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Abstract

Psychosocial safety climate (PSC) is a facet-specific organizational climate that
relates to employee psychological safety and health. Since the proposal of PSC
over 10 years ago, PSC has received significant attention from researchers
interested in the effect of the meso-level organizational context and its relation-
ship with occupational health and safety. The theory of PSC is an emergent
phenomenon which proposes that organizations differ in terms of their prioriti-
zation of psychological aspects of individual’s well-being over productivity
imperatives. Empirical evidence relating to PSC theory has largely supported
the notion that PSC is a lead indicator of workplace psychological health and
safety, largely through its influence on the job design and socio-relational aspects
of the work environment. To date, more than 62 research outputs, including
books, journal articles, book chapters, and industry reports, have been published
in relation to PSC theory and its negative relationship with occupational health
issues using qualitative, quantitative, and meta-analytic research designs. How-
ever despite substantial evidence outlining the preeminent role of PSC as a
predictor of psychosocial workplace factors, several questions remain to be
answered. This chapter summarizes the propositions of PSC theory and empirical
evidence relating to PSC to date. It provides an overview about what is known in
the PSC literature and suggests further areas for exploration to expand on our
understanding of the influence of meso-level PSC measured at the organizational
and group level as a cause of the workplace conditions that affect workplace
psychological health.

Keywords

Psychosocial safety climate · Occupational health · Psychological health ·
Organizational intervention · Employee well-being · Work stress

Introduction

The Global Commission on the Future of Work 2019 proposes a human-centered
agenda for the future of work by “placing people and the work they do at the centre
of economic and social policy and business practice” (International Labour Organi-
zation 2019). In line with this, psychosocial safety climate (PSC) theory is proposed
as an organizational value and structural framework that promotes decent work and
prevents the development of the adverse work conditions that impact employee
psychological health and well-being within workplaces. PSC is a domain-specific
aspect of organizational climate related to the organizational priorities articulated
and demonstrated in relation to employees’ psychological health and safety at work
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(Dollard and Bakker 2010). Identifying, measuring, and cultivating domain-specific
organizational climates are important because evidence demonstrates that they
influence behavior and health within organizations (Schneider et al. 2017). In
short, employers who exhibit high concern about employees’ psychological health
are expected to develop and implement rules and regulations that balance the
imperatives between productivity and employees’ well-being. Hence, PSC is a
fundamental element preceding the design of a psychologically safe workplace.

In comparison with traditional ideas about work stress that emphasize personal
responsibility and individual coping strategies, PSC is derived from a notion that
occupational health and safety is a product of the multilevel nature of organiza-
tions (Zadow and Dollard 2016; Hofmann et al. 2017). PSC researchers argue that
the hierarchical nature of team, departments, and organizations influence the
occurrence of stress through the way top management decide, assign, and set
goals and job tasks. These decisions directly affect the level of workplace psy-
chosocial hazards affecting workers such as work overload, job insecurity, tight
working deadlines, extensive learning demands, and long working hours, in turn
leading to poor psychological health. Aligned with the aim of the current hand-
book in exploring the multilevel influences on occupational health, the focus of
discussion in this chapter will be on the meso-level influence of PSC, at the
organization and team level, and this level of influence on individual occupational
health outcomes. Although several papers measuring PSC at the individual level
have found that high individual PSC is related to better individual health and more
engaged working lives (Bailey et al. 2015a; Dollard et al. 2017), this chapter
focuses on how PSC is conceptualized as a multilevel phenomenon, playing a role
at the sociopolitical (macro-), organizational, and team (meso-)level, as a predic-
tor of worker health and productivity outcomes. This chapter aims to outline PSC
as a multilevel work stress theory and review the evidence supporting the PSC
theoretical framework that has been established in the literature to date. At the end
of this chapter, several suggestions and recommendations for the future investi-
gation of PSC are canvassed.

While research investigating the PSC framework has specifically focused on PSC
as a lead indicator that predicts workplace psychological health, engagement, and
productivity, through the promotion of healthy psychosocial job design, the specific
focus of PSC studies varies. A systematic review completed by Yulita et al. (2016)
identified that 70% of PSC studies between 2010 and 2016 investigated the rela-
tionship between PSC and psychological health outcomes, focusing on emotional
exhaustion (i.e., a core component of burnout), psychological distress, or depression.
Physical health outcomes have also been investigated in PSC research including
musculoskeletal pain, work injuries, and workers’ compensation claims for physical
complaints. Nonetheless, the development of PSC theory has received substantial
amount of attention since then. In March 2019, 22 studies on PSC were identified
using Google Scholar specifying a 2018 publication date using the keyword of
“psychosocial safety climate.” It is clear that PSC publications are growing since
its introduction of PSC in year 2007 (see Fig. 1). Recent studies have extended PSC
theory to individual needs, interventions, and cardiovascular disease.
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Why “Psychosocial” Safety Climate?

An important issue identified in the work health and safety literature is the articula-
tion and measurement of the root cause of adverse employee safety outcomes. The
occupational health literature initially focused on the individual causes of poor safety
outcomes (e.g., individual safety behavior, motivation, and knowledge). Then sev-
eral scholars suggested that safety within an organization is closely associated with
its context, such as the climate of the organization. Organizational climate reflects on
what employees perceive is valued and rewarded in an organization or team (Cox
and Flin 1998; Zohar 1980). The notion of safety climate as a root cause evolved
following incidents such as the Chernobyl nuclear explosion in 1986 that was
attributed to the perceptions of employees that safety was not prioritized, leading
to a range of emerging problems such as insufficient training and staffing to maintain
the safety of the plant. The lesson learned from these events was that individual
safety rules and regulations are not enough to ensure occupational safety, when there
is a competing perception that safety is not a priority. Hence, the idea of safety
climate was developed and has been proposed as a critical predictor for workplace
safety (Hofmann et al. 2017). Undeniably, safety climate research has successfully
helped improve employees’ health and safety for years, with research evidence
demonstrating that a strong safety climate reduces the occurrence of workplace
accidents and injuries and promotes safety behaviors (Jiang et al. 2019). However,
coming into the new millennium, the nature of work has changed with the advent of
technology, increasing pressure for productivity, profits, and growth, creating dif-
ferent demands (Korunka and Kubicek 2017), and leading to higher rates of work-
place stress.

