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Work Stress Theory and Implications
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Maureen F. Dollard, Christian Dormann and Mohd Awang Idris

1.1 Introduction

This book responds to a public health priority (Whiteford et al., 2013) and a call
from the WHO (2016), ILO (2016) and OECD (2012) to prevent and manage men-
tal ill-health and promote health and well-being by drawing attention to the con-
nection between work and mental health. By demonstrating a link between work
factors and mental health-related issues, this book will provide public policy makers
with evidence needed to shift policy attention to create mentally healthy workplaces
and move investment of health, compensation, and insurance funding into proac-
tive prevention strategies rather than costly treatments, medications, therapy, and
hospitalisation. Ensuring workplaces globally have the conditions for good worker
mental health is essential for the achievement of the United Nations 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goal of employment
and decent work for all. However work factors must be considered in their context.
In Politics of the Mind, Marxism and Mental Health, Ferguson (2017) highlighted
the link between the economic, social and political system we live under—capital-
ism—and the extremely high levels of distress evident in the world today. In this
chapter we consider worker mental health by exploring theories that emphasise the
economic, social and political system, the corporate climate, work design, social-
relational factors, person-environment fit, and individual psychology. Work stress
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theoretical frameworks have evolved to explain why work stress occurs, and the
consequential negative outcomes, and they may be differentiated by their emphasis
on the organisational, job design, or individual factors. It is important to understand
the assumptions of the major aetiological frameworks and ideologies concerning the
origin of the work stress problem, because this has implications regarding how and
where to intervene. In this chapter we introduce various theoretical accounts of work
stress, and Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) theory. We identify propositions and
gaps in the PSC literature, linking them to the chapters in the book that provide some
evidence for these new propositions.

1.2 Cost of Mental IlI-Health and Work Stress

The scale of mental ill-health in society is described by some as a crisis. Calls for
national policy responses to tackle the rising burden of mental ill-health come from
specialized agencies of the United Nations such as the World Health Organization and
the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2016). According to the World Health
Organization (2016) the burden of depression and other mental health conditions is on
the rise globally. Mental health problems are a major contributor to the overall disease
burden worldwide accounting for 21.2% of years lived with disability (Vos et al.,
2013). Worldwide, more than 300 million people of all ages suffer from depression,
and depression is one of the leading cause of disability (WHO, 2016). Depressive
disorders affect the length and quality of life for example, via suicide and heart
disease (Ferrari et al., 2013). In 2012, suicide deaths reached an annual global age-
standardized suicide rate of 11.4 per 100,000 population (15.0 per 100,000 for males
and 8.0 for females) amounting to 804,000 suicide deaths (WHO Europe, 2015).
Consequently, in May 2013, the Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly adopted the
first-ever Mental Health Action Plan of the World Health Organization featuring
suicide prevention as an important part of the plan, with a goal to reduce the rate of
suicide in countries by 10% by 2020 (WHO, 2014).

Examples from around the world highlight the gravity of the situation. In the
Europe, community studies of European Union (EU) countries including Iceland,
Norway and Switzerland revealed that 27% of adults aged 18-65, or roughly 83
million people, experienced at least one mental disorder, such as problems arising
from depression, anxiety, substance use, psychoses, and eating disorders, in the past
12 months (Wittchen & Jacobi, 2005). In Australia in 2014-15, almost one in five
people had a mental health or behavioural condition and suicide was the leading
cause of death for working age Australians (ABS, 2015). In Australia in 2015-16,
$8.5 billion was spent on mental health-related services, and 2.3 million Australians
received Medicare-subsidised mental health-related services. At the same time, in
Australia, 36 million prescriptions were issued for mental health conditions, and
prescriptions for antidepressants have doubled since 2000 (AIHW, 2017; OECD,
2015). In the UK, the Adult Psychiatric Morbidity Survey (APMS) in 2014 showed
that 15.2% of employees in full-time or part-time jobs, over the age of 16, had a
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Fig. 1.1 Prevalence of common mental disorders in the past week (APMS, 2014)

common mental health problem in the past week (McManus, Bebbington, Jenkins,
& Brugha, 2016).

Employment is presumed to have beneficial effects for worker mental health. As
shown in Fig. 1.1, common mental health problems were more evident for those who
were economically inactive and unemployed than for those in full-time or part-time
jobs (McManus et al., 2016). But exactly how beneficial work is depends on one’s
gender (women usually reporting worse conditions) and the quality of work. For
instance work that is insecure and low paid damages mental health (Marmot et al.,
2010). Wege, Angerer, and Li (2017) found that previous experiences of unemploy-
ment and job insecurity predicted future new incidents of depression among the
employed, therefore indicating a kind of “scarring” effect. In the UK in 2016/2017,
work-related stress, depression or anxiety remained a significant ill-health condi-
tion, and accounted for 40% of work-related ill health and 49% of working days
lost (HSE, 2017). The main reasons for work-related stress were workload, lack of
managerial support and organisational change (HSE, 2017). In Australia the mental
health of those unemployed is comparable to workers in the poorest quality jobs,
those featuring low control, high demands and complexity, job insecurity and unfair
pay (Butterworth etal., 2011). So the beneficial effects of work depends on the quality
of work. The evidence linking poor work quality and mental health is clear, (demon-
strated further in this book), and the phenomenon linking the two is often referred to
as work stress. Poor work conditions and ensuing work stress are important social
determinants of worker mental health.

1.2.1 Work Stress

Work stress is a term commonly used to refer to the link between poor work conditions
and health. Several constructs in the literature have emerged to help our understanding
of what work stress is. Work stress denotes a condition or intermediate arousal state
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between objective stressors and strain. The US National Institute of Occupational
Safety and Health define stress as “harmful physical and emotional responses that
occur when the requirements of the job do not match the capabilities, resources,
or needs of the worker. Job stress can lead to poor health and even injury” (Sauter
etal., 1999, p. 6). The terms work stress, job stress and occupational stress are often
used interchangeably. In certain theories stress is sometimes used interchangeably
with cognitive appraisal, or perceived stress, or subjective person-environment fit
(in psychological definitions). Some theories such as Job Demand-Control (JD-C)
theory (Karasek, 1979) do not specifically define stress but implicitly assume it to
be a mediating state between work stressors and health conditions.

Work Stressors are often referred to as workplace psychosocial risks, defined as
“those aspects of work design and the organisation and management of work, and
their social and environmental contexts, which have the potential for causing psy-
chological, social or physical harm” (Cox, Griffiths, & Rial-Gonzélez, 2000, p. 14).
Examples include work pressure, lack of job control, low rewards, job insecurity,
demeaning work, and long working hours.

