
 
 

         Causes and Consequences of Work-Related Psychosocial Risk Exposure 
 

     A Comparative Investigation of Organisational Context, Employee Attitudes,   
Job Performance and Wellbeing in Lawyers and  

Non-Lawyer Professionals 

 
 

 
  



 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Causes and Consequences of Work-Related Psychosocial Risk Exposure 

A Comparative Investigation of Organisational Context, Employee Attitudes, Job Performance and Wellbeing in 
Lawyers and Non-Lawyer Professionals  
 
© 2015 R. T. Michalak  
 
This document is protected under the Copyright Act 1968 (Cth). It may be used for the purposes of private 
study, research, and criticism and review without permission. You may also download, display, print, and 
reproduce this material in unaltered form only (retaining this notice) for your personal, noncommercial use. It 
may not be reproduced or re-used for any commercial purpose whatsoever without written permission of the 
copyright holder.  
 
All permitted usage must include appropriate attribution to the original source.     
 
This document is intended for educational and informational purposes only. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ISBN: 978-0-9874106-0-3 (Print version) 
ISBN: 978-0-9874106-1-0 (Electronic version) 
 

 
 
Published by PsychSafe Pty Ltd | Australia 



Funding and independence of research declaration 
 
The data collection for this research project was undertaken as part of a Doctorate in 
Philosophy (PhD) degree at the UQ Business School, University of Queensland. 
 
The project did not receive financial nor in-kind support of any kind from any external 
parties. The research project was conducted independently of legal or legal profession-
affiliated organisations of any sort. 
 
The author was the recipient of an Australian Postgraduate Award Scholarship. These 
scholarships are competitive, and awarded according and subject to the Commonwealth 
Scholarship Guidelines and the Higher Education Support Act (2003).  
 
The author also received a standard UQ Business School Top-Up Scholarship for the 
duration of eligible candidature, and school-based research funding to support research 
design, data collection, analytical training and research-related travel.  
 
The UQ Business School does not receive funding from, or have any formal partnerships 
with or vested interests in the legal profession nor any of its associated parties. 
 
  



 
i 

 

Executive Summary 
 

This report contains the results of an independent research project examining causes and 
consequences of work-related psychosocial risk exposure.  
 
The project was multi-sample. Differences between two main samples, lawyers and non-
lawyer, ‘white-collar’ professional employees (“Professionals”) were investigated. Various 
sub-samples were also contrasted, such as private and non-private practice lawyers, and 
lawyers working in different types of private practice (e.g., top-tier, mid-tier).  
 
Organisational context characteristics such as an unethical climate, destructive leadership 
styles, and low levels of general and human resources-related formalisation practices were 
examined as key factors influencing employee attitudes, wellbeing and job performance.  
 
The role these organisational context factors play as possible causes of work-related 
psychosocial risk exposure was also examined.  
 
Incidence rates of, otherwise referred to as ‘exposure to’, a range of poor interpersonal 
behaviour psychosocial risks were determined, as were employee stress-related 
responses to experiences of a specific psychosocial risk known as mistreatment.  
 
The use and effectiveness of a number of emotion- and problem-focussed coping 
strategies following mistreatment were explored.  
 
Consequence-wise, organisational context and mistreatment effects on employee 
psychological, psychosomatic health, and emotional wellbeing were assessed, as were the 
impacts of organisational context and mistreatment on various job performance 
components.  
 
Key findings include but are not limited to: 
 
 Significant differences between samples in organisational context characteristics 

(including ethical climate, leadership and organisational formalisation) were identified, 
with the nature of these differences depending on sample/sub-sample and the specific 
aspect of these variables being examined; 
 

 Similarly, significant differences were found between samples in two employee 
attitudes, job satisfaction and organisational commitment, and in the job performance 
component organisational citizenship behaviour, with the nature of these differences 
depending on sample/sub-sample and the specific aspect of these variables being 
examined; 

 
 In both the lawyer and professionals sample significant relationships were identified 

between contextual factors, employee attitudes, wellbeing, and job performance;  
 

 Lawyers suffer from significantly lower levels of psychological and psychosomatic 
health wellbeing than professionals;  