Fig. 1 Number of publications on PSC between year 2010 and 2018
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At the turn of the century, the leading theories of work stress were largely limited
to proximal predictors of workplace stress such as job design (e.g., the job charac-
teristics theory [JCT; Hackman and Oldham 1976], the job demands-control model
[JDC; Karasek 1979], etc.). These established theoretical models have led the
literature in work stress and other psychological health issues. Their main tenet is
that the working conditions, which consist of both positive and negative job design,
affect psychological health. On one hand, positive job design reduces the likelihood
of psychological strains; on the other hand, negative job design would lead to the
onset of psychological health problems (Bakker and Demerouti 2016; Lesener et al.
2019). Although this provides some initial understanding on how working condi-
tions affect individuals, the design of a job is arguably driven from a higher level of
influence, such as the organizational context (Parker et al. 2017), leading to a need
for further investigation upstream.

One of most important concepts in the occupational safety literature is the role of
the safety climate as a higher level influence affecting individual conditions in the
workplace that impact safety outcomes (Hofmann et al. 2017). However, before the
new century, studies of the safety climate in relation to occupational health were
mainly focused on the physical safety features but neglected what has been called the
psychological perspective. As noted by Zadow and Dollard (2016), there are two
streams of inquiries in relation to occupational safety and health: (1) the work stress
literature focusing on proximal and individual factors and (2) the occupational safety
studies focusing on organizational climate and physical safety issues. The lack of
convergence between these two areas inspired the development of a new work stress
theory, that is, the psychosocial safety climate (PSC).

PSC Definitions and Domain

By definition, PSC is the shared perception of employees toward the organizational
“policies, practices and procedures for the protection of worker psychological health
and safety” (Dollard and Bakker 2010). This definition is derived from the traditional
concept of organizational climate which have been proposed for nearly half of a
century (Schneider et al. 2017; Schneider and Reichers 1983). Scholars argued that
the early work on organizational climate focusing on the molar idea of organizational
climate as a precipitator of a wide range of employee outcomes lacked specificity.
They argued that it would be more effective to measure and promote specific
climates for specific outcomes of interest, for example, safety climate to prevent
occupational injuries. It was proposed that aspects of an organizational climate
would have specific relationships that are directly aligned with the outcomes of
interest and that these aspects should be measured specifically to ascertain their
direct influence. For example, an organization may have a strong climate for the
protection of physical safety but at the same time have a very weak climate for the
protection of psychological safety. Aligned with the call for a “climate for some-
thing” (Schneider and Reichers 1983), PSC refers to a climate specifically for
employees’ psychological health.
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Organizations, or work units, with high PSC, are anticipated to have top man-
agement and leaders who give a higher priority to employees’ psychological health
compared to productivity imperatives. By exhibiting such a concern about protecting
workers from psychological risks, management in high PSC organizations commits
to implementing certain policies, practices, and procedures in relation to the protec-
tion of workers’ psychological health, along with better communication and a clear
demonstration of upholding the value of protecting psychological health. The
policies, practices, and procedures of a high PSC organization are reflected in four
main domains, namely, (a) management priority for psychological health, (b) man-
agement commitment and support for stress prevention, (c) organizational commu-
nication encouraging the voice of employees about psychological health concerns,
and (d) organizational member, manager, and employees or their representatives,
participation, and involvement in dealing with psychological health issues (Hall et
al. 2010).

Management priority about psychological health entails the perception by
employees that the management will always prioritize their psychological health as
a more important concern than productivity. This indicates that during the comple-
tion of their work, employees perceive that they will not be expected to prioritize
productivity imperatives that may place their psychological health at risk, such as
taking on an excessively cognitively demanding workload without training and
support to complete the tasks. Next, management commitment and support reflects
the willingness of management to make decisions and undertake prompt action to
correct threats to psychological health. An example would be the development of
policies and procedures in the workplace to identify, intervene, and prevent bullying.
Organizational communication is perceived by how much the organization promotes
an exchange between the employees and senior management in terms of how
psychological health issues affect them, via communication tools or reporting
systems. Lastly, the organizational participation and involvement includes the par-
ticipation or collaboration process by involving different parties including the
employees, worker unions, and occupational health and safety representatives, in
relation to issues that impact psychological health.

These four domains were initially summed up following an extensive review on the
stress intervention process and safety climate literature by Dollard and Bakker (2010).
They incorporate the main ingredients of what an organization should focus on when
the development of high PSC is required. These theoretical domains were supported
by qualitative interviews among Australian and Malaysian employees across different
settings. Although some details of how PSC is being perceived and understood by the
employees might be different, semi-structured interviews revealed that the high PSC
context is characterized by these four elements. For example, McLinton et al. (2018a)
conducted a qualitative study among South Australian frontline healthcare workers
and found support for the four PSC domains. The researchers identified that there were
six elements denoting a high-risk workplace with potentially low levels of PSC. These
six elements included group expectations, exposure level, immediate manager leader-
ship style, top level management involvement, communication, and conflicting pres-
sures. Another study by Potter et al. (2019) again examined the four PSC domains
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through semi-structured interviews among the managers in high PSC workgroups
from university setting. Within these domains three major themes emerged from the
interviews revealing that a high PSC group possesses (a) shared sense of meaningful
work and social support, (b) high level of employee job crafting, and (c) middle
management support for employee psychological health. The authors argue that
these three themes reflect an enactment of all four PSC domains in the work setting.
Using a sample from a different continent, Loh et al. (2019) in their study among
18Malaysian healthcare workers supported the PSC domains of management priority,
management support, and organizational communication with common themes within
healthcare workplaces involving safety procedures, communication, and management
involvement.

