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Abstract 

Andreas Thomas Kull. A Letter in the Mail – A Grounded Theory Based Exploration of the 

Health of Swedish Postal Carriers. Master thesis in Occupational Health Sciences, 30 credits. 

University of Gävle. 

Introduction: Postal Carriers in Sweden is an occupational group with a distinct work 

environment controlled by third parties. One third of all postal carriers in Sweden experience 

musculoskeletal issues. Little to no research has looked in to postal carriers experience of how 

their work is affecting their health. This study aims to explore why and how postal carriers are 

experiencing their current health states.  

Method: This Grounded Theory Method based study gathered data from both interviews and 

observations. Respondents consisted of seven men and two women. Observations were 

conducted for three days and consisted of gathering step counts and route information of three 

different postal carrier routes. Analysation of each interview happened before a new interview 

took place. Transcribed verbatims were line by line coded. Clusters and codes formed were 

constantly analysed throughout the data gathering process to ensure emerging theoretical 

model fit data.  

Results: Attitude was regarded as the main concern on this study. By being able to moderate 

contextual and situational factors, i.e. leadership, value towards work, intensity, frequency 

etc, attitude provided a tool for why individuals experienced postal carrier work in a broad 

spectrum. 

Conclusion: Attitude could provide important information of why health states are differing 

between individuals performing the same type of work.  

 

Keywords: Experience, Musculoskeletal disorders, Attitudes, Postal Carriers, Grounded 

Theory, Occupational health 

  



Sammanfattning 

Andreas Thomas Kull. 2018. Ett Brev med Posten – En Utforskning av Svenska Brevbärares 

Hälsa med hjälp av Grundad Teori. Examensarbete i arbetshälsovetenskap, masternivå 30 hp. 

Högskolan i Gävle. 

Bakgrund: Brevbärare i Sverige är en yrkesgrupp med en unik arbetsmiljö som kontrolleras 

av tredje part. En tredjedel av alla brevbärare i Sverige har någon form muskuloskeletala 

besvär. Få studier har tidigare undersökt hur brevbärare upplever hur deras arbete påverkar 

deras hälsa. Den här studien riktar sig till att utforska hur svenska brevbärare upplever att 

deras arbete påverkar deras hälsa. 

Metod: Den här studien använde sig av Grundad Teori metodologi och samlade data från 

både intervjuer och observation. Respondenter bestod av sju män och två kvinnor. 

Observationer skedde under tre dagar och samlade data på tre olika brevbärarrutter. Analys av 

intervjuer skedde innan en ny intervju genomfördes. Ordagranna transkriptioner kodades linje 

för linje. Framkomna kluster och koder jämfördes konstant genom hela processen för att 

garantera att den uppkomna teoretiska modellen passade till data. 

Resultat: Attityd utgjorde den viktigaste aspekten av den här studien. Attityd fungerade som 

ett verktyg modererade individers upplevelse av brevbäraryrket. Genom att attityd 

modererade hur kontextuella och situationsfaktorer upplevdes av individen blev det upplevda 

hälsoutfallet olika. 

Slutsats: Attityder kan utgöra en viktig aspekt om varför individer upplever sin hälsa olika 

även fast dem utför likartade arbetsuppgifter. 

 

Nyckelord: Upplevelse, Muskuloskeletala besvär, Attityder, Brevbärare, Grundad Teori, 

Arbetshälsovetenskap 



Preface 

This Master’s dissertation is my final work of the Occupational Health programme at 

University of Gävle. It constitutes as documentation of the work done between September 

2017 and May 2018. The dissertation’s results show that attitude is an important aspect to 

consider when looking into physical aspects of occupational health as they can moderate 

perceived health of employees. 

Postal carriers in Sweden are an occupational group that I regard as largely forgotten. Day in 

day out, through thick and thin, postal carriers work through conditions making most people 

change occupation. They are unsung heroes delivering wanted and unwanted letters and goods 

to people. I hope this master’s dissertation can help create awareness of what they go through 

every day. 

A huge thanks to the respondents that were willing to be interviewed about their experiences. 

Without you this work would never have been completed. Also thank you to all the professors 
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Attitude is a little thing that makes a big difference. 
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1. Background 

1.1 An historical perspective 

Historically, mail delivery was an essential part of society. It constituted as the primary 

method for information sharing, both between people and organisations. Today´s 

growing digital infrastructure and usage of information technology (IT) has caused a 

steady decline of the usage of postal services (PostNord, 2017). In Sweden, this decline 

has led to a revenue loss for PostNord, the federally owned private company that 

manages Swedish postal services. To cope with this tougher financial situation, lay-offs 

ensued. As a result, fewer postal workers are available to deliver mail to the same 

amount of households. (PostNord AB, 2017). Even though postal carriers are delivering 

less mail to each households, they are now delivering to more households than before 

which has led to a higher work load. 

1.2 Work Environment 

Postal carriers in Sweden are an occupational group with a distinctive and unique work 

environment. Large parts of the postal carrier´s work day take part in an environment 

their employer has little to no control over. The environment the postal carrier is 

subjected to is largely managed by landlords and owners of each building. The Swedish 

post and telecom authority regulates how this environment should be maintained (Post- 

och telestyrelsen, 2008); however, since the working environment is controlled by a 

third party, it often leads to poor upkeep and substandard working environments. This 

has the chance to lead to poor ergonomics and increased strain on the postal carrier.  

1.3 Musculoskeletal issues 

Work-related disorder statistics from 2016 shows almost a third of postal workers in 

Sweden have sustained physical problems originating from work. Problemsmainly 

affect shoulder, arms and back, but also commonly affect the body as a whole. 

Specifically, the neck, back of head, hands, wrist, fingers, hips, legs and knees take the 

brunt of the strain (Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2016). Work-related 

disorder statistics from 2016 shows almost a third of postal workers in Sweden have 

sustained physical problems originating from work (Swedish Work Environment 
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Authority, 2016). A longitudinal Dutch study found over half of all long term sick 

leaves for postal workers were related to musculoskeletal issues (van Hoffen, Joling, 

Heymans, Twisk, & Roelen, 2015). 

Hemphälä, Nylén and Eklund (2014) found upper body musculoskeletal issues 

(neck/shoulder/upper back) in postal workers could be an effect of poor visual 

ergonomics. Musculoskeletal issues could potentially originate from not being able to 

regulate working posture (Gomes de Lima, Colaco, da Silva, & Masculo, 2012). 

Longitudinal studies suggest postal workers are prone of experiencing the same type of 

musculoskeletal issues as nurses regarding, incidence, persistence and work disability in 

lower back, neck, shoulder, elbows, wrist/hand and knees (H Harcombe, Herbison, 

McBride, & Derrett, 2014; Helen Harcombe, McBride, Derrett, & Gray, 2010). The 

nursing profession is often labelled as labour intensive and nurses often see their 

physical work and eventual injuries as an expectation of this occupational choice 

(Mullen, Gillen, Kools, & Blanc, 2015). No information is found on whether the same 

applies to postal workers, but it poses an interesting correlation between the two labour 

intensive professions as they are done in two very different environments.  

The process of re-modelation (Swedish: remodeleringsprocessen) defines physical 

strain as an activity that halters cell and tissue degradation. Physical strain occurring in 

poor circumstances, such as excessive overuse or repetition of muscle groups and 

tendons, can lead to irreversible damage (Kjellberg, 2008, p. 109f). Dose-response also 

has a positive correlation with age for back, shoulder, neck and upper limbs issues when 

carrying loads (Rademacher, Bruder, Sinn-Behrendt, & Landau, 2012).  

Subjective experience of demands causing musculoskeletal issues originate from self-

driven motivation rather than organizational pressure (Wågö Aas, Thingbö, Holte, Lie, 

& Lode, 2011). Musculoskeletal issues could also be linked to culture, as evidence has 

been found that musculoskeletal issues in the western world might not be viewed the 

same in other countries (Warnakulasuriya et al., 2012). Culture and personal views 

could play an important role in how musculoskeletal issues are perceived. 

1.4 Cognition 

High energetic work can lead to both physical and mental fatigue due to bodily 

homeostasis being disrupted. Fatigue can lead to impaired sensory and motor control, 
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and impaired perception and cognitive functioning, which could add risk in the form of 

injuries to repetitive work (Wigaeus Tornqvist, 2008, p. 80). As fatigue can lead to 

impaired control over the body, it requires more cognitive effort to perform a physical 

task correctly. This puts a relative higher cognitive demand on performing even simple 

tasks when fatigued compared to having energy.Subjective cognitive demands and 

increased fatigue could be a side effect of sleep deprivation. Harman and colleagues 

(Harman, Keating, Mayes, Walsh, & MacCallum, 2014) found subjects participating in 

a return-to-work program with chronic musculoskeletal pain had problems sleeping, 

with symptoms almost identical to a clinical insomnia diagnosis. This led to patients 

feeling mentally fatigued resulting in decreased job performance.  

Potential cognitive benefits where examined by usage of electrical bicycles versus 

conventional bicycles. The study found mail-sorting took significantly longer time after 

using a conventional bike since it required more energy. Assistance of an electric bike 

resulted in lower physiological response both subjective and measured, i.e. oxygen 

uptake, respiratory exchange ratio, heart rate and electromyographic activity (EMG) 

(Theurel, Theurel, & Lepers, 2012). 

