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Letter to the editor
Scand J Work Environ Health. 2015;41(2):218. doi:10.5271/sjweh.3474

We read with interest the letter from Drs Durand-
Moreau, Loddé, and Dewitte (1) regarding our article 
on unnecessary work tasks and mental health (2). The 
authors argue that: (i) the article is flawed by an impre-
cise one-item exposure measurement, (ii) the results 
may be affected by reverse causality, and (iii) ultimately 
the elimination of unnecessary work tasks may increase 
“psychic suffering”. We would like to take this opportu-
nity to address their concerns. 

We acknowledge, as we did in the article itself, that 
measuring unnecessary work tasks using only one item 
is less than ideal and could have increased measurement 
error in our analyses. The item we used to measure 
unnecessary work tasks assesses the employee’s over-
all evaluation regarding the extent to which they must 
conduct work tasks that they, for whatever reason, deem 
unnecessary. We are unconvinced by the claim by Drs 
Durand-Moreau, Loddé, and Dewitte that this phenom-
enon is somehow unrelated to Semmer’s definition of 
unnecessary tasks (3, 4), regardless of the sense-making 
processes underlying an individual employee’s evalua-
tion of a particular work task as unnecessary.

Regarding the issue of reverse causality, the analy-
ses were longitudinal and the effect estimates were 
adjusted for the baseline mental health level of the par-
ticipants. Consequently, we examined changes in mental 
health over time, and our results cannot be explained by 
poorer mental health making workers think “that what 
they’re doing is useless” as claimed in the commentary. 
Although causal inference is always a delicate issue 
when applying observational research methods, the 
adjustment for baseline mental health should account 
for reverse causality at least.

Drs Durand-Moreau, Loddé, and Dewitte ques-
tion that our findings suggest that the elimination of 
unnecessary work tasks may be beneficial to employee 
mental health. Instead they propose that unnecessary 
work tasks may be conducive to mental health because 
“some tasks may seem unnecessary or bothersome, but 
may correspond to work periods that allow for tempo-
rary rest”. We find this suggestion curious and are not 
aware of any empirical studies to support this claim. 
Consequently, we encourage the authors of the com-
mentary to test their hypothesis empirically. Any such 
empirical evidence would be a welcome advancement 
to the scientific knowledge concerning the mental health 

consequences of unnecessary work tasks. As the results 
of our study do not indicate that unnecessary work tasks 
could be beneficial to mental health, but indeed that 
they could be harmful, we find no reason to modify the 
conclusions of our article.
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