Measuring PSC: The PSC-12 Scale

PSC is measured by assessing employees’ perception toward the organizations’
policies and regulations in relation to employee psychological health. The most
commonly used measurement of PSC was developed by Hall et al. (2010) consisting
of all four subscales based on PSC theoretical principles. The scale was tested using
three different samples of Australian employees (PSC was included in the broader
psychosocial risk assessment tool – the Australian Workplace Barometer). Using a
pilot study among 78 participants, Hall and colleagues shortened the original 26
items of PSC scale (Dollard and Kang 2007) into 12 items and further validated the
scale by conducting the confirmatory factor analysis using the data from 398
Australian workers. The convergent and divergent validity of the scale was con-
firmed by using both the second and the third sample (n= 106 Australian healthcare
workers residing from 16 teams). The results showed that both individual and team-
level PSC were related to job design (i.e., skill discretion, control, social support, and
job demands) and employees’ psychological health outcomes (i.e., emotional
exhaustion, psychological distress, and depression). So far, the PSC-12 scale has
been well-validated and widely used in most studies on PSC. This scale has since
been translated into different languages including Chinese, French, Malay, German,
Iranian, and Vietnamese.

Since the perceptions of work and individual response styles might be influenced
by culture (Erez 2010; Iwata 2014), to further test the appropriateness of the PSC-12,
researchers from Germany conducted a qualitative study to understand the appro-
priateness of using PSC-12 in a German context (Ertel and Formazin 2019). By
using a cognitive evaluation approach, Ertel and Formazin (2019) interviewed the
participants taking the PSC-12 and analyzed their cognitive appraisal during the
process. According to the results, the researchers reworded some of the items to
improve the clarity and increase comprehensibility within the German context. In
addition to the revision of PSC-12 on German version, Ertel and Formazin (2019)
noted some overlapping items from the PSC scale, suggesting a shortened version of
the scale. In line with this, and in consideration of the practical utility of a shorter
scale, Dollard et al. (2019) have proposed a new short PSC tool by reducing the
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PSC-12 to four items. Based on theoretical considerations, Dollard (2019) suggested
four items, one from each domain, which could be used as an ultrashort PSC scale,
and supported the veracity of the new scale with sound predictive validity and
reliability using three time-lagged Australian samples. However, both the revised
and the ultrashort PSC scales lack extensive empirical testing suggesting that more
studies are required. In addition, while the German version of PSC scales might be
useful within the German context, the idea of using cognitive appraisal approach
could be considered by other researchers while undertaking PSC-12 in a different
context or cultural background. Table 1 shows the PSC-12 domain and its items.

PSC Versus Other Related Constructs

Ever since the proposal of PSC, debate continues about how PSC differs from other
safety-related constructs such as the Zohar’s safety climate, organizational support, and
team psychological safety. Although early research on PSC established the discriminant
validity of PSC with the abovementioned constructs (Idris et al. 2012), confusion

Table 1 PSC domains and items in the PSC-12 scale

PSC domain Items

Management commitment
and support

1. In my workplace senior management acts quickly to correct
problems/issues that affect employees’ psychological health

2. Senior management acts decisively when a concern of an
employees’ psychological status is raised

3. Senior management shows support for stress prevention through
involvement and commitmenta

Management priority 4. Psychological well-being of staff is a priority for this
organization

5. Senior management clearly considers the psychological health of
employees to be of great importance

6. Senior management considers employee psychological health to
be as important as productivitya

Organizational
communication

7. There is good communication here about psychological safety
issues which affect mea

8. Information about workplace psychological well-being is always
brought to my attention by my manager/supervisor

9. My contributions to resolving occupational health and safety
concerns in the organization are listened to

Organizational
participation

10. Participation and consultation in psychological health and
safety occur with employees’ unions and health and safety
representatives in my workplace

11. Employees are encouraged to become involved in
psychological safety and health matters

12. In my organization, the prevention of stress involves all levels
of the organizationa

aItems included in the short PSC-4 scale (with permission, Hall et al. 2010)
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remains among the researchers. This can be seen from a constant need to explain and
compare how PSC is distinct and even precedes some of the psychological safety-
related concepts for nearly a decade (Mansour and Tremblay 2018; Huyghebaert et al.
2018a). Although these constructs, safety climate, organizational support, and team
psychological safety are very similar to PSC, even sharing some characteristics, they
are theoretically and empirically distinct from each other.

PSC Is Not Safety Climate

Among these, safety climate is a traditional organizational climate that has been long
introduced to the academic field. Zohar first introduced safety climate as shared
perceptions that employees develop regarding the safety aspects of their working
environment (Zohar 1980). Safety climate and PSC are distinct in at least three ways.
Firstly, safety climate and PSC have different target outcomes. Different from PSC,
safety climate has been always linked to the physical safety aspects and outcomes of the
organization. Safety climate entails how employees perceive that their organization
rewards, expects, and highlights safety-related behaviors over and above the produc-
tivity performance of an organization (Griffin and Curcuruto 2016). However, most of
these “safety” features refer to the physical aspects of injuries, accidents, workarounds,
etc. Secondly, the mechanism of how safety climate relates to safety outcomes is also
very much different from PSC.While PSC is suggested as a lead indicator of job design
(will be discussed shortly), safety climate is linked with individual behaviors, attitudes,
and knowledge on safety (Griffin and Curcuruto 2016).The common tested link
between safety climate and safety outcomes is through individual behavior such as
safety engagement, safety compliance, safety knowledge, and safety motivation (Grif-
fin and Curcuruto 2016). Thirdly, unlike PSC, the domain of safety climate is yet to
reach a consensus (Alruqi et al. 2018). Many different domains have been studied in the
safety climate literature and hence leading to an extent that safety climate researchers
have difficulties on integrating these domains into a comprehensive, mutually agreed
framework. Comparatively, PSC has a rather consensually theoretical framework with
the proposed four main domains as discussed above.

