Received: 7 December 2019

W) Check for updates

Accepted: 26 January 2022

DOI: 10.1111/ijmr.12293

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

/ BRITISH ACADEMY
/" OF MANAGEMENT

From stress to resistance: Challenging the capitalist
underpinnings of mental unhealth in work and

organizations

Torkild Thanem'? |

1Stockholm Business School, Stockholm
University, Stockholm, Sweden

2School of Business and Law, University
of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway

3Management and Organization Studies,
Lancaster University Management
School, Lancaster, UK

Correspondence

Torkild Thanem, Stockholm Business
School, Stockholm University, 106 91
Stockholm, Sweden.

Email: torkild.thanem@sbs.su.se;
torkild.thanem@uia.no

Funding information
Swedish Research Council: 2015-01523

Hadar Elraz®

Abstract

The worldwide spread of work-related mental unhealth suggests that this is a
major problem affecting organizations and employees on a global scale. In this
paper, we therefore provide a thematic review of the literatures that address this
issue in management and organization studies (MOS) and related fields. While
these literatures examine how employee mental health is affected by organiza-
tional and occupational structures and managed by organizations and employ-
ees, they have paid relatively little attention to the capitalist labour relations
which underpin the unhealthy conditions of contemporary working life. They
have paid even less attention to how these conditions may be resisted. To help
future scholarship in MOS challenge this state of affairs, we draw on some of the
most basic but central notions of exploitation, alienation and resistance in classic
and current critiques of capitalism, optimistic that this may help strengthen the
field’s capacity to confront mental unhealth in settings of work and organization.

INTRODUCTION

Even before the increase in work-related strains set off by
the COVID-19 pandemic (see e.g., Ballard et al., 2020; Knif-
fin et al., 2021) it has been evident that mental health prob-
lems such as stress, depression and anxiety carry severe
costs for employers and governments as well as for individ-
ual employees across the world. Though difficult to draw a
clear boundary between mental and physical health (e.g.,
Ohrnberger et al., 2017; World Health Organization, 2004),
it is estimated that 40% of all disabilities in work organi-
zations worldwide involve mental health problems (Men-
tal Health Foundation, 2019), and it has been argued that
mental illness and unwellness is threatening to become a
major disability affecting work organizations on a global

scale (World Health Organization, 2018). In the Euro-
pean Union work-related depression alone costs employ-
ers, health care systems and the economy nearly 620 billion
euros per year (Matrix Insight, 2013). In Great Britain 15.8
million working days were lost due to work-related stress,
depression or anxiety in 2016 (Office for National Statistics,
2017) costing employers 7.9 billion pounds (Deloitte, 2017),
while in the United States the cost of presenteeism due to
depression has been estimated at more than 35 billion dol-
lars per year (Stewart et al., 2003). In Japan, 96 deaths from
heart or brain failure in 2015 were ascribed to stress-related
exhaustion from overwork (karoshi) whereas 2159 suicides
were attributed to depression caused by overwork (karo-
jisatsu) (Ministry on Health, Labour and Welfare, 2017).
At the same time, it has been estimated that in the US
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work-related stress causes as many as 120 000 deaths per
year (Goh et al., 2015).

Stress, depression and anxiety is part and parcel of our
daily working lives, and for many sufferers their men-
tal health and wellbeing is negatively affected by work-
related factors, including strong pressures to perform and
deliver on time (Chartered Institute of Personnel Develop-
ment, 2018). Even when experiencing high job satisfaction
some employees experience stress, anxiety and depression
to such an extent that it makes them unwell (e.g., Ganster
& Rosen, 2013; Kluger et al., 2003; Michel 2011; The Health
and Safety Executive, 2019; Trogélo et al., 2020).

While this may suggest that mental health is poorly
managed in many work organizations (Donaldson-Feilder
& Lewis, 2016; Goh et al., 2015; Nielsen et al., 2019), men-
tal health issues are receiving significant attention from
employers through stress management programmes and
other workplace interventions (see e.g., Tetrick & Winslow,
2015; The Stevenson-Farmer Review, 2017). Beyond their
aim of improving lives for individual employees, such
initiatives often emphasise the economic benefits to
employers and organizations. According to one study, the
improved management of mental health in the workplace
may help employers save at least 30% of the costs of
sickness absenteeism, staff turnover and lost production
(Milligan-Saville et al., 2017). However, it has also been
pointed out that in many countries workplace intervention
efforts aimed to improve mental health are poorly imple-
mented (Biron et al., 2010) and undermined by a prevail-
ing culture that expects employees to work excessively long
hours (e.g., Financial Times 2019; Pfeffer 2018; Wada et al.,
2019).

Given the widespread awareness around work-related
mental unhealth it should be little surprise that this has
attracted considerable attention in management and orga-
nization studies (MOS) and related fields. Firstly, there
is a long history of structuralist research in MOS, occu-
pational medicine, psychology and sociology investigat-
ing how employee mental health is affected by occupa-
tional, organizational and socio-economic factors such as
work load, job autonomy and job insecurity (e.g., Bakker
& Demerouti, 2017; Karasek, 1979; Landsbergis, 1988). Sec-
ondly, there is a functionalist literature in MOS, psychology
and medicine, which offers recommendations for man-
aging and improving work-related mental health much
based on the assumption that good employee mental
health is central to organizational performance (e.g., Hart
& Cooper, 2001; Hargrove et al., 2015). Thirdly, there is
a critical literature in MOS, which primarily has exam-
ined the paradoxical ways in which stress and other work-
related mental health problems are managed in relation to
prevailing norms of a neoliberal discourse privileging indi-
vidual responsibility, choice and self-management (e.g.,

Karjalainen et al., 2021; Newton, 1995; Pedersen, 2008;
Maravelias, 2015).

Yet on the whole these literatures have shown limited
interest in how our mental health is affected by the politi-
cal and economic relations which shape the organizational
conditions of everyday working life. The structuralist lit-
erature provides important knowledge about the occupa-
tional, organizational and socio-economic conditions that
cause mental health problems for employees, but only
rarely appreciates how this is related to the specific pres-
sures of working life under contemporary capitalism. The
functionalist literature devises managerial and individu-
alistic solutions for promoting mental health and well-
ness at work but without recognizing how this largely
addresses the symptoms of poor mental health rather
than the political, economic and organizational conditions
which contribute to mental unhealth in the first place. The
critical literature has interrogated prevailing stress man-
agement approaches and other efforts to manage mental
health at work, but little of it shows how such approaches
are embedded within capitalist labour relations driven by
profit maximization and characterised by the exploitation
and alienation of employees. Thus, few of its contribu-
tions recognise how mental unhealth is related to capital’s
exploitation of labour in the pursuit of profit. Across the
three literatures, even less interest has been shown in the
possibilities of resisting capitalism’s exploitative, alienat-
ing and unhealthy working conditions.

In this paper, we first conduct a thematic review of
these literatures within MOS as well as in occupational
medicine, psychology and sociology. Based on our review,
we urge future MOS research to do more to explore how
the unhealthy working conditions of contemporary capi-
talism may be resisted. To begin to articulate how this may
be achieved, we will utilise some of the arguably most basic
but central notions of exploitation, alienation and resis-
tance in Marx, Engels and current critiques of capitalism
in MOS and related fields. This makes it possible to grasp
the mechanisms that enable the exploitation and alien-
ation of employees in the first place before we discuss how
capitalism’s unhealthy working conditions may be resisted
and replaced by healthier alternatives. While a separate
review of these latter literatures is beyond the scope of this
paper, we are aware that some studies on employment rela-
tions recognise that the exploitative and alienating work-
ing conditions of capitalist labour relations are associated
with stress, burnout and mental unhealth (e.g., Bain &
Taylor, 2000; Baldry et al., 2007; Stewart et al., 2009). Some
of them have also drawn attention to employee and union
resistance against such working conditions (e.g., Doellgast
et al., 2020; Stewart et al., 2009; Taylor & Bain, 1999). How-
ever, we note that mental unhealth as such tends to be a
tangential concern in these studies.
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Rather than claiming to launch an entirely new research
topic, we call for a refocusing of future MOS scholarship
to more closely investigate how the mental health prob-
lems of capitalist labour relations may be resisted and con-
tested. Doing so, students of mental unhealth within MOS
may find it useful to engage with other areas of MOS,
which offer key insights into the problems and possibili-
ties of resisting capitalist labour relations. Whereas previ-
ous studies of employment relations help us understand
how mental unhealth may be confronted within capital-
ist production regimes, research on alternative organiza-
tion help us envisage healthier alternatives beyond such
settings. Together, insights from these areas help us artic-
ulate a broad agenda encouraging future MOS scholarship
to examine how resistance against work-related mental
unhealth may be exercised in different parts of organiza-
tional life: within and beyond capitalist labour relations,
across micro and macro settings, by individuals and col-
lectives using informal tactics and formal strategies.