 
 Private practice lawyers suffer the lowest levels of psychological and psychosomatic 

health wellbeing of all samples/sub-samples, including but not limited to private 
practice lawyers reporting the highest levels of alcohol and nicotine use/abuse; 

 

 There were no significant differences in lawyer psychological or psychosomatic health 
wellbeing based on private practice firm type (e.g. top-tier, mid-tier), indicating poor 
wellbeing is an issue throughout private practice; 
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 High-level absenteeism rates were higher in the lawyer sample than in the 
professional sample (8.7 vs. 7.4%), with rates in the non-private practice sub-sample 
2.5 times greater than the private practice lawyer sub-sample (14.2 vs. 6.2%); 

 

 Absenteeism rates may indicate a tendency for private practice lawyers to avoid sick 
leave, and/or engage in presenteeism instead, with presenteeism linked to errors in 
and lowered levels of task performance; 

 
 Levels of exposure to five poor interpersonal behaviour psychosocial risks (incivility, 

interpersonal deviance, mistreatment, bullying and sexual harassment) vary across 
the samples/sub-samples; 

 

 Irrespective of the sample/sub-sample, the majority of respondents were exposed to 
incivility, interpersonal deviance and mistreatment, suggesting exposure to these risks 
is culturally pervasive; 

 
 Exposure to bullying varied from 5 – 18.3% of the sample/sub-sample depending on 

the type of bullying experienced, the most common type being bullying via 
destabilisation behaviour; 

 

 About half (47.2 – 59.1%) all respondents were exposed to some form of sexual 
harassment risk, the most common type being gender-harassment; 

 

 Lawyers were more likely than other professionals to be exposed to the majority of the 
poor interpersonal behaviour psychosocial risks/sub-risks examined (12 out of 15), 
including incivility, interpersonal deviance, verbal abuse, work obstruction, emotional 
neglect, mistreatment overall, bullying via destabilisation, isolation, overwork, and 
threat to professional standing behaviours, gender harassment, and overall sexual 
harassment;  

 

 Exposure rates for 13 out of 15 risks/sub-risks were higher for non-private practice 
lawyers than for private practice lawyers, with the two exceptions interpersonal 
deviance and sexual coercion more common in private practice than in non-private 
practice settings;  

 

 In both main samples, exposure to the five work-related psychosocial risks 
significantly negatively relates to job satisfaction and organisational commitment, and 
employee emotional, psychological, and psychosomatic health wellbeing; 

 

 Exposure to the five work-related psychosocial risks appears to negatively affect the 
organisational citizenship behaviour component of job performance via a risk 
exposure – attitudes – judgement-driven behaviour process;    

 
 Exposure to the specific psychosocial risk known as mistreatment causes significant 

direct damage to the emotional wellbeing of both lawyers and professionals; 
 

 While some variation exists depending on the sample/sub-sample, the organisational 
contexts of screened-in targets of mistreatment were significantly different to the 
organisational contexts of screened-out targets, indicating a unethical climate, low 
levels of general and sophisticated HR practices formalisation, and high levels of 
laissez-faire leadership play a role in mistreatment occurrences; 

 

 While some variation exists depending on the sample/sub-sample, screened-in targets 
of mistreatment suffer significantly lower levels of job satisfaction, organisational 
commitment, psychological wellbeing and psychosomatic health wellbeing, and higher 
high-level absenteeism rates than their screened-out counterparts; 
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 While a clear ‘typical’ mistreatment perpetrator profile was identified in the private 
practice law sample (male, Partnership position, older than their target and most likely 
to target female employees), a clear perpetrator profile was not identified in the other 
samples; 
 

 Perpetrators typically hold high levels of both absolute and relative power over their 
targets, indicating perpetrators (particularly private practice law perpetrators) 
misuse/abuse these power sources;  

 

 The majority (87.5 – 89.8%) of mistreated employees do not report their experiences, 
suggesting organisational ‘cultures of silence’ are widespread; 

 

 Compared to professionals, lawyers are slightly less likely to formally report 
mistreatment, and more than three times more likely to resign after being mistreated, 
with private practice lawyers almost twice as likely to make a formal report and/or 
resign from their employment as their non-private practice counterparts; 

 