Aside from the differences in theoretical viewpoints, several empirical studies have
tested both PSC and physical safety climate simultaneously and concluded that PSC is
the stronger predictor for job design and psychological-related health problems, while
safety climate focuses more on the physical injuries and accidents, as well as physical
safety behaviors. Recently Bronkhorst and Vermeeren (2016) conducted a multilevel
cross-sectional study among a large sample of 8761 healthcare workers from 177
healthcare organizations in the Netherlands finding that PSC, but not safety climate,
is associated with employees’ emotional exhaustion and other health outcomes. In
addition, the researchers found no significant effect between safety climate and MSDs.
They hence argue that PSC is more related to health outcomes, because safety-related
outcomes such as injuries have mostly happened within a short timeframe and can be
prevented through physical environment (e.g., good safety climate), but health out-
comes might be due to long-term exposure to, for example, a low PSC context. In line
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with this argument, PSC seems to be superior to safety climate in ensuring the
sustainability of an organization and protecting employees’ well-being in the future.
In a similar vein, another study by Bronkhorst (2015) compared the difference between
safety climate and PSC in terms of the moderation of the relationship between
psychosocial job conditions and safety behaviors. Again, PSC showed a stronger
moderation impact in influencing the effect of job conditions on safety behaviors
compared to safety climate.

PSC Is Not Perceived Organizational Support

PSC is also related to another concept called perceived organizational support (POS).
Proposed by Eisenberger and colleagues in 1986, POS is defined as employees’ “global
beliefs concerning the extent to which the organisation values their contributions and
cares about their well-being” (Eisenberger et al. 1986). PSC focuses on psychological
health as a value in and of itself, alongside well-being. An additional difference between
POS and PSC lies in the emphasis in PSC about the prioritization of employees’
psychological health over productivity. Although PSC also contains the element of
support from the organizational level, it captures a more comprehensive picture of
“what” is being designed and provided by the organization in the effort to protect the
workers’ psychological health and well-being. The distinctiveness between POS and
PSC is also presented in their assumptions. Underlying the theory of POS is the social
exchange principle that emphasizes the expectations of mutual commitment between the
employers and employees. Employees who receive adequate POS likely feel obligated
to “return” the good deed of the organization by performing well in achieving organi-
zational objectives or goals. Apart from the social exchange principle, PSC, as well as
POS, is also more likely working as a resource that motivates the employees to strive
within their workplace. In contrast to safety climate, the concept of POS is not often
tested together with PSC. One example is Nguyen et al. (2017) who found that PSC is
related to POS. Theoretically they argued, and were supported by their results, that PSC
is a lead indicator of POS. Notably this study was conducted within a cross-sectional
design, so the causal relationship between PSC and POS remain unconfirmed. Also PSC
was more strongly related to engagement and well-being than POS. Another study is
Idris et al. (2012) that have shown the empirical evidence on the differences between
POS and PSC using a confirmatory factor analysis. Moreover, by using hierarchical
linear modelling (HLM), organizational PSC was a better predictor of individual reports
of psychological distress and emotional exhaustion than POS.

PSC Is Not Team Psychological Safety

Another similar concept that is related to PSC is the construct, team psychological
safety. This concept originally proposed by Edmondson (1999) shares similar
properties with PSC in relation to its focus on the psychological well-being of the
employees. Team psychological safety is defined as a shared perception of the
employees toward psychological security in their workplaces. The central tenet of
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team psychological safety is that an employee who is experiencing a high psycho-
logical safety in the work team will be able to perform effectively because they are
free from the threat of psychological harm and are therefore able to engage in better
learning processes (Edmondson 1999). There is a wide range of research linking
team psychological safety with the performance of employees, innovation, and
creativity (Edmondson and Lei 2014). The concepts of team psychological safety
and PSC differ in significant ways. PSC is an upper-level phenomenon that focuses
on employee-shared perceptions of the organizational or team context, an upstream
multilevel influence. PSC is built upon the idea of organizational climate that
highlights policies, practices, and procedures about the protection of psychological
health within organizations. Team psychological safety, however, reflects a comfort-
able working environment characterized with interpersonal respect and trust that
allows freedom to speak up and encourage positive behaviors (Walumbwa and
Schaubroeck 2009). Nonetheless, some of the team psychological safety literature
have used the term “psychological safety climate” to refer to the construct measuring
at team level (Deng et al. 2019; Koopmann et al. 2016), creating more confusion
with PSC. Note that in the PSC vernacular, psychological PSC refers to PSC that is
observed by individual workers, whereas organizational or team PSC refers to PSC
that is observed by a collective usually by aggregating individual scores to the
organizational or team level. In fact, one of the articles with the title of “psycholog-
ical safety climate” was actually operationalizing PSC in their study (Nguyen et al.
2017). However, little research has been conducted in comparing both psychological
safety and PSC, with only one exceptional study that investigated the distinctiveness
of PSC with all three constructs (Idris et al. 2012). Again organizational PSC was a
better predictor of psychological distress and emotional exhaustion than team
psychological safety (and POS).

The Propositions of PSC and Its Evidence

Since the first publication of PSC in 2010, the theory of PSC has been extended and
revised. Several theoretical assumptions or propositions of PSC have been modified
and integrated into the framework. In addition to the first book of PSC, published in
2019, PSC theory is now an established work stress theory that incorporates orga-
nizational climate within a multilevel work stress theoretical framework offering
practical implications for the management of work stress within occupational health
interventions. Table 2 summarizes the propositions of PSC theory, and Fig. 2 depicts
the theoretical framework of PSC implied by the most recent PSC publications.