Work Strain refers to the individual’s acute response to a work stressor. Some
authors use the term strain synonymously with stress, and others use it synony-
mously with stress symptoms. Here we define strain as those relative immediate
(seconds to hours) symptoms that occur as a response to stressors that characterise
the state of stress. Strain, or symptoms of stress, may be physiological (e.g., increased
blood pressure or heart rate), psychological (e.g., acute cognitive impairment, fear,
or boredom), and behavioural (e.g., drinking alcohol or acting aggressively) effects
(Baker, 1985; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1987). Such symptoms could be really
severe, but usually they diminish after recovery.

Recovery from job-related stress takes place during off-job time and is conceived
as a process that is opposite to the stress process; through recovery employees’
psychological and physical systems are replenished (e.g., Hahn & Dormann, 2013;
Meijman & Mulder, 1998; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). Hence, recovery has been pro-
posed to be an “explanatory mechanism in the relation between acute stress reactions
and chronic health impairment” (Geurts & Sonnentag, 2006, p. 482), where the term
‘acute stress reactions’ refers to strain as we defined it earlier. Usually, recovery
takes place during evenings and weekends, and longer term periods of non-work
do not add much to this because these additional effects soon fade out after work
resumption (de Bloom et al., 2009). Recovery may be incomplete if the exposures
to stressors (or psychosocial risks) are too intense or too frequent, and where for
example, employees cannot detach during weekends and continue thinking about
work-related problems.

Mid- and long-term stress consequences or reactions occur if recovery is incom-
plete. Such consequences could also be physiological (e.g., chronic increased blood
pressure and circulatory diseases, Becher, Dollard, Smith, & Li, 2018), psychologi-
cal (e.g., depression or generalised anxiety), and behavioural (e.g., alcohol addiction
or aggression) effects. As noted, compared to immediate strain responses, these
stress consequences do not usually diminish even after extended periods of recovery
unless particular actions (e.g., medication, physiotherapy, psychotherapy) are taken.
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The development of mid- and long-term stress consequences could be explained by
several mechanisms (cf. Frese & Zapf, 1994). For example, they could merely reflect
accumulated short-term strain symptoms, and the pace of the process may dynami-
cally increase with increased levels of stress consequences (e.g., work is exhausting
more if people already feel exhausted when starting work). In some cases, mid- and
long-term stress consequences represent a sleeper effect, that is, consequences occur
with some delay after the stressor occurred. For example, traumatic events such as
being exposed to bullying could sometimes lead to high levels of Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder symptoms years later (Bond, Tuckey, & Dollard, 2010). Here we
have highlighted the individual health consequences of work stress, but work stress
impacts work engagement (Dollard & Bakker, 2010), quality of service, quality of
care, accidents and injuries (see Zadow, Dollard, McLinton, Lawrence, & Tuckey,
2017), quality of products (e.g., Graziotin, Fagerholm, Wang, & Abrahamsson,
2018). Work stress also has societal impacts, increasing impacts, work-family con-
flict, (Hall, Dollard, Tuckey, Winefield, & Thompson, 2010), family breakdown
(Poortman, 2005), suicide (Milner et al., 2017), medications (Jensen et al., 2019),
health care and workers compensation costs (Bailey, Dollard, McLinton, & Richards,
2015) (see Fig. 1.1).

1.3 Broader Perspectives on Work Stress

1.3.1 Capitalism and Marxism

There are many factors that contribute to worker mental health including family, soci-
etal support, work status, socioeconomic status, and economic, social and political
systems. In the field of work and organisational psychology, the main scientific dis-
cipline of this book, work stress has largely been studied within dominant paradigms
that do not critique the structural forces that give rise to it. In recognition of the
influence that neoliberal ideology has on the workplace and the research in the field
of work and organizational psychology, scholars have advocated the importance of
pluralism in understanding existing practices at work and in the field of work and
organizational psychology research by integrating interdisciplinary perspectives such
as sociology, political economy and geography because these disciplines explicitly
debate neoliberalism in society (Bal & Déci, 2018).

Capitalism is the dominant economic and political system underlying many
economies of the world. Of course, capitalism itself can be extreme such as in the
neoliberal economies of the US, UK, Australia and Ireland, or may combine capitalist
and social democratic principles such as in the Nordic countries of Norway, Sweden,
and Denmark. Neoliberalism, an extreme form of capitalism that aims to open mar-
kets and shrink governments (at least the public aspects), has been on the rise over
the past 30 years, evident in globalised markets and the reduction of state involve-
ment in matters of social care. In neoliberal economies the way to make a living is
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through active participation in the labour market. The object of the political economy
of neoliberalism, an extreme form of capitalism, is to shrink the welfare state and
reduce corporate tax, and to increase productivity and GDP through competition and
global markets (despite evidence that corporate tax and tax credits for the poor results
in better general health, Rigby & Hatch, 2016). For those who are unable to partici-
pate in the labour market, the so-called unemployed or disabled, life can be difficult.
In Nordic social democratic capitalist countries even without employment one can
expect a reasonable standard of living through the support of the state. A driving
aspect of capitalism is profits and the need for growth and expanding global markets,
so profits and production are based on creating (through marketing) wants and tend-
ing to human wants rather than needs. How these forces manifest in the workplace is
through increased competition, work pressure, work intensification, increased work
hours, managerialism, increased monitoring and time dependent/measured actions,
insecure work in the form of contracting, and changing demographics in the work-
place. A focus on the bottom line, profits and competition creates a new conception
of workers as dispensable throw away commodities. To improve the bottom line,
organisations produce products at scale, reduce the size of the workforce, standard-
ize, and centralize. All of these aspects act to reduce the meaning of work, because
of an emphasis on quantity (making a thousand widgets) rather than quality (making
a long lasting environmentally friendly interesting widget). The effects of capitalism
on mental health of worker is likely evident in both the private and public sector.
In the private sector the clear profit motivation puts pressure on workers to produce
more with less resources. For the public sector at first it might be a little unclear how
capitalist pressures manifest—but they manifest as less resourcing for public sector
agencies, and privatisation. Managerialism in the public sector is a strategy hand
in hand with capitalist ideology to rationalise everything in financial or economic
terms. Public sector institutions such as hospitals and universities are run with a profit
motive: in hospitals this translates to increased through-care of patients and hastened
health interventions to free up beds; for universities it is mass on-line classes.

