adjustment disorders should be distinguished from
conditions in which people have problems or a strong
emotion (eg, anger in case of a conflict) without significant distress in excess of a normal and expected reaction and also from more severe disorders. Distress symptoms in combination with an identifiable stressor can
occur together with bereavement and various psychiatric disorders. Thus the diagnosis of adjustment disorder
should not be used when the disturbance meets the criteria of another DSM disorder, such as a specific anxiety or mood disorder, and not when the symptoms represent bereavement. In particular, it is important that occupational health care and primary health care professionals identify depression and anxiety disorders
(among them posttraumatic stress disorders). Both disorders are characterized by a high prevalence, overlap
with nonspecific distress symptoms (table 1), and a potential need for specific care (specific therapeutic protocols) in addition to guidance focused on the stress-related part of the disorders. A few specific criteria can

Table 1. Symptoms related to depression and anxiety.a
Disorder

Specific symptoms b

Nonspecific symptoms c

Depression

Loss of pleasure in almost all activities
Marked psychomotor agitation
Feelings of worthlessness, self-reproach or excessive or
inappropriate guilt
Suicidal ideation
Marked weight loss or gain

Dysphoric mood
Loss of interest
Sleeping problems (insomnia or hypersomnia)
Loss of energy, fatigue
Diminished ability to concentrate, slowed thinking, indecisiveness
Marked changes in appetite

Anxiety

Continuous anxious mood or excessive worrying for
at least 1 month
Persistent and irrational fear
Recurrent panic attacks
Compelling desire to avoid
Obsessions or compulsions

Anxious mood
Worrying
Mild avoidance
Palpitations, trembling, shaking, sweating, dizziness,
other physical symptoms

a
b
c

For the diagnosis one should apply the criteria of the American Psychiatric Association (9).
Specific symptoms are more exclusive to the disorder in question.
Nonspecific symptoms common with those often experienced by patients with a stress-related disorder.
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be indicated for both disorders (table 1). Depression is
characterized by depressed cognitions and vital symptoms and by severe anhedonia, whereas anxiety disorder is characterized by excessive anxiety or concern.
The Dutch guidelines use the following classification for occupational and primary health care populations:
· Adjustment disorders
⋅ Distress
⋅ Nervous breakdown
⋅ Burnout
· Depression
· Anxiety
· Remaining psychiatric disorders.

Intervention
Search for evidence. As the first step in providing a basis
for the development of an intervention, searches were
made for intervention and prognostic studies that might
reveal populations at risk. A Medline search on workrelated adjustment disorders 3 failed to identify any controlled intervention studies. This failure indicated that,
despite the high prevalence of adjustment disorders,
little is known about the effectiveness of treatments (13).
In the adjacent domain of preventive programs about
50 controlled studies of preventive, or stress management, programs were identified, mostly aimed at preventing problems with performance, sickness absence,
or permanent work disability.4 The conclusion of several qualitative and quantitative reviews (1, 14–16) was
that stress management interventions are effective in
reducing the negative aspects of stress. One of these, a
recent meta-analysis (14), concluded that cognitive behavioral and multimodal (cognitive behavioral interventions combined with relaxation techniques) interventions
appear to be the most effective. Relaxation techniques
also proved to be effective, although less than the programs with a cognitive approach. In terms of outcome
variables, the meta-analysis showed that cognitive behavioral intervention can improve perceived quality of
worklife, enhance psychological resources and responses, and reduce symptoms. In terms of psychophysiological outcomes, relaxation techniques, whether pure or em-

3

4
5

bedded in a multimodal program, appear to be effective.
No randomized controlled studies were found that
evaluated the therapy or guidance of employees with
burnout, but several controlled studies evaluated intervention among a working population with a burnout
measure as the dependent variable (17–25). However,
none of the studies concerned patients diagnosed with
burnout. Cognitive programs appeared to be the most
effective.
A search of Medline and Psycinfo 5 for prognostic
studies of adjustment disorder did not detect any studies published in peer-reviewed journals.