Proposition 1: PSC Is the Lead Indicator of Job Conditions and Social
Relational Aspects at Work

The first proposition of PSC theory is that PSC is the cause of the causes for work
stress, particularly through job design (Dollard and Bakker 2010) and socio-rela-
tional aspects of work (Law et al. 2011). Job design can be further categorized into
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two general but appositional aspects, i.e., job demands and job resources (Bakker
and Demerouti 2016). On one hand, job demands refer to the job aspects that require
continuous effort from the employees in dealing with them with certain costs to their
physiological, psychological, and mental condition. On the other hand, job resources
are those aspects of work that will help (1) deal with the demands of the job, (2)
boost personal growth, and (3) accomplish organizational and job-related goals and
tasks (Bakker and Demerouti 2016). Socio-relational aspects at work include the
interaction between persons, such as social support and the experience of bullying.
The central tenet of PSC theory indicates that if an organization is concerned about
the psychological health of the workers, then certain actions are expected to be
included during their decision-making process in assigning job scopes, tasks of the
workers, and the expectations of the organizations, such as providing appropriate
resources and reducing demands.

By extending the popular job design model, the job demands-resources (JDR)
model (Bakker and Demerouti 2016), Dollard and Bakker (2010) argued that PSC
influences employees’ psychological health and well-being through two pathways,
namely, the health erosion and the motivational pathways. The health erosion
pathway suggests that negative job conditions will lead to negative consequences
such as burnout, while the motivational pathway highlights the influence of positive
job conditions on work engagement. PSC is proposed as the lead indicator of job
conditions which increase job resources and reduce job demands. Several papers on
PSC have examined this notion using multilevel modelling. An earlier study of PSC
by Law et al. (2011) supported the notion of PSC as the predictor of job resources
and job demands. Law and colleagues using a sample of 220 Australian employees
from 33 organizations conducted a multilevel modelling analysis revealing the cross-
level effect of PSC on employees’ emotional exhaustion through a reduction on
workplace bullying and harassment (social relational aspects). Later, Dollard et al.
(2012a) further confirm the cross-level link between PSC, job characteristics, and
psychological health by a two-wave longitudinal study design among remote area
nurses (n = 202, Time 1; n = 163, Time 2) from 48 work teams. They found that
PSC could predict psychological strain of the nurses after 2 years through its
influence on workload, job control, emotional demands, and supervisor support. In
a similar vein, Owen et al. (2016) with a sample of 850 employees from 119
Australian organizations found that organizational PSC showed a positive impact

Table 2 Propositions of psychosocial safety climate

Proposition 1 PSC is the lead indicator of job conditions and social relational aspects at work

Proposition 2 PSC is an upper-level resource moderating the effects of job demands and/or
negative social-relational aspects at work

Proposition 3 PSC is a safety signal encouraging the use of resources

Proposition 4 PSC is a pro-social ecology complementing job resources

Proposition 5 PSC influences individuals’ well-being through needs fulfilling

Proposition 6 PSC is salient when there is a congruence between espoused and enacted PSC

Proposition 7 The influence of PSC is affected by its climate strength
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on organizational rewards and negative impacts on organizational demands, conse-
quently improving workers’ satisfaction and physical and psychological health,
respectively.

From a different cultural perspective, Idris et al. (2014) conducted a study among
Malaysian employees and examined the mediational pathways between PSC, job
characteristics, and change in employees’ psychological health (i.e., emotional
exhaustion, anxiety, and depression) after 4 months. They revealed the indirect
effect of PSC toward employees’ emotional exhaustion, but not depression, through
emotional demands among 117 employees in 27 private organizations in Malaysia.
By using boredom as the outcomes, Krasniqi et al. (2019) in their study among
Malaysian employees tested the impact of PSC and job characteristics (i.e., emo-
tional demands and supervisor support) at both individual and organizational level.
The results showed that PSC was related to employee boredom via both individual
and organizational emotional demands. Notably, only individual-level supervisor
support, but not organizational-level supervisor support, mediated the relationship
between PSC and job boredom. This indicates that supervisor support only
explained the within-group variance of job boredom. Nonetheless, these studies
have provided evidence about process and mechanism that PSC as a lead indicator
related to psychological health (i.e., through job characteristics).

Some other research on PSC extended this by examining the impact of PSC on
physical injuries. For example, Yulita et al. (2014) sought to understand how PSC is
linked to two distinctive types of job demands (i.e., challenging and hindrance
demands). Theoretically, PSC as a lead indicator of favorable job design should be
able to increase challenging demands and reduce hindrance demands. In their
empirical results, the researchers found that PSC as an upper-level phenomenon
led to a reduction in hindrance demands, but did not increase challenging demands,
among 909 Malaysian policemen, which in turn influenced the development of
physical health issues. This study has also extended the link of PSC to its effect on
the physical aspects of occupational health. Some other evidence on the role of PSC
on the development of physical injuries is seen from Zadow et al. (2017). In their
three-wave longitudinal study (n = 214, 18 teams), they found that PSC was related
to registered sickness absence via job conditions and emotional exhaustion. In a
similar vein, McLinton et al. (2018a) found some empirical support on the role of
PSC in the development of work injuries through violence exposure and musculo-
skeletal disorders (MSDs) among 288 healthcare workers from 26 teams.

Proposition 2: PSC Is an Upper-Level Resource that Moderates the
Effects of Job Demands and/or Negative Social-Relational
Aspects at Work

Different from the predictive function of PSC, far less attention has been given to the
secondary function of PSC and its moderating effects. In the JDR model, job
resources possess the functions of reducing the harmful effect of job demands.
Likewise, in PSC theory, PSC may be referred as a job resource located at an
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upstream level, since it may buffer demanding working conditions. The reason is
PSC reflecting the organizational view on what are the desirable behaviors, attitudes,
and outcomes. High PSC organizations are expected to be an environment charac-
terized with high resources in assisting the employees to complete their daily job
tasks and achieve the organizational goals. Some studies on PSC as a moderator have
yielded interesting and significant results. Of the moderating effects of PSC, scholars
so far have investigated three types of moderating functions: (1) PSC as the
moderator of the relationship between job demands/socio-relational aspects and
psychological health outcomes; (2) PSC as the moderator of the buffering effect of
job resources on the relationship between job demands/socio-relational aspects and
psychological health outcomes; and (3) PSC as a resource passageway that begets
job resources and creates a resource caravan (Hobfoll et al. 2018). In other words,
PSC works as a moderator boosting effect of job resources on protecting and
improving employees’ health outcomes.

