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1 | INTRODUCTION
According to the International Labour Organization (ILO)
and World Health Organization (WHO), occupational
health is defined as “the promotion and maintenance of
the highest degree of physical, mental, and social well-
being of workers in all occupations by preventing depar-
tures from health, controlling risks and the adaptation of
work to people, and the people to their jobs”.! Its main
objectives are as follows: “(i) the maintenance and promo-
tion of workers' health and working capacity; (ii) the im-
provement of working environment and work to become
conducive to safety and health, and (iii) development of
work organizations and working cultures in a direction
which supports health and safety at work and in doing so
also promotes a positive social climate and smooth opera-
tion and may enhance productivity of the undertakings.”>
To achieve the goal of occupational safety and health
activity, a safe and healthy working environment should
be ensured for all workers, as provided in ILO Conventions
No. 155 and No. 161.>” In this framework, occupational
safety and health, a discipline dealing with the prevention
of work-related injuries and diseases as well as the protec-
tion and promotion of the health of workers, aims at the
improvement of working conditions and environment.**
Thus, organizational interventions should be encouraged
for promoting occupational safety and health.
Organizational interventions are group-, team-, or
workplace-based approaches to improve working condi-
tions and environment.” ™" In conducting organizational
interventions, the participation of workers has been
strongly recommended by many researchers.”''™** For ex-
ample, the recently published International Organization
for Standardization (ISO) 45003 guideline states that the
participation of workers is an essential component for the

safety and health to review and comment on the draft definition. We carefully
reviewed their comments, and formulated our final proposed definition. To sum-
marize the key points of the final version of the definition, organizational inter-
ventions are planned actions that primarily directly target working conditions
with the aim of promoting and maintaining of the highest degree of physical,
mental, and social well-being of workers in all occupations. In addition, as par-
ticipatory elements of organizational interventions in the final definition, ideally,
all workers participate in every step of the intervention, while participating in
part of the steps of the intervention in some cases. Furthermore, in principle, all
workers participate in each step of intervention, while it is also acceptable that
only elected representatives among workers participate in the intervention.

employee participation, occupational health, participatory organizational interventions

development, planning, implementation, maintenance,
evaluation, and continual improvement of healthy and
safe workplaces as well as the success of the process to
manage psychosocial risk."* The participation of workers
is important because it increases worker control, sense
of fairness, justice, and support; in addition, it helps to
optimize the fit of the intervention to the organizational
culture and context.” However, participatory organiza-
tional interventions are characterized or defined in a var-
ious way.”'"*%!* For example, Nielsen et al. (2010) and
Abildgaard et al. (2018) suggested that definitions of this
type of intervention fail to agree on who participates in
the intervention (e.g., all the workers or elected represen-
tatives), or the steps of the intervention in which workers
participate.>?

Despite an increasing number of participatory organi-
zational intervention studies,"”” a comprehensive pic-
ture of this type of intervention and evidence for its overall
effectiveness have not been well integrated. This is partly
because there have been a limited number of systematic
reviews and meta-analyses specifically targeting this type
of intervention. Lack of a common definition of participa-
tory organizational interventions may make it difficult to
conduct such an integration effort.

In this opinion paper, we aimed to propose a defini-
tion of participatory organizational interventions. Here,
we formulated participatory organizational interventions
as organizational interventions that include participatory
elements. Having a commonly accepted definition would
enable researchers and practitioners to conduct a variety
of participatory organizational interventions under the
same range of definitions and more easily integrate evi-
dence of effectiveness or other program characteristics
of participatory organizational interventions to develop a
standard guideline for this type of approach.
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2 | METHODS
First, we developed a tentative draft definition of organiza-
tional interventions and participatory elements, based on
relevant literature.”*'® Because there was not a common
definition, we referred to six reviews related to participa-
tory organizational intervention’? and three important
guidelines of occupational safety and health'*'*'® The
tentative definition was revised in several rounds of an
extensive discussion by the authors. This resulted in the
draft definition. We asked selected international experts
in this field to review and comment on the draft defini-
tion. We carefully studied their comments, and formu-
lated our final proposed definition.