Search for approaches
A search of Medline, Psycinfo, and Clearinghouse National Guidelines (in the United States) for guidelines
on the diagnosis and therapy of adjustment disorders
identified a few publications with an unclear status.
They were either written by a single author, or the development procedure was not clarified. This lack of publications contrasts with the existence of clinical guidelines, for example, for major depressive disorder (26,
27).
Some of the publications retrieved concentrated on
more general topics, for instance, prevention of disability (28), or on related areas, for example, guidelines for
brief psychodynamic psychotherapy (29), a guideline
for family physicians for investigating fatigue of less
than 6 months’ duration (30), and a document on the
recognition, prevention, and remediation of burnout
among health care professionals participating in the
care of children with cancer (31). In general, these
articles drew the same conclusions as the reviews
and meta-analyses of stress management, namely,
that cognitive therapy, stepwise reintegration planning, and relaxation training are effective forms of psychotherapeutic intervention.
The lack of well-designed studies means that there
is no high-level evidence for any type of intervention
for work-related adjustment disorders. Practice-based or
consensus-based guidelines have not been published.
Nevertheless, there are sound arguments that therapy
needs to be supportive, active, flexible, and goal-directed and it should work within a time-limited context
(32–34). Therapy uses encouragement, supports the

All searches conducted in the process of guideline development were repeated for this article to obtain a timely
overview. The outcomes of the two searches were consistent. We searched for articles published from 1980 on and
concerning “adjustment disorders” combined with two groups of terms, one related to the population (employee,
occupational, vocational, rehabilitation, work, job, absenteeism, and sick leave) and the other related to intervention
(therapy, treatment, protocol, program, intervention, primary care, prevention, and employee assistance program).
For the search terms see van der Klink et al (14).
From 1980; terms were adjustment disorder and prognosis/prognos*.
Scand J Work Environ Health 2003, vol 29, no 6
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patients’ strengths, and minimizes or plays down past
problems. Education and information play an important
role. Therapy, according to these principles, enables
patients to develop a realistic attitude towards their situation, to realize that they are not alone with their problems, and to become aware of useful and helpful resources (32). Because the impairment of social or occupational functioning is a central feature of work-related adjustment disorders, caused by a temporary lack
of control over interaction with the situation, therapy and
guidance concentrate on helping patients to regain control and to rebuild their social and occupational contacts
and activities. This activity is especially important when
the main risk is that the impairment becomes chronic
because the patient does not regain his tasks and social and occupational roles. There are several methods of proved effectiveness that focus on the patient’s regaining control and activities, for instance,
stress inoculation training, cognitive restructuring, graded activity, and time contingency (table 2).
Cognitive-behavioral intervention, based on cognitive restructuring, has proved effective in both preventive programs (14, 16) and curative programs
(37). The same is true for stress inoculation training
(38). A graded activity approach based on time contingency has proved effective with patients with lowback pain (39, 40). Early efforts to help the patient
regain function appear to be effective (28). These
principles have been applied in the Dutch guidelines
for the diagnosis and treatment of adjustment disorders (6, 7).

Three-phase model, a basic scheme for the guidelines.
In the guidelines, regaining control and resuming earlier activities are regarded as active processes in which
three phases can be distinguished. The first phase is
dominated by the crisis. Patients are often “out of joint”
or disorganized. They are tired, and sometimes they have

no clear insight into what has happened. Regaining
control in this phase means understanding what has happened and coping emotionally with it, therefore obtaining understanding and acceptance. In the second phase,
patients have to gain insight into the stressors that contributed to their distress and into possible solutions. The
acquisition of skills can be part of this phase. In the third
phase, the solutions and skills that have been acquired
have to be applied and put into practice in the social and
occupational roles that patients have dropped.
This three-phase model is based on experience
gained with patients with successful recovery. The three
phases together resemble the phases in stress-inoculation training. As in grief therapy, the therapeutic approach aims at guiding patients for whom recovery has
stagnated. To prevent a mere passive perception of the
recovery process, the phases are described to patients
as tasks (41). These tasks are to acquire insight and acceptance and to draw up an inventory of stressors and
solutions. Subsequent tasks are to apply the solutions
and learned skills and to resume social roles and return
to work.
Occupational health physicians and general practitioners have two roles to fulfill. They must monitor the
recovery process, by ascertaining that patients fulfill the
recovery tasks, and they must intervene when necessary.
Who performs which role depends, among other things,
on whether a patient’s problem is mainly work-related
or not.