1.5 Definition of health 

Health in this study is defined in accordance with the World Health Organisation, as: “a 

state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 

disease or infirmity.” (WHO, 1946, p. 100). Health is something more than just being 

free from diseases or injury, also encapsulating well-being as an important part of an 

individual´s health. Therefore, the WHO definition of health clearly contains both a 

salutogenic and pathogenic perspective. Salutogenesis describes factors supporting 

health and well-being. This study considers both the salutogenic perspective, as well as 

the pathogenic perspective to explore how working as postal carrier in Sweden affects 

health. 

1.6 Purpose 

A plethora of studies can be found on how working as a postal carrier adversely effects 

musculoskeletal system of the human body. There is evidence showing this affects 

postal carriers on a global level (Gomes de Lima et al., 2012; Warnakulasuriya et al., 

2012).  
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In Sweden, almost one third of postal carriers experience musculoskeletal issues, 

making them one of the most prominent groups plagued by work related disorders 

(Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2016). Much of the literature found describes 

postal carriers’  work and health in asquantifiable data. Working as a postal worker is 

deemed repetitive and requires high intensity during large parts of the workday. This 

high intensity repetition leaves little time for the body to rest and recover before 

returning to work. Residual employee fatigue has the potential to cause to injuries due 

to lower muscular control, decreased perception and impaired cognition (Wigaeus 

Tornqvist, 2008). 

Albeit, quantifiable data on postal carriers exists, no literature was found describing the 

experience of how postal work is viewed by the employee. This grounded theory-based 

study tried to fill this void by using inductive methods consisting of what workers 

experience to evaluate the effect work has on the health of postal workers. This study 

considered both pathogenic and salutogenic aspects of evaluation.  

The aim of this study is to explore environmental factors postal workers are subjected to 

on the job and the experience of how these affect their overall health. 

2. Methodology 

The Grounded Theory Method (GTM) was chosen, as no data about postal workers 

experiences was found. GTM (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is an analytical method which 

strives to understand how people view and understand things. The method relies on 

where data needs to be gathered (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010b; Thornberg & Forslund 

Frykedal, 2016).  

2.1 Grounded Theory Method 

Grounded Theory Method (GTM) is an analytical process guided by three crucial steps 

– constant comparative analysis, theoretical sampling, and theoretical saturation of 

categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Hood, 2010).  

The most fundamental processes of GTM is the constant comparative analysis (Hood, 

2010). Constant comparative analysis is a vital component to create abstract concepts, 

theoretical reasoning, as well as ensuring emerging theory is grounded in data (Krassen 

Covan, 2014). The constant comparison of data to data, categories to categories, data to 
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categories, data to codes continues throughout data gathering and analysis. A sceptical 

attitude was adopted towards evaluating codes, concepts, categories and reasoning 

throughout the analytical process, which made sure there was always room to change 

the emerging theory. To achieve this, it was imperative to focus attention on the 

interaction between sensitivity and objectivity – i.e. the ability to find subtle nuances of 

and insinuations to data while simultaneously distancing oneself from the results and 

empirical data. All data was analysed on its own terms. Assumptions and other theories 

were left out as theoretical agnosticism – do not hold anything for truth, doubt 

everything – should be adopted while doing GTM. Being creative and using new ways 

to construct a theory is considered important (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010a). New ideas 

were consistently tested to further decipher data, codes and concepts. Ideas and 

questions arising during the analytical process were written as memos (Bex Lempert, 

2010). Gathering data, creating codes, concepts and theories, as well as memo writing 

all paralleled each other. Memos were sorted and compared to one another in order to 

evaluate their relation to one another. This comparison prompted writing new memos 

used for further analysis. 

The Grounded Theory methodology used in this dissertation is following the views put 

forth by Glaser (Glaser, 1998). In essence this study therefore regarded all aspects of 

data gathering valuable if need for it would arise, regardless of it being qualitative or 

quantitative. This study also followed Glasers vision for Grounded Theory 

Methodology that data should lead to constructing a theoretical model.   

2.2 Data gathering 

Data in this study was collected during interviews and observations. Working 

procedures and delivery locations were observed so the researcher could get a better 

understanding of topics emerging during interviews. Data was gathered by the author, 

who worked as a postal carrier for several years. The author has prior work experience 

in the field; nevertheless, all his first-hand experiences and opinions regarding this work 

were put aside in order to decrease bias. Previous experiences were helpful to better 

understand and further explore aspects of work within the Swedish postal service. This 

experience also facilitated a better understanding of occupational jargon. 
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As topics emerged from interviews, it prompted the need to further investigate using 

observation to better understand how the work environment is constructed, i.e. what 

type of households’ postal carriers were delivering to, and how postal carriers were 

working with their bodies throughout the week. Due to time constraints, observations 

were only conducted at one of the locations. With regards to this aspects, interviews 

indicated there should not be substantial differences between locations. 

 

Steps and elevation, in the form of floors walked up, was gathered by a FitBit Charge 2 

HR placed on left wrist. This type of data was gathered on three different routes for a 

period of three days. The first route consisted mainly of houses of 7-8 stories. The 

second route predominantly consisted of three story houses. The third route was a 

mixture of single family houses and three-story houses. It´s important to note step 

counts collected while measuring delivery to single family houses does not equal 

amount of energy spend since the postal carrier is primarily seated on a bike. 

2.2.1 Respondents 

Respondents were asked to participate voluntarily after the author had an information 

briefing during the morning meetings at each location. Each briefing was held once at 

each of the three locations. Only having this meeting once at each location could have 

adversely effected worker participation so a handout containing the information given 

during the meeting was left in the breakroom. This allowed postal carriers who missed 

the initial meeting an opportunity to participate. 

Table 1 - Timeline, characteristics and goals of data gathering. The heading titled type of data collection highlights the 

method of gathering data. The main objective section shows the overall aim. The context section regards the setting in 

which each interview was conducted. The gender, age and experience headings are to give a broader view of each 

respondent. The office section describes where each respondent works. 

Start -> Finish ->Timeline, characteristics and goals  of data gathering
Type of data 

collection

In
te

rv
ie

w 1

In
te

rv
ie

w 2

In
te

rv
ie

w 3

In
te

rv
ie

w 4

In
te

rv
ie

w 5

Obs
er

va
tio

n

In
te

rv
ie

w 6

In
te

rv
ie

w 7

In
te

rv
ie

w 8

In
te

rv
ie

w 9

Main objective Exploration Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

s tart of theory 

generation

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

expand theory

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

expand theory

Explore 

phys ica l  

aspects

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

expand theory

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

test theory

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

test theory

Exploration, 

fol low up, 

comparison, 

confi rm 

theory

Context Skype Skype In person, 

location a

In person, 

location A

In person, 

location A

Location A Skype In person, 

location C

In person, 

location B

Skype

Gender/Age/ 

Experience

M/28/15 M/34/15 M/35/16 M/35/16 M/49/17 3 days M/48/20 W/50/20 W/28/9 M/58/31

Office C C C A C C A B B
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Nine postal carriers, two women and seven men, were interviewed from three different 

postal offices located in the northern areas of the Swedish capital. The initiation of 

interviews began by asking “How do you perceive your health?”.  Subsequent 

questions followed up initial answers with why and how  that led to their current health 

status. As topics evolved from previous interviews, each interview got lengthier as more 

subjects were covered and previous topics more thoroughly discussed. Interviews were 

held in two ways; either at one of the mail offices or using Skype. The interview setting 

used was decided by each individual respondent. Four interviews were conducted on 

Skype and five interviews were done in person. Conducting interviews in the workplace 

setting may have had adverse effects, such as giving out positive answers in fear of 

colleagues or managers overhearing. Two specific locations had no option for complete 

privacy – as the windows lacked blinds or curtains. All respondents were given the 

choice to have interviews conducted in other locations, i.e. in their home, another postal 

office, through Skype. This was done in an attempt to provide respondents with a safe 

and comfortable environment.  

All interviews were held on weekdays during the evening, between 4pm-8pm, after the 

respondents were off work. Interviews held after work have the potential to have 

respondents produce answers influenced by experiences of the day. No compensation 

was provided for participation in this study.  

As recommended by Bryman (2008, p. 415), a semi structured interview guide was 

designed to allow freedom in respondent responses, while ensuring focus on the study’s 

topic. Before the guide was used it was tested and evaluated to see how good the 

questions were to help with data collection (Appendix 4). Since GTM puts emphasis on 

doing analysis directly after each data gathering, the interview guide constantly evolved 

throughout the data collection process. The first interview guide was an attempt to 

produce initial insight about workers´ experience. It was very open and consisted of the 

one open ended question – “How do you perceive your health?”. Additional questions 

were added as the interviews progressed. 