 While lawyer and professionals’ cognitive appraisals of and emotional responses to 
mistreatment are equivalent, lawyers are more likely than professionals to attempt 
problem-solving coping;  

 

 Between-sample differences in the use of problem-focussed coping is likely due to 
individual-level variation in problem-solving ability and defensive pessimism; 

 

 Subsequent to mistreatment’s direct negative impact on emotional wellbeing, neither 
emotion- nor problem-focussed coping approaches mediate mistreatment’s adverse 
effect on employee psychological and psychosomatic health wellbeing, indicating that 
primary prevention of mistreatment is critical; 

 

 More than 70% of mistreated employees engage in some form of retaliatory behaviour 
against the perpetrator, against their employer, and/or against another employee, 
indicating mistreatment also causes decreased job performance by increasing deviant 
employee behaviours; 

 

 Being mistreated also causes lowered job performance by leading to employee exit 
(resignation) and presenteeism (in the form of mental exiting), and in being linked to 
high-level absenteeism rates;  

 

 Mistreated employees who attempt to cope by asserting themselves against the 
perpetrator, seeking informal organisational remedies, and/or reporting their 
experiences (collectively known as ‘voicing’) perceive organisational and individual 
level responses to voicing to lack informational and interactional justice;  

 

 The majority (63.1% – 70.3%) of mistreated employees who voice experience post-
voice social victimisation, and about half (40.0 - 56.6%) experience work-related post-
voice victimisation; and 

 

 High rates of post-voice victimisation and a lack of justice in both organisational and 
individual level responses to voicing provide insight as to why the majority of 
mistreated employees do not report their experiences. 

  
These research findings have important applied implications. Key discussion points and 
recommendations are included throughout the report, and include but are not limited to: 
 
 Employers, particularly private practice law firms, need to pay increased attention to 

organisational context characteristics that negatively relate to employee wellbeing and 
job performance, rather than focussing on the individual employee;  
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 Managers and human resource professionals should monitor employee attitudes, 
wellbeing and all five job performance components including organisational citizenship 
behaviour, deviant behaviour, joining and staying with the organisation, and 
maintaining work attendance (absenteeism and presenteeism), rather than focussing 
on task performance, to, amongst other purposes, assist in identifying trends and 
changes that may indicate exposure to work-related psychosocial risks; 
 

 Given the poor wellbeing levels suffered by private practice lawyers, prior to being 
granted a Principal Practicing Certificate law firm principals should be required to 
complete a compulsory Practice Management course covering (as a minimum) 
positive leadership styles, creating and maintaining positive organisational contexts, 
developing and implementing formalisation practices, strategic human resources 
management principles, appropriate use of power, occupational health and safety 
requirements, and psychosocial risk management; 

   
 A compulsory up-skilling course of the same content should be completed by existing 

Principals as a matter of urgency;  
 
 In line with the nationally legislated requirement to provide a psychologically safe 

working environment, employers need to develop, implement and evaluate detailed 
psychosocial risk management plans;  

 

 To assist in effectively identifying, managing and assisting employees at risk of and/or 
suffering a mental health issue, all workplaces would benefit from employing qualified 
mental health first aiders; 

 
 Employers in general need to move towards primary risk management strategies for 

poor interpersonal behaviour and other work-related psychosocial risks, rather than 
relying on secondary and tertiary (post-exposure to risk) interventions such as 
engaging in mindfulness practices and developing employee resilience; 

 
 Managers and human resource professionals need to develop appropriate 

mechanisms to both encourage reporting of poor interpersonal behaviour between 
employees, to ensure reports are managed in a just manner, and to prevent further 
social and work-related victimisation of targets who engage in voicing behaviours; 

 
 Law societies and other relevant legal profession bodies should incorporate executive 

level commitment to and action on employee mental health and wellbeing as a key 
strategic imperative when determining firm-level and individual award recipients, for 
example by including mental health and wellbeing as prerequisite criteria for all 
‘employer-of-choice’ awards, including but not limited to a requirement to produce 
evidence of positive organisational context and proactive psychosocial risk 
management strategies; and 

 

 There is a need for continued, extended, and more valid, reliable and empirical efforts 
to research work-related causal factors for mental health and wellbeing issues in 
employees, especially private practice lawyers.    