Interventions elaborated in the guidelines. Intervention
is needed when the aforementioned tasks are not fulfilled spontaneously. The aim of all intervention is to
enable patients to complete the recovery tasks and to
increase their problem-solving capacity. Although assignments are given, it is important that patients do not
receive a prescription defining how they should solve
their problems, because such a prescription would

Table 2. Central features of stress inoculation training, cognitive restructuring, graded activity, and time contingency.
Method

Characteristic

Stress inoculation training

Designed to train effective coping skills to enhance resistance to stress (35, 36)
Encompasses three-stage intervention of (i) education with a goal of helping the patient better understand the nature of
stress and stress effects, (ii) skill acquisition, encouraging the patient to develop and practice a repertoire of coping
skills, and (iii) application of coping skills in increasingly challenging situations

Cognitive restructuring

Aimed at the patient’s changing thoughts (cognitions) to help him or her develop a different, more productive point of
view of his or her problems
Creates a new starting point from which solutions become apparent
Helps identify irrational thoughts or beliefs that block a more distant, productive view and helps replace irrational beliefs
with more rational cognitions

Graded activity

Uses a time contingent scheme to resume activities gradually

Time contingency

Implies that activities are built up according to a prestructured time schedule and is thus not dependent on the course
of symptoms
Avoids the pitfall of the sequence “I can only start doing this or that when my fatigue (or any other symptom) is less.”
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encourage dependence rather than independence and
discourage an active approach by the patient. Thus intervention aims to keep the patient moving on the road
to recovery (ie, to regaining control) not to take him by
the hand (and take over control).
Intervention in the crisis and understanding phase
aims at supporting the acquisition of insight and the acceptance of what has happened. The elements are education about stress, stress responses and adjustment disorders, provision of a rationale, a realistic prospect, positive re-labeling, and a schedule for various nondemanding activities. These interventions can help patients regain control at a cognitive and emotional level. Providing patients with adjustment disorders with a rationale for
the problems they experience is a powerful form of intervention, especially when given as a metaphor. A rationale should offer a plausible explanation of the situation a patient has encountered and should provide a
favorable perspective of the problem. In this manner,
the rationale that all psychopathology has its roots in
the past (ie, in one’s youth) offers an explanation but
also implies an unfavorable perspective because one
cannot change one’s youth. The rationale that most psychopathology is a result of a combination of a person’s
situation, perception, thoughts, and behavior is favorable because people can choose to influence the stressful
situation and their perceptions, thoughts, or behavior,
depending on the perceived controllability. A broadly
applicable rationale for adjustment disorders is the balance metaphor (figure 1).
The balance metaphor illustrates that there should
be an equilibrium between the load to bear and a person’s ability to bear the load. When this equilibrium is
disturbed, either the load should be—temporarily—reduced (fewer workhours, fewer other obligations, some
problems solved, effective time management) or the
ability to bear should be increased (a rationale, problemsolving attitude, effective relaxation, physical training,

Load to bear

Ability to bear

demands (vocational,
social, family)
life events
problems

mental strength
physical strength
social support

Figure 1. The balance metaphor.