2.3 Data analysis 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim and analysed within one or two days. This 

allowed topics to continually evolve for upcoming interviews thereby testing the 
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emerging theory. This constantly evolving process led to lengthier interview times, as 

more subjects were covered, and previous topics were more thoroughly 

discussed.Interviews transcribed verbatim were analysed in several steps. Interviews 

were immediately open coded in two steps. First they were coded line by line, and then 

coded by each word, saying and expression. Codes were then summarized and 

structured in clusters to help determine and describe emerging categories. Categories 

and their content where constantly evaluated and compared to one another making sure 

they were grounded in the empirical material. By evaluating emerging clusters, new 

questions arose prompting the formulation of new interview questions. Each interview 

was then compared to itself and all emerging data, codes and clustered information was 

compared to existing data. 

To create core categories, frequent codes, important to the study´s area of postal 

carrier´s health, were distinguished from other subjects. Categories created in the 

previous step, were then connected to these core categories. Codes and categories 

having no connection to emerging core categories were put aside, but never completely 

discarded as they had potential to be important at a later date. 

The theoretical model for this study was created by evaluating how core categories and 

their content were related to one another.  Due to time constraints this process was sped 

up by drawing inspiration from Glaser’s code family (Glaser, 1978, pp. 72–82, 1998, pp. 

170–175). Theoretical codes are used to describe possible relationships between 

categories, e.g. cause-effect, change, strategies and norms. Arranging the theoretical 

codes and categories were done by comparative analysis. They evaluated the 

relationship between code families, substantive and theoretical codes and raw data. 

During the interview data collection process, a change the analytical process occurred, 

i.e. substantive vs theoretical. As the study progressed, the interview data collection 

process began focusing more on constructing and validating the theoretical model. All 

new data gathered was still treated in the same manner as before with nothing discarded 

or overlooked. The analytical process ended with all participants receiving a copy of the 

analysed results. This allowed respondents to identify with and validate the results 

collected by giving the author their personal feedback. This lessened the likelihood of a 

misrepresentation of their views and thoughts.  
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2.3.1 Translation 

It is noteworthy all interviews were conducted in the Swedish language. Quotes and 

descriptions used in this paper translated by the author from Swedish to English. 

Marshall and Rossman (2016) describes translating as tough skill requiring a thorough 

process to ensure empirical accuracy of the collected data. Quotes used in this paper 

have gone through a thorough reviewing process to ensure English translations are truly 

representive of the core data in Swedish. The process started with the author translating 

quotes from Swedish to English. Individuals of different backgrounds and educational 

levels (ranging from high school to post-graduate) were then handed both the original 

and translated quotes to validate their accuracy. If discrepancies were found, a 

discussion of what was at fault ensued, so the author could ensure quotes were correctly 

translated. 

Additionally, translating quotes could produce an ethical dilemma if respondents did not 

agree with the direct translations the author proposed to use. For this reason, 

respondents were asked to review quotes in the initial draft of the paper, ensuring no 

misrepresentations were found.   

2.4 Literature review 

When using Grounded Theory Method, literature reviews are most commonly done post 

data gathering as a way of finding studies with similar themes. In this study, the 

literature review was performed prior to gathering data, which was a Gävle University 

requirement. Although it would have been beneficial to conduct a second literature 

review to find literature relevant to the current study results, it was deemed too time 

consuming. Performing a literature review prior to gathering data could have influenced 

how data was initially seen and interpreted. Literature found in the literature review was 

used as discussion material for results found in this study. 

A systematic literature review was performed to gather data used in the study 

background. This review was performed using similar techniques used in a rapid-

review. A rapid review is a quick systematic review characterized by unsophisticated 

search strategies using only key-words matching the phenomenon of interest and non-

rigours quality checks. Transparency of how the review is performed is important, as 

this fast paced and non-rigorous quality testing has the probability of increasing the risk 
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of bias (Grant & Booth, 2009). An overview of how the systematic literature review 

was performed is as follows. 

Scopus, a research database, was used to conduct two searches producing a total of 11 

relevant articles. Since Search A failed to produce relevant articles about this study´s 

population, Search B was designed to include a much wider range of encompassed 

articles. Sample and phenomenon of interest were utilized, while design, evaluation and 

research of the SPIDER-tool (Cooke, Smith, & Booth, 2012) were not. Practical 

screening reduced the number from 163 to 11 (Search A: 119-5; Search B: 44-6). 

Articles deemed relevant during the 

practical screening were then 

methodologically screened for 

quality. Depending on the 

methodology used in each specific 

article, either a qualitative or 

quantitative screen was used to assess 

the article’s quality. Two articles used 

a mixture of both methods. One 

(Gomes de Lima et al., 2012) was 

deemed to be mainly quantitative, 

only checked by the quantitative 

quality screens, secondary to the lengthy nature of this process. The article from 

Harman et al (2014) used two methods, both qualitative and quantitative, and were 

evaluated by the average score of both screens. One article was deemed to be of low 

quality, three of medium quality and seven of high quality. Article quality could result 

from bias in the review process, stemming from both short methodological screens and 

limited time. Strict journal screening methods used to evaluate quality of published 

articles could be yet another reason why a larger proportion of the literature reviewed 

articles were ranked as high quality.  For the full literature review, see appendix 2. 

Table 2 - Narrowing of search using SPIDER 

Search A Search B

S 2 357 227 2,366,135

P of I 16 625 370

D 263 677 n/a

E 841 705 n/a

R 43 149 n/a

S + P of I 5 827 44

(D or E) + R 387 245 n/a

(S + P of I) + ((D or E) + R) 317 n/a

SPIDER + Auto PS 119 9

SPIDER + Title 22

SPIDER + Abstract 5

Articles for Quality Screen 5 6  
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2.5 Ethical considerations 

This research study was performed in accordance with the ethical principles and 

recommendations of the Swedish Research Council. 

Respondents were informed of the study purpose. They were apprised of what they 

were contributing, informed of the participating terms and notified of the voluntary 

nature of this study (Swedish Research Council, 2002, p. 7). Prior to publication, 

participants were given permission to review the data collected to ensure its accuracy 

and review the sensitive nature of the content discussed. Information regarding where 

the study will be published was given to each respondent and they were given the option 

to request a copy of the final report (Swedish Research Council, 2002, p. 15).  

As this study was based on active participation, consent was given by each individual 

participant. Participants, at any time, were allowed to cease participation without being 

subject to pressure or retaliations from either the author or Gävle University (Swedish 

Research Council, 2002, p. 9f). Information from or about participants was kept strictly 

confidential and handled with professional secrecy. Information was anonymised to 

guarantee individual privacy, which decreased the potential for being recognized by a 

third party (Swedish Research Council, 2002, p. 12). Information and data gathered was 

only used to conduct this research study and is not be shared with any outside parties. 

The provided information and feedback from interviews will not be used for employee 

reprisals, will not be sold for financial gain and will not be used commercially (Swedish 

Research Council, 2002, p. 14). After approval and publishing of this paper, all data 

obtained will be destroyed to prohibit further use. 

Table 3 - Search terms grouped according to SPIDER (Cooke et al, 2012). 

SPIDER Search A

S "work related disorder*" OR "stress" OR "musculoskeletal" OR "repetitive" OR "monotonous"

P of I "mailm?n" OR "postal?worker*" OR "postal?employee*" OR "letter?carrier*"

D "interview*" OR case stud*"

E "experienc*" OR "perce*"

R "qualitative" OR "mixed method*"

SPIDER Search B

S

P of I

"work related disorder*" OR "stress" OR "musculoskeletal" OR "repetitive" OR "monotonous"

"mailm?n" OR "postal worker" OR "postal employee" OR "letter carrier"  
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3. Results 

Work as a postal carrier consists of a myriad of tasks and physical demands, which 

makes each postal carriers’ route hard to compare to another in qualitative aspects. Step 

counts, floors and amount of weight carried is not enough data to tell the story of why 

respondents had differing views of which aspects caused work to produce different 

health outcomes. Type of route was also not a good method to describe the physical 

demands of the carrier, as two people could have the similar routes, yet experienced 

their physiologic demands very differently.  All factors described above played an 

integral part in the work demands of the postal carrier. These factors formed contextual 

physical aspects and provided a start on which to base the theory described in this study.  

As the purpose of this study was further uncovered, it became more apparent that postal 

carriers’ attitude functioned as a regulator towards how contextual and intervening 

conditions formed a set of causal conditions. These causal conditions produced a 

consequence, in form of either coping with these aspects or causing different types of 

stress for the respondents. Coping was not seen as just dealing with negative aspects. It 

consisted of forming a positive mindset with regards to evaluating one’s workload, and 

thereby caused a positive health outcome in the minds of the respondents. When postal 

carriers experienced a specific outcome, it strengthened that attitude, whether it be 

positive or negative.   

3.1 Attitude 

Considering previous quantitative data, the impact work had on respondent’s health was 

not surprising. Respondents both currently and previously had health problems, ranging 

from tiredness to slight discomfort to injuries, which forced them to abstain from work 

or leisure time. Physical requirements of the job alone were not sufficient by themselves 

to constitute these physiologic and psychologic responses. When considering the aspect 

of the WHO health definition that says health is more than just the absence of disease or 

injury interesting things appeared. 

Attitude emerged as the main study concern. It can be a product of contextual and 

intervening conditions, and health outcomes. As a complex mechanism, attitude proved 

to be a valuable tool to determine why similar conditions are experienced in different 
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ways. Regardless of the specific experienced health outcome, attitudes functioned like a 

catalyst, amplifying or weakening the effects of each variable feeding in to it. By 

regulating perceived effects, potential stressors could be dampened, thus having the 

opportunity to lead respondents to experiencing better health.  

