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ABSTRACT
The overall aim of this thesis was to gain new knowledge of factors and interventions that improve
work ability and return to work (RTW) among women on long-term sick leave from human service
organizations (HSOs). The specific aims of the studies were: to evaluate the associations between the
self-rated Work Ability Index (WAI) and Work Ability Score (WAS), and the relationship with
prospective sick leave, symptoms, and health (Paper I); to investigate whether intervention with
myofeedback training or intensive muscular strength training could decrease pain and increase work
ability among women with neck pain (Paper II); to examine the associations between workplace
rehabilitation and the combination of supportive conditions at work with work ability and RTW over
time (Paper III); and to explore experiences, views, and strategies in the rehabilitation process for
RTW (Paper IV). This thesis is based on a prospective cohort study (n=324) and a randomized
controlled study (RCT) (n=60, participants with neck pain). Both quantitative and qualitative methods
were used. The data collection consisted of questionnaires, laboratory-observed data, register-based
data, and interviews. The results showed a very strong association between WAI and WAS, and results
predicted future sick leave degree, health-related quality of life, vitality, neck pain, self-rated general
health, self-rated mental health, behavioral stress, and current stress (Paper I). In the RCT (Paper II),
individuals in the myofeedback intervention group increased their vitality and work ability over time
and individuals in the intensive musculoskeletal strength training group increased their WAI, WAS,
and mental health over time. WAI, WAS, and RTW increased over time among individuals provided
with workplace rehabilitation and supportive conditions at work (Paper III) such as a sense of feeling
welcome back at work, influence at work, possibilities for development, degree of freedom at work,
meaning of work, quality of leadership, social support, sense of community, and work satisfaction.
Women described (Paper IV) how they were striving to work and how they had different views,
strategies, and approaches in the rehabilitation process for RTW. They expressed a desire to work,
their goals for work, and their wishes for work. In the rehabilitation process for RTW they described
their interaction with stakeholders as either controlling the interaction or struggling in the interaction.
They described strategies to cope with RTW in terms of yo-yo (fluctuating) working: yo-yo working
as a strategy or yo-yo working as a consequence. This thesis identifies factors of importance in
improving work ability and RTW among women on long-term sick leave from HSOs. For women with
neck pain, the intervention study showed feasibility of the intervention and demonstrated improved
work ability and decreased pain (Paper II). The intensive muscular strength training program, which is
easy for the individual to learn and perform at home, was associated with increased work ability. The
results regarding rehabilitation highlight the importance of integrating workplace rehabilitation with
supportive conditions at work to increase work ability and improve RTW (Paper III). Women
expressed that they were striving to work and that they wanted to work (Paper IV). These women were
“going in and out” of work participation (yo-yo working) as a way to handle the rehabilitation process.
For assessing the status and progress of work ability among women on long-term sick leave, the
single-question WAS may be used as a compliment to the full WAI as a simple indicator (Paper I).
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