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Psychosocial safety

Frequently asked questions

This document is intended as an introductory guide to the topic of psychosocial safety. The
information below is not a comprehensive list nor a mandatory guide. Please consider your own
PCBU'’s risk profile to develop and implement an appropriate risk management approach.

1. Knowledge on the practice of psychosocial safety in the workplace

Organisations should adopt a trauma-informed approach to support the mental health and wellbeing
of workers. This means adopting the key principles below to minimise any risk of creating additional
trauma or negative impact on the individual.

Key principles to support a trauma-informed approach

Safety

Interpersonal and environmental settings should promote a sense of
physical, emotional and cultural safety.

Consider the location where conversations or meetings may take place, is
there sufficient privacy? How many people are present in the meeting?
Having too many people present may be intimidating. Consider the
background and culture(s) of the individuals involved, are you considering in
your approach what might be culturally safe and respectful? Organisations
should minimise the number of times the individual needs to repeat their
story, as this may be re-traumatising.

Trustworthiness

Discussions and interventions are as transparent as possible with the
aim of building and maintaining trust with the individual.

Ensure there is alighment between what you say and what actions you take.
This is critical to ensure a sense of trust between you and the individuals
involved. Be clear about what steps are being taken and be transparent with
key information. Do the affected individuals fear negative repercussions
such as being mocked, ridiculed or told to toughen up? Consider how
learnings from the situation are going to be shared within the workforce in a
way that respects the confidentiality of all involved.




Choice Where possible allowing individuals the ability to choose between
different approaches, support or outcomes to yield the best result for
them.

A sense of control and input is a critical element to support mental health
and wellbeing. Where there is scope to do so, offer the individuals choice in
addressing the situation. Have the individuals been able to decide whom
they would like present as a support person? Are there any other reasonable
accommodations that would assist the affected individual(s)?

Collaboration This promotes the reduction of power imbalances by shifting to ways of
working in which the individual is involved in shaping a solution.

‘Doing something with’ a person, rather than ‘doing it to or for them’

Power imbalances are a key driver of psychosocial harm. When a person or
group has power and influence over another (for example a leader,
supervisor or senior colleague) this reduces a sense of control for the
individual(s). Gaining consent, working together, sharing information where
appropriate and building consensus are important elements in supporting a
trauma-informed approach.

Empowerment Where possible, individuals should have autonomy, empowering them
to choose between different approaches and outcomes to
resolve/address the situation.

As mentioned above, a sense of control and input into what’s happeningis a
protective factor for good mental health and wellbeing. A critical element,
particularly for the claimant (the individual raising the concern) is consent.
This relates to consent to proceed, take action and make decisions that
may impact them. Empowering individuals to have control and influence
over what happens is essential to prevent further psychosocial harm.

It may not be possible to engage in all these elements depending on the situation. For example, if
criminal behaviour has occurred, this may limit the extent that the respondent (the person alleged to
have engaged in the offending action) may have choice, collaboration and empowerment in deciding
the outcome.

It’s important to note that this trauma-informed approach applies to both the claimant as well as the
respondent(s). Supporting all individuals involved with the above principles minimises the likelihood of
further harm and promotes a stronger sense of organisational justice through a fair, balanced, timely
and supportive process. Together, they form guiding principles to sensitively and constructively
address psychosocial concerns or incidents, whilst supporting the mental health and wellbeing of all
involved.



I’m in a role that directly deals with psychosocial issues. What are my key
responsibilities?

If you are in a role that has direct involvement with people that may be experiencing mental health
issues, for example Medics or Treating Officers, Emergency Service Officers, mental health support
roles, Health & Safety, Human Resources or Employee Relations, there are two key responsibilities:

1. To know and to be able to provide information to any worker who asks you about psychosocial
support services or reporting an incident formally; and

2. To take care of yourself and access the support you need to ensure you are not exposed to harm
because of the support you offer to others.

It’s important that you are clear on what support is available to our workers through your Health and
Safety and Human Resources teams, mental health support and the employee assistance program (if
your organisation has one). This includes how you can connect the individual to appropriate support,
processes and procedures that ensure good practice, and support for care and confidentiality (see also
trauma-informed principles, confidentiality and duty of care).