Acceptance, Refusal and Denial 

Acceptance or refusal were common attitudes and could be used to explain the 

difference between how each individual formed causal conditions of health. Acceptance 

or agreement of conditions led to the individual not experiencing any type of mental 

stress related to work issues. Refusal or disagreement led to mental stressors because it 

was hard to disconnect from work, even once away from the work setting. Physical 

aspects where handled in a similar way.  

You definitely feel tired after a work week, especially really tough ones. You are more tired on 

Saturdays than what you´d prefer [to be] especially in winter. But I´ve never blamed my work 

for feeling too tired to do things in my spare time, even though I´m aware that the job is very 

physically demanding […]. #3 

A curious finding after evaluating respondent interview responses was that their 

attitudes were not always coherent to what the postal carriers were actually experiencing 

in regards to their perceived health state. Contextual and intervening conditions, 

consequences and health aspects did not always match with the respondent attitudes. 

This factor brings the concept of personal denial to the forefront. Respondents perceived 

their overall health as positive; however, negative aspects of their health appeared once 

the interview delved deeper into each respondents’ story. Respondents’ skewed self-

image and distorted perception of personal health awareness seemed to be used as a 

coping mechanism, which in a way functioned to shield employees from the actual toll 

work life had on their mental health. Upon deeper scrutiny, it was discovered these 

respondents continued to experience fatigue due to work. Despite valuing and ranking 

their health status as positive on the satisfaction spectrum, these postal carriers 

continued to feel hopelessness with regards to their future aspirations within their 

professional and personal life.  

In cases where the job requirements were seen as tough, respondents seemed to be of 

the mindset that “work should be tiresome” #8. They justified their exhaustion and 
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fatigue by stating “everyone comes home from work tired” #3. If respondents 

previously worked with temporary assignments other than delivering mail, it seemed to 

strengthen their viewpoint; “While working with computers, I come home more tired 

[than when delivering mail]” #4.  

 It´s tough for me to fully disconnect. Friends and family have made me aware I often talk about 

work, but never talk about it in a positive manner. That makes me angry. I wish I could leave 

thoughts about work at work, or just not think of it at all… [deep sigh]… but it seems 

impossible. Even now I get worked up thinking about it. #7 

 

Figure 1 - Model showing how postal carriers experience work is affecting their health. Contextual conditions constitutes 

a base for health which intervening conditions moderate. This leads to an attitude of acceptance, refusal or denial which 

constitutes a causal condition creating a consequence in the form of coping or stress which in turn leads to a health state. 

3.2 Contextual Conditions 

Each contextual subject interacted with each other in a finely tuned balance; however, 

slight disruptions within the contextual subject matter had the potential to cause an 

imbalance. Contextual conditions are hard to completely distinguish from one another 

as each route is interconnected due to geographical locations and organizational 

prerequisites. These conditions are intertwined with one another; yet, consist of a 

variation of type, intensity, duration and frequency of work required to perform the task. 

Type refers to the type of residence each postal carrier services. Type is a considerable 

part of the playing field for every other contextual factor because residence type 
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substantially impacts the energy exertion required to deliver mail. Mail delivery is 

distinguished by the type of mailbox utilized and how mailboxes are arranged 

throughout the residences.  

High rises living quarters consist of five or more stories with elevators. These housing 

structures usually consist of between four to eight apartments per story. Delivering mail 

to these high rises usually means taking the elevator to the highest floor and then 

delivering mail to each household while walking the rest of the way down. Smaller 

apartment buildings usually consist of three stories with two to four households on each 

floor. They usually do not have elevators. This means postal carriers must walk, or more 

commonly run, up and down each flight of stairs to deliver mail to each household. 

Both the small apartment buildings, as well as the high-rise buildings could be fitted 

with a central mail delivery system, placed in the house lobby, which would decrease 

the postal carriers’ need to extensively walk up and down each flight of stairs to deliver 

mail to individual households.  

Villas are described as houses or townhouses where postal carriers deliver mail to a 

mailbox at the edge of building plots facing the sidewalk. Unlike mailboxes in high rise 

or small apartment buildings, areas with more villas tend to have mailboxes that are 

more sparsely spread out. These mailboxes tend to be located farther apart from one 

another, at closest every ~4-5 metres and at farthest ~20-25 metres. Mail delivery to 

villas are usually done by car or bicycle.Duration is used to illustrate the time postal 

carriers are exposed to different work assignments. This includes total time spent “out” 

on a route. Depending on the type of route and what class of mail is being delivered, the 

postal carrier’s time on the route has the potential to vary substantially. Frequency 

depicts how often postal carriers are required to repeat tasks. An example of this is the 

repetitive movement of body parts, as well as how often the mail carrier is performing 
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action of delivering mail. High 

frequency of mail delivery can be 

seen at centralized mail delivery 

systems, low to medium at villas, 

high rises and apartments. 

Intensity refers to how much 

effort workers must exert in 

order to complete their assigned 

tasks. Using the category type, a 

centralized mail delivery system 

was considered low strain as it 

involved being stationed in an 

area in front of the mailboxes. It 

did not require the carrier to 

carry heavy loads and did not 

require constant climbing stairs, walking or bicycling. High-rises were medium to heavy 

type of strain, as they required carrying large amounts of mail up the elevator and then 

down the stairs to each house. High rises usually have the availability to unload mail 

and heavy advertisements on each individual floor. This allowed the postal carrier to 

carry less weight, which reduces physical strain, but increasing the time it took to 

perform the task at hand. Smaller apartment buildings were high strain as they required 

the postal carrier to ascend and descend three stories of stairs, all while carrying the 

quantity of mail needed for up to three buildings of this type. 

The one time of the year I can recharge is during the four or five weeks of summer vacation we 

have. However, the moment you get back to work [in August] you´re met with working 

conditions that almost eradicate the rest/vacation you´ve had. #9 

Contextual factors work together to form the physical aspects postal carriers are 

subjected to work under. While delivering mail to 800 – 1000 households per day, 

postal carriers can find themselves walking between fifteen and thirty thousand steps 

and an average of up to two hundred flights of stairs daily. Work requiring this type of 

physical exertion, puts substantial strain on knees, ankles, hips and back. Contextual 

Route A Route B Route C

Monday

Steps 16 639 28 911 23 766

Floors 104 222 198

Advertisements 538x125g 630x100 595x125

Tuesday

Steps 17 122 30 082 23 826

Floors 149 238 202

Advertisements 780x50g 780x50g 890x50g

Wednesday

Steps 15 244 24 888 22 398

Floors 98 201 150

Advertisements n/a n/a n/a  

Table  - Data gathered of Route A - mixture of villas and apartments, 

Route B - Mainly apartment buildings, Route C - Mainly high-rises. Steps 

refer to step count between start and end of shift. Floors are floors 

walked up. Advertisements are amount advertisements and weight per 

each advertisement. 
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factors, such as intensity, duration, and frequency, increased, respondents identified 

increased discomfort in knees and back. 

Example of work assignment 

One assignment differing from the rest is opening the postal office in the mornings. This 

assignment consists of a plethora of tasks involving high frequency, high intensity and 

relatively long duration. Tasks include receiving and handling shipments, unloading 

carts and sorting advertisements. Handling and sorting advertisements can be 

detrimental for back health, as it requires the worker to work in a stooped manner. 

Handling advertisements were usually done on Mondays, Tuesdays and Thursdays with 

each advertisement weighing between 50 – 500 grams. Sorting advertisements usually 

means shifting several hundred “blocks”, containing 10-50 advertisements. 

Advertisements were moved by hand from one pallet to another, sorted by area code..  

3.3 Intervening conditions 

Intervening conditions, such as value towards work, leadership and resources, are 

factors outside of contextual factors that dampen or increase respondents’ experiences 

and attitude towards the contextual factors. 

3.3.1 Value towards work 

Value towards work is defined as how individuals appreciate work as a social construct. 

It is further expressed as how postal carriers perceive work in terms of the specific 

amount of time work is allowed to take away from one’s personal life. Effects of this 

value could be seen in the experience of having work take time away from an 

individuals’ leisure time. If this value consisted of the respondent not caring about work 

interfering with their leisure time, it caused little to no issues regarding work being 

strenuous. However, on the other hand, this value could be deemed problematic if work 

was perceived to constrict leisure time, infringing in a respondents’ private time. 

Respondents utilized a comparative aspect towards their and others’ work. This 

comparison was used as an explanation to highlight possible health and well-being 

outcomes of work. The difference between the groups can be seen regarding how this 

comparison was used. If respondents held the viewpoint that work should never wear a 

worker out, this comparative method was used to show how it should and could be. At 
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the same time, comparative methods were utilized to give reasons why their jobs were 

taxing - saying “all work wears people out.” #4  

Respondents expected high demands, both for their own and others’ work. It was 

mentally taxing for postal carriers to accept having to leave parts of their routes 

undelivered, as they felt inadequate to fulfil the expectations of their job. This feeling of 

inadequacy caused a subjective dimension of work to appear, in which individuals 

reacted in very different ways. To compensate for this shortcoming, postal carriers 

embraced working at a higher tempo or working for more hours, if they did not have the 

energy to compress the amount of work needed to fulfil the demands of their work day. 