The first moderating function of PSC is where PSC acts as a job resource itself.
Explained by the conservation of resources (COR) theory, individuals feel stress
when there is a loss of resources – a demanding working environment would be a
likely cause. This situation could be avoided by having adequate resources to
compensate the loss situation. PSC could help to reduce the impact of demands by
acting as an upper-level resource that allows the employees to cope with the
situations. Employees work under a high PSC environment experiencing a psycho-
logical security due to the emphasis of psychological health of the organization. The
sense of security hence helps the employees to tackle with the challenges and
hindrances at work. Bronkhorst (2015) conducted research among healthcare
workers in the Netherlands (n = 6230 from 52 organizations) revealing that PSC
moderated the relationship between job insecurity and safety behaviors. She argued
that when there is high PSC, employees tend to behave safely even under the
pressure of high job insecurity. In addition, the study also found that PSC could
improve the functions of job resources by encouraging safety behaviors.

Proposition 3: PSC as a Safety Signal Encouraging the Use of Job
Resources

While job resources have been well established as an effective moderator of job
demands (Bakker and Demerouti 2016), scholars are interested to know what might
enhance or hinder the function of job resources. This idea was tested by proposing
PSC as the “moderator of the moderators” of the relationship between job demands
and its outcomes (Loh et al. 2018) – a three-way interaction between PSC, job
resources, and job demands. Two mechanisms could be used to explain how PSC
serves as an important boundary condition for job resources, namely, the safety
signal theory or the resource passageway. Firstly, PSC as a safety signal (Loh et al.
2018) provides cues about the psychological safety in a workplace to approach,
utilize, and request more resources. As a working environment that exhibits concern
about psychological health, resources are often available and may be easily assessed
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in a high PSC context. If a supervisor cares about their subordinates, they would be
willing to help or provide constructive feedbacks to the employees. As such, the
employees would be able to obtain the necessary resources to deal with their job
demands. Conducting research among Australian policemen from 23 police stations,
Dollard et al. (2012b) suggested that a contingent environment is the key for the
robust effect of job resources in reducing the detrimental effect of job demands.
Using a two-wave longitudinal multilevel design, they revealed that emotional
resources are able to moderate the relationship between emotional demands and
emotional exhaustion under the conditions of high PSC only. Even if resource levels
were high, they could not be used functionally to reduce emotional demands if PSC
was low. The result was again tested with a split sample and confirmed the notion of
PSC as a safety signal.

Proposition 4: PSC as the Pro-Social Ecology Complementing Job
Resources

Apart to be a safety signal, PSC is aligned with theory of COR on resource
passageway because it could help to develop more resources in workplaces. In the
central tenet of COR, resources tend to tie to each other to create a resource caravan
(Hobfoll et al. 2018). Resource caravan passageway is a concept where the social
ecology of an organization is useful for resources accumulation, utilization, and
bolstering the effect of resources. Under this assumption, Loh et al. (2018) found that
PSC acts as a resource caravan passageway which may bolster, compensate, and
complement the effect of other resources in the workplaces. In a sample of 429
Malaysian healthcare workers from 53 workgroups, Loh and colleagues conducted
hierarchical linear modelling using two-wave longitudinal data. The three-way
interaction between team-level PSC x rewards x emotional demands was found to
predict employees’ somatic complaints, but not emotional exhaustion. Results
showed that somatic complaints were at worst when there were both low PSC and
low rewards and least reported when both PSC and rewards were high. This reflected
the role of PSC in compensating the effect of rewards. PSC did not act as a safety
signal in this instance. Rather PSC provides a condition that facilitates the formation
of other resources by encouraging more resources to connect and link with each
other. The positive ecological condition of PSC allows resources, such as rewards, to
achieve their optimal function. For example, when rewards are provided to the
employees, under a high PSC environment, it would, more likely, bind with other
resources such as fair rewards and positive respect from co-workers and supervisors
rather than contempt. So high PSC creates a resource caravan. Hence, in this case,
authors found rewards show greatest effect toward individuals’ health outcomes,
while PSC was reported as high within the team. Notably, the authors only found the
interactive relationship between rewards and emotional demands happen at the same
time point (cross-sectionally rather than time-lagged). They have provided argu-
ments as to why this might happen. They also found that PSC was the best moderator
of emotional demands, compared to decision authority and rewards.
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Proposition 5: PSC Influences Individuals’Well-Being Through Needs
Fulfilling

Apart from the working condition pathways as explained above, researchers have
started to explore how PSC as a work context could affect individual’s psychological
condition by exploring the relationship of PSC to individual needs. Based on self-
determination theory (SDT), Huyghebaert and colleagues conducted several studies
in relation to PSC and how it might link to needs thwarting or needs fulfilling among
employees, in turn affecting their psychological health (Huyghebaert et al. 2018a, b).
SDT posits that individuals possess innate psychological needs, including the need
for autonomy, relatedness, and competences. Failing to fulfil these needs will lead to
a negative consequence in one’s motivation and psychological well-being. In their
study among French healthcare nurses, they found that PSC is a factor leading to
need fulfilment and reducing need thwarting. Using the idea of SDT, PSC provides
an environment that helps to protect individuals via fulfilling their needs. Although
these studies that attempts to uncover the psychological mechanism of how PSC
leads to positive well-being relied on individual-level data, but suggests a possible
mechanism regarding how and why PSC relates to worker psychological health (i.e.,
through need fulfilment/reduced need thwarting). These individual needs can be
viewed as personal valuable resources, which are explained by COR theory.
According to the principles of COR theory, individuals strive to protect and invest
resources, and hence by fulfilling individual needs, this allows resources gain and
reduces need thwarting and protects individuals from the circumstances of resource
loss and to be more resilient.