 
Endeavours have been made to include report content meeting the informational needs of 
a varied audience. The anticipated audience included legal professionals, senior members 
of relevant legal associations and societies, government and profession-based policy and 
decision-makers, law and non-law firm management and business owners, human 
resources professionals, employee wellness and occupational health and safety-focussed 
researchers, mental health professionals, and members of the public. To assist with 
informational accessibility for this varied audience, explanatory statements regarding 
content and analysis are provided regularly throughout the document.  
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Background to the Research Project 
 
The legal profession is a crucial part of Australia’s knowledge-based economy. Legal 
services is one of three key growth sectors within the wider $A65.2 billion Business 
Services industry. Accounting for about one third of the 56,154 businesses operating 
nationwide, the legal sector is the largest contributor to the Business Services Industry.1  
 
Legal services fall under the Professional, Scientific and Technical Services industry. 
Employment-wise, this industry employed one in five (20.7%) graduates in 2014 (Top 
ranking). By way of comparison, mining employed 3.1% of graduates (ranked 8th).2  
 
Legal services are a valuable export. A total of $A932.8 million in Australian legal and 
related services were exported in 2010-2011; an increase of more than 30% since 2008-
2009. In 2013-14, legal services specifically accounted for $A613 million in export revenue. 
This figure represents two thirds (65.7%) all legal and related services, and about 7% of 
the Other Business and Other Services category within the $A57.32 billion Overall 
Services Export revenue.3 
 
Despite its increasing economic importance, the legal profession currently faces a number 
of confronting issues with the potential to threaten the profession’s value and performance 
moving forward. The mental health and wellbeing of lawyers is one such issue. Anecdotal 
evidence and previous research findings suggest rates of mental health issues are 
substantially higher within the legal profession compared to other professions. For 
example, conducted in collaboration with beyondblue, the 2007 Australian Business and 
Professions Study (ABPS)4 by Beaton Research and Consulting found legal professionals 
fare worst out of all professionals in terms of depression and non-prescription drug use. 
According to the ABPS study, incidence levels of these mental health issues for 
respondents working in law firms were approximately 1.5 times the average of all 
respondents (15.2% vs. 10.5%). 
 
Subsequent to the 2007 ABPS, key findings of the Brain and Mind Research Institute study 
(BMRI; “Courting the Blues” 5) suggested the incidence of mental health issues in legal 
professionals were substantially greater than the average; from 1.5 times to nearly 3 times 
higher. In the BMRI study, over a third (35.4%) of law students suffered very high self-
reported distress levels, compared to 13% of the same age general population. Almost 
40% of students self-reported distress at levels high enough to warrant medical or clinical 
intervention. About a third (31%) of solicitors and 16.7% of barristers self-reported 
suffering either high or very high distress levels, compared to 12% of the general 
population. In addition, over one third of legal profession respondents reported they would 
not seek treatment if they were experiencing depression. 
 
A follow up 2011 ABPS report6 also identified substantial mental health issues amongst 
lawyers. References to this research largely focussed on positive findings. These positive 
findings included lawyers reporting the highest levels of mental health training of included 
employee populations since the previous study, and lawyers being significantly less likely 
to agree with stigmatising views regarding depression. Media outlets such as the 
Australasian Legal Business publication7 reported that whilst more work was required, 
especially in terms of proactive management and assistance for those suffering a mental 
health condition, “the legal profession (is) ahead on mental health education.”   
 
A more detailed review of the second ABPS report results presents a less positive 
perspective on the situation. The 2011 ABPS report outlined a total of 62% of lawyers 
either suffered symptoms of or had been diagnosed with depression. Specifically, of the 
five employee population subgroups, lawyers were the most likely to have experienced 
symptoms of depression (49%), but were not the most likely to be diagnosed with the 
disorder (13%). Similarly, lawyers were the most likely to have experienced symptoms of 
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anxiety (33.8%), with only 8.1% diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (Total: 42%). The 
findings suggested lawyers are hesitant to seek help, and that a number of barriers to 
seeking treatment existed. Lawyers also reported their employers as being the most likely 
to engage in four of the five negative organisational responses to disclosing a mental 
health issue examined in the study. 
 