“Not completing your job for the day feels like a personal failure” #3.  

3.3.2 Leadership 

High expectations were also put on management and leadership. When workers felt 

management failed to provide a fruitful environment to conduct work, both at a local 

and higher organisational level, it caused further distress. Usually this led to workers 

never expecting anything positive from management. When people had interests outside 

of work that required their full attention and unable to coop with the physical and 

mental energy expenditure of working it created a downwards spiral affecting mood and 

well-being by affecting their recharging capabilities. 

But as demands from management had grown over time, work got exponentially more 

tiresome. Depending on which group the respondents fell into they reacted differently. 

It was always conveyed that identifying as a mailman had always been filled with pride. 

It was seen as an occupation requiring lots of integrity due to handling and delivering 

other people´s goods. As work became more tiresome by “a constant addition of 

households” to their routes, the view and identity of mailmen was dented, to some 

extent evaporated, as they felt not having the resources required to do their job 

correctly. 

As individuals were working the best way they could manage, they felt they had no say 

in matters where the organisation would try new ways to improve to situation that made 

it worse for people working “on the floor”. Upper management and the Swedish 

government (which is the company’s owner) was often described as the culprit as they 

were seen to not do enough to keep these jobs.  
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When asked if management in the organisation was doing enough to limit injuries and 

increase health aspects of working as a mailman the question was met with a resounding 

no and in many cases ironic laughter. All participants felt like management did not want 

to deal with their problems. #1 even went so far and said “they [management] simply 

don´t listen, and it´s the managers who decide and that´s it […] I wouldn´t call us 

workers, but slaves since we have no input” #1. Management was often described as 

“out of touch” regarding organisational problems and the needs of each specific location 

to be able to do their jobs in an effective manner. 

3.3.3 Resources 

As resources became scarce, management was perceived to explain reasoning behind 

this by the company losing customers to rivalling organisations and society utilizing 

mail services less often, resulting in less revenue. This seemed to create feelings of 

hopelessness as these explanations created a state in which individuals did not know if 

they were going to have a job in 5, 10, 15 years of time. Some even questioned if the 

occupation would be existing in the near future. This concern was mainly from younger 

individuals, having 30-40 years until retirement. These feelings of uncertainty were 

often something that came home with workers, as the thoughts of livelihood vanishing 

would impact life.  

Another interesting aspect of resources were electrical bicycles. Bicycles weighed 

between 10 – 20 kg under normal use and could reach an estimate of 30 – 40 kg when 

fully loaded. Even though vehicle weight was a part of energy expenditure, it was 

generally not experienced as an issue since all current bicycles utilized electrical 

motors. 

Even if usage of electrical bikes helps with the load while cycling it comes with a darker side 

since it now seems to be argued [by top management] that we are able to deliver to more 

households than before because we should have more energy than when we used conventional 

bicycles. #6 

Electrical bicycles, albeit helpful in reducing physical exertion, they were perceived to 

come with an unexpected consequence of increased workload. Despite being given a 

tool to help with physical strain and exertion, postal carriers are in turn now expected to 

deliver mail to a higher volume of households. For villa routes, this change was not 
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perceived to have a detrimental effect on mail delivery, as they relied more on using 

bikes than the other type of delivery methods. For routes consisting of mainly 

apartments and high-rise buildings, energy expenditure was experienced to be worse 

when the amount of households increased. It was deemed tougher to ascend and 

descend flights of stairs than it was to pedal a bike by their own volition. During winter 

when road conditions deteriorate, secondary to snow and ice, usage of electrical assisted 

bicycles were seen as a positive because they decrease the employees’ energy 

expenditure and physical strain. 

3.4 Injuries 

As we´ve gotten more to do, I´ve started experiencing more issues with my legs. After I have 

worked, [I am] unable to properly walk down stairs. My guess is [this is related to] current 

strain on the job since it´s something I have never felt before. #6 

I´ve had problems with my knee, which was related to exercising… I think… […] I had 

problems only going down stairs, but never [had problems] going up. It could have been the job 

[that caused this] but I think it was because I exercised extensively […]. #2 

As shown above, there is some ambiguity amongst respondents as to whether their 

musculoskeletal issues, pain and fatigue are directly related to the physical demands of 

their work. There is concern as to whether pain experienced at work could have 

originated from a previous action performed outside of the workplace or during leisure 

time. With that said, it seems rather challenging to conclude with accuracy the exact 

cause of pain or fatigue one experiences during the work day. Knowledge of where 

issues originated from and what caused them was viewed as beneficial to the 

respondent; however, one may argue there is no concrete evidence to support the source 

of symptoms. Knowing the initiating cause of symptoms created an opportunity for the 

respondent to remedy the problem by altering specific movements or mannerisms 

throughout their work day.  

I´ve never really thought about what the cause might have been […] You feel [pain] in your 

knees when you run too much up the stairs. [You feel] pain in your back when you work 

foolishly or lift too much. […] if you do a foolish lift you could immediately damage yourself. #4 

The ability to change posture was seen as beneficial while delivering mail. This mainly 

occurred when mail was delivered to different household types. Respondents noted 



 

21 

 

changing postures within a specific household type was deemed as difficult to do 

because ergonomical aspects of mail delivery are quite restricted and confined. For 

example, in high rise buildings, postal carriers are forced to stoop and place mail in 

compartment located below their waist. This posture requires postal carriers to maintain 

the same posture and movement pattern for all households with this type of mail 

delivery system. Complaints were voiced amongst respondents related to tiredness, 

fatigue and the toll of repetitive motions ono the body; however, it is noteworthy, 

respondents felt nothing could be done to improve this, as it was viewed as “part of the 

job requirement.”  

The perception and attitudes towards contextual issues were seen as the most commonly 

affecting worker health; however, the chance of unexpected injuries were always 

present, looming in the distance. Injuries had the potential to occur at any given moment 

in time, secondary to chance, increased fatigue, muscle strain, repetitive behaviours, or 

human error. 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Discussion of Results 

This grounded theory found supporting evidence that a large portion of Swedish postal 

carriers have sustained a wide range of musculoskeletal issues directly related to the 

requirements of their profession (Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2016). Albeit 

respondents all had or have had some type of musculoskeletal issue it was never their 

main concern. An important aspect for an experienced health outcome was instead what 

attitude they held towards contextual conditions and intervening conditions. 

4.1.1 Attitude 

Experience of issues affecting health are grounded in attitude, built up by contextual 

factors, such as duration and intensity of work, and then moderated by intervening 

factors, such as value towards work and leadership.  

Musculoskeletal issues, such as fatigue, muscle strain, back/muscle ache, were often 

seen as an expectation of working as a postal carrier. This sentiment was similar to the 

expectations of other occupations in regards to health outcomes at work (Mullen et al., 

2015). Similarly to Warnakulasuriya’s et al. (2012) hypothesis of culture playing a 
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prominent part of musculoskeletal experiences, differing attitudes between respondents 

could be linked to cultural and individual preferences.  

Is there a reasoning for why the specific attitudes occurs? Results of this study pointed 

towards a form of self-deceit as respondents realised work having a more pronounced 

effect on their health than they reacted with. Mental and physical aspects were 

experienced as taxing, causing discomfort in both areas, when prompted about how and 

why work created a state of health and well-being. This dissonance was never deemed 

to be regarded as a problem. There is potential for the intervening factor value towards 

work helps reduce discomfort and dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is explained by 

Festinger (1957) as human behaviour mismatching values, attitudes, thoughts and 

perceptions which causes mental discomfort. Humans seek ways to lessen discomfort 

by employing a range tactics. Such as changing beliefs of what constitutes good work. 

Belief of what are the good parts are then valued higher and the bad parts are less 

important or seen as something that is a part of the job that you must do to be a tough 

mailman. There is a possibility that such tactics have been utilized to reduce potential 

negative feelings about work, one of them came in the form of, if they wanted better 

rewards at work, they should have thought of that earlier and gone to college. 

4.1.2 Motivation 

Differences discovered in attitudes could potentially be explained by an individual’s 

motivation. Why respondents do their work could be an important aspect to decipher 

their different attitudes and reactions to similar type of work.  Motivation, as 

conceptualized by Self-determination theory (STD), is explained as a construct of 

autonomy, relatedness and competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomy regards the 

extent to how an individual is making the decision to act. Relatedness is the extent to 

which dn individual finds the task important. Competence regards the knowledge and 

skill an individual has to deal with the issue. Each aspect is highly subjective and 

different tasks motivates people in different ways. Being high on motivation is by this 

model seen as beneficial for health. Intrinsic and higher forms of extrinsic motivations 

could function as a regulator to high demands and low control at work (Fernet, Austin, 

& Vallerand, 2012; Fernet, Gagné, & Austin, 2010; ten Brummelhuis, ter Hoeven, 
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Bakker, & Peper, 2011). Following the lead of motivation could be an interesting aspect 

for coming studies in this field.4.1.3 Work life balance 

An important aspect feeding in to motivation and attitude is how leisure time and work 

interact, as it potentially interferes with both autonomy and relatedness of SDT. If an 

individual wants to disconnect work from their leisure time, it causes substantial distress 

to the respondents’ personal life if work infringes on leisure time. The other case would 

be an individual having an indifferent or positive approach towards work infringing on 

leisure time. This difference could be due to how the respondent views work. How work 

should be and how individuals should act towards work. Individuals react in different 

manners as they have differing expectations of work, i.e. if and how these expectations 

are met.  