mobilization of social support, enlargement of decision
latitude). The phase model, explained in terms of tasks,
can serve as a rationale for the recovery process.
Intervention in the insight phase aims to support the
making of an inventory of problems or stressors and consequently of possible solutions. It consists of such undertakings as a worrying assignment, a stressor and solution
inventory, a writing assignment, and decision protocol.
The stressor and solution inventory are at the core
of this phase. The accumulation of demands and problems often leads to a diffuse feeling of distress and threat
and to avoidance of an active approach to problems.
Drawing up an inventory of stressors can empower patients and make them feel more in command of the situation (42). For this reason, patients are asked to draw
up a list of seven to ten stressors in any aspect of their
lives (work, social, etc). These stressors must be concrete, not vague (such as, “my work”, or “atmosphere
at work”). Patients are then asked to indicate to what
extent each stressor can be influenced (“Can it be influenced immediately?”, "Is a strategy or other people
needed?” or “Can it not be influenced?”). Then, patients
design strategies to manipulate the stressors, starting
with those that lend themselves to an immediate approach and then proceeding to those that may need a
more complex strategy or the help of others. Finally, patients learn to accept stressors that cannot be influenced.
Intervention in the rehabilitation phase aims at helping patients apply the strategies and solutions they have
worked out and at building up activities and roles that they
have dropped. The topics are “rehabilitation schemes” and
“anticipation of difficulties and drawbacks”.
The essence of this phase is that patients work on a
time-contingent basis, after setting realistic goals for
their rehabilitation. Therefore, resolving problems and
resuming earlier activities do not depend on the course
of symptoms. The main danger, that patients develop a
chronic disorder, lies in the fact that symptoms such as
fatigue deter patients from taking up social and occupational roles. By asking patients to make two schemes,
one that is maximally demanding or challenging and one
that is maximally safe, a range is created in which both
the patient and professional can determine a recovery
trajectory, mostly positioned somewhere in between.
This flexible approach allows patients to speed up or
slow down within the defined range in response to problems encountered during rehabilitation.

Monitoring the process and relapse prevention
The analysis of cases in which stress responses have
become chronic shows that often little is done to correct or adjust a patient’s progress. In many instances
patients are encouraged to rest and are given comforting counseling as guidance. The Dutch guidelines
Scand J Work Environ Health 2003, vol 29, no 6
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provide an active monitoring strategy for the regular
evaluation of the recovery process in order to prevent
cases from becoming chronic.
The evaluation criteria are based on the three phases described in the preceding text. There are four evaluation moments (table 3): the first at the end of the first
phase, the second halfway through the second phase, the
third at the end of the second phase, and the fourth at
the end of the third phase. For persons’ diagnosed with
a nervous breakdown, these evaluation moments fall at
3-week intervals. Thus after 3 weeks the tasks of the
first phase should have been completed, and the criteria
described for the first evaluation moment should have
been met. The timing of the evaluation moments is not
absolute but, instead, serves to warn professionals that
recovery may be slow and that a patient may be at risk
of developing a chronic problem. Minimal intervention
can be used to support patients in fulfilling the tasks of
a given phase. If there is a persistent stagnation of the
patient’s progress, a thorough evaluation should take
place to identify the underlying cause, and the patient
should be referred to more specialized care, if warranted. Although the periods are predominantly practice
based, there is evidence that the recovery process can
be maximized at about 12 weeks. In a recent intervention study, 96% of the patients who had received activating intervention had resumed their work totally or
partly within 12 weeks (13). In many cases, it will take
a considerably shorter period.
The same scheme can be applied to the work situation, and, in such a situation, management and supervisors may play a decisive role. Tasks are set that correspond with those of patients, namely, identifying the
problem, developing a solution to the problem, and finally applying the solution. Occupational health physicians, occupational health nurses, psychologists, or social workers can coach management and colleagues in
this process.
Because the recovery process is also a learning process in which problem-solving skills are acquired, relapse
prevention is an important aspect of therapy. The aim
of relapse prevention is to safeguard the results of the

recovery and learning processes and to prevent a
downward spiral if patients relapse. It increases the likelihood that patients will react adequately to new or recurrent problems. Thus the occupational health physician or general practitioner involved should check
whether patients recognize early signals (feelings, mood,
cognition, behavior) and whether the (work) environment also recognizes these signals. They should also
ensure that patients are sufficiently aware of which situations, attitudes, and cognitions play a role in the development of adjustment disorders. Finally, the occupational health physician or general practitioner should
attempt to determine how patients and the (work) environment will react if signals or situations return.