Proposition 6: PSC Is Salient When There Is a Congruence Between
Espoused and Enacted PSC

The issue of enacted (i.e., what had been done) and espoused (i.e., what have been
said) theory was raised by researchers who underscored the need of alignment
between the two (Zohar 2010). Aligning with the concept of value enactment,
scholars suggest that by aligning the talk and the action, one could experience
positive outcomes. Taking the exemplar of PSC, espoused PSC reflects the policies
and procedures that have been introduced and implemented in the organization
largely by senior management and enacted PSC means the organizational policies
and procedures that have been put into practice by middle managers and supervisors.
In their diary study among 109 Malaysians across five consecutive workdays, Yulita
et al. (2017) studied the link between team-perceived PSC (i.e., espoused PSC),
enacted PSC, and workers’ psychological health (i.e., emotional exhaustion). They
operationalized daily supervisor support as the enactment of PSC and argued that
when working under a high espoused PSC context and high supervisory support on a
daily basis, the perception of concern toward employee psychological health is
amplified. In their study, the interaction between espoused and enacted PSC had a
negative impact on emotional exhaustion. Levels of emotional exhaustion were
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lowest when there was high PSC and high supervisor support, in other words,
congruence between the espoused and enacted climate. This indicates that when
tangible action is taken to practice espoused policies and procedures for workers
psychological protection, the influence of PSC may be optimized.

Proposition 7: The Influence of PSC Is Affected by Its Climate
Strength

Another interesting construct in the organizational climate research is climate
strength. Climate strength reflects within-group variability in climate perceptions.
It is conceptualized as the degree of agreement among the employees on the climate
of an organization. The operationalization of this construct could be measured by the
standard deviation of employee perception or by using some indexes such as the
rWG. In their initial study attempt on PSC climate strength, Afsharian et al. (2018)
argued that the level of climate strength is important to predict or understand the
employees’ behaviors in the organization. High climate strength reflects a high
homogenous perception among the employees on the working environment. Stron-
ger climate strength would enable one to improve the understanding of the context
and hence gain a better understanding or encouragement in engaging on the expected
behaviors, in turn leading to positive outcomes. Aligned with the proposition of PSC
as the safety signal, high PSC climate strength is expected to strengthen the influence
of PSC toward individuals. By using the standard deviation (SD) of PSC, Afsharian
and colleague examined whether that climate strength would moderate the influence
of PSC on working conditions, emotional exhaustion, and work engagement. How-
ever, as opposed to their expectations, they found that PSC climate strength only
moderated the relationship between PSC and working conditions on work outcomes
(i.e., work engagement) but not emotional exhaustion. They suggested that PSC
level itself might be salient for the prediction on working conditions and psycho-
logical health. Nonetheless, there are limitations of using SD as the indicator for
dispersion model; hence, more empirical studies are needed to test this proposition.

Research on PSC Across Different Cultures

Throughout the development of PSC theory, studies have been conducted across
different nations and cultures. While the earlier studies of PSC have mostly origi-
nated from Australia and Malaysia, some studies emerged from other countries. The
majority of these studies have focused on PSC within a healthcare setting. For
example, Bronkhorst and Vermeeren (2016) studied PSC among 8761 healthcare
workers from 177 organizations in the Netherlands. Through a test of multilevel
structural equation modelling, the authors found that PSC predicts the organizational
absenteeism and presenteeism (i.e., going to work despite feeling unwell) via
collective emotional exhaustion and MSDs within the organization. Notably
Bronkhorst and Vermeeren (2016) also tested physical safety climate in their study
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yet were unable to find any statistically significant relationship between physical
safety climate and MSDs. They therefore suggested that physical safety climate
might be more relevant to safety outcomes compared to health outcomes (i.e.,
MSDs). In another cross-national study, McLinton et al. (2018b) have reported the
mean scores of PSC in the Australian and Malaysian healthcare settings. In com-
parison, both Australian and Malaysian healthcare workers have reported a lower
PSC level than those from other industries suggesting the importance of paying
attention to the psychological well-being of healthcare workers. In another continent,
Afsharian et al. (2018) investigated PSC levels in hospitals in Iran. From their study,
they suggested that the level of PSC is lower in Iranian hospitals compared to those
in Australia. Yet their study confirmed that the theory of PSC could be applied to the
Middle East context supporting the cross-cultural implication of PSC. Again, in a
different cultural background, Pien et al. (2019) revealed that there is a relationship
between PSC and perceived health of 1690 Taiwanese nurses from 73 hospitals.
Again, they have found the overall mean score of PSC in the healthcare setting in
Taiwan (PSC= 34.1) was lower than the established benchmark of PSC (PSC= 41).
They noted that the differences between the score of PSC might due to the societal
values and the different cultural backgrounds which will be discussed in the follow-
ing section.

PSC from a Broader Context

Risk management within an organization is influenced by the macro factors such as
the labor market policies, societal values, and norms. The current public values on
the societal issues are expected to affect the leadership of an organization as well as
the implementation on the organizational policies. The formation of organization
cultures and norms is largely influenced by the external societal system (i.e., social,
cultural, and economic factors are all related to this system) due to the constant
interaction and connection with the policies of the government or other national
agencies. For example, union density was found to be a national-level predictor of
workers’ health (Dollard and Neser 2013). Workers’ unions are expected to represent
the workers and protect workers’ welfare and likely influence pro-social workplace
policies; hence union density was related to PSC levels across 31 European countries
(Dollard and Neser 2013).

Another study extended the investigation of the link between national factors and
PSC in organizations by focusing on a social issue, corruption. By using secondary
data, Dollard and Jain (2019) retrieved information about corrupt values in society,
PSC, and workers’ health of 31 European countries. From a multilevel analysis, they
have found a negative link between corrupt values and the level of PSC at a national
level, in turn leading to workers health and well-being. Studies also found a link
between government policy and PSC level across Australian states and territories.
Potter et al. (2019) conducted a comprehensive review on the current psychosocial
risks-related policy documents in eight jurisdictions in Australia. They noted that
Victoria has the most established and detailed policies on handling psychosocial
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risks factors at work. Linking this to their earlier work in 2017, Potter et al. (2017)
have investigated the data of Australian workers on their PSC level. Victoria has
reported the second highest in their overall PSC level. The phenomenon provided
new insights on the relationship between national policies and PSC.