However, it’s also critical that if you are in a role with increased risk of exposure to psychosocial hazards,
that you are clear on what support is available to you), that you check in with yourself and colleagues to
see how you are going and that you proactively engage support to minimise the chance of psychosocial
harm (e.g. through vicarious trauma which can result from repeated exposure over time to other
peoples’ trauma).

What do | do if | am concern about someone’s mental health and wellbeing
at work?

If you are concerned about a colleague’s mental health and wellbeing at work, the simplest step you
can take is check in with them, offer your support and gently refer them to an appropriate support
service at work if you feel comfortable to do so. This may be mental health officers, your employee
assistance program (EAP) or other similar support service in your organisation. If your organisation does
not have these options, you may consider referring them to their GP or psychology practice. It’s
important to be clear that you are not expected to act as a counsellor or psychologist yourself, but to
check in with them if you are comfortable to do so and refer them to appropriate support services.

It's important to note, that if you feel someone may be an imminent threat to themselves, please stay
with them, call for assistance and wait for help to arrive. If they may be a threat to others, please call
000 and ensure you get to a safe location. More information regarding supporting someone who may be
at-risk is available via the Black Dog Institute.

How do | performance manage a team member that may be experiencing a
mental health issue?

If you are performance managing ateam member that has disclosed that they are experiencing a mental
health or psychosocial concern, it’s important that you first connect them with mental health support
withing your organisation or refer them to the EAP. This is vital to ensure they have support through the
process, regardless of whether you believe the claim is legitimate or not. It will be important to consider


https://www.blackdoginstitute.org.au/resources-support/suicide/helping-others/

next steps on a case-by-case basis, however it’s important to note that we all still have accountability
for our behaviours and outputs in our roles.

If an individual is significantly impacted by one or more mental health issues as diagnosed by a
psychologist, psychiatrist or medical healthcare professional, this may impact the performance
management process. If in doubt, please consult with your human resources team.

Why do we need to consider more than just people’s behaviour when
addressing psychosocial risk?

When people think of psychosocial hazards, they often think about issues such as bullying, sexual
harassment, discrimination and other inappropriate behaviours. While these are important issues that
require attention, psychosocial hazards are broader than just peoples’ behaviours.

Psychosocial hazards can often arise from work, job design or the environment. Consider jobs that
lack clarity or may be highly repetitive with little opportunity for making decisions or choosing your
preferred approach. This may be compounded by a sense of isolation and challenging environmental
conditions such as noise, dust and/or heat. All of these are potential psychosocial hazards that we
need to consider as a business and manage effectively.

Different roles will have different requirements and risk factors. It's important that wherever
possible, we design roles that allow for task and skill variety, ensure good leader, team and
organisational support, clear expectations and appropriate understanding upfront of potential risks.
Consideration should be given to preventative factors (how we can eliminate impact) as well as
mitigating factors (how can we minimise or reduce impact).

Considering how we design jobs and how we can reduce the impact of environmental factors such as
excessive light, noise, dust or temperatures will complement work done to address behavioural
expectations. When all these elements are considered together, we are more likely to improve the
overall psychosocial health and safety in the workplace.

What is a good practice systems approach to psychosocial risk
management?

Psychosocial risks should be managed in the same systematic way as other workplace health and
safety risks. A systems approach involves considering how different parts of a work system interact
and combine to create health and safety risks. It involves understanding the dynamic relationships
between various elements within the organisation.

Key components include:
o Work design, which involves how tasks, roles and responsibilities are structured.

e Understanding psychosocial hazards and the factors that relate to the social and
psychological aspects of work, such as stress, workload, interpersonal relationships and
organisational culture.

e Undertaking risk assessment and reduction via a clear problem-solving process that involves
the assessment of risks and implementation of measures to mitigate them.

This approach is beneficial for organisations and workers as it provides a comprehensive approach to
addressing psychosocial risk that emphasises looking at culture, systems and structures to create



positive change, rather than targeting interventions towards individuals without addressing the root
cause.

How can we better respond to incidents from a safety perspective?

The most important step to addressing psychosocial risks is to eliminate them so far as is reasonably
practicable. However, if that is not possible, PCBUs should