Not wanting work to interfere with leisure time is closely related to the worker life-

form, as described by Jakobsen (1999, p. 171f), which views work as an activity 

individuals do outside of their free time. To truly embrace life, and really live in your 

leisure time, individuals find personal fulfilment and growth while outside of 

workplace. Jakobsen and Karlsson (1993, p. 79) describes work as “an external 

necessity to secure an individual’s existence”. Work is, by their definition, always done 

in the “sphere of necessity”. In other words, work is not voluntary, it must be done to 

live freely in today´s society with regards to livelihood and sustainment of life. The 

ability to move and exercise during work were aspects of the job considered to hold 

importance; however, respondents never seemed to feel that work itself was important 

for personal growth, instead stating that work only played a part in having an income. 

Respondents verbalized happiness and wellness to be almost exclusively associated 

with events happening outside of the work environment. 

Work can cover a larger spectrum of needs than just income if we extend necessities to 

cover more than financial necessities as it´s been argued that work is important for 

individuals from psychological standpoints. Work provide individuals meaning to their 

life as they are a contributing part of society, functions as a social stepping stone in 

regards of identity and status, gives structure to our days, and encourages activity and 

creativity. 



 

24 

 

4.1.3 Effort Reward 

Our results pointed towards that physical aspects of working as a mailman was not 

viewed as the main concern for any of our respondents, potential negative health or 

well-being needs to be looked on from the domain of psychological well-being If we 

extend the necessities to cover more than an individual’s financial necessity, we get a 

whole plethora of aspects that constitutes needs for an individuals´ well-being. 

It could be argued that positive and negative health-outcomes are a product of balance 

between effort and reward. The Effort Reward model (Siegrist, 1996) tries to explain 

negative health outcomes as imbalance between the effort an individual is putting out 

compared to rewards they receive. This has an subjective dimension as individual´s 

perception sets the frame of what rewards should be for expending effort. This 

statement could hold true in this study as there is potential for effort-reward imbalance 

when work is seen as taxing. Since there is a subjective dimension of what´s perceived 

as an imbalance cognitive dissonance could explain to why effort and reward are seen as 

different. According to Siegrist (Siegrist, 2012), imbalances of effort-reward can be 

maintained if no alternative choices are available. Postal carriers often expressed no 

other choices were available. If they wanted benefits or higher rewards it should have 

been thought of earlier in life. Imbalances of effort-reward was maintained and accepted 

by the worker. 

4.1.4 Demand Control 

Work as a mailman could also be said to be of high demands and little control over how 

and what the mailman does at work. Contextual factors mailmen had little to no control 

over if work were to be completed within reasonable time and intensity. This was seen 

as causing strain. The Job Demand Control Model (Karasek, 1979) explains 

relationships leading to high strain causing negative health outcomes. High demands 

and low control are in Karasek´s model seen as causing most strain. Later social aspects 

were added in this model as a third dimension. Social aspects could function as a 

moderator for high demands and low control, and lessen perceived strain. Some 

mailmen needed higher amounts of control in their work and when this wasn´t achieved 

they felt worse. 
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4.1.5 Other variables 

Supports to the claim of impaired sensory and motor control, and impaired perception 

and cognitive function could also lead to increased risk of injury (Wigaeus Tornqvist, 

2008). Problems sleeping was not deemed a relevant issue, as it was only experienced 

by one of the respondents of the study. In the one case where sleeplessness was 

verbalized, it was expressed as relevant to impairment of job performance, as described 

by Harman et al. (2014). Electrical bicycles were seen as a two-edged sword. Serving 

both a positive and negative effect on respondents, as usage of them helped with strain 

as found by Theurel et al. (2012), but simultaneously caused more strain indirectly by 

increased workload by the addition of more households.. 

4.2 Discussion of method 

4.2.1 The Grounded Theory Method 

Grounded Theory Method proved a valuable tool in finding what respondents 

experienced affecting their health. As the method focuses on exploring possible 

outcomes by being inductive it led to slight modifications in how postal carriers 

experience of health was investigated. This proved important in discovering attitude as 

an important moderator of how work was experienced to affect the postal carriers’ 

health. 

The Grounded Theory Method proved to be very time consuming. Especially the 

constant comparison and memo writing. As more data was gathered and new aspects of 

exploring postal carrier health was discovered it proved difficult to keep all information 

structured since time required for comparison seemed grow exponentially. As 

information gathering took up more time than expected and proved difficult to structure. 

This possibly affected construction of emerging theory in a negative way as it could 

have been refined further with the data available. More time could have led to reducing 

bias and increase transparency due to the possibility to further explain how the research 

was conducted.  

With time taken into consideration, the Grounded Theory Method might not have been 

the best fit for a method used in a masters’ dissertation due to the limited time of 

conducting the study. 
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4.3 Occupational health implications 

Charmaz (2014) mentions four criteria to evaluate the quality of GTM; credibility, 

originality, resonance and usability.  All claims in this study are only based on gathered 

empirical data. The conclusion that attitude is an important aspect of how health is 

perceived by an individual expands the view of what is of essence when occupational 

health is analysed. Objective areas, i.e. work environment and exposure etcetera, might 

not always be a good fit to explain health outcomes.  

4.3.1 Transferability of results 

This study points towards that attitudes could be an important piece of the puzzle when 

analysing health as something more than just absence of disease and injury. This result 

could be an important aspect to consider regardless of what type or field of work is 

being investigated. 

Attitudes could differ than the ones theorized here as they are built by the context in 

which these postal carriers work. Albeit, respondents were from three different postal 

offices in Stockholm experiences could differ both within Stockholm and the rest of the 

country, which effects their attitudes.  

Considering attitudes has occupational health potential at both organizational and 

research level. When attitude is considered it has potential to uncover important aspects 

of what really constitutes the cause for specific health outcomes. Self-reported health 

questionnaires could be especially vulnerable as positive answers as they might be 

skewed by attitude. An attitude of refusal could show in the form of overly negative or 

indifferent answers. Denial has a big potential of giving answers that are much to 

positive as this could help the individual to lessen eventual dissonance.  

4.4 Future research 

Although both salutogenic and pathogenic perspectives were considered at the start of 

this study. The direction taken on how work affected the health of the participating 

postal carriers proved it difficult to pursue a salutogenic perspective in this study. There 

were glimmers of salutogenic aspects, i.e. positives of working out. Albeit these aspects 

were crushed by it often causing too much strain on body and mind. In coming studies, 
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it could be of interest to explore only salutogenic aspects of why some individuals 

experience better health. 

To get an understanding of why a specific outcome is produced it´s important to see to 

all variables. As mailmen are a non-homogenic group when it comes to types of work 

they perform, differences of health outcome were easy to find between different groups. 

Contextual variables have possibility to change to a large extent between each route 

puts emphasis of really looking in to what each individual is actually working with. 

What assignments they are doing. How they are doing them. What resources they have 

available, and so on. Without exploring what work an individual is doing it causes 

challenges when trying to find potential causes of health. By using a large sample of 

mailmen that would include more workers having cars as their main vehicle, or using 

samples consisting of mailmen doing work that closely resembles each other this 

paper´s theoretical model has potential to be revamped completely. 

5. Conclusion 

Attitude constituted an important aspect of how health is perceived and experienced by 

the postal carriers. Energy expenditure was by itself not seen as a problem as 

respondents felt it being a prerequisite when working as a mailman. Health was a 

product of subjective perception of how physical exposure caused strain and distress. 

The subjective aspect regarding the role of what attitude is held by the individual was 

seen as the main cause of why postal carriers experienced their work in differing ways.  

Attitude could be in the form of either acceptance, refusal or denial. Acceptance was 

seen as individuals accepting all of their working conditions which caused no to 

minimal mental stress. Refusal was the polar-opposite of acceptance and caused mental 

stress due to not accepting current working conditions. Denial was seeing how the 

plethora of aspects worked together at work to produce negative outcomes but 

disregarding them and thus being able to say that they´re experiencing good health 

outcomes even though it was not the case.  

Attitude is a malleable aspect and has the possibility to change depending on what the 

individual experienced at work. Experiences were rooted in objective aspects consisted 

of physical aspects of the job performed throughout the day, individual views of what 

work should be and what resources are available to deal with the issue. Current 
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experienced health or well-being state had the possibility to feed back in to, and affect, 

the attitude held. Leading to reinforcement or weakening of attitude held. 
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Appendix 1 – Identification and assessment of repetitive work 

Work cycle – Red – A postal worker repeats the cycle of delivering mail to households 

several times per minute during at least half their work day. During one work day the 

cycle could be repeated as often as 250 times an hour. It should be noted, there are 

routes with more variation of type of household (object) the postal worker delivers to, 

i.e. centralized mail delivery or going to every apartments mail box, houses etc. 