While expert commentators on Marxism and the capital-
ist labour process may object to our eclectic approach, what
we are attempting here is neither a contribution to Marx-
ist scholarship in MOS nor a fully-fledged programme for
systematic theory development. Instead, we hope to offer
a vantage point for further exploration and engagement
which may inspire and strengthen the capacity of future
MOS scholarship to confront mental unhealth in work and
organization. Before we review the structuralist, function-
alist and critical literatures identified above, let us discuss
the methodological practices we used when searching for,
selecting and reviewing significant contributions in these
literatures.

METHOD

‘We both came to this research topic with prior knowledge
of some of the relevant literatures. One of us had con-
ducted their doctoral thesis on employee identity and men-
tal health conditions in work and organizations. The other
had done research on employer and government efforts
to promote physical health and wellbeing among employ-
ees and citizens. As we suspected that much of the rele-
vant research in this area is published in academic jour-
nals, we started by doing a comprehensive literature search
using the search engine Web of Science. Recognizing that
the topic of work-related mental unhealth is associated
with a number of different keywords, we conducted four
different searches employing the following search terms:
‘mental health at work’ (15 146 hits), ‘employee stress’ (10
066 hits), ‘burnout from work’ (7788 hits), and ‘depres-
sion among employees’ (1001 hits). In addition, we did six
specific searches combining the terms employee ‘absen-
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teeism’, ‘presenteeism’, ‘stress’, ‘depression’ and ‘burnout’
(1090 hits).

Because of the overwhelming number of hits generated
by this process, we proceeded with a purposive sampling
method whereby we scanned the 100 most highly cited arti-
cle titles and abstracts for each search term (500 in total).
Through this procedure we identified 279 unique relevant
texts, which we then reviewed more closely by identify-
ing their main findings, contributions and arguments. The
other 221 hits of the 500 were dropped, either because they
showed up in more than one search or because scanning
their abstracts made us realise that they were not relevant
for our review. We further expanded our sample by iden-
tifying more than 50 other unique texts, which were refer-
enced and highlighted by texts within our first selection of
articles (cp. Seeck et al., 2019).

However, our previous knowledge of the field made us
realise that a number of significant texts failed to appear
in this systematic search attempt, especially books, book
chapters and articles not published or referenced in the
most highly ranked journals. Using the advanced search
function in Google Scholar, we therefore complemented
our initial search with a more targeted but ad-hoc search
for articles, books and book chapters on more specific sub-
topics and by specific authors we already knew or sus-
pected said something interesting and important about
mental unhealth in work and organizations. Doing so, we
combined the above search terms with and without author
names as well as with additional search terms such as
‘overwork’, ‘performance’, ‘flexibility’ and ‘stress manage-
ment’. Through this process we identified roughly 200 arti-
cles, books and book chapters. This time, and based on the
significance, quality and originality of their contributions,
we selected approximately 100 texts for closer review. We
further expanded our sample by identifying more than 50
other texts which were referenced and highlighted by texts
within this batch of 100 texts. Since Google Scholar has a
tendency to generate results of variable quality, we did not
include texts that we suspected were published in so-called
predatory journals and other dubious outlets (see e.g., Stop
Predatory Journals, undated).

Evaluating the significance, quality and originality of
individual texts necessarily involves an element of subjec-
tive judgment, especially when concerned with thematic
content rather than bibliographic impact or statistical sig-
nificance. Although we did our best to privilege pioneering
work which we thought said something new or different,
we admit a preference for texts we thought offered distinct
findings, clear concepts or models, well-crafted arguments,
or lucid illustrations of what we came to view as major
themes in the literature. And while our search for contribu-
tions by well-known names suggests an initial bias towards
established authors, their work only ended up being
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TABLE 1 Number of texts referenced per publication type
Journal articles 146
Books 22
Book chapters 1
Total 179

TABLE 2 Number of texts referenced per decade
1900-1909 1
1910-1919 0
1920-1929 0
1930-1939 2
1940-1949 0
1950-1959 2
1960-1969 2
1970-1979 8
1980-1989 9
1990-1999 19
2000-2009 57
2010-2019 56
2020-2021 23
Total 179

referenced if we found that it said something interest-
ing, important or particularly illustrative. Conversely, we
tended to deselect texts that failed to say something new
or different, were poorly crafted, or did not help us mean-
ingfully illustrate key concerns in the literature. Our liter-
ature search was not time-bound, and our earliest relevant
text was published in 1908. However, we also made a sepa-
rate ad-hoc search effort using Web of Science and Google
Scholar to identify significant contributions from the last
couple of years. Through this stage of the process we iden-
tified more than 160 relevant texts published between 2019
and 2021.

At the end of our search process, we had reviewed a total
of approximately 700 texts in MOS, medicine, psychology
and sociology. Although this fuzzy sample is by no means
an exhaustive or perfect representation of the massive liter-
ature on work-related mental unhealth, it includes a vari-
ety of significant studies from different scholarly tradi-
tions. As indicated above, we read and reviewed these texts
thematically while evaluating the quality of their main
argument, the significance of their findings and the origi-
nality of their contribution. This generated a final number
of 179 texts across these fields that warranted explicit ref-
erencing or discussion in the review sections of our paper
(see Table 1 for an overview of texts per publication type,
Table 2 for texts per decade, and Table 3 for a list of journals
with most articles referenced).

On this basis we were able to identify common and con-
tradictory themes across the literature. Despite a shared
concern that mental unhealth is a major problem affecting
employees and work organizations, three distinct themes
emerged through our review, enabling us to classify the 179
texts we referenced according to one of the following three
strands of literature: ‘structuralist’, ‘functionalist’, and ‘crit-
ical’. These categories arose both from our engagement
with the literature, and from our prior knowledge of schol-
arly paradigms within and beyond MOS (e.g., Alvesson &
Willmott, 1992; Alvesson et al., 2009; Burrell & Morgan,
1979). Somewhat simplified, we ended up adopting the fol-
lowing broad category definitions during this process: texts
tending to trace the sources of mental unhealth in working
conditions were classified as ‘structuralist’; texts primar-
ily offering organizations and individuals solutions to cope
with, manage and improve mental health were deemed
‘functionalist’; texts seeking to challenge established dis-
courses and practices of managing work and mental health
were labelled ‘critical’. In cases where a text included con-
tributions speaking to more than one strand of literature,
we classified it according to its most prevailing argument
(see Table 4 for an overview of texts referenced per per-
spective, and Table 5 for a summary of the three perspec-
tives as well as our suggestions for future research). From
this thematic review, we were also able to identify two
common shortcomings across these three strands of lit-
erature: (i) their limited attention to the capitalist under-
pinnings of work-related mental unhealth, and (ii) their
limited efforts to explore the possibilities of resisting cap-
italism’s exploitative, alienating and unhealthy working
conditions.