More specifically, from our social network, we invited
15 experts in this field who were active in research of or-
ganizational interventions or were involved in activities
of international organizations related to occupational
safety and health, such as ILO. These included academic
researchers [e.g., professor or associate professor of uni-
versity, and researchers at research institutes (n = 11),
international organization staff (n = 3), and an occupa-
tional health consultant (n = 1)|. We sent the descriptions
of the draft definition listed in the Results section to them
and asked them to review and comment back to us. In the
final step, we studied and integrated comments from the
experts and formulated a comprehensive definition of par-
ticipatory organizational interventions.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | The draft definitions
1. Organizational interventions

We developed a draft definition of organizational inter-
ventions as follows. This was sent for review by 15 inter-
national experts,

Organizational interventions are planned actions that
directly target working conditions with the aim of prevent-
ing deterioration in mental health, physical health, quality
of life, and work-related outcomes of workers, and of pro-
moting these outcomes. Organizational interventions are
often primary and secondary prevention-focused, but may
also include tertiary prevention, for example, interven-
tions to help return-to-work of workers with mental health
problems.

Note

« Interventional actions may target single or multiple
known risk factors at work (e.g., job content, workload
and work pace, work schedule, job control, work envi-
ronment and equipment, organizational culture and

i 30f7
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function, interpersonal relationships at work, role in or-
ganization, career development, home-work interface).

« Interventions, approaches applied to teams.

« Interventions may be multimodal, including any com-
bination of individual, manager, and organizational
approaches such as workplace mental health promotion
with an organizational component.

« NOT: National, regional or global-level policies, regula-
tions; interventions which only address individual-level
interventions, or which only address knowledge, aware-
ness, attitudes, stigma reduction of managers, or which
only address knowledge, awareness, attitudes, stigma re-
duction of workers.

2. Participatory elements of organizational interventions

To become a participatory organizational intervention,
an organizational intervention is required to have the fol-
lowing participatory elements of interventions. This was
also sent to the experts.

1. Employees should participate in each step of intervention:
they should be involved in action planning, implement-
ing, evaluating, and reviewing the intervention itself.

2. In principle, all the employees in the workplace should
participate directly in each step of intervention. However,
indirect participation through elected representatives
among employees could also be acceptable.

3.2 | Comments from experts and our
accommodations and amendments

Representative comments on our draft definition and our
responses to them were shown as follows.

1. Organizational interventions

Two experts pointed out that our outcomes were re-
stricted. For example, they advised it would be better to in-
clude additional health outcomes or safety. In addition, they
suggested “deterioration” was too strong. Furthermore,
they commented that organizational interventions may also
include actions that indirectly—as well as directly—target
working conditions. Finally, in the Notes section, there was
a comment that the phrase “Interventions, approaches ap-
plied to teams” was incomprehensible.

First, according to their advice, we decided to re-
vise the description of outcomes to be more inclusive.
Specifically, we changed “mental health, physical health,
quality of life, and work-related outcomes of workers” into
“the highest degree of physical, mental, and social well-
being of workers in all occupations,” which was based on
the definition of occupational health suggested proposed
by ILO and WHO.! Second, in light of the point that
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organizational interventions may include approaches
that indirectly target working conditions, we modified the
description of organizational interventions, by changing
the phrase “planned actions that directly target working
conditions” into “planned actions that primarily directly
target working conditions.” Third, we also revised the
phrase “Interventions, approaches applied to teams” into
“Interventions may include team-based approaches” in
the Notes section.

2. Participatory elements of organizational interventions
Table 1 presents the summary of the experts' comments.
Primarily, the experts gave us the following three sugges-
tions. First, they gave feedback on criterion (1): it seems
unrealistic that employees should participate in each step
of intervention. For example, the case where employees
could join in action planning and implementing, but not
in the evaluation process could be excluded from the par-
ticipatory organizational interventions based on the draft
definition we proposed. Second, they offered a comment
on criterion (2): it is also incompatible with reality that
all the employees in the workplace should participate in
the intervention. For example, guided focus groups with
selected employees and representatives of management
and professionals was a common approach; thus, a more

TABLE 1 Summary of experts’ comments on a draft definition
of participatory organizational interventions.*

Comment 1: It seems rather unrealistic to expect participation
of employees in each step, including evaluation.

