
Anita.eskildsen@vest.rm.dk

Cognitive impairments in patients with work-related stress: 

A clinical cross-sectional study
Anita Eskildsen, Lars Peter Andersen, Anders Degn Pedersen, Sanne Kjær Vandborg & Johan Hviid Andersen

Anita Eskildsen

Psychologist & PhD student

Danish Ramazzini Centre 

Dept. of Occupational Medicine

The Regional Hospital West Jutland

-University Reearch Clinic Anita.eskildsen@vest.rm.dk

Background

� Patients with work-related stress often complain about cognitive impairments

� Previous studies show inconsistent results

� Methodological limitations

� Small sample sizes

� Inadequate matching 

� Different target groups – including major depression
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Study aim:

To examine whether patients with work-related stress complaints, have cognitive 

impairments compared to healthy matched controls without stress

Definition of work-related stress:

A process, in which an individual perceives work-related threats or demands as 

being more than the individual can handle and thereby negatively affecting the 

psychological and/or physiological state of the individual.
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Patients referred by their GP

Psychological examination

N=250

Excluded: n=140

- Psychiatric disorders within the last 2 years: n= 83

- Other illness causing cognitive impairments: n=4

- Substance abuse: n=1

- Other native language than Danish or dyslexia: n=5 

- Psychoactive drug use: n=4

- Not work-related: n=18

- Mild stress symptoms (under cut-off): n=20

- Other reasons: n=5

Declined to participate: n=51

Inclusion

N=59

Reference group

N=59

Neuropsychological testing

Employees from the 

municipality of Herning

and the Regional Hospital 

West Jutland

Neuropsychological testing
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Neuropsychological test battery

WAIS III

Vocabulary

WMS III

Immediate Memory

Logical Memory I

Verbal Paired Associates I 

Face Recognition I 

Family Pictures I

WAIS III

Processing Speed

Digit Symbol

Symbol Search

WMS III

General Memory

Logical Memory II

Verbal Paired Associates II 

Face Recognition II 

Family Pictures II

Recognition

WMS III

Working Memory

Letter Number Sequencing

Spatial Span

Rey Complex Figure Test

(RCFT)

Paced Auditory

Serial Addition Test

(PASAT)

Prospective Memory
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Differences in neuropsychological performance between patients and controls
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Discussion

� The largest impairments found 

� Prospective memory 

� Processing speed 

� Sustained attention 

� Complex working memory

� Could indicate that the impairments are related primarily to dysfunctions in 

prefrontal cortex
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Limitations 

� Large heterogeneity of the patient group

� Duration of symptoms

� Type of stressor

� Cross-sectional design

� Causality?

� Temporary or permanent?
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