Another pressure for workers derives from a wave of corporate greed coming from
business leaders. In 2017 UK Martin Sorrell CEO of WPP was one of highest paid in
the UK earning more than £200 m from pay and reward schemes over the previous
years (The Guardian, 2017). UK top executives earn 133 times more than the average
UK worker—within 4 days the average executive earns the average annual salary
of a worker (High Pay Centre, 2019). But it is not just executives, salary ratcheting
by others at high echelons within organisations likely leads to further increased
pressure on resources in the system for those at lower levels. Public university Vice
Chancellors in Australia are paying themselves up to AUD$1.5 million over 10 times
the average salary of a lecturer, and twice that of the Australian Prime Minister—this
is in the context of increased casualisation of academic work and the emergence of
gig researchers. The ideal of meritocracy, as argued by Bal and Déci (2018), helps
sustain a neoliberal ideology yet is fanciful since resources, are not aligned with
individual talents and efforts and, are increasingly flowing to the top.

Mental illness arising from work under capitalism may be understood under a
Marxist approach (Ferguson, 2017). Marx’s critique of capitalism is majorly two-
fold; that capitalism is alienating and exploitative (Lowe, 2015). Capitalism is a
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socio-economic way of organising production (creating something for profit). Under
Marxism the most important aspect of capitalism is the commodification of labour,
where labour is sold as wages from the working class (proletariat) to the capitalist
class who own (or manage) the means of production (factories, machinery, natural
resources, tools) (Swain, 2012). Under these arrangements alienation occurs because
the opportunity for genuinely fulfilling work is reduced. Marx viewed labour as a
vital human activity, the collective free, creative transformation of the natural world
to meet human needs, and the source of genuine fulfilment and expression (Swain,
2012). This conception of labour is far broader than that of work—referring to labour
performed for a wage—which is burdensome because of ones alienation from it
(Lowe, 2015).

Alienation' occurs in several forms. Alienation from the labour process occurs
when there is loss of control over what commodities are made, how they are made,
and the working conditions in which they are made—these decisions are made by
the capitalists. Under these conditions, there is a denial of one’s humanity; work can
become meaningless, repetitive, boring and even dangerous (Lowe, 2015). Evidence
shows that role conflict arising from reduced autonomy due to formalization of rules
and processes in hierarchical organisations, is positively associated with work alien-
ation, and reduced organisational commitment (Agarwal, 1993). Alienation from
other humans occurs when there is competition between workers for jobs, types of
work and wages, and leads to estrangement from each other (Herbert, 2014). And,
alienation from self, loss of authentic self, occurs where work is performed to meet
the goals of others (using the gendered language of the time):

the fact that labor is external to the worker, i.e., does not belong to his essential being; that

he, therefore, does not confirm himself in his work, but denies himself, feels miserable and

not happy, does not develop free mental and physical energy, but mortifies his flesh and ruins

his mind. Hence, the worker feels himself only when he is not working; when he is working,

he does not feel himself. He is at home when he is not working, and not at home when he is
working. (Marx, 1844, translated by Benton, 1974, p. 41)

Self-estrangement or alienation feature in Hochschild’s (1983) Managed Heart, a
hugely influential work in modern work stress theory. Hochschild recognized emo-
tional labour as part of the capitalist labour process where rules are applied to emo-
tional expression, ‘feeling rules’, so that true feelings are suppressed (such as the
forced smile of attendants) in so called ‘commercialization of feeling’ (Hochschild,
1979). Incongruence between feelings and actions, termed emotional dissonance,
may lead to poor self-esteem, depression, cynicism, and alienation from work (Ash-
forth & Humphrey, 1993), emotional exhaustion (Lewig & Dollard, 2003), and self-
alienation as one loses touch with one’s authentic self (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993).
Although Marx was writing in the 1800s when the industrial manufacturing sector
was prominent, even now with the expansion of the service sector the issue of alien-
ation is still relevant, as is disempowerment, because workers give up control of

"'Moch (1980) defines work alienation as “an attitude or a condition in which an employee cares
little about work, approaches work with little energy, and works primarily for extrinsic rewards”.
This has major resemblance to the euphemised reversed positive construct employee engagement.
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their labour for a wage and participation in workplace decision making is restricted
(Herbert, 2014).

Marx’s concept of alienation helps us understand profound social, physical and
mental ills beyond questions of absolute poverty or material wealth (Swain, 2012).
Alienation seems inevitable in capitalism, therefore the issue of work stress seems
infinite without the emancipation of the working class and the democratic collective
ownership of the means of production. Whereas Marxist theory supports a radical
restructuring of the social production system, the following work stress theories—
working within the here and now of a capitalist system—call for revisions within it
for the sake of worker mental health and wellbeing.

1.3.2 Psychosocial Safety Climate

Under capitalism a clear tension exists between the need for continuous growth and
productivity and the mental health of workers (Dollard & Neser, 2019). This ten-
sion we believe is manifest in the different levels of Psychosocial Safety Climate
across and within organisations. Psychosocial Safety Climate reflects the extent to
which management fundamentally value the psychological health of workers; PSC
is a counter-narrative to an emphasis in the work and organisational psychology
field on organisational and individual performance (Bal & Déci, 2018). PSC theory
is a work stress theory and an innovation in the field by Dollard and colleagues
(Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Dollard & Karasek, 2010; Law, Dollard, Tuckey, & Dor-
mann, 2011). PSC refers to shared perceptions regarding “policies, practices and
procedures for the protection of worker psychological health and safety” (Dollard
& Bakker, 2010, p. 579). Aside from health effects PSC is also related to motiva-
tional and pro-organisational behaviours such as work engagement (note this term
is obversely linked with alienation see footnote 1). PSC refers to management com-
mitment to stress prevention, management priority for psychological health vs pro-
ductivity concerns, organisational communication about psychological health issues,
and organisational participation and involvement in relation to protecting worker psy-
chological health (c.f. safety climate; Cox & Cheyne, 2000). PSC theory has gained
prominence as a unifying construct bringing together the fields of work stress, organ-
isational psychology, and safety science research. There is no other organisational
climate measure that is as specific as PSC is for worker psychological health. The
construct is distinct from related constructs such as team psychological climate,
organisational social support, and safety climate (Dollard & Bakker, 2010) as shown
empirically (Idris, Dollard, Coward, & Dormann, 2012; Zadow et al., 2017).