Regardless of what object is interacted with, the same parts of the body is involved in 

the cycle, which is deemed serious (Swedish Work Environment Authority, 2012, p. 

41). 

Positions and motions – Red/Yellow – To assess working position and motions the 

model for sitting, standing and walking working positions should be used (Swedish 

Work Environment Authority, 2012, pp. 37, 41). Postal workers deliver to static objects 

and usually carries the materiel to be delivered which restricts the possibility to adjust 

working positions and motions since the freedom of movement is restrained in back and 

arms. Delivering to directly to apartments can mean mailboxes are in unsatisfactory 

positions, i.e. at shoulder height or just above knee height. Ergonomics from working 

postures at knee or shoulder height is negative. Delivering mail from a vehicle requires 

leg and foot operated pedal work during a large part of the work day, back is required to 

bend and twist, neck twists and hands are often further away from the body than the 

distance of the forearm. It´s important to point out, most of these positions or 

movements are not held for a long time but repeated very frequent, an exception is the 

possibility of back and arm restrictions for postal workers delivering to apartments, 

regardless of centralized delivery or not. 

Degree of freedom – Yellow – Postal workers have some freedom in deciding their 

pace. Little room is given to affect planning and how the work should be done due to 

restrictions regarding how work is organized and the environment they are working in. 

Content of work – Yellow – Postal workers mainly do three work assignments in their 

production process; sorting of mail, delivering of mail and notification assignments. 

These assignments have different characteristics and it´s shown how the work is 

interrelated with the organisation. Required competence in form of formal education is 

considered low as well as possibility for hierarchal advancement. 



 

 

 

Appendix 2 –Full literature review 

Search strategy 

Gathering of data for the literature review was done with help of the following search 

strategy. Searches were performed in Business Source Premier, accessed through proxy 

by the library of Gävle University on October 31st, 2017. Business Source Premier was 

chosen due to its indexing of articles regarding work. Using only one database could 

have adverse effects on the review process since it decreases potential to find relevant 

articles. Time constraints played 

a big part in only choosing 

Scopus.  

SPIDER-tool (Cooke et al., 

2012) was used to formulate the 

Boolean search string. By using 

the SPIDER tool five groups of 

search terms are created. The 

Boolean function was used in 

accordance with Cooke et al 

(2012, p. 1438) recommendation. 

The search string substantially 

narrowed the search as 

demonstrated in table 1.  

An initial search was done including words and synonyms for postal worker to, i.e. 

mailm?m, letter carrier, postm?n etc, as the sample. This preliminary search was done in 

Universtity of Gävles search tool Discovery as an attempt to find relevant words. The 

search failed to produce relevant results. As an example, the term postm?n produced a 

lot of results regarding computer science. To rid irrelevant search results NOT terms 

were added after the original search string. This too was deemed unsuccessful and left 

the search with no relevant searches. Another unsuccessful attempt was performed in 

DiVA in hopes of earlier student thesis’s had considered this topic. One thesis was 

found but deemed irrelevant for this study since it revolved around usage of benefits 

(Andersson & Persson, 2010). This void forced the search to be broadened to include 

Search A Search B

S 2 357 227 2,366,135

P of I 16 625 370

D 263 677 n/a

E 841 705 n/a

R 43 149 n/a

S + P of I 5 827 44

(D or E) + R 387 245 n/a

(S + P of I) + ((D or E) + R) 317 n/a

SPIDER + Auto PS 119 9

SPIDER + Title 22

SPIDER + Abstract 5

SPIDER + MQS

 

Table 4 - Narrowing of search using SPIDER 



 

 

 

descriptors of type of work, i.e. work, employee and physical. This new strategy proved 

fruitful as it produced some literature relevant to this study and is called Search A. 

 

((“work related disorder*” OR “stress” OR “repetitive” OR “monotonous”) AND (“mailm?n” OR 

“postal?worker*” OR “postal?employee*” OR “letter?carrier*”)) AND ((“interview*” OR “case 

study”) OR (“experienc*” OR “perce*”) AND (“qualitative” OR “mixed method*”)) 

 

The first search only produced searches relevant to potential issues seen as problems 

within the occupational group. None of the literature was about postal workers which 

led to a new search. The new structure was simplified and got rid of design, evaluation 

and research type of SPIDER since they failed to produce litterature. The new search 

assumed postal workers as the phenomenon of interest and the old phenomenon of 

interest from the previous search as the sample. The other parts of SPIDER were non-

applicable. These searches were able to produce literature about postal workers. This 

second search is called Search B and can be seen below in table 3. 

((“work related disorder*” OR “stress” OR “musculoskeletal” OR “repetitive” OR “monotonous”) 

AND (“mailm?n” OR “postal worker” OR “postal employee” OR “letter carrier”)) 

SPIDER Search A

S "work related disorder*" OR "stress" OR "musculoskeletal" OR "repetitive" OR "monotonous"

P of I "mailm?n" OR "postal?worker*" OR "postal?employee*" OR "letter?carrier*"

D "interview*" OR case stud*"

E "experienc*" OR "perce*"

R "qualitative" OR "mixed method*"

Table 5 - - Search A search terms grouped according to SPIDER (Cooke et al., 2012). 

SPIDER Search B

S

P of I

D

E

R

"work related disorder*" OR "stress" OR "musculoskeletal" OR "repetitive" OR "monotonous"

"mailm?n" OR "postal worker" OR "postal employee" OR "letter carrier"

 

Table 6 - Search B search terms grouped according to SPIDER (Cooke et al., 2012). 



 

 

 

Practical Screening 

Search A produced 317 articles. Search B produced 44 articles. To reduce the number of 

articles two screening processes was applied. The first process consists of a practical 

screen (table 2) and is mainly inspired by Fink (2014). 

Search A - As a first step number 7 was implemented as Boolean phrase in the form of a 

NOT function in the search string. This reduced the number of articles to 236. Steps 1, 

2, 3 and 6b could be done automatically in the database and reduced the number of 

articles from 236 to 119. Steps 4, 5, 6a and 7 required manual handling. Since the 

automatic screening still provided consisted of a considerable number of articles the 

first manual step was to look through titles only, narrowing the amount down to 22. 

Abstracts in the remaining articles were read which left 5 articles for the methodological 

screening. Remaining articles can be seen in table 5. 

Search B -  for the second search the practical screen (table 4) was modified to involve 

all kind of health issues as an attempt to further broaden the search. Automatic 

screening was applied in the same way as in the previous search. This left nine results. 

Due to the low number of remaining articles reading the titles was deemed unnecessary 

and abstract were read to apply the remaining practical screen.  One article was 

excluded since only the abstract was in English and the main body of text was in 

Portuguese, two articles where about topics irrelevant for this study. Practical screening 

process left six articles to be used in the methodological screening. Remaining articles 

can be seen in table 5. 

  

Practical screen Search A Search B

1. Language English English

2. Source Academic Journal Academic Journal

Full text Full text

Peer reviewed Peer reviewed

3. Date of Publication 2010-2017 2010-2017

4. Methodology Empirical or Literature Review Empirical or Literature Review

5. Setting Work Work

6. Content (a) Musculoskeletal issues (a) Health

(b) Adults 18-65 (b) Adults 18-65

7. Exclude Prevention

Table 7 - Practical Screen. 



 

 

 

Article Quality Search M ethod * Purpose Result Design

M ullen, K., Gillen, M ., Kools, S., and Blanc, P. 

(2013).
High

A 1 Nurse perspectives of returning to  work with work related 

injuries, motivation to  return, how injury relates to  obstacles 

and motivations to  return, consequences of injury and 

influence of work climate

Injury as an expectancy of occupational choice Interview with 16 nurses analyzed with 

Grounded Theory.

Gomes de Lima, J. F., Colacao, G., da Silva, 

R., & M asculo, F. (2012).
Low

A 1 Present parts o f the body prone muscoluskeletal issues in 

production and service sector

Driving vechicles has an impact on mainly neck, 

upper/middle/lower back, hips. Injuries mainly 

originate from bad ergonomics while driving, i.e. 

unable to  regulate position while seated.

Semi structured interviews of bus drivers, 

individuals in shoe industry and production 

operators. Quali-quantitative analysis.

Harman, K., Keating, E., M ayes, S., Walsh, J., 

& M acCallum, S. (2014).

M edium

A 1+2 Insomnia experiences in workers with chronic, work-related 

musuloskeletal pain.

Sleep is disturbed by physical pain. Worry existed 

throughout the day about being able to  sleep. Sleep 

disturbance had considerable impact on their 

daytime functioning. Negative social relations and 

self-worth.

Longitudinal - 16 people partaking in semi 

structured focus group interviews. Follow-up 

with questionnaires. Thematical analasys

Rademacher, H., Bruder, R., Sinn-Behrendt, 

A., & Landau, K. (2012).
High

A 2 Identify relationships between specific physical worker 

capabilities and dose of mechanical exposure.

Positive correlation between age and dose, 

especially back, shoulders/neck and upper limbs. 

Significant correlation between dose and capability 

to  lift or reposition loads.

Standardized questionnaires and work-

specific tests. 106 males in vehicle 

manufacturing.

Wågö Aas, R., Thingbö, C., Holte, K.A., Lie, 

K., & Lode, I.A. (2011).