Before moving on we should acknowledge that our
search and review process was less linear and benefited
more from external input than we have implied thus far.
One reviewer helped us reduce an initial bias towards
highly cited articles in top journals by encouraging us to
look specifically for relevant work published during the
past couple of years. Later on, another reviewer suggested
new search terms that helped us identify relevant texts that
were missed by our first search efforts. Although we had
sought to identify blind spots in our initial problematisa-
tion of the extant literature by running additional ad-hoc
searches for studies examining resistance to exploitation,
alienation and mental unhealth in capitalist labour rela-
tions, this enabled us to identify interesting work in the
MOS literature on employment relations. While these texts
helped us elaborate our suggestions for future research,
their tangential concern with mental unhealth as such
meant that they did not invalidate our initial criticism of
the existing literature on mental unhealth.
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TABLE 3 The 9 most highly cited journals

Occupational and Environmental Medicine

Scandinavian Journal of Work, Environment and Health

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology

International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health
International Journal of Stress Management

Journal of Organizational Behaviour

Organization

Stress and Health

Work and Stress

Total

TABLE 4 Number of texts referenced per perspective

Structuralist 87
Functionalist 74
Critical 18
Total 179

Structural sources of mental unhealth in
work and organizations

As indicated above, there is a vast literature in MOS,
occupational medicine, psychology and sociology deal-
ing with the structural sources of mental unhealth in
work and organizations. Research in this area is particu-
larly concerned with how stress and other mental health
problems are related to occupational, organizational and
socio-economic factors, such as work load and work
arrangements, performance expectations and job auton-
omy, organizational change, job insecurity and unemploy-
ment. Indeed, in his seminal study of Detroit auto factory

TABLE 5 Summary of perspectives and future research agenda
Perspective Concerns Explanations
Structuralist Organizational and Environmental

occupational sources of
mental unhealth

Functionalist Improving mental health and Individual and organizational Stress management, coping,

organizational
performance

Critical Interrogating the neoliberal ~ Discursive
management of mental
health

Challenging capitalism’s
unhealthy working

conditions

Future

Political and economic
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workers, Kornhauser (1965) found that their mental health
was affected by a number of occupational factors, includ-
ing income, pace and repetitiveness, relations with super-
visors, opportunities for advancement, and the ‘opportu-
nity the work offers ... to use the worker’s abilities’ (263).

Work-related stress is often reported as a main con-
dition of mental unhealth and unwellness in organiza-
tional life, and a number of studies show how excessive
stress has negative effects on employees’ mental and phys-
ical health. Stress has been found to spur anxiety and
panic attacks during work and outside working hours (e.g.,
de Jonge et al., 2000; Kim et al., 2020b; Murphy, 2010),
it has been associated with heart disease, brain disease,
insomnia, metabolic problems and muscular and skele-
tal pain (e.g., Chandola et al., 2006; Kanai, 2006; Kim
et al., 2020b; Kivimdki et al., 2006; Rugulies et al., 2020;
Schnall et al., 2000; Taouk et al., 2020; Theorell & Karasek,
1996), and it has been identified as a possible source of
depression, death and suicide (e.g., Amagasa et al., 2005;
Araki & Iwasaki, 2005; Goh et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2020a;

Concepts Findings/Aims
Job demands, autonomy,

support and rewards

Work load, performance
expectations and job
insecurity may cause
mental unhealth

Best practice tools and

eustress techniques

Paradoxes and unintended
consequences

Employee subjectivity and
self-management

Exploitation, alienation,
resistance

Investigate resistance against
mental unhealth within
capitalist labour relations,
and explore healthy
alternatives beyond
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Milner et al., 2018; Pfeffer 2018; Virtanen et al., 2018; Woo
& Postolache, 2008; Yamauchi et al., 2017).

In one of the most significant contributions to this
area, Karasek (1979) concluded that the stress experi-
enced by employees may depend upon a combination of
individual workload and job autonomy. Widely referred
to as the ‘Demand-Control Model’ (e.g., Landsbergis,
1988; Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993), Karasek suggested that
employee stress levels are affected by the demands and
expectations of the job and the level of control and auton-
omy individuals feel they have over those demands. In
fact, studies utilizing or testing the model have shown
that employees with low job control or high work expec-
tations run a higher risk of cardiovascular, gastrointesti-
nal and musculoskeletal disorders brought on by stress
(e.g., Jensen et al., 2020; Kiviméki et al., 2006; LaCroix
& Haynes, 1984; Schnall et al., 2000; Theorell & Karasek,
1996). Further studies have shown that similar working
conditions lead to increased risks of workaholism, depres-
sion and suicide (e.g., Amagasa et al., 2005; Madsen et al.,
2017; Tsutsumi et al., 2001).

Related research in this literature has proposed alterna-
tive models for understanding the relationship between
employee mental health and the work environment.
According to the ‘Effort-Reward Imbalance Model’
(Siegrist, 1996), employees are likely to suffer from higher
stress levels if their work is characterised by high work
pressure but low rewards and low status controls such as
job insecurity and lacking promotion prospects. Again,
studies utilising or testing this model have found height-
ened risks of coronary heart disease and depression among
employees whose work is characterised by high effort,
low reward and low control (e.g., Dragano et al., 2017;
Kivimiki et al., 2006; Rugulies et al., 2017).

In a similar vein, the ‘Job Demands—-Resources Model
of Burnout’ (Demerouti et al., 2001) suggests that high or
unfavourable job demands are positively related to exhaus-
tion and burnout but that job resources such as auton-
omy, skill variety, performance feedback and opportuni-
ties for growth are negatively related to job disengagement
and burnout (see also Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Hakanen
etal.,2008). At the same time, the relationship between job
satisfaction and burnout remains contested. While the pre-
vailing view is that job satisfaction and engagement are rel-
ative or absolute opposites of stress and burnout (Cooper
et al., 1989; Landsbergis, 1988; Leon et al., 2015; Langseth-
Eide 2019; Maslach et al., 2001), some studies have found
high levels of stress and burnout among employees with
high job satisfaction and engagement (Onyett et al. 1997;
Kluger et al., 2003; Rothmann, 2008; see also Michel, 2011;
Trogdlo et al., 2020). Indeed, Freudenberger (1974), who
coined the term ‘burnout’, hypothesised that employees
with high people exposure and a strong sense of care and

commitment to their clients run a higher risk of burning
out from work.

Over the years, more specific connections have been
identified between stress, workload and performance
norms. While the performance appraisal process as such
may trigger stress (Brown & Benson, 2003), high perfor-
mance expectations are a significant source of stress for
employees at work and off work (e.g., Hammer et al.,
2004; Jensen et al., 2013; Mazzola & Disselhorst, 2019;
Noblet et al., 2006; Topcic et al., 2016; Wada et al., 2019;
Yeh et al., 2009). For instance, studies of Lean Production
systems, where performance standards typically are high,
have found that the speed, monotony and understaffing of
work in such organizations leads to increased workloads
and an intensification of work which causes stress and in
some cases suicides and deaths (Nishiyama & Johnson,
1997; see also Stewart et al., 2009). Moreover, as high per-
formance expectations tend to make people work longer
hours and weekends, they are likely to experience more
stress when work spills into their family life and social life
(Crompton & Lyonette, 2006; Gupta & Srivastava, 2020).

A similar connection has been found between stress
and flexibility. While flexible work schemes are sometimes
considered beneficial for organizations and for employees,
they are part and parcel of many performance cultures and
may disrupt work-life balance and increase stress by rein-
forcing the pressure on individual employees to manage
their time off work as well as their work-time (Anderson-
Connolly et al., 2002; Dewe & Kompier, 2010; see also
Carter et al., 2011). More recently, growing expectations on
employees to multitask and be available by email has been
associated with increased stress levels (Barley et al., 2011;
Wetherell & Carter, 2014).

The experience of insecurity associated with organi-
zational change, restructuring and transformation is yet
another significant source of stress, anxiety, depression
and overall un-wellness (Bernhard-Oettel et al., 2020;
Frone & Blais, 2020). For example, studies have reported
that employees may be concerned about their ability to
use new technology effectively, but also worry that exces-
sive use may lead to reduced social interaction (Chapman
& Webster, 2003; Golden et al., 2008). At the same time,
commentators have suggested that the move away from an
economy based on manufacturing to one based on service
delivery and knowledge work is a source of general stress,
anxiety, and burnout (Brinkley, 2007; Coyle & Quah, 2002;
Dewe & Kompier, 2010).