Discussion
In this article, we have described Dutch guidelines on
adjustment disorders for occupational health physicians
and general practitioners. Adjustment disorders were
subdivided into distress, nervous breakdown, and burnout. The guidelines are based on an activating approach
and incorporate process evaluation.
In this discussion section, we focus first on the validity of the method described, and then on the feasibility and relevance of these guidelines to occupational
health care and general practice. Finally, we comment
on cultural aspects.
There is little published research that evaluates the
effectiveness of intervention for work-related adjustment
disorders with methodological rigor. A protocol similar
to the guidelines described here proved to be highly effective in the prevention of long-term sickness absence
and in relapse prevention (13). Further evaluation is necessary to provide additional scientific evidence and to
test new approaches. Randomized clinical trials and
other well-designed studies are needed as a foundation for evidence-based practice. However, because of
the meticulous consensus and review procedures used
in the development of these guidelines, they are firmly practice- and consensus-based. To be eligible for

Table 3. Tasks to be accomplished in the three phases of recovery and the schedule for the evaluation and its criteria.
Recovery phase

Tasks to accomplish

Evaluation
time

Criteria for advancement or change-over

1. Crisis and understanding

Rest, insight and
acceptance

I. End of phase 1

I. The patient has a rationale for the situation or accepts one and has a problemoriented attitude; preoccupation in thinking shifts from consequences such as
symptoms to causes such as problems and stressors

2. Insight

Defining the problem
and making an inventory of stressors

II. Halfway through
phase 2

II. The patient has a problem-solving attitude and is open to the suggestion to
make an inventory of possible solutions

III. End of phase 2

III. The patient has an application-oriented attitude and is open to the
suggestion to apply strategies and to build up demanding activities

3. Rehabilitation

484

Working out strategies, IV. End of phase 3
rehabilitation

Scand J Work Environ Health 2003, vol 29, no 6

IV. Roles that have been dropped during the crisis are (at least partially)
resumed
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authorization, guidelines for occupational health
physicians should be developed according to the
following procedure: (i) after a review of the relevant literature and consensus meetings, a project
team of occupational health physicians should prepare a first draft, (ii) this draft should be reviewed
by experts from inside and outside the field of occupational medicine, (iii) a revised draft should be judged
and tested by practicing occupational health physicians,
and (iv) a final version should be submitted to the guideline committee for authorization.
The present guidelines were prepared by a project
team of 21 occupational health physicians and 1 psychologist. The first draft was reviewed by 15 experts
(among others, occupational health physicians, psychiatrists, general practitioners, and psychologists). The
second draft was tested and commented on by 21 practicing occupational health physicians, selected at random from the files of the Dutch Association of Occupational Physicians.
Despite this thorough procedure, scientific evidence
is the most solid and preferable base for medical practice. The evidence for these guidelines is based on only
one randomized clinical trial (13). Other randomized
studies are currently being conducted. It has been a conscious choice of the Dutch Association of Occupational Physicians to develop these guidelines at this stage,
primarily because of the high individual and societal
costs of disability due to adjustment disorders and the
unsatisfactory results of practice in force.
Other good practices may exist that probably share
some core elements with the Dutch guidelines, such as
activation and graded activity. Where our focus was
cognitive behavioral, effective methods could also be
based on relaxation techniques and physical activation
or on intervention focusing on work organization. This
article may contribute to a discussion and exchange of
good practices on this topic.
The three-phase model provides a structure to support patients in fulfilling their recovery tasks. The interventions described are primary care interventions for
occupational health care professionals or general
practitioners and may aid this process. If these interventions insufficiently stimulate progress, then the
case should be thoroughly evaluated to detect underlying causes for the stagnation of the recovery. This
evaluation may lead to work-oriented intervention or
reveal patient-related aspects that go beyond the scope
of the coping—enforcing interventions that generalists
without a specialized therapeutic background can
conduct. The patient should then be referred to a
specialist. Thus process monitoring is an instrument
for the professional generalist that guarantees that
the intervention is as basic as possible but as specialized as required.

