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PSYCHOSOCIAL RISK FACTORS 

In the third instalment of our ISS, we list common psychosocial risk factors, which 

include job content, job context and individual level factors. We also briefly comment 

on why primary prevention is the most effective strategy for organisations to adopt in 

terms of risk mitigation.  

Psychosocial Risk Factors 

Psychosocial risk factors are things that may affect workers' psychological response to their 

work and workplace conditions.  

Studies have identified a number of psychosocial risk factors that typically lead to distress, and 

can have a negative impact on employee psychological and physical health, and they may lead 

to Workers Compensation claims. 

Generally, risk factors can be classified into two broad categories, 1) Job Context, and 2) Job 

Content. Our PsychSafe team also considers the role of 3) individual differences, because 

certain personal characteristics may render a person more or less likely to experience distress, 

as we mentioned in ISS01 on Stress Optimisation. There are a number of factors in each 

category, as outlined below. Note this is a detailed but not exhaustive list of risk factors. 

Job Context 

 Poor interpersonal relationships, including conflicts with peers and supervisors, and 

poor leadership practices   

 Violence or threats of violence 

 Bullying and harassment, where harassment is defined as repeated behaviour that is 

unwelcome and unsolicited, and which the person subjected to the behaviour 

considers (and a reasonable person would consider) to be offensive, humiliating, 

intimidating or threatening 

 Low control / decision latitude (skills discretion and decision authority) 

 Lack of organisational support 

 Effort-reward imbalances 

 (In)justice – whether it be distributive, procedural or interactional in nature. 

Distributive justice is the fairness associated with decision outcomes and distribution 

of resources. Procedural Justice refers to the fairness of the processes that lead to 

outcomes. Interactional Justice is the fairness of the treatment that an individual 

receives as decisions are made. Interactional justice further broken into two 

components:  1) interpersonal justice - perceptions of respect and propriety in one’s 

treatment, and 2) informational justice - the adequacy of the explanations given in 

terms of their truthfulness, timeliness, and specificity.  

 Conflicting demands, including role conflict and / or ambiguity 

 Poorly managed organisational change 

 The physical work environment (e.g. noise, overcrowding, poor ergonomics) 

 Values conflict or misalignment 
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Job Content  

 High Demand (e.g. high workloads, tight time pressures, high physical / cognitive and 

emotional demands, intense concentration for long periods) 

 Monotonous work  

 Work with few possibilities to learn new things or to develop knowledge and skills 

 Fragmented or meaningless work 

Individual Characteristics 

 Low self-esteem and self-efficacy 

 Personality traits, such as Type “A” (including achievement striving and impatience 

irritability), neuroticism, pessimism, perfectionism, negative affectivity, hardiness, and 

locus of control 

 Coping abilities and resilience 

 Emotion differences 

 Gender  

 Age  

 Work-life interface  / cross-over 

Risk management – Which approach is best? 

There are three different levels of risk management (prevention) that organisations can use to 

help prevent, reduce, and effectively manage the impact of psychosocial risks.  

1. Primary prevention – Aims to identify and remove / reduce risks prior to them leading 

to symptoms / problems.  

2. Secondary prevention – An early intervention approach applied as soon as an issue has 

been identified that attempts to minimise negative consequences, as well as avert any 

catastrophe that a failure to act might lead to. Also called “rescue management”. 

3. Tertiary prevention – Aimed at ending or resolving the problem situation, and 

effectively dealing with (i.e. fully resolving) its negative effects.   

Risk management strategies can be universal (address all employees in the organisation), 

targeted (address specific sub-groups of employees who are identified as being ‘at risk’) and 

indicated (for specific ‘at risk’ individuals). 

Primary prevention is the most effective strategy for organisations quite simply because 

prevention is better than cure. However, all three levels of prevention are both useful and 

important, so most of our work at PsychSafe focusses on helping clients develop and 

implement develop an integrated risk management plan that includes tactics for all three 

levels of prevention. We can also assist organisations to implement their plan in a way that 

maximises workforce participation and involvement. This includes developing a sustainability 

driven, prevention-based culture, with an emphasis on ensuring legislative requirements for 

psychological safety at work are not only met, but are exceeded wherever possible.   

 