Stress, anxiety and depression is particularly prevalent
in times of economic austerity and downsizing as more
people are likely to face precarious working conditions, job
insecurity and unemployment (e.g., Akerstedt et al., 2002;
Stansfeld et al., 1999; Mamun et al., 2020; Peppou et al.,
2020; Tsutsumi et al., 2001). Job insecurity may increase
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sickness absenteeism and presenteeism related to stress
(Caverly et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2020) as well as death and
suicide from increased workaholism and overwork, partly
because, fearing for their jobs, employees drive them-
selves to express excessive commitment to work in order
to meet or exceed performance expectations (Kanai &
Wakabayashi, 2001).

Finally, research within this literature has found con-
nections between employee mental unhealth and the
social work environment. According to some studies,
poor leadership and people management may cause stress
at work independently of job demands and autonomy
especially if leadership is highly task-oriented or lacking
(Westerlund et al., 2010; see also Nyberg et al., 2008; Walsh
& Arnold, 2020). It has also been argued that team based
work and production systems may increase employee
stress (Braithwaite et al., 2007; Cruz & Pil, 2011; Ogbon-
naya, 2019) because of peer pressure as well as increased
communication levels (Kalleberg et al., 2009).

On the whole, the large-scale surveys and meta-analyses
that dominate the structuralist literature have made impor-
tant contributions to our understanding of the impact that
occupational, organizational and socio-economic struc-
tures have on employee mental health. However, it also
bears some affinities with parts of the functionalist and
critical literatures which we will review next, and with
our own concern with capitalism’s unhealthy working
conditions.

For one, Karasek highlights his findings’ implications
for job redesign, arguing that productivity and ‘job-related
mental health’ (1979, p. 303) could be increased through
job redesign, that is, by increasing workers’ autonomy to
decide what tasks to do and how to accomplish them
(1979, 1989). Furthermore, his ‘Demand-Control Model’
has been extended into a ‘Demand-Control (Support)
Model’, which argues that social support from colleagues
may significantly help reduce stress (e.g., Dawson et al.,
2016; Jalilian et al., 2019; Johnson & Hall, 1988; Karasek
& Theorell, 1990; Kristensen, 1995; Luchman & Gonzales-
Morales, 2013; Theorell, 2020).

At the same time, Karasek and others have pointed to
some of the political implications of job redesign, recog-
nising that stress and other mental health problems are
related to capitalist forms of organization characterised
by alienating working conditions. While control over the
work process may have a direct impact on alienation and
powerlessness (Kohn, 1976; Ross & Sastry, 1999), a key find-
ing is that mental unhealth is a matter of class inequal-
ity (Karasek, 1989; Marmot & Theorell, 1988) as workers
in low status jobs with high demands but low autonomy
are ‘most subject to job strain’ (Karasek, 1979: 303). Hence,
collective control strategies of social support and solidar-
ity have been deemed crucial in coping with the ‘stress-
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ful demands and pressures of modern production systems’
(Johnson, 1989, p. 475) and reverting the social isolation
resulting from Tayloristic and Lean efforts to decollectivise
the industrial workplace through piece-rate payment sys-
tems and socially engineered teams (Nishiyama & John-
son, 1997). While these concerns strike a chord with the
aims of our paper, they remain marginal in the structuralist
literature, and more can be done to investigate how capi-
talism’s unhealthy working conditions may be resisted. Let
us now turn to the functionalist literature in MOS, occupa-
tional medicine and psychology.

Functionalist efforts to improve mental
health and organizational performance

Although the functionalist literature acknowledges how
stress and other mental health problems may have a neg-
ative impact on employee wellbeing and organizational
performance (e.g., Ganster et al., 2011; Ganster & Rosen,
2013; Hart & Cooper, 2001; Milligan et al., 2017), it is
mainly concerned with the management and improve-
ment of employee mental health, not least because this
is seen to have positive effects on organizational perfor-
mance (e.g., Pijpker et al., 2020; Wijnen et al., 2020). Stress
management is a dominant issue within this literature (see
e.g., Di Fabio 2017; Grawitch et al., 2015; He et al., 2019;
Quick & Henderson, 2016; Quick et al., 1992, 1997; Tet-
rick & Winslow, 2015; Smith et al., 2020), which includes
a sustained effort to develop approaches and models sup-
porting managers, employees and organizations in man-
aging stress. One prominent model in this respect is Hart
and Cooper’s (2001) ‘Organizational Health Framework’,
whose authors are concerned to develop structures and
processes to reduce employee stress and increase job satis-
faction, wellbeing and performance by managing individ-
ual and organizational characteristics, from stressors in the
organizational climate to individual coping mechanisms
and emotional experiences. On their view, just like ‘an effi-
cient and productive organization is of little value if this is
achieved at the expense of employee well-being’, ‘having
happy and satisfied employees is of little value to an orga-
nization unless employees are also performing efficiently
and productively’ (Hart & Cooper, 2001, p. 99).

As this model indicates, the functionalist literature shifts
the underlying assumptions about the sources of work-
related stress and how it may be managed. Stress is not
just produced by factors in the work environment but an
outcome of individual experiences and coping practices
as well as environmental stressors. Since stress is seen
to result from an imbalance between perceived demands
and an individual’s ability to cope (Lazarus, 1966, 1999),
how people appraise and cope with stressors affects how
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much stress they will experience (Folkman & Lazarus,
1988; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Whereas some coping
practices may help people reduce stress, others may rein-
force stress (Cooper & Marshall, 1975; Hart & Cooper, 2001;
Latack & Havlovic, 1992).

Indeed, the combination of environmental and individ-
ual factors was emphasised by ‘the father of stress’ Hans
Selye (1956, 1974, 1976), who first used the term in 1935
to describe how the placenta of female rats are affected
by starvation (Selye & McKeown, 1935) and the follow-
ing year defined stress as the body’s general, non-specified
and adaptive response to any change (Selye, 1936). Defin-
ing stress as a combination of individual and contextual
factors changes the parameters for managing stress, and
later studies in this literature have suggested that indi-
vidual resilience (Cooper et al., 2013; Vander Elst et al.,
2019) as well as good leadership and working conditions,
positive organizational culture, emotional regulation and
strong relationships with co-workers may act as a buffer
against stress and hence improve mental wellbeing (e.g.,
Donaldson-Feilder & Lewis, 2016; Extremera et al., 2020;
Michie 2002).

By emphasising how certain individual experiences
coincide with circumstances in the individual’s environ-
ment, stress is conceived as a personal experience which
may extend beyond the presence of objective stress factors
(Warr, 2007) and into the individual’s interpretation of the
situation (Kim & Beehr, 2020; Ursin & Eriksen, 2004). This
means that an individual’s feelings of stress and wellbe-
ing are affected by situational demands which exceed the
‘stress threshold’ experienced by the individual (Lazarus,
1966, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) such as the onset and
offset of job tension, workplace engagement, work-family
conflict and other stressful events (Hochwarter et al., 2007;
Pieper & Brosschot, 2005). In such situations, an individ-
ual with feelings of reduced cognitive energy, exhaustion
(Le Fevre et al., 2006) and insufficient resources for coping
with the demands of a situation will therefore feel stressed
(Akirmak & Ajla, 2021; Cooper et al., 2001; Hobfoll, 1989,
2001).

On this view, it becomes important to equip people
with coping strategies to help them self-regulate, deal with
and recover from stress and burnout (Halbesleben, 2006;
Siegrist, 2001). For instance, it has been argued that stress
can both be relieved by taking regular breaks or leave from
work (Cartwright & Cooper, 1997; Hatchard, 2008; Har-
greaves et al., 2020; St-Arnaud et al., 2007) and through
increased physical activity (Fang et al., 2019; Rook &
Zijlstra, 2006). It has also been suggested that organiza-
tional productivity, goal achievement (Hochwarter et al.,
2007) and mental wellbeing can be enhanced through
employee engagement (Hatchard, 2008; Tse, 2004) and
through mentoring, coaching, mindfulness training and

stress management techniques (e.g., Dane, 2011; Lungu
et al., 2020; Watanabe et al., 2019; Wong et al., 2017).