Consistent with anecdotal evidence, these collective findings triggered concerns over the 
stress levels and mental health and wellbeing of legal professionals. These concerns 
prompted the formation of various committees and workgroups across the nation, leading 
to the implementation of a range of wellness initiatives by Australian law societies and 
other legal profession associations. A number of these initiatives are summarised in a 
detailed report released by the Law Society of Western Australia in 2011.8 
 
Despite consistent results, the two APBS and BMRI studies’ findings have attracted 
criticism.9 Methodological issues centred on measurement problems have underpinned 
many of these criticisms.  These issues include concerns over the use of self-report and/or 
self-labelling data, non-validated measures, different measures, and sampling or 
comparison biases. 
 
Notwithstanding these criticisms, increased attention is being paid to the mental health 
status of legal professionals. Questions have arisen as to potential causes of mental health 
issues, with an emphasis on individual-level risk factors such as lawyer personality 
characteristics that may predispose the development of a mental health disorder. In line 
with this focus, the majority of stress, wellbeing, and mental health programs and initiatives 
that have been introduced are aimed at the individual legal professional. Many programs 
are founded upon stress management and resiliency-based principles, including but not 
limited to mindfulness programs.10  
 
This focus on individual-level psychosocial risk factors affecting mental health has been to 
the detriment of the acknowledgement of, and research on, alternative or additional causal 
factors. For example, empirical research demonstrates several work-content and work-
context factors pose psychosocial risks.11 These two categories of risk factors exist at the 
organisational level and are ‘work-related’ rather than being individually-orientated. In 
particular, systematic research into the role of known psychosocial risk factors such as 
dysfunctional workplace cultures, destructive leadership styles, and poor interpersonal 
behaviours as potential causes of distress contributing to the mental health issues 
amongst lawyers is described as derisory.1213   
 
Anecdotal evidence suggests that a number of these organisational-level or work-related 
psychosocial risks, including but not limited to dysfunctional workplace culture and poor 
interpersonal behaviour, are widely prevalent within the legal profession.14 This evidence 
suggests the failure to investigate these organisationally-bound risk factors means a range 
of primary risk management (i.e. prevention) strategies to address the mental health 
problems within the profession are potentially being underutilised.  
 
Research into the impact of various stressors on important organisational outcomes for 
employers of legal professionals is also lacking. These outcomes include attitudes such as 
job satisfaction and commitment, and employee job performance behaviours such as 
deviance, absenteeism, presenteeism, turnover, and extra-role behaviour.15 These 
attitudes and job performance behaviours affect organisational effectiveness and 
efficiency, and, ultimately, profitability. 
 
The primary purpose of this research project was to address a number of the 
aforementioned research criticisms and exclusions to gain reliable, validated sources of 
evidence on potential causes of mental health issues in lawyers and the extent to which 
these possible causes exist within lawyer and non-lawyer professional employee 
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workplace settings. Associated aims were to gain comparative insights regarding (but not 
limited to):  
 
 incidence rates of, i.e. levels of exposure to a range of poor interpersonal behaviour 

stressors (otherwise known as psychosocial risks) including incivility, mistreatment, 
interpersonal deviance, bullying and sexual harassment;   

 levels of individual psychological and psychosomatic health wellbeing and various 
aspects of job performance; 

 various organisational context characteristics associated with employee wellbeing, job 
performance, and the occurrence of poor interpersonal behaviour;  

 employee responses to experiences of poor interpersonal behaviour (specifically 
mistreatment), including negative emotions and the use of a variety of coping 
strategies; 

 perpetrator profiles, including personal characteristics and the use and/or abuse of 
power; 

 organisational responses to efforts to formally report or otherwise voice concerns 
regarding poor interpersonal behaviours; and 

 the effectiveness of different coping strategies following exposure to poor 
interpersonal behaviour in terms of individual level wellbeing outcomes. 

   
Multi-sample comparative analyses were undertaken. These comparisons include 
differences between: 
 
1. Main lawyer and professional samples; 
2. Private practice and non-private practice lawyer sub-samples; and  
3. Types of private practice sub-samples (e.g., top tier vs.mid-tier firms). 
 
These comparative insights have informed the development of future discussion points 
and/or recommendations for management, policy and practice.     
 
  



 