Practical Implications of PSC

PSC Benchmarks

It is often a challenge to translate theory into practice. For the purpose of on-site
practice, PSC researchers conducted several tests and suggested PSC risk bench-
marks for the workplace to avoid job strain (future high demands, low control) and
depression. Bailey et al. (2015b) determined that an organization with the total score
of PSC � 41 could be categorized as a low-risk group for job strain and depressive
symptoms, while PSC< 37 is considered as high-risk, and some interventions might
be required. From their study, the researchers also suggested that by increasing the
PSC level beyond 37, the population attribution risks (PAR) of job strain and
depressive symptoms could be reduce as much as 14% and 16%, respectively. A
few years later, Dormann et al. (2017) added on a critical value to the benchmarks of
PSC. By using a continuous time structural equation modelling, Dormann and
colleagues reported that PSC � 26 would predict a doubled risk on clinical depres-
sion. Taken both studies into account, several benchmarks may be used to identify
the status of an organization as very high risk, high risk, medium risk, or low risk of
job strain (see Table 3).

Stress Intervention

Work stress intervention has been a challenge to the occupational health experts and
practitioners. The target of the interventions has usually focused on either the

Table 3 PSC range score, risk level of organization, and prognosis

Risk
level PSC range Prognosis

Low risk PSC �41 Performing well, improvements in PSC levels might be noted;
increased leader performance in PSC

Medium
risk

41 < PSC >37 Steady state, need more enacting of PSC principles

High risk 37 � PSC >26 Increasing PSC levels from low could reduce depression by 16%
and job strain by 14%

Very
high risk

PSC �26 Urgent action required to prevent further dramatic increases in
depressive periods, worsening conditions (e.g., increased
bullying)

Note: © Bailey and Dollard (2019)
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individual or organizational structures. Individual-focused interventions target on
improving the personal coping strategies of the employees and helping them adapt to
the working environment. Yet, recent researchers challenge this approach and have
moved toward the organizational intervention (Nielsen and Miraglia 2017). Differ-
ent to the individual intervention, organizational stress interventions aim to address
occupational issues at the primary level by tackling the root cause of the work stress,
which generally refers to the working condition. Given that PSC is the lead indicator
of working condition, it is expected that by incorporating PSC framework will help
for an effective intervention (Dollard 2012).

Several attempts have been made to improve PSC in workplaces (Haar 2018;
Rasdi et al. 2018). Dollard and Karasek (2010), for example, described how PSC
could be nurtured from the actions, process, and progress of a participatory action
approach. In line with these initial findings, Rickard et al. (2012) reported that PSC
was increased after an intervention of improving communication, reducing work-
load, and increasing resources was implemented. However, this result was limited to
one out of two participatory hospitals in the study. Adding to this is the unexpected
results reported by Dollard and Zadow (2018). In their study, Dollard and Zadow
(2018) described and reported the preparatory phase of an intervention. The prepa-
ratory phase included the educational workshops in identifying stress and coping
strategies. These educational workshops did not improve the organizational PSC at
the post-test assessment which was not surprising given no changes were yet made to
policies, practices, or procedures. Another intervention study among nurses at
Australian remote area showed similar findings (Lenthall et al. 2018). These contra-
dictory results would guarantee a further exploration on what could help to improve
PSC in the future.

Researchers have also suggested the best practice of how an organizational
management could design and implement an intervention in managing the psycho-
social risks at work. Bailey and colleagues published the PSC hierarchy of control
(PSC-HOC) that provides a guideline on how to integrate PSC theory into real
practice (Bailey and Dollard 2014). The PSC-HOC has been suggested as a practical
tool to help practitioners develop interventions that would be helpful in tackling
psychosocial risks factors at work. Starting from the values of senior management to
job design to individual factors, PSC-HOC consists of several stages that required
the attention from top management to manage stress issues at workplace. Strategies
can be developed according to each level, and PSC could be a useful measure in
assessing the effectiveness of the intervention.

Summary and Where We Should Move from Here

In summary, research on PSC to date has revealed the theoretical pathways of how
PSC influences employees’ health through job design and other mediators. The latest
research on PSC has also uncovered new mechanisms involved in the link between
PSC and employee health. Different research methodologies have been applied (e.g.,
cross-sectional and longitudinal design, diary studies, analytical review,
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multinational study, and mixed methods) to justify the notion of PSC as a lead
indicator and boundary condition of a favorable working condition and psycholog-
ically safe environment. Several reviews on PSC studies have further provided an
extensive summary on the PSC research (Yulita et al. 2016; Zadow et al. 2019). The
first book of PSC has also been published, establishing additional evidence on the
roles and importance of PSC in different work settings and nations, expanding the
theory beyond the JD-R framework (Dollard 2019). Despite that, some unanswered
questions still remain, in relation to the antecedents of PSC and the time it takes for
the emergence of PSC and so on. In their final chapter of the PSC book, Dormann
et al. (2019) raised six issues that require further research attention:

First, they called for more “shortitudinal research” by incorporating shorter time
interval between the multi-waves of data collection.

Second, aligning with the hierarchical influence within an organization, they suggest
researchers to examine PSC at different levels.

Third, expanding the variables used in PSC research beyond the JD-R model.
Fourth, studying PSC across different cultures, context, and nations.
Fifth, integrating PSC with other objective measurements, such as blood flow and

registered data such as the medication history.
Sixth, investigating the complementing organizational characteristics such as the

ethical climate.

Cross-References

▶Effort-Reward Imbalance and Occupational Health
▶Organizational-Level Interventions and Occupational Health
▶The Demand Control Support Work Stress Model
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