However, an additional feature of this literature is its
concern with ‘eustress’, or good stress, yet another topic
pioneered by Selye, who coined and defined the term
as distinct from distress (1975a, p. 37; 1975b, p. 9). While
Selye argued that ‘stress is not something that necessarily
should be avoided’ because ‘complete freedom from stress
is death!” (1976, p. 137), more recent contributions tend to
define eustress as the positive aspects and effects of stress
which ‘can leave employees invigorated, motivated and
productive’ (e.g., Nelson & Simmons 2003, p. 55-56) and
enhance individual performance without impairing well-
being (Nelson et al., 2008; Simmons et al., 2001; see also
Arnetz, 2005; Hargrove et al., 2015; Quick et al., 1997, 2003;
Quinones et al., 2017).

In contrast to the negative effects that distress has on
performance (e.g., Ford et al., 201; Lazarus et al., 1952),
eustress has been deemed ‘essential to growth, develop-
ment, and mastery as well as to achieving high levels of
performance in a wide range of tasks and activities’ (Quick
et al., 2003, p. 53). According to one of the relatively few
empirical studies in this area, nurses who found meaning
and hope in their demanding jobs by actively engaging,
experienced eustress as well as wellbeing at work (Sim-
mons et al., 2001). As a result, people and organizations are
not just recommended to cope with stress but encouraged
to ‘savor’ eustress (Nelson & Simmons, 2003, 2011).

Such ideas have come to shape how this literature pur-
sues the promotion of employee mental health, wellbeing
and performance (see, e.g., Kinder et al., 2008). It is typi-
cally assumed that leaders play a key part in such efforts,
not just by creating buffers against negative stressors but
also by acting as role models and culture creators with a
unique capacity to communicate ‘that workers belong ...
and contribute to [the] greater good’ (Quick et al., 2014,
p-15).

Some of these contributions further assume that there
is a best way to design eustress initiatives and that one
should do so for the ‘greatest organizational benefit’ (Quick
et al.,, 2007, p. 190). One such model suggests that HR
professionals should work to maximise employee eustress
through a variety of interventions; by helping generate
positive challenge stressors through increasing work pace,
work load, job complexity and other occupational fac-
tors, and by helping select best practice wellness pro-
grammes, work arrangements and performance manage-
ment practices such as coaching and flexible scheduling,
performance appraisal schemes, employee compensation
schemes and career management tools (Hargrove et al.,
2015). Furthermore, it has been argued that leaders can
create organizational cultures which ‘give individuals the
opportunity to experience ... eustress’ by generating hope
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and establishing challenging goals, and that this is par-
ticularly important in ‘difficult times’ and ‘during radical
organizational change’. “When people believe that their
actions will lead to positive results,” the authors argue,
‘they may be more willing to accept difficult challenges’
(Nelson et al., 2008, p. 57).

In summary, there are numerous efforts in this function-
alist literature to design and devise managerial practices
and models for promoting good mental health at work.
Although a number of these contributions claim that work-
place intervention efforts not only work but yield good
return on investment (e.g., lijima et al., 2013; MacDonald
etal., 2002; Quick et al., 2014), such efforts have been found
to fail because of poor implementation, design flaws, par-
tial commitment, and a low sense of ownership among
stakeholders (Biron et al., 2010). But more importantly,
this literature focuses on treating the symptoms of mental
unhealth rather than resolving the political, economic and
organizational conditions that cause them. Consequently,
it ignores how mental health problems may be reinforced
rather than relieved by measures that put more pressure
on individuals to manage their own mental health. Indeed,
the functionalist literature seems to express relentless opti-
mism that mental health issues can be successfully man-
aged by organizations and individuals, given the applica-
tion of appropriate managerial practices and therapeutic
techniques.

Critical interrogations of the management
of mental health at work

While many critical MOS contributions have focused on
the management of physical health and wellbeing in
work organizations (e.g., Maravelias, 2015; Thanem, 2013;
Zoller, 2003), we also identified a critical literature con-
cerned with the management and discursive construction
of stress and other mental health problems at work. These
studies often question the concepts and assumptions that
the functionalist literature rests on, and scrutinise the orga-
nizational strategies it promotes to help employees manage
stress and mental unhealth.

Whereas the functionalist literature readily admits that
coaching, counselling and workshops on stress manage-
ment, mindfulness and work-life balance are aimed to
increase employee commitment to work and maximise
productivity, the critical literature interrogates how such
efforts are part of a neo-liberal regime of self-management
where employees are rendered individually responsible for
making the right choices to manage stress (Holmqvist &
Maravelias, 2010; Karjalainen et al., 2021; Maravelias, 2009;
Pedersen, 2008). Since such initiatives aim to help employ-
ees take care of their own mental health and wellbeing
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in such a way that they can be productive at work with-
out burning out, stress and related mental health problems
become a product as well as a component part of the pro-
duction of the self-managing employee (Pedersen, 2008).
In other words, this literature is more concerned with the
paradoxical ways in which organizations seek to shape
employee subjectivity than with the economic logic of
profit maximisation and market competition which under-
pins them.

On this view, stress and burnout are not just medi-
cal and psychological phenomena but a ‘mental occu-
pation’ with physical and social consequences (Dale &
Burrell, 2013) that are culturally produced through prevail-
ing norms, habits and language (Meyerson, 1994, 1998; Bar-
ley & Knight, 1992). In one of the first systematic attempts
to engage critically with the discursive construction and
management of stress, Newton (1995) suggests that stress
management involves the ‘formalization and ... articu-
lation of ... tacit codes of environmental control’ (72).
As such, stress management not only expects employ-
ees to take responsibility for stress by relieving pressure
rather than getting angry and frustrated but ‘encourag[es]
employees to own responsibility for individual and corpo-
rate performance’ (60). For Newton, this means that the
stressed subject is a politicised subject embedded in power
relations at work and off work which increasingly require
employees to manage their feelings and emotions, or, as
a later commentator has suggested, feel good about work
despite the stress (Pedersen, 2008).

As some of this literature points out, it should be little
surprise that it has become normal to experience stress
(Tomkins & Pritchard, 2019), or that stress and burnout
have been deemed desirable in some care work pro-
fessions, as a sign of employee engagement for suffer-
ing clients (Meyerson, 1994). This actualises a paradox-
ical relationship between the environmental sources of
stress and the individual responsibility to manage stress.
In an empirical study of a health management depart-
ment operating within a large manufacturing company,
Maravelias (2009) found that, in ‘a calculated political
manouvre’ (199), the department’s health professionals
deliberately framed stress as an outcome of environmen-
tal factors because this, they assumed, made it more
likely that ordinary employees would accept individual
responsibility for tackling their own stress. Had health
professionals framed stress as a purely individual fac-
tor, the reasoning goes, ordinary employees might have
refused such responsibility in order to avoid guilt and
blame.

Such efforts to craft a sense of individual responsi-
bility without apparent individual blame does not mean
that blame and guilt play no part in the stress manage-
ment practices interrogated in this literature. While the
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increasing pressure on employees to not only do their
job with passion and commitment but manage job-related
stress may add stress rather than relieve stress (Pedersen,
2008), a number of contributions have emphasised that
the failure to manage stress then becomes an individual
failure to self-manage and ‘to deploy the most appropri-
ate self-management technologies’ (Pedersen, 2008, p. 173;
see also Corbett, 2013; Maravelias et al., 2013; Bloomfield &
Dale, 2015). However, it also becomes a failure at job per-
formance since, ‘to suffer from stress is, in effect, to admit
one’s inability to contribute adequately to the organiza-
tion’ (Hepburn & Brown, 2001, p. 694). And as this failure
makes it difficult for the individual employee to turn down
“‘invit[ations]” to address their own shortcomings through
expert counselling or personal improvement programmes’
(p. 694), employees are further enveloped in organizational
practices of self-management.

Something which complicates this is the workaholic
sense in which people become addicted to work, and the
ways in which employees, particularly if working in high
pressure environments, may seem to willingly engage in
overwork and in stressful, painful and unhealthy work
practices because we come to enjoy them. For instance,
a study of kitchen staff working in exclusive restaurants
found that staff engaged in behaviours that are both stress-
ful and enjoyable because of their passion for the work
(Bicknell & Liefooghe, 2010). According to the authors,
this passion may be so intense that it drives us into an
impossible strive to fulfil what we lack but always will lack.