There are two main mechanisms whereby PSC relates to worker psychologi-
cal health—through influencing (1) job design, and (2) social-relational aspects of
work. Within organisations, within capitalist economies, the role of managers is to
plan, organise, lead and control the efforts of organisational members using available
organisational resources to achieve the goals of the organisation (Stoner, Freeman,
& Gilbert, 1995). Since resources are finite any management decision requires the
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weighing up of competing interests such as the need for productivity and profit ver-
sus concern for worker health. In making decisions managers are guided by ethics
and values, including decisions about creating healthy workplaces, and the design
and quality of work (World Health Organization, 2010). Job design refers to “the
content and organization of one’s work tasks, activities, relationships and respon-
sibilities” (Parker, 2014, p. 662). The way workers’ jobs are designed determines
the quality of their work and frames how workers will go about fulfilling their role
requirements, and how they might satisfy organisational and personal needs (Morge-
son, Dierdorff, & Hmurovic, 2010). Adequate resourcing is an aspect of work qual-
ity. Resources have an extrinsic quality because they are instrumental in assisting
employees achieve organisational goals (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). But resources
also have an intrinsic quality, and can help to satisfy basic human needs such as
the need for autonomy (DeCharms, 1968), competence (White, 1959), and related-
ness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Work contexts that supply adequate job control
satisfy the need for autonomy; those that provide a supportive environment satisfy
the need to belong; and those that provide adequate feedback foster learning and in
turn competence (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). When psychological needs are satis-
fied, according to self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), people become
intrinsically motivated and psychological health and well-being is increased (Ryan
& Frederick, 1997; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). With these concerns and values in
mind managers shape job design. In a high PSC context, where managers value and
protect worker psychological health, high quality work featuring manageable job
demands, high control and high learning possibilities is likely, leading to the fulfil-
ment of psychological needs and nurturement of psychological health; in a low PSC
context, low quality work such as excessive demands, low control, or boring work
is likely which threatens and thwarts the fulfilment of psychological needs, leading
to psychological health problems. Managers also set the tone of the organisational
climate, and through their own behaviour, policies and procedures, provide cues to
employees about social-relational aspects of work such as how people should relate
to each other and the kinds of behaviours that will be rewarded or sanctioned (e.g.,
whether bullying, harassment, and discrimination will be tolerated).

Several multilevel studies have found empirical support for the proposition that
high PSC is a leading indicator of (predicts) work quality factors such as reduced
job demands (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Dollard, Tuckey, & Dormann, 2012; Hall
et al., 2010; Idris, Dollard, & Winefield, 2011), increased job resources (Dollard
& Bakker, 2010; Idris et al., 2011), less effort-reward imbalance (Owen, Bailey, &
Dollard, 2016), and social-relational factors such as less bullying and harassment
(Bond et al., 2010; Law et al., 2011).

In addition to its main effects, PSC plays a secondary role, acting to moderate the
detrimental relationship between demands and health symptoms (Dollard & Bakker,
2010). One possible mechanism for this is that PSC acts as a safety signal. When
danger cues such as work pressure and workplace bullying are present, PSC at high
levels serves as a safety signal indicating options (e.g., safe use of available resources)
to offset the aversive stimuli, and avoid the development of psychological distress
(Lohr, Olatunji, & Sawchuk, 2007). In addition to being a safety signal (Law et al.,
2011), PSC could also trigger resource gain spirals or resource caravans that also
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act to reduce detrimental symptoms and promote psychological health (Hobfoll,
Halbesleben, Neveu, & Westman, 2018; Loh, Idris, Dollard, & Isahak, 2018).

In sum, theoretically PSC precedes work quality (such as demands, resources)
and the social-relational aspects of work (such as harassment & bullying, social
support). Itis pronounced as a “cause of the causes” of work stress, and is an upstream
theoretical precursor to job design based work stress theories and individual focused
theories outlined below. PSC theory does not intend to replace the contribution of
these theories but rather provides a fundamental reason why jobs are designed as
they are, and why social-relations are as they are. Next we review the downstream
work stress theories—the job design and individual focused theories.

1.4 Job Design Theories of Work Stress

1.4.1 The Job Demand-Control (JD-C) Model

The Job Demand-Control (JD-C) model has been the dominant work stress theory
in the literature since the 1980s (Ganster & Schaubroeck, 1991). The theory draws
from research in industrial sociology, animal research on “learned helplessness”
(Abramson et al., 1978), P-E fit theory (e.g., Caplan, 1987) and job re-design research
(e.g., Hackman & Oldham, 1976), and proposes that when workers are faced with
high levels of demands and a lack of control over decision making and skill utilisation,
adverse health effects will result. The JD-C model argues that work stress primarily
arises from the way that work is designed rather than from personal attributes or
demographics of the situation (Karasek, 1979). Job demands refer to psychological
demands such as how fast and hard work tasks must be performed; excessive work;
work pressure; or conflicting demands. Job control comprises two components: (1)
skill discretion or skill variety which refers to level of control over the worker’s use
of skill (Karasek, 1989) or time allocation (Baker, 1985); and (2) decision making
authority which refers to the worker’s authority to make decisions about his/her own
job (often called “autonomy”, Karasek, 1989). Different combinations of demands
and control give rise to four kinds of psychosocial work situations, (1) high strain jobs
combine high demands and low control; (2) low strain jobs combine low demands
and high control; (3) active jobs combine high demands and high control; and (4)
passive jobs combine low demands and low control.

The JD-C model proposes two major hypotheses. The first is the psychological
strain hypothesis, that: “the most adverse reactions of psychological strain (fatigue,
anxiety, depression, and physical illness) occur when the psychological demands
of a job are high and the worker’s decision latitude in the task is low” (Karasek &
Theorell, 1990, p. 32). Such high strain jobs may occur where there are high demands
and bureaucratic rules rigidly limit worker responses such as is the case of call centre
workers (Karasek & Theorell, 1990).



1 Psychosocial Safety Climate: A New Work Stress Theory ... 13

The second, the active learning hypothesis, is that when the challenge of the sit-
uation (demand) is matched by the individual’s level of skill or control, increased
motivation, learning and competency will occur (Karasek, 1979). Under this hypoth-
esis demands are viewed as prerequisites for learning and development not merely
contributors to psychological strain and physical illness (Karasek, 1989, p. 134).
Active jobs thus combine high demands with high control—the situation of most
managers—and are accompanied by high levels of learning and satisfaction. Alter-
natively passive jobs at the other extreme, typical of guards (Karasek & Theorell,
1990), involve few demands, little decision latitude and low skill acquisition, and
result in boredom, low satisfaction, and learned helplessness (Maier & Seligman,
1976).