Patients with distress can follow the same schedule
as that described in this paper for patients with
“nervous breakdown”, on the understanding that social or occupational roles do not have to be assumed
in the third phase. For patients with burnout, who
usually have a long history, the duration of the three
phases may be longer. In such cases, the scheme can
help occupational health physicians and general practitioners to distinguish between patients with burnout who can be helped by the method as described
in this paper and those who need to be referred for
more specialized help and intervention.
A study among occupational health physicians revealed that the guidelines have a high rate of acceptance among occupational health physicians and that the
attitude and the intention to use them are positive. However, implementation of the guidelines lags behind their
high acceptance. On a 7-item scale with a 5-point Likert scale for each item, 1 representing negative and 5
positive, the mean score for positive attitude was 4. On
a 2-item scale for application of the guidelines, with a
5-point Likert scale for each item ranging from 1 for
never to 5 for always, the mean score was 2.5 (43). A
study among occupational health physicians and general practitioners trained in the use of guidelines for concerted action on mental health problems showed high
use of and satisfaction with the guidelines by both professional groups (44). These outcomes indicate that further implementation efforts do not need to focus on increasing the acceptance of the guidelines but, instead,
on training professionals in their use.
As we have already mentioned, the schedule for recovery is not absolute and is strongly influenced by cultural factors. Occupational health physicians trained in
the use of the guidelines and working in the Dutch Caribbean commented that, while the guidelines were valid
for the population, the schedule for recovery was much
shorter than that given in the scheme. The type of work
involved may also play a role in this difference. Another potential cultural influence involves the coping strategy used. The guidelines emphasize active coping, the
dominant coping strategy used in Western societies.
However, it is not known whether this focus will be
equally effective in societies or (sub)cultures with a
greater emphasis on passive coping strategies. In the
aforementioned meta-analysis (14), only 2 of 48 studies were conducted in a non-Western society (45, 46).
One study evaluated a cognitive behavioral approach,
and the other a relaxation-based intervention, which is
more directed towards passive coping. Both interventions proved to be effective. In this sample of two, the
cognitive behavioral intervention was more effective,
but no conclusions can be drawn from this result.
Work stress has both individual and organizational
aspects. Both aspects are valid and essential and should
Scand J Work Environ Health 2003, vol 29, no 6
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be taken into account in prevention, diagnostics, therapy, and rehabilitation (1, 3). The Dutch guidelines for
occupational health physicians and general practitioners encompass organizational diagnostics and some basic interventions, especially contact with management,
although the emphasis is on patient guidance. In the future this individual approach will be complemented with
a worksite approach, focused on, for example, management style, community building, and conflict solving.
For pragmatic reasons we have limited our focus to patient guidance in this article.

5.

6.

7.

Concluding remarks
The relatively mild diagnosis “adjustment disorder” has
far-reaching disabling consequences for those suffering
from it in The Netherlands and other countries. Current
occupational health and general practice approaches are
often not successful in preventing the consequences of
these disorders. Evidence-based methods are available
in related fields. The guidelines discussed in this article
were developed in a consensus procedure, and they are
based on evidence where possible, on good practice experience, and on existing approaches with proved effectiveness in related fields. Given the paucity of high-level
evidence in this area and the complexity of the issue,
some choices were predominantly based on consensus;
other solutions may also be possible and potentially effective. The acceptance of the guidelines is high among
professionals, but their actual use is in the implementation phase. The guidelines appear to be effective when
physicians are trained in their use, but further evaluation is needed. We recommend an exchange of methods and good practices to support professionals and to
challenge researchers to conduct more evaluation studies.

8.
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