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What is workplace psychosocial safety and 
why is it important? 
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What are psychosocial hazards?

Remote and 
isolated work

Poor management 
of workplace 
investigations

Violent or 
traumatic events Low role clarity 

Poor organisational 
change management Low recognition and 

reward

Poor organisational 
justice

Poor environmental 
conditions

Low (or high) 
job demands

Low job control

Poor support

Poor 
workplace 

relationships 
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• cardiovascular disease;

• diabetes;

• hypertension;

• depression;

• anxiety;

• burnout; and

• high alcohol consumption and dependence.

Physical, 
psychological 

and behavioural 
health impacts 
of workplace 

stress include: 

Why is it important that employers invest in workers’ 
psychological health?
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Good mental health is good for business 

• Increased productivity

• Positive organisational culture  

• Lower attrition rates

Mental health claims are expensive 

It takes longer to return to work after a psychological injury than physical injury 

Employees expect and value a mentally healthy workplace

Why is it important that employers invest in workers’ 
psychological health?



Employers’ legal obligations in respect of 
employees’ psychological health 
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Sources of an employer’s obligations

Employer’s 
mental 
health 

obligations

WHS 
legislation 

Tort 

Workers’ 
Compensation 

legislation 

Sexual 
Harassment 

laws 
Contract

FW Act – stop 
bullying order, 
adverse action, 

UFD 

Criminal 
Law  
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> SWA National Guidance 
Material: ‘Work-related 
psychological health and safety –
a systematic approach to 
meeting your duties’ 

WHS obligations
Prevent Harm 

Intervene Early 
Support Recovery

Good work design and safe systems of 
work 

Monitoring and review 

Training, information and supervision

Leadership and management 
commitment

Consultation, cooperation and 
coordination

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj_v--a0InnAhVPeysKHcpjBNAQFjABegQIAhAB&url=https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/doc/work-related-psychological-health-and-safety-systematic-approach-meeting-your-duties&usg=AOvVaw0xtsrPPpIAnE42f1NmbsZS
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Persons conducting a business or undertaking (a 
PCBU)

Officers of the PCBU

Workers of the PCBU

Other persons at the PCBU

Who has duties to manage psychosocial hazards at 
work?  

> Code of Practice Managing 
Psychosocial Hazards at Work (NSW)

https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf


What are psychosocial hazards?  

What can an employer do in response to 
those hazards?  
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> Conversations with workers

> Surveys of workers, supervisors and managers 

> Inspecting the workplace 

> Noticing how people interact with each other 

> Reviewing relevant information and records – e.g. 

Step 1:  Identifying the hazards

incident reports
workers’ 

compensation claims
staff surveys

absenteeism and staff 
turnover data 

health and safety 
committee meetings

investigations into 
bullying complaints 

previous risk 
assessments, culture 

surveys and focus 
group outcomes 
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> Secondary trauma and 
compassion fatigue 

> High or low work demands 

> Bullying / harassment (including 
sexual harassment) 

> Remote / isolated work 

Step 1: Identifying the hazards

> Being Well in the Law: A Guide for 
Lawyers 

https://www.lawsociety.com.au/sites/default/files/2018-08/Being%20Well%20in%20the%20Law%20Guide.pdf
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What are the 
sources of 

psychosocial 
risk?

Who is 
exposed to 
the hazard?

What is the 
degree of 
harm that 

may result?

How likely is 
that 

outcome? 

Are existing 
controls 

adequate?  

How urgently 
should you 

take action?  

Step 2:  Assessing the risk
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People at Work Survey – example questions 

https://www.peopleatwork.gov.au

https://www.peopleatwork.gov.au/
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Step 3:  Controlling the risks 
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Step 4:  Review hazards and control measures

When?

When a 
new 

hazard is 
identified 

If a control 
measure is 

not 
adequately 
minimising 

the risk 

Before a 
significant 
workplace 

change 
Where 

consultation 
indicates a 
review is 

necessary 

If a HSR 
requests a 

review 

Agreed 
dates
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Investigating a psychosocial incident

• Investigations should be undertaken in a fair, timely and balanced manner

• Comprehensiveness should be proportionate to the level of risk, seriousness of actual / 
potential psychological harm and the number of workers affected

• Privacy and confidentiality of affected parties should be protected

Notifiable incidents must be notified to the relevant regulator 

Keeping a record of the risk management process and outcomes

• A PCBU should be able to demonstrate if asked (including by a WHS Inspector) how it 
manages psychosocial hazard and any incidents raised by workers

Responding to a report of a psychosocial hazard or 
incident 

> Code of Practice Managing 
Psychosocial Hazards at Work (NSW)

https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf


Case study
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> A community legal centre provides legal advice to clients experiencing 
mental health difficulties. 

> Aggressive and violent behaviour is common. Sometimes it is linked to the 
client’s clinical condition or sometimes some behaviours are due to client 
frustrations and/or drug and alcohol abuse. 

> Workplace culture discourages reporting of all but the most serious 
incidents and accepts client aggression as part of the job. 

> Workers regularly witness violent incidents. 

> High workloads and/or new policies requiring increased documentation 
frustrate workers by taking them away from direct client engagement. 

Case study  

> Adapted from an example scenario in 
Code of Practice Managing 
Psychosocial Hazards at Work (NSW)

https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf


Resources and strategies
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> See each other: use videoconferencing for more authentic communication 
and insight into employees’ new work environments

> Speak honestly and often: about the organisation’s position, workloads and 
how everyone is coping generally

> Facilitate connections: offer employees time to communicate with each other 
and their employer about non-work related matters

> Promote balance: separation of work/home and physical wellbeing

> Offer flexible leave options: to meet care responsibilities or take a break

> Make an EAP available or refer employees who need more support to other 
services: eg, Lifeline, Beyond Blue

How do you show you care?  
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> Resources: 

▪ Beyond Blue: Developing a 
Workplace Mental Health 
Strategy 

> Example Mental Health 
Strategy: 

▪ NSW Mentally Healthy 
Workplaces Strategy 2018 – 2022 

> WorkWell (WorkSafe Victoria) 
Toolkit

Developing a Mental Health Strategy

1.  Gain leadership 
support

2.  Identify needs 

3.  Develop a plan 

4.  Monitor, review 
and improve

https://www.headsup.org.au/docs/default-source/resources/393615_1117_bl1833_acc-2.pdf?sfvrsn=f5cf264d_4
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/362274/NSW_mentallyhealthyworkplacesstrategy_2018_22.pdf
https://www.workwell.vic.gov.au/toolkit
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Ongoing proactive approach is best

Keep clear and open lines of communication

Not set and forget

Key takeaways



25allens.com.au |

Questions?

Andrew Wydmanski
Senior Associate
T +61 7 3334 3464 

Andrew.Wydmanski@allens.com.au

Muirgen O’Seighin
Associate
T +61 7 3334 3407 

Muirgen.OSeighin@allens.com.au

mailto:Andrew.Wydmanski@allens.com.au
mailto:Muirgen.OSeighin@allens.com.au
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