Furthermore, parts of the critical literature on mental
unhealth have interrogated the functionalist discourse on
stress management and the allegedly positive aspects of
stress, which are picked up by managers in organizations
and used as a way to legitimate that stress levels are not
minimised but kept at an ‘optimal’ level. According to Cor-
bett (2013, 2015), a major problem is that empirical stud-
ies seeking to demonstrate the existence of good stress and
its positive effects on performance tend to confuse terms
such as stress, distress, eustress and arousal. Another prob-
lem is that some of this functionalist research continues
to endorse the scientifically dubious “Yerkes-Dodson Law’
(Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). This ‘law’, which is based on
experiments with rats, claims an inverted U-shaped rela-
tionship between stress and performance; hence, the view
is that stress levels must be optimised for optimal perfor-
mance because insufficient stress leads to boredom and
under-performance (see, e.g., Campbell et al., 2003; Quick
etal., 1997, 2008; Nelson & Simmons, 2003). While Corbett
argues that widespread ‘management by stress’ (Parker &
Slaughter, 1995) leads to victim-blaming and bullying of
those unable to perform under stress, others have implied
that the increasing encroachment of work on life makes
life so stressful and depressing that it may provoke employ-

ees to commit suicide. One contribution to the critical lit-
erature speculates that the sources of work-related sui-
cide can be found in the post-industrial condition, which
‘shatter[s] the boundary between the professional and the
personal’; as “We have become our jobs’, ‘an obvious way
to end the tyranny of work might be to end ourselves’
(Cederstrom & Fleming, 2012, p. 61).

In contrast to the critical literature’s primary focus on
the neo-liberal discourse of individualised stress man-
agement and employee subjectivity, a few contributions
suggest that stress and other mental health problems
are connected to working conditions under contempo-
rary capitalism. A study of workplace health promotion
by Maravelias et al. (2013) shows how the manufactur-
ing firm in question made individuals increasingly respon-
sible for managing stress and wellbeing by seeking to
develop health and stress management as an employee
skill central to organizational performance. But this, the
authors suggest, intensified work and made employees
more readily exploitable as labour power since their new
skills supposedly enabled the firm to extract more value
from their work. More recently, in a book length cri-
tique of the corporate mindfulness fad, Purser (2019) has
argued that mindfulness offers an individualised tool of
stress management and coping which helps people auto-
exploit ourselves for the benefits of capital by obscuring the
connections between work-related mental unhealth and
the exploitative, alienating and stressful working condi-
tions characterizing contemporary capitalism. According
to Purser, mindfulness is increasingly utilised as ‘a technol-
ogy of distraction’ which shifts attention from occupational
and socio-economic sources of stress and mental unhealth
by encouraging users to instead focus on themselves and
be in the moment without passing judgement on their
surroundings.

These two contributions have also drawn attention to
some of the ways in which corporate regimes of mental
health and work may be resisted. According to Maravelias
et al. (2013), employees may disengage from health pro-
motion efforts to avoid that life becomes as regimented as
work. And against a capitalist political economy thriving
on corporatised mindfulness tools and other stress man-
agement practices, Purser (2019) suggests that more col-
lective and radical forms of mindfulness may be crafted to
help people ‘dissolve attachment to self, ‘calm the mind’
and ‘deepen our sense of connection’ so as to examine the
causes and conditions of social suffering and oppression,
and work with others in a common struggle to overcome
alienation.

On the whole, however, the critical literature has been
far more concerned with interrogating the discursive con-
struction and neo-liberal management of mental health
problems at work than recognizing how the massive
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spread of work-related stress, depression and mental
unhealth is connected to the exploitative and alienating
nature of work within capitalist labour relations or explor-
ing how such working conditions may be resisted. Despite
its otherwise critical agenda, then, it has so far made lit-
tle more progress on these issues than the structuralist and
functionalist literatures. It is on this basis we call for a refo-
cusing of MOS scholarship on mental unhealth.

Interestingly, the stressful and unhealthy effects of work
in capitalist production regimes have been more widely
acknowledged in MOS research on employment rela-
tions, which some of its contributions have described
as instrumental, exploitative and unfulfilling, as physi-
cally exhausting, mentally debasing and alienating (Baldry
et al., 2007; see also, e.g., Delbridge et al., 1992; Stewart
et al., 2009). Moreover, research in this area offers impor-
tant insights into a variety of resistance practices exercised
by individuals and collectives against work-related men-
tal unhealth. But since this literature tends to be primarily
concerned with other issues such as surveillance (Bain &
Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Bain, 1999), communicative power
(Doellgast et al., 2020) and the nature of work within spe-
cific production regimes (Baldry et al., 2007; Knights &
McCabe, 1998; Stewart et al., 2009), we shall not deal with
it further here but draw on this and other literatures when
developing our suggestions for future research in the fol-
lowing section. As mentioned earlier, our future research
agenda will be informed by key notions of exploitation,
alienation and resistance in Marx and Engels as well as in
MOS and related fields.

Doing so, studies on employment relations will help us
articulate how mental unhealth may be confronted within
capitalist labour relations and production regimes such
as Lean and Just-in-Time. In contrast, recent research on
alternative organization will help us envisage healthier
alternatives beyond such settings. But before we begin to
articulate how capitalism’s unhealthy working conditions
may be resisted and replaced by healthier alternatives, we
need to say more about how these conditions are created
in the first place.

Recognizing and resisting the capitalist
underpinnings of mental unhealth in work
and organizations

So, what is it about capitalism and its labour relations
which creates such unhealthy working conditions? In
other words, what is it that needs to be challenged and
resisted? Even though many people working in the increas-
ingly service-based and knowledge-intensive economies of
contemporary capitalism may experience a complex com-
bination of mental unhealth and wellbeing at work (see e.g.
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Ganster & Rosen, 2013; Trogolo et al., 2020) rather than the
blatantly depriving working conditions that Marx (1988)
and Engels (1958) witnessed during the growth of indus-
trial capitalism in the mid-19™" century, capital continues
to exploit labour power in the pursuit of profit. Indeed,
Marx suggested that this forms the beginning of a process
where our living capacity to work and labour is turned into
dead labour. While labour is subjective and alive insofar
as it belongs to the human labouring subject (Marx, 1988:
93; 1973: 104), under capitalism, it is objectified by capital
and dies as soon as our labour power is bought as a com-
modity on the labour market (1973; 1976). And as capital-
ist firms seek to maximise profits by increasing the surplus
value that can be extracted from this ‘object’ they have pur-
chased, they will try to increase the productivity of labour,
either by ‘lengthening ... the working day’ or by restricting
the paid labour time that workers are allowed to do the job
(1976, p. 432).

While later commentators have problematised the
power of capitalists to extract value from labour (e.g.,
Thompson, 1990), work extension and work intensifica-
tion remain common features of working life under cap-
italism that limit how we may use our labour. This is not
least evident through contributions in the structuralist lit-
erature reviewed above, which point to pervasive problems
of overwork, stress and mental unhealth, both in indus-
tries characterised by intense competition between firms
(see e.g. Nishiyama & Johnson, 1997; Jensen et al., 2013)
but also in many parts of the public sector (e.g., Noblet
etal.,2006; Wada et al., 2019; see also Chandler et al., 2002;
Franco-Santos & Doherty, 2017) which find their bud-
gets shrunk by governments privileging tax cuts and the
wellbeing of capitalist firms (see e.g., Kotz, 2009; Streeck,
2014; Jessop, 2018). Across the capitalist political economy,
the exploitation of labour continues through performance-
related pay systems, unpaid overtime, curtailed work con-
tracts and systematic staff shortages which subject employ-
ees to conditions where they are expected to work longer
days, achieve more in the same time, or accomplish the
same in less time (see, e.g., Cushen & Thompson, 2016;
Findlay & Thompson, 2017; Newsome et al., 2013; Stewart
et al., 2009).