Comment 2: While participation of employees is important,
there may be a different intensity of this participation.

For example, the use of guided focus groups consisting of
selected employees and representatives of management and
professionals has been a common approach.

Comment 3: From experience, employee participation in the
action planning and implementing process could produce
positive effects.

Comment 4: Involving employees in evaluation seems
problematic in terms of independent assessment and related
quality standards of intervention research.

Comment 5: Flexibility in which parts of the interventions and
employees’ participation should be accepted.

Comment 6: It also may be essential whether employees
participate in the intervention voluntarily or compulsorily,
even though it would be difficult to distinguish.

Comment 7: The contents of participatory interventions vary
among practitioners. Thus, when comparing studies of
participatory intervention, we need caution regarding what
was done in each intervention.

Comment 8: It may be more appropriate to use “workers”
than “employees” because all workers, regardless of the
employment relationship, such as day laborer, family, intern,
or volunteer, should be intervened.

“The authors edited the sentences from experts for clarity.

flexible participatory style should be acceptable. Third,
they suggested that it may be more suitable to use the term
“workers” rather than “employees” because all workers,
regardless of the employment relationship, such as day
laborers or interns, could participate in an intervention.

Based on these comments, we decided to change “em-
ployees” into “workers.” In addition, in light of the point
that it would be unrealistic that all the workers in the
workplace should participate directly in each step of inter-
vention, we thought the case where workers participated in
only part of the intervention, or only elected representatives
among workers participated in the intervention should
also be included in participatory organizational interven-
tions. However, for improving the work environment,
providing opportunities for all the workers to participate
in organizational interventions is essential.'* Also, consul-
tation between the organization and workers should take
place at all stages of the intervention."® Then, we thought it
would also be necessary that all the workers could have op-
portunities to participate in every step of the intervention
in some form, regardless of direct participation or indirect
participation through elected representatives. Accordingly,
we revised the draft definition as follows (Table 2).

3.3 | The final proposed definition of
participatory organizational interventions

The final proposed definition of organizational interven-
tions and the participatory elements of organizational in-
terventions are as follows.

1. Organizational interventions

Organizational interventions are planned actions that
primarily directly target working conditions with the aim of
promoting and maintaining of the highest degree of phys-
ical, mental, and social well-being of workers in all occu-
pations. In addition, organizational interventions are often
primary and secondary prevention-focused, but may also
include tertiary prevention.

Notes

« Interventional actions may target single or multiple
known risk factors at work.

« Interventions may include team-based approaches.

« Interventions may be multimodal, including any combi-
nation of individual, manager, and organizational ap-
proaches such as workplace mental health promotion
with an organizational component.

« Interventions may include tertiary prevention such as help-
ing workers with mental health problems return to work.

« NOT: National, regional or global-level policies, regula-
tions; interventions which only address individual-level
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TABLE 2 The final proposed definition of participatory
organizational interventions.

1. Organizational interventions

Organizational interventions are planned actions that primarily
directly target working conditions with the aim of promoting
and maintaining of the highest degree of physical, mental, and
social well-being of workers in all occupations. In addition,
organizational interventions are often primary and secondary
prevention-focused, but may also include tertiary prevention.

Notes

Interventional actions may target single or multiple known risk
factors at work.

Interventions may include team-based approaches.

Interventions may be multimodal, including any combination of
individual, manager, and organizational approaches such as
workplace mental health promotion with an organizational
component.

Interventions may include tertiary prevention such as helping
workers with mental health problems return to work.

NOT: National, regional or global-level policies, regulations;
interventions which only address individual-level
interventions, or which only address knowledge, awareness,
attitudes, stigma reduction for managers, or which only
address knowledge, awareness, attitudes, stigma reduction of
workers.