In the JD-C model, strain is understood to result from the “objective” levels
of demands and control. For Karasek, to understand job stress it is not necessary
to explore the impact of these environmental conditions by teasing out cognitive
appraisals, coping responses, person-environment fit, or various needs that may
prevail among workers (Karasek, 1989). The supposition is that should individual
“needs” for job design aspects operate in the stress process, they do so by func-
tioning similarly for all people. The JD-C model assumes a sociological causality
because it views environmental causes as the starting point, and although theorists do
not strictly preclude the importance of personal factors (Karasek & Theorell, 1990),
its applied aim is to change work structures rather than individual behaviour (e.g.,
coping responses) (Muntaner & O’Campo, 1993). More recently social support was
added as a third dimension to JD-C theory (Johnson & Hall, 1988) (now referred to
as JDCS theory) proposing that social support from co-workers and supervisors such
as instrumental and emotional support reduces the impact of demands or directly
improves worker health (Karasek & Theorell, 1990).

In summary, the JD-C model is a dual outcome model, as it predicts both strain and
motivational or performance related outcomes. Reviews of JDCS theory canvasing
the period 1979-2007 have found strong support for the additive effects of demands,
control, and support on psychological health (Hausser, Mojzisch, Niesel, & Schulz-
Hardt, 2010; Luchman & Gonzales-Morales, 2013; van der Doef & Maes, 1999).

1.4.2 The Effort-Reward Imbalance Model

The Effort-Reward Imbalance (ERI) model (Siegrist, 1996, 1998) is a transactional
theory of stress as it focuses on the interaction between environmental demands (con-
straints or threats) and individual coping resources. It derives from sociological and
industrial medical frameworks, and emphasises the social (inequality) framework of
the job (e.g., social status of job) (Siegrist, 2016). According to ERI theory the “work
role in adult life provides a crucial link between self-regulatory functions such as
self-esteem and self-efficacy and the social opportunity structure” (p. 192). Workers
expend effort at work and as part of a social exchange process they expect rewards,
such as money, esteem, and status control (job stability, career opportunities). When
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effort is not reciprocated an imbalance occurs that results in strain. An imbalance
may occur for example when high efforts are rewarded with low pay, or when, despite
high effort on the job, threats are made to job security. The theory is supported by sig-
nificant evidence. Epidemiological and psychological research has found that ERI
imbalance is associated with emotional exhaustion and impaired immune system
functions (Eddy, Heckenberg, Wertheim, Kent, & Wright, 2016; Feldt et al., 2013)
as well as stress-related disorders, such as depression (Rugulies, Aust, & Madsen,
2017) and coronary heart disease (Dragano et al. 2017).

Moreover ERI takes into consideration both extrinsic and intrinsic effort simulta-
neously (Siegrist, 2016). Extrinsic effort is conceptually similar to the job demands
concept in the JIDCS model and is determined by the organisation. On the other hand,
intrinsic efforts refer to a personal characteristic of coping (overcommitment), a pat-
tern of excessive striving in combination with a strong desire of being approved and
esteemed (Siegrist, 2010). In empirical tests of the model, the idea is that overcom-
mitment could moderate or mediate the imbalance between demands and rewards
(Feuerhahn, Kiihnel, & Kudielka, 2012; Kinnunen, Feldt, & Makikangas, 2008;
Kinman & Jones, 2008); however a recent review found inconclusive support for the
overcommitment moderator role (Siegrist & Li, 2016).

1.4.3 The Demand-Induced Strain Compensation (DISC)
Model

The DISC model was developed by De Jonge and Dormann (2002, 2006) as a refine-
ment to all job stress models that propose some sort of resources (e.g., autonomy,
rewards) to counteract the negative effects of some sort of demands (e.g., effort,
workload), including the JD-C, ERI, and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model
(Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). Since then, the DISC model
has been expanded and now includes aspects of recovery too (e.g., Niks, De Jonge,
Gevers, & Houtman, 2017). The basic proposition of the DISC model is that demands
cause states of physiological and psychological imbalance, which trigger homeostatic
regulation processes. In particular, these processes involve self-regulation attempts
to overcome the state of imbalance (Pomaki & Maes, 2002). However, cognitive,
emotional or behavioral self-regulation is not possible endlessly as it depletes inter-
nal resources (e.g., Muraven & Baumeister, 2000). As substitutes, external resources
may come into play. For example, lifting heavy loads could be accomplished by an
employee’s muscular strength for some time, but after some time direct instrumental
help of colleagues may be helpful to avoid muscular acidosis. Similarly, when emo-
tional demands (e.g., angry customers) threaten employees’ self-esteem, they may
be able to maintain their level of self-esteem by emotional self-regulation processes
for some time, but after a certain period their self-regulation strength may be reduced
so much that re-assuring or appreciative comments expressed by colleagues might
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become necessary to prevent a further decline in self-esteem (cf. Schulte-Braucks
and Dormann, 2019, Chap. 12).

The general principle proposed by the DISC model is the triple-match principle
(TMP). According to the TMP, the more that demands, resources, and stress con-
sequences (including strain as defined earlier) are based on qualitatively identical
processes (i.e., physical, cognitive, or emotional), the more likely it is that resources
moderate the impact of demands on stress consequences. The TMP is probabilis-
tic because it does not deny that, for example, emotional resources may reduce the
negative impact of cognitive demands. Indeed, appreciative comments expressed by
colleagues could be helpful when facing complex problems. The TMP, however,
proposes that, for example, informational (intellectual) support by colleagues rather
than appreciation is more likely to ‘offset the strain’ elicited by solving complex
challenging problems. Further, in the current example, this ‘offset of strain’ is less
likely to be observed with regard to physical exhaustion; rather, it is more likely to
be observed for psychological (i.e., cognitive) fatigue. Then the demand to solve
complex problems, the intellectual support by colleagues, and psychological fatigue
show a triple match because they all reflect cognitive processes.