This does not mean that nothing has changed since the
industrial capitalism of the mid-19™ century. Whereas the
exploitation of labour by 19" century industrial capital was
primarily pursued within factory walls, under today’s cap-
italism increasing efforts are made to extract surplus value
from labour by developing, using and exploiting a wide
range of our personal traits and interests, our backgrounds,
feelings and bodily appearances, off work and at work
(e.g., Bbhm & Land, 2012; Callaghan & Thompson, 2002;
Thompson et al., 2016; Witz et al., 2003). For example, this
is seen in widespread practices of emotional and aesthetic
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labour in various forms of service work (e.g., Warhurst &
Nickson, 2009; Thompson et al., 2016). It is also seen in the
popularity of corporate cultures and leadership approaches
where individual employees are encouraged and expected
to generate value by setting their own goals (e.g., Mar-
avelias, 2003), ‘just being themselves’ (e.g., Fleming &
Sturdy, 2009) and managing their own health and well-
being (e.g., Pedersen, 2008; Maravelias, 2015). When vir-
tually all of your life is turned into a matter of work and
performance to be exploited by capital, and when you are
responsible not only for achieving your own performance
targets but setting them, there is in principle no limit to
how well you can perform, or how much you can work
to improve performance, manage stress, and balance work
and life. The trouble is that this tends to leave us exhausted
and burned out because it creates an overwhelming sense
that we can always do better, in all areas of life and work
(Han, 2015).

Marx argued that the estranged and alienated labour
characterizing industrial capitalism ‘mortifies [the] body
and ruins [the] mind’ because labour then becomes a
coercive and alienating activity that ‘does not belong to
[our] intrinsic nature’ but ‘belongs to another’ (1988, p. 74).
This, he averred, cuts us off from our essentially human
capacity to engage with the world through our senses (p.
72). Thus, we do ‘not feel content but unhappy’ in work
because ‘[we] feel ... outside [our] work’, because we do
‘not develop freely [our] physical and mental energy’, and
because we ‘deny’ rather than ‘affirm’ ourselves through
work (p. 74). Though we may be more profoundly bound
up with the products we produce today than at the time of
Marx (increasingly we ‘are’ those products like we ‘are’ our
jobs) (e.g., Fleming, 2015), we doubt that our ‘human sen-
suousness’ and our sanity is augmented by being repeat-
edly expected to consider how the work we do with and on
ourselves can be harnessed to make us attractive to those
who might buy or simply use our labour power. Again, the
prevalence of work-related stress and mental unhealth sug-
gests that capital’s expansion into evermore parts of our
lives engages us in processes of hyper-exploitation rather
than disalienation (Andrejevic, 2011, 2012; see also Ceder-
strom & Fleming, 2012; Beverungen et al., 2015; Thompson
et al., 2016; Pitts, 2017) where we struggle to work in ways
that involve ‘the free play of [our] own physical and mental
powers’ (Marx, 1976, p. 283).

Now, if this is what we are struggling against, might we
ever be able to transform our mortifying experiences into
forms of resistance that may help us craft healthier ways
of working and living? Engels, perhaps more clearly than
Marx, offers some hope that we might. While Marx stressed
that critical, revolutionary practice is itself embodied in
the ‘sensuous activity’ that is embedded in our human
nature (1970, p. 121), Engels (1958) argued that the pains

of work translate into powerful affects of solidarity, anger
and revolutionary mobilisation. Though famous for his
detailed observations of industrial capitalism’s degrading
working conditions, which he acknowledges may cause
passivity among the working classes, Engels also implies
that the lived experiences of the working classes may trans-
late into powerful affects of solidarity and anger, revolu-
tionary mobilisation and protest.

The limits and paradoxes of resistance have been widely
discussed in MOS (e.g., Jermier et al., 1994; Fleming &
Spicer, 2003; Contu, 2008; Alcadipani et al., 2018), and
it may be difficult to envision that enough of us will
transform our experiences of work-related stress, burnout
and mental unhealth into effective protest and resistance
which will end the mortifying working conditions of con-
temporary capitalism. Even if ‘a majority of people [world-
wide] believe capitalism in its current form is doing more
harm than good’ (John, 2020), it is not only people in jobs
with high demands and low autonomy who are so stressed
out by work that it may undermine their likelihood of
being politically active (cp. Karasek, 1989; see also Trogolo
etal., 2020). However, this only makes it more important to
challenge the exploitative, alienating and unhealthy work-
ing conditions of contemporary capitalism, and to explore
how healthier alternatives may be crafted. Like Engels,
some current critics are optimistic that capitalism’s mor-
tifying working conditions harbour a potential for radi-
cal change. Not only does our living, sensuous and social
human essence enable us to experience, understand and
confront these conditions. Insofar as capital’s expansion
into our lives and subjectivities makes our work more the
result of our subjective and living labour, it may become
more difficult for capital and the managerial regimes of
capitalist firms to objectify it (Hardt & Negri, 2000; Virno,
2004, 2007). On this view, we may find ourselves freer to
resist the unhealthy working conditions of capitalist labour
relations, by simply leaving them, or by engaging in civil
disobedience.

While this kind of optimism and the notion of freedom
that underpins it has been heavily disputed by other crit-
ics of contemporary capitalism (e.g., Thompson, 2005), the
radical move from individual suffering to political strug-
gle finds resonance in two recent critiques of the corpo-
rate and neo-liberal discourse on mental health and well-
ness. As mentioned above, Purser (2019) encourages us
to join in a common struggle against the social injustices
of capitalism by developing collective forms of mindful-
ness where we do not simply reflect but learn to reflect
together, and act together. In a similar vein, Segal (2017)
urges us to develop collective forms of joy and radical forms
of happiness through spontaneous and organised action at
the fringes of society by transforming personal experiences
and desires into a public politics of support, solidarity
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and struggle against hyper-individualism and diminished
welfare.

These appeals offer interesting starting points for future
MOS scholarship on mental unhealth and its resistance.
But notwithstanding the power of public protest and the
radical potential of reappropriating corporatised forms
of self-management in a common struggle against social
suffering and injustice, we believe that a broader yet
more specific research agenda is needed to explore how
work-related mental unhealth may be resisted within and
beyond capitalist labour relations. Rather than limiting
future research to issues of public protest and collective
mindfulness, we would encourage future MOS scholar-
ship to focus more closely on the possibilities of resisting
the exploitative, alienating and unhealthy working con-
ditions that many people suffer from under contempo-
rary capitalism. This opens up at least five trajectories that
may strengthen our capacity to investigate how mental
unhealth may be transformed into a variety of resistance
practices in different parts of organizational life: within
and beyond capitalist labour relations, across micro and
macro settings, by individuals and collectives using infor-
mal tactics and formal strategies.

Firstly, more research is needed to understand how
unions and other collective movements challenge, resist
and remove unhealthy working conditions in differ-
ent occupations and industries underpinned by capital-
ist labour relations. Future MOS scholarship on mental
unhealth may have a lot to learn from previous stud-
ies on employment relations in this respect, which offer
important insights into a variety of formal strategies and
informal tactics utilised by unions and worker collectives
struggling to negotiate healthier conditions for employees.
This may include foot-dragging, slowdowns and targeted
action against authoritarian managers and supervisors
(Landsbergis & Cahill, 1994), walkouts and wildcat strikes
(Stewart et al., 2009) as well as legitimate strikes called
during collective bargaining to refuse unhealthy produc-
tion regimes. Moreover, it may include picketing, leafleting
and media campaigns to generate public awareness, col-
laboration with research teams to build knowledge about
mental unhealth at work, lobbying of politicians to create
alliances for work reform, (Doellgast et al., 2020; Lands-
bergis & Cahill, 1994), and appeals to national health and
safety regulation to further legitimate work reform (Taylor
& Bain, 1999).

Secondly, more research is needed to appreciate how
individual employees and groups of workers use infor-
mal tactics and formal strategies to resist and confront
unhealthy working conditions. Again, previous research
on employment relations may offer a helpful starting
point. In particular, future MOS scholarship on mental
unhealth may draw on contributions in this area to exam-
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ine everyday practices of disengagement and disobedience
whereby employees resist and distance themselves from
stressful working conditions (Baldry et al., 2007; Knights
& McCabe, 1998; Taylor & Bain, 1999). This literature may
also help us examine less mundane forms of resistance,
whether spectacular acts staged to highlight unhealthy
working conditions, or legal action taken against employ-
ers to seek retribution and compensation from work-
related stress and suffering (Doellgast et al., 2020).