M edium

A 1 How do employees in Public Sector on long-term sickleave 

due to  musculoskeletal disorders describe their work 

demands.

M ost demands effecting workers are originating 

from the employee themselves. Only a few demands 

where recognized as coming from the organization 

or environment.

Eight females answering semi-structured 

interviews based on Worker Role Interview 

and Work Environmental Impact Scale. Data 

analysed by condensation and thematical 

meaning.

Harcombe, H., M cBride, D., Derrett, S., & 

Gray, A. (2010).
High

B 2 Cross-sectional postal survey, 280 nurses, 

280 postal workers

Harcombe, H., Herbison, G.P., M cBride, D., & 

Derrett, S. (2014).

High

B 2 Compare nurses musculoskeletal disorders with postal 

workers and office workers.

Nurses and postal workers largely have the same 

type of musculoskeletal issues regarding incidence, 

persistence, work disability in lower back pain, neck, 

shoulder, elbow, wrist/hand and knees.

1 year longitudinal study -  participants, 160 

nurses (120 dropouts), 87 (203 dropouts) 

postal workers.

Hemphälä, H., Nylén, P., & Eklund, J. (2014).

High

B 2 Examine effects of visual ergonomics with spectacles 

regarding musculoskeletal discomfort and eye strain.  

Improving visual ergonomics reduced 

musculoskeletal discomfort during mail sortment, 

i.e. neck, back and shoulders. 

18 respondents. Questionnaires regarding 

musculoskeletal issues and eye strain, pre 

and post intervention with spectacles.

Theurel, J., Theurel, A., & Lepers, R. (2012).

High

B 2 Compare physio logical response between normal and 

electric bike - AND - to  see if cognitive functioning would 

differ between normal and electric bikes.

Physio logical response, both measured and 

subjective, was much higher on normal bike than 

electric. Cognitive tasks took longer time with 

increased physio logical response, which was 

thought could mainly be linked to  intensity.

Experiment with 10  (50% female) staff 

University o f Dijon.  Electrical and non-

electrical bicycles where used 30-min, 

fo llowed and preceded by two cognitive test: 

memory of names on a mailbox and mail 

sorting.

van Hoffen, M .F.A., Jo ling, C.I., Heymans, 

M .W., Twisk, J.W.R., & Roelen, C.A.M . (2015).
High

B 2 Examine mental health symptoms as predictors for long 

term sick leave

Distress was sufficient as a too l to  predict long term 

sick leave. Fatigue and depressed mood was not as 

successful. A lmost half (336) o f all LTSL during 2 

years was due to  muscu. issues not mental.

4877 postal workers, Longitudinal cohort 

study 2010-2012, 2782 in analysis.

Warnakulasuriya, S.P., Peiris-John, R.J., 

Coggon, D., Ntani, G., Sathiakumar, N., & 

Wickremasinghe, A.R. (2012).
M edium

B 2 Assess prevalance and determinants of musculoskeletal 

issues in Sri Lanka to  see if they could differ from western 

society.

Shoulder and lower back pain where prevelant in 

Postal Workers as in western society, less pain in 

wrists. Pain was connected to  low mood and 

somatizing tendencys.

250 postal workers out o f 832 respondents 

(86% rr). Cross-sectional.

* 1 = Qualitative, 2 = Quantitative   

Table 8 - Articles included in literature review 

  



 

 

 

 

Methodological screening 

Articles remaining after practical screening used both qualitative and quantitative 

measures which prompted the use of two different methodological screenings to meet 

this need. Quantitative screening (table 6) is based on recommendations from Fink 

(Fink, 2014), SBU´s (Swedish agency for health techonology assessment and 

assessment of social services) methodological screen for relevance (SBU, 2014a) and a 

screen used in University of Gävles literature review course in the master´s program for 

occupational health. The qualitative methodological (table 7) screen is a shortened 

version the quality screening for qualitative articles of SBU (SBU, 2014b). 

Both screens used seven questions. Each question had answers in the form of yes, no 

and in part. For a no to be awarded significant information had to be missing. In part 

meant that a simple explanation could be found, i.e. a fall-out analysis could consist of 

mentioning a questionnaire was done during lunch was enough. Points was awarded to 

each question, ranging from 0-2. Maximum amount of points an article could receive 

was 14. <=5 was considered as low quality; 6-10 was considered medium quality; >11 

was considered high quality. 

A risk of bias could be present in this review of articles. First of all due to the low 

amount of screening questions; second is due to time constraints, ~30 minutes was put 

into each quality screening. Measures were taken in accordance to recommendations by 

Fink (Fink, 2014) to increase reliability in the way articles have been graded. Two 

articles (Gomes de Lima et al., 2012; Rademacher et al., 2012) where read and graded 

twice. After three days after the first grading articles where re-read and graded. First and 

second gradings was compared and both times produced the same result for both articles 

i.e. low-low and high-high. 

One article (Harman et al., 2014) used a mixture of qualitative and quantitative data 

methods. Quality of this study was therefore evaluated by using the average score of 

both screening processes, i.e. adding scores of both screens and dividing it by two. 

As can be seen above in table 5 seven articles where deemed high quality, three articles 

medium and only one article low quality. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Author Year

High Medium Low

Purpose Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

1. Is purpose and research 

questions clearly stated?

Selection Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

2. Is selection described and 

relevant for study purpose and 

research questions?

3. In case of non-responders is 

a fallout analysis done?

Data gathering Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

4. Is data gathering instrument 

clearly described?

Analysis Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

5. Have confounders been 

taken into account?

6. Can the analysis method 

answer purpse and research 

question?

Results Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

7. Is the result described 

clearly?

Assessment of article quality

Quantitative Methodological Screen

 

Table 10 - Quantitative methodological screen 

Author Year

High Medium Low

Purpose Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

1. Is problem formulation/research 

questions well defined?

Selection Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

2. Is selection relevant for study 

purpose?

3.

Data gathering Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

3. Is data gathering clearly 

described?

Analysis Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

4. Is anlysis clearly described?

5. Is analysis method relevant in 

relation to data gathering?

6. Has the researcher controlled 

their preunderstanding?

Results Yes (2) In part (1) No (0)

7. Is the result described clearly?

Qualitative methodological screen

Assessment of article quality

Table 9 - Qualitative methodological screen 



 

 

 

Appendix 3 - Timeline 

Time available for this study is twenty hours a week between September 4th 2017 and 

June 5th 2018. S detailed schedule of the study can be found in appendix 3. 

Date Moment 

September 4th Course start 

October 4th Group Seminar (GS) 1 

November 6th Submission GS 2 @ 8am 

November 8th GS 2 – General 

November 14th  Trial Interview 

November 20th Submission PM @ 12pm 

November 27th PM Seminar 

November 28th to  

March 15th 

Collection, transcription, analysing 

data. 

January 21st Submission GS 3 

January 23rd GS 3 – General discussion 

February 15th More focus on theoretical coding 

March 16th to April 15th Work with Results 

March 19th Submission GS 4 @ 8am 

March 21st GS 4 – Analysis & Results 

April 16th to May 15th Work with Discussion 

May 13th Submission GS 5 @ 8am 

May 15th GS 5 – Results & Discussion 

May 16th Question time Popular Science 

May 15th to May 26th Extra time for polishing 

May 27th  Submission of Thesis @ 12pm 



 

 

 

June 4th Popular Science Presentation 

June 5th  Opposition of thesis 

June 13th Publication of thesis 

 

  



 

 

 

Appendix 4 – Interview guide trial 

Interview guide trial 

Questions where slightly altered after the trial interviews to be easier to answer. Postal 

workers was not used in this trial since there was a select few that showed interest in 

partaking in the study when the idea of this was first presented. Using postal workers 

could have had positive effects on the first guide as it would have given something to 

start from. Since the first trial was designed to see how well the respondent answered 

the open-ended questions it was argued that an exact occupational match would have 

helped but was ultimately deemed more important to have all the interested respondents 

in the real study. 

A trial interview was held to evaluate how good of a fit the interview questions was to 

help gather information to be used in the analysis. It was not deemed possible to find 

extra postal workers that could answer the trial interview. Not using postal workers 

could be detrimental when conducting this trial. But was deemed necessary since only a 

select few postal workers up to this point in time were interested in participating in the 

study. Since the questions are open ended about how work is affecting workers health it 

can be argued that an exact occupational match was not needed. Interview outcomes 

when not using the same group could be affected by educational level and how often 

individuals deals with expressing their feelings. 

During the trial interview it was found that initial questions were hard for the 

respondent to reply to. This was in some cases related to the actual question or to how 

much the respondent had to think about work affecting their health. An important part to 

note is that trial respondents did not get to see any questions before the interview was 

done. For the actual interviews it was planned to give the respondents a guide on what 

the interviews would entail. This prompted the guide to have some follow-up questions 

that are less open that will be used if the respondent have a hard time answering the 

open questions. 

The trial interview helped produce a better guide and pre-interview-guide. Pre-

interview-guide (appendix 4) was at first thought out to be just the normal interview 

guide. Discussions with the respondent, during and after the trial interview was held, 



 

 

 

deemed that it would be better to give out as a letter describing what health is and how 

it is conceptualized by the WHO. 

 