2. Participatory elements of organizational interventions

1. Workers participate on steps of an intervention, such as
action planning, implementing, evaluating, and reviewing the
intervention. Ideally, all workers participate in every step of the
intervention, while some workers participate in part of the steps
of the intervention in some cases.

2. In principle, all workers participate in each step of intervention,
while it is also acceptable that only elected representatives
among workers to participate in the intervention.

interventions, or which only address knowledge, aware-
ness, attitudes, stigma reduction of managers, or which
only address knowledge, awareness, attitudes, stigma re-
duction of workers.

2. Participatory elements of organizational interventions

1. Workers participate on steps of an intervention, such
as action planning, implementing, evaluating, and re-
viewing the intervention. Ideally, all workers participate
in every step of the intervention, while participating in
part of the steps of the intervention in some cases.

2. In principle, all workers participate in each step of inter-
vention, while it is also acceptable that only elected repre-
sentatives among workers participate in the intervention.

4 | DISCUSSION

In this paper, we proposed a definition of participatory or-
ganizational interventions based on previous studies and
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experts' opinions. We believe the definition could be use-
ful for improving safe and healthy working environments.
The final proposed definition may facilitate researchers
and practitioners conducting participatory organizational
interventions in a similar manner while maintaining di-
versity regarding who is involved and how. Furthermore,
it may also be important for workers themselves to prac-
tice the interventions on their own initiative based on the
definition. The proposed definition may also be useful in
conducting systematic reviews and meta-analyses of par-
ticipatory organizational interventions in a more compre-
hensive and integrated way. Such systematic reviews and
meta-analyses would contribute to accumulating evidence
for the effectiveness of the intervention.

The proposed definition could be acceptably compre-
hensive and thus agreeably reflect common views and
opinions on organizational interventions and participa-
tory organizational interventions from experts in this field.
However, it was interesting that some of these experts ex-
pressed views on the heterogeneity of participatory orga-
nizational interventions. For example, some argued that
workers in principle should participate in every step of
the intervention, while others believed that workers may
not necessarily participate in all the steps of intervention
(Table 1, Comments 1-5). One even suggested that workers
should not be involved in the step of reviewing, to ensure
independent assessment of the outcomes. Different opin-
ions were also obtained on whether all workers in a target
group should be involved in an intervention or whether
participation of only part of the workers may be allowed.
Additionally, some pointed out that it was important to
distinguish between voluntary or forced participation of
workers in an intervention, as forced participation may
be problematic (Table 1, Comment 6). These comments
certainly reflect different views on participatory organiza-
tional interventions. While we propose a single common
definition, these opinions may provide insight into import-
ant dimensions of participatory organizational interven-
tions that can be used to further classify the interventions
into subtypes. We encourage researchers to be aware of
these characteristics of participatory organizational inter-
ventions and describe these in their reports of interven-
tion trials. Comparing implementations and outcomes of
participatory organizational interventions with different
characteristics may make it possible to identify essential
components that may affect the outcome of interventions.

4.1 | Limitations

This opinion paper has several limitations. First, we col-
lected opinions from the experts only once; in addition,
we asked for input from only a limited number of experts.
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Accordingly, the consensus-building process should
be based on the opinions of a larger number of experts.
Second, although we conducted a comprehensive review
of relevant literature, the available literature may have
been inadequate for developing a draft definition. As a
result of publishing this opinion paper, we anticipate fur-
ther comments and suggestions from various researchers
and practitioners for improving our definition.
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Support for Mental Health Measures in Small Enterprises

Izumi WATAI

Faculty of Nursing, Hamamatsu University School of Medicine

Abstract Small enterprises are falling behind due to a high number of workplace accidents and a delay in
implementing critical mental health precautions for employees. Because the present Industrial Safety and Health
Act does not provide a driving force for small enterprises to develop mental health programs, it is important that
they seek outside assistance.

A collaboration of public and occupational health fields was initiated to prevent the worsening of lifestyle-related
disorders in each municipality. However, future expansion of mental health support services may be feasible. The
number of occupational support organizations participating in the collaboration network, as well as knowledge
about occupational health and workplace stress should be enhanced to enable the administrative health professional

to provide the appropriate mental health support.
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