Together, these two lines of inquiry have potential to
generate new and important knowledge about the vari-
ous ways in which individual employees and small work
groups, unions and other collective movements may resist
mental unhealth within capitalist labour relations. But
they also remind us that resistance never operates in isola-
tion (Fleming & Spicer, 2007), and that relations between
labour and capital vary across different contexts. Which
brings us to our third suggestion: that more research is
needed to evaluate the power and effectiveness of differ-
ent forms of resistance within different settings. To do so
we need detailed knowledge about the specific organiza-
tions, production regimes and labour processes wherein
employees are exploited, alienated and made to suffer from
mental unhealth. For instance, employees may be able
to negotiate relief from stressful performance pressures
in labour processes where they are able to fiddle perfor-
mance figures (Knights & McCabe, 1998) or utilise gaps
in employee surveillance systems (Bain & Taylor, 2000).
Through unionised collectives, they might even be able
to moderate straining production regimes that have not
yet been fully implemented (Stewart et al., 2009). At the
same time, employees who disengage and disobey yet con-
tinue to work in stressful production regimes risk reinforc-
ing these regimes (Knights & McCabe, 1998), while unions
may prove powerless to prevent jobs from being relocated
to countries with lower wages (Stewart et al., 2009) and
laxer health and safety regulations.

However, context is not everything, and fourthly, more
research is needed to appreciate how different kinds of
mental unhealth may be resisted within capitalist labour
relations. Though previous research on employment rela-
tions usually does a terrific job scrutinizing the specific
production regimes wherein labour is exploited for profit,
mental unhealth as such tends to be treated as a tangen-
tial issue, as one of several consequences of working in
the capitalist economy. And even though the suffering of
mental unhealth in the workplace may provoke employ-
ees and unions to take action against it (Stewart et al.,
2009), different mental health problems are suffered in
different ways, which may affect our capacity to confront
its causes and consequences. It is difficult to grasp these
mechanisms and relationships without a focus on men-
tal unhealth as such. For instance, stress may evolve into
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burnout and serious forms of depression (e.g., Kim et al.,
2020a; Virtanen et al., 2018), but these mental health con-
ditions are not the same. Many employees who suffer from
work-related stress continue to work while suffering (e.g.,
Caers et al., 2021; Collins et al., 2018). In contrast, people
with burnout syndrome often undergo long periods of sick
leave and some are never able to return to work (e.g., Ahola
et al., 2009; Salvagioni et al., 2017). Although absenteeism
and quitting may be seen as acts of resistance (e.g., Flem-
ing & Spicer, 2007; Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006), it may be diffi-
cult if not impossible to speak out about specific problems,
stage spectacular acts of protest or participate in indus-
trial action if you are too ill to be physically and mentally
present at work.

The four trajectories outlined thus far are all concerned
with the possibilities of resisting mental unhealth within
capitalist labour relations, where surplus value contin-
ues to be generated through the exploitation of labour
for profit. Sceptics may therefore object that the research
proposals they harbour restrict future MOS scholarship
to engage with forms of resistance that have only lim-
ited capacity to challenge the underlying causes of work-
related mental unhealth, and that work-related mental
unhealth will continue to grow unless capitalism’s hege-
mony is brought to an end. Whether or not that is at all
possible, different resistance practices do relate differently
to the extremes of rejecting what is and replacing it with
something else. Even sickness absenteeism and an ulti-
mate exit from the world of paid work may involve a rejec-
tion of capitalism’s mortifying working conditions. But do
such individualised responses strengthen our livelihood
and our capacity to freely exercise our mental and physical
powers? Indeed, how might individual suffering, as Engels
hinted, be transformed into collective political acts of soli-
darity and common interest, and harnessed through alter-
native forms of organization for more joyful ways of living
and working?

By means of articulating our fifth and final suggestion,
we are increasingly curious about the possibilities of exer-
cising resistance through alternatives outside of capital-
ist labour relations, however trivial, utopian or marginal
they may first seem (see e.g., Parker, 2002; Spicer et al.,
2009). The growing MOS literature on alternative forms of
organization is interesting in this respect (see e.g., Parker
et al., 2014; Cheney & Munshi, 2017; Zanoni et al., 2017).
While many studies of worker coops, voluntary organiza-
tions and community-based production forms are mind-
ful of the paradoxes and limitations that may trouble such
endeavours (e.g., Bousalham & Vidaillet, 2018; Flecha &
Ngai, 2014; King & Land, 2018), recent research in this area
draws our attention to forms of work that may be far less
stressful and unhealthy than those possible within capital-
ist labour relations. Let us provide one last example, which

we believe illustrates this particularly well. In his recent
study of community-supported agriculture, Watson (2020)
suggests that this is a form of food production which may
counter alienation among those who participate in it. Since
work is geared towards generating use value rather than
extracting surplus value from the labour of its participants,
community-supported agriculture may involve meaning-
ful forms of work that offer participants social support,
learning opportunities, friendship and improved wellbeing
as well as access to food. None of this suggests that alter-
native forms of work and organization are beyond critique,
but it does offer some indication that people may be able
to live well and do good work by using our living labour
outside of the mortifying working conditions that contem-
porary capitalism tends to involve us in.

CONCLUSION

In summary, the review we have conducted in this paper
shows that there is a massive literature on work-related
mental unhealth in MOS and related fields. Most notably,
there is a structuralist literature which has made impor-
tant contributions to our understanding of the impact that
occupational and organizational structures and conditions
have on employee mental health. Secondly, there is a func-
tionalist literature concerned with designing and devis-
ing managerial practices and models for promoting orga-
nizational performance as well as good mental health at
work. Finally, there is a critical literature primarily con-
cerned with how mental health problems are constructed
and managed in relation to a neoliberal discourse of indi-
vidual responsibility, choice and self-management. How-
ever, relatively few contributions across these three liter-
atures have begun to recognise that stress, burnout and
other mental health problems may be related to capitalist
labour relations that prevail in the world of work, organiza-
tion and production. Even less attention has been paid to
the possibilities of resisting capitalism’s unhealthy work-
ing conditions. If MOS is to intervene in the current cri-
sis of work-related mental unhealth, more can therefore be
done to develop our empirical and theoretical knowledge
in this area.

To advance MOS scholarship on mental unhealth,
we have begun to explore the possibilities of resist-
ing the exploitative, alienating and unhealthy work-
ing conditions of contemporary capitalism. Let us sum-
marise our suggestions in terms of the following five
questions:

1. How do unions and other collective movements work
to challenge, resist and reduce mental unhealth within
capitalist labour relations and production regimes?
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2. How do individual employees and informal groups of
employees resist and confront mental unhealth within
such settings?

3. How effective are different forms of resistance in con-
fronting the causes and consequences of work-related
mental unhealth?

4. In what ways are people’s capacity to resist mental
unhealth affected by the organizational and economic
contexts wherein resistance is attempted, and by the dif-
ferent ways in which different mental health problems
are suffered?

5. Finally, how may individuals, groups and collectives
not simply resist but create healthier ways of working,
living and producing beyond capitalist labour relations?

The trajectories opened up by these seemingly simple
questions are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive,
and future MOS scholarship may do well by attending
to the variety of ways in which different forms of resis-
tance connect, coexist and interact, with different kinds of
mental unhealth, in different contexts. We are also aware
that the questions themselves require further engagement.
Indeed, we have posed them here, optimistic that they may
inspire radical movements in thought and practice which
strengthen the capacity of future MOS scholarship to con-
front and alleviate mental unhealth in work and organi-
zation, exactly because they require further engagement.
This may spark not just a sense of antagonism but a social
imagination which makes it possible to engage with ‘the
imperfections of lived life’ (Zanoni et al., 2018, p. 584) in
ways that may challenge and offer healthier alternatives to
capitalist forms of work and organization.
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