1.4.4 The Job Demands-Resources Model

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti et al., 2001) like JDCS and
ERI models focuses on job design but extends these models by considering a wider
range of demands and resources in modelling employee well-being. JD-R categorises
occupation stress risk factors in general terms as job demands and job resources.
Job demands are “things that have to be done” and refer to those physical, social, or
organisational aspects of the job that require sustained physical and/or psychological
effort that erode energy and can therefore lead to physiological and/or psychological
health costs (Demerouti et al., 2001). Job resources help to get the job done and are
physical, psychological, social, or organisational aspects of the job that may: (a) aid
in achieving work goals; (b) reduce job demands and the associated physiological
and psychological costs; and (c) stimulate personal growth and learning (Bakker,
Demerouti, de Boer, & Schaufeli, 2003). JD-R theory links demands and resources
to both health problems and positive work behaviour, such as engagement, via two
separate psychological process pathways (Bakker et al., 2007; Demerouti et al.,
2001). The first is a health erosion process, whereby efforts to cope with chronic job
demands leads to over-taxing and an erosion of a worker’s energy reserve leading
in turn to negative responses (e.g., psychological distress), and in the longer term to
psychological injury (e.g., depressive disorder) and health problems (e.g., CVD). The
second process is a motivational process whereby adequate resources are motivating
and lead to engagement, and in turn positive organisational outcomes (e.g., improved
performance). There are a number of links between the two process pathways in the
model (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). For instance resources have been linked with
reduced psychological health problems (Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006), and
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resources play a buffering role on the relationship between job demands and burnout
(Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema, 2005). These cross-links are very important because
they show for instance how the reduced health of workers impairs work performance
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). A recent innovation in JD-R theory is the inclusion of job
crafting, which proposes that employees may proactively seek to modify tasks (e.g.,
try out a new process) and resources (e.g., ask for colleagues support) in their job
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Tims, Bakker, & Derks, 2015). Job crafting challenges
classic job design theory (Hackman, & Oldham, 1976) which focuses on top down
influences on work design, and highlights the proactive role of employees. Of course
we expect proactivity is constrained by the decision making freedom of employees.

1.5 Overall Evaluation of Work Stress Theories

The theories discussed above each explain important aspects of the work stress pic-
ture and each has its own strengths and limitations. Marxist theory helps us look
critically at the political, economic, and social context for clues about why we feel
like we do at work. PSC theory brings the capital—labour conflict fundamental to
Marxist theory to light as a values based proposition that predicates how things
will inevitably materialise in an organisation. PSC theory focuses on the organisa-
tional structure and systems that give rise to working conditions. This is important
because as Kristensen (1995) argues that by locating the sources of stress within
the organisational structure of the work place, connections to the broader concepts
of “alienation, power, qualifications, worker’s collectives, labour conflicts, manage-
ment, and so forth” can be made (p. 254). In relation to the JD-C and ERI model,
it is likely worthwhile to consider the models in combination to explain health and
well-being, in view of their differences and complementary aspects (Kasl, 1998).
Likewise Theorell (1998) argued that a good exploration of the work environment
should include components of both JDCS and ERI models (well as others relevant
to the local context). JD-R theory is often criticized because it lacks specificity
and is likely to use the constructs of job control and social support as indicators of a
latent “resource” term, when their roles are specific. Luchman and Gonzales-Morales
(2013) meta-analytic results suggest that resource factors such job control and social
support sources should be treated independently, as opposed to as a latent factor, in
terms of their prediction of well-being. None of theories is as specific as DISC in
predictions about matching domain of predictors and outcomes.

Aside from job design theories there are individual focused work stress theories.
These are commonly referred to as psychological theories that have been applied to
work stress and include the Person-Environment fit (P-E fit) theory (French, Caplan &
Harrison, 1984), the facet model (Beehr & Newman, 1978), role stress theory (Kahn,
Wolfe, Quinn, & Snoek, 1964), burnout theory (Maslach, 1992), and the transactional
cognitive model (Cox, 1981; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The individual transactional
models elucidate important cognitive and coping processes which are largely ignored
in job design approaches (Cox et al., 2000, p. 11). However there are a number of
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limitations regarding the utility of individual approaches for studying work stress
research. Understanding how individuals interact with various work situations does
not provide insights into stressors or the ways to correct stressful circumstances or
guide organisations in the prevention and management of stress. A lack of knowledge
of the generalisability of the stress response and of particular interventions may result
in an understanding of individual events rather than social patterns (Harris, 1991).

As Ganster and Schaubroeck (1991) point out: “we still need to focus on the
objective conditions that give rise to the appraisals and learn what accounts for
the linkage or lack of linkage between these factors” (p. 251), and ... “we do not
discount the importance of subjective appraisal in mediating one’s response to the
work environment, but ultimately these must be anchored in objective assessments”
(p. 262). In a meta-theoretical evaluation of psychological models Eulberg, Weekley,
and Bhagat (1988) reflected that: “If researchers are to make the best use of available
resources, they must be guided by models that are exacting enough to provide both
interpretable and valid results through rigorous empirical testing” (p. 333). Neither
P-E fit theory, nor cognitive phenomenological theory are exacting enough to predict
what work conditions are likely to be stressful raising doubts about the utility of
psychological models in guiding work stress research and intervention.

But the fundamental criticism of the psychological models is that they are based
on constraining ideological presumption that “the worker more than the workplace
must be modified to prevent occupational stress” (Baker, 1985, p. 379). When stress
is understood in terms of perception and individual difference it is likely viewed as
an individual problem and the more complex re-organisation of work processes and
critique and restructure of social forces is avoided. Strategies may instead be directed
toward adapting the worker to the existing taxing working conditions (Baker, 1985),
such as in resilience training.

It is clear that the concept of work stress is not value free. As proposed by Levi
(1990, p. 1144) there are four value concerns that may underlie approaches to work
stress:

e a humanistic-idealistic desire for a good society and working life

e adrive for health and well-being

e a belief in worker participation, influence, and control at the individual level

e an economic interest in competitiveness and profits of business organisations and
the economic system.

Those values that have a humanistic-idealistic desire for a good society and work-
ing life collide with those that have an interest in competitiveness and profits. These
opposing values highlight the potential conflict between broader notions of health
and safety in the workplace and the economic goals of business and industry in
the investigation of work stress (Baker, 1985). Levi explains that placed within this
framework occupational stress becomes a social and political issue as much as a
health problem (Levi, 1990).

This is why PSC theory is needed to forge new understanding about work stress
because a fundamental aspect of it is the priority that management give to worker
psychological health versus the priority for productivity and profits. Thus PSC links
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the corporate climate to the broader concept of capitalism. This relationship is rein-
forced, shaped and driven prevailing by capitalist institutions and governments. The
PSC humanitarian-paradigm may also transform the presuppositions of work and
organisational research by centering the essence of worker humanity, then asking the
question how can worker humanity be valued and promoted in the workplace (Bal
& Déci (2018) argue this point in relation to the theory of workplace dignity). PSC
theory also requires a new definition of work stress; under PSC theory work stress
is defined as “harmful physical and emotional responses that occur in organisations
when the Psychosocial Safety Climate is poor”.

1.6 Psychosocial Safety Climate Theory (Extant Gaps
and New Propositions)

Theoretical and empirical studies on PSC have accumulated at an accelerating
pace since the first publication in 2010. These studies are nicely summarized in
Chap. 2, where Zadow, Dollard, Parker and Storey (2019) compile a narrative review
of the PSC literature and also refer to a recent meta-analysis of PSC studies (Zadow,
Dollard, & Tuckey, unpublished). Across the 18 chapters that comprise this volume
the background theory of PSC is reiterated and new propositions are tested. Even
though there are now more than 50 PSC published studies, of course, many concep-
tual and empirical gaps remain. In this section, we conclude the chapter by identifying
these theoretical gaps in the PSC literature, make new propositions, and link them
to the chapters in the book that provide some evidence for these new propositions.

1. Causes of the cause of the causes

We have situated PSC theory between Marxist theory about capitalism and job design
theories. Marxist theory emphasizes the political, economic, and social determinants
that likely affect worker health. Although job design theories are concerned about
social determinants of working conditions, in general these theories have generated
empirical tests that largely focus on job design (ERI, JDCS, JD-R). As shown in
Fig. 1.2, building on previous research (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Dollard & Neser,
2013), in a multilevel process we propose that economic, political and social deter-
minants influence PSC, which in turn influences how jobs are designed (for example
in terms of job demands and resources) and the status of social-relations; in turn job
design and social-relational aspects, affect worker mental health and related health
issues, engagement and alienation, work outcomes, and societal costs. Primary pre-
vention targets PSC as a causal agent. Moreover at certain points in the process PSC
can moderate (lessen or bolster) effects (as secondary intervention), such as reduce
the impact of demands, or reduce the longer term impact of distress (as tertiary
intervention). The first evidence of this “cause of the cause of the causes” process
was found in national level research, where union density in society (as a form of
labour protection) estimated at a national level was positively related to PSC within
organisations across 31 European countries (Dollard & Neser, 2013). In turn PSC
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Fig. 1.2 Psychosocial safety climate and societal costs process model. © Maureen Dollard, 2019

was related to worker health. In sum, union density was related to worker health and
national GDP via its effect on PSC.

Building on this, Dollard and Jain (2019, Chap. 3) identified that the corruption
of public values in 31 European countries is another societal precursor to PSC that
has the effect of reducing the potential for high PSC. They explore the ethics of
corruption, underpinned by egoistic consequentialism, which undermines the kind
of ethics in society required for leadership of PSC, with negative consequences for
work conditions, worker health and well-being.

2. Climate specificity and differences with other climates

In the organisational climate field, researchers have moved the field forward (Schnei-
der, 1975) by the identification of specific facets of organisational climate for specific
organisational goals, for example by identifying a climate for innovation (i.e., inno-
vation climate, Baer & Frese, 2003), and a climate for safety (i.e., safety climate,
Zohar, 2010). As such in the field of organisational climate, PSC, like safety climate,
is a narrow bandwidth concept (but broader than bullying mistreatment climate for
instance, Dollard, Dormann, Tuckey, & Escartin, 2017 and climate for conflict man-
agement, Einarsen, Skogstad, Rgrvik, Lande, & Nielsen, 2018).

Although safety climate is assumed to be an antecedent to physical hazards in the
organisation, it is largely used to explain future safety behavior and motivations of
workers, accidents and injuries (Griffin & Curcuruto, 2016). Likewise PSC provides
cues about the kinds of behaviours that will be rewarded and supported (e.g., social-
relational factors); but fundamentally PSC has been proposed as an antecedent to job
design. Other differences between PSC and other facet specific climates (e.g., team
psychological safety (Edmonson, 1999) are outlined elsewhere (Dollard & Bakker,
2010).
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Previous research has established the discriminant validity of PSC with regard to
physical safety climate. However, this research has been strictly limited to Australian
workers. Still, we propose that the difference between physical and psychological
safety climate exists across occupations and cultures. Therefore, Loh, Idris, and
Dollard (2019) explore this issue in Chap. 9, using a sample of Malaysian healthcare
workers.

3. Reciprocal relationships between PSC, job design, and psychological health

There is no doubt that PSC perceptions are informed by how employees experi-
ence their jobs but this supposition does not escape the fact that managers have the
authority and resources to affect job quality in the first instance through pro-worker
psychological health policies, practices and procedures. In research we should see
evidence of reciprocal effects between PSC and work conditions. Particularly at
the individual level reciprocal relationships between PSC and psychological health
should be expected. As an individual’s psychological health deteriorates the circum-
stances (i.e., the PSC) may become salient to that person. Thus, we propose that
PSC is an upstream factor shaping job demands, job resources, and worker health,
and we add the proposition that PSC also emerges from new understanding of PSC
through shared and individual experiences, of work conditions, and psychological
health states. This issue of emerging climate is addressed in a qualitative study by
Potter, Bailey and Dollard (2019, Chap. 10).

4. Climate strength and agreement across different kinds of members

Climate strength refers to the level of agreement that members in a group have about
the climate and this may have implications for the effect climate ultimately has. Cli-
mate strength could vary because of different member characteristics (e.g., gender,
ethnicity, rank in organisation) or different individual exposures. Climate variability
could be viewed as error, or of substantive interest. For instance Schneider, Salvag-
gio, and Subirats (2002) found that the longitudinal relationship between employee
perceptions of climate and customer satisfaction was moderated by climate strength.
Climate strength is potentially relevant for PSC; Afsharian and colleagues (Afshar-
ian, Zadow, Dollard, Dormann, & Ziaian, 2018) found in multilevel analysis that PSC
level alone was reliable and a better predictor than PSC strength (or their interactions)
for most circumstances, in predicting job demands and resources, and psychological
health; however for engagement they found that the positive relationship expected
between PSC and work unit engagement was evident only when PSC strength was
high, and was highest when PSC level was high and PSC strength was high. This
evidence suggests that PSC theory does not need to be extended to include PSC
strength, for health outcomes, but it does so for work engagement. What is lacking,
however, are studies that combine PSC and PSC strength, that is, more evidence is
required to tease out the conditions under which PSC strength really matters. Such
a study is provided by Afsharian et al. (2019, Chap. 11).
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5. PSC s likely to vary according to the position of the perceptor

As in other climate research, PSC is likely to be rated more favourably as the rank
of the perceptor increases (Zyphur, Zammuto, & Zhang, 2016). This could simply
be due to a vested interest that higher ranked personnel have in reporting a positive
PSC, since they likely have a role in developing it. Likewise it may be argued that
lower ranked personnel report PSC less favourably as a kind of grievance reaction.
In addition to the level of PSC ratings, an important question is, which perception
is the best predictor of lower ranked personnel (since they are the most abundant)
psychological health and engagement? This issue is taken up by McCusker and
Dollard (2019, Chap. 14), who investigate if perceptions of climate are affected
by rank level of employees in organisations. As noted by Zohar and Luria (2005)
in the safety literature, we expect that there is some congruence across rank level
perceptions, but also some divergence.

6. PSC can be changed

A fundamental assumption of PSC theory is that PSC can be modified. Change
could be achieved through management demonstration of commitment and support
for stress prevention and psychological care, and through enhancing communication
and participation systems around psychosocial risks and mental health issues, and
enacting change. There is some empirical evidence for PSC change. Using a systems
focused approach, Rickard et al. (2012) found in a quasi-experimental design that
PSC increased over two years in two hospitals (one significantly so) using a sys-
tem/organisational level intervention involving strategies such as the development
and implementation of, a nursing workload tool to assess workloads, roster audits,
increased numbers of nursing personnel to address shortfall, increased access to clin-
ical supervision and support for graduates, increased access to professional devel-
opment including postgraduate and short courses, and a recruitment campaign for
new graduates and continuing employees. Moreover, in an internationally acclaimed
workplace transformational policy change, a New Zealand company introduced a 4-
day working week (reduced from 5 days with pay held at 5 days), over the eight week
period trial. PSC increased significantly along with engagement and reduced stress
(Haar, 2018). Finally using an educational individual focused approach researchers
found that PSC increased after the introduction of an occupational safety website
video to increase police understanding about stress and how to manage stress that
arises in their daily work life. Almost all participants accessed the weblink and a sig-
nificant change in PSC levels was reported (Rasdi, Ismail, Kong, & Saliluddin, 2018).
These studies show how PSC levels can change through system level, job task level,
and individual interventions. What is lacking, however, is a general model about how
PSC interventions/change may be facilitated. We propose that managers’ commit-
ment is of utmost importance to any workplace intervention targeted at improving
employees’ health. In this respect, facilitating or hindering factors in the development
of mangers’ commitment are identified by Biron et al., (2019, Chap. 15). Further,
Dollard and Bailey (2019, Chap. 17) show how PSC may be used by practitioners
and organisations to ascertain benchmark levels of PSC within the organisation and
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implications; they present evidence about how PSC relates to workplace absence
over time. Finally, changing and implementing PSC should be accompanied by mea-
suring it. We propose that for many practical (and research) purposes, even short PSC
measures are likely to be very helpful. In Chap. 16, Dollard (2019) describes the
development of the parsimonious PSC-4 tool with the same domain coverage as the
PSC-12 but with only four items, and provides evidence for its reliability, predictive
validity, and performance against the PSC-12.

1.7 Concluding Remarks on the Universal Importance
of PSC

The measurement properties of the PSC scales and the health-promoting effect of
PSC for employees has already been demonstrated across different countries and
occupations (see Zadow & Dollard, 2019, Chap. 2). Still, countries differ in what
their citizens regard as positive for them, what they value, how they want their leaders
to behave and so on (Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov, 2010; House, Hanges, Javidan,
Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). For example, Meeuwesen, van den Brink-Muinen, and
Hofstede (2009) found that in wealthy countries, more attention is given to psychoso-
cial issues in medical communication. Thus, it is important to further our understand-
ing of the structure and effects of PSC in different cultural settings. Afsharian, Dol-
lard, Ziaian, Dormann, and Karimzadeh (2019, Chap. 11) used an Iranian sample
of hospital workers to establish the validity of the PSC concept in Iran. Ertel and
Formagzin (Chap. 13) stress the need for testing the comprehensibility of the PSC tool
in different cultural backgrounds. They present the results of a three-step qualitative
study in Germany using expert interviews, cognitive interviewing, probing questions
and they adapt the PSC instrument to everyday German language use. In a similar
vein, Loh, Idris, and Dollard (2019, Chap. 9) used semi structured interviews with
Malaysian healthcare employees to further our understanding of the role of PSC and
how it helps to protect employees. These studies add to extant evidence that PSC is
likely to be globally important.

Further, a limitation of most previous PSC studies is that they were closely aligned
to the JD-R model. We propose that PSC also works in tandem with other work stress
theories and models. In this regard, evidence is provided by Dollard, Winwood and
Tuckey (2019, Chap. 7). They investigated the station-level PSC in an Australian
sample of police constables, applying principles of DISC theory to improve model
predictions. Further evidence that other stress models align with PSC theory is pro-
vided by Schulte-Braucks and Dormann (2019, Chap. 12), who linked PSC with
the core variable of the stress-as-offense-to-self model. These studies add to evi-
dence that PSC aligns well, particularly as a predictor of, other job stress models and
theories.

The major body of extant PSC research has focused on the central outcome vari-
ables of the JD-R model, such as burnout/exhaustion and engagement. We pro-
pose that PSC links to a much larger bunch of outcome variables, covering the full
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psychological range from human pleasure to pain. Krasniqi, Yulita, Idris, and Dol-
lard (2019, Chap. 5) investigate boredom, and Wilton, McLinton, and Dollard (2019,
Chap. 4), focus on cognitive failures. These studies add to evidence that PSC could
explain the whole range of stress symptoms investigated in the stress literature.

Given that PSC is important across cultures, that it aligns well with a range of job
stress theories, and that it explains a large range of stress symptoms, we are convinced
that PSC is indeed universally important in the globalised world of the 21st century.
Therefore, we also believe it was worth the effort to bring scholars from all over the
world together to invest in the effort to compile this book.

1.8 Conclusion

This chapter emphasised that work factors that give rise to work stress must be
considered in their context, and that there is a link between the economic, social and
political system we live under — capitalism — and the extremely high levels of distress
evident in the world today. In this chapter we explored theories of work stress that
emphasised the economic, social and political system, the corporate climate, work
design, social-relational factors, person-environment fit, and individual psychology,
their underlying values and assumptions and implications for change. We introduced
Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) as a theory that links the external context to the
internal functioning of the organisation to worker psychological health and in turn
to a range of work, employee and societal outcomes. We identified new propositions
and gaps in the PSC literature, linking them forward to the proceeding book chapters.

Key Messages

e Poor work conditions and work related stress are important social determi-
nants of worker mental health.

o PSC refers to shared perceptions regarding management priority for worker
psychological health versus productivity.

e PSC theory is situated between Marxist theory about capitalism, and job
design stress theories.

e PSC aligns well with a range of job stress theories, and therefore explains a
large range of stress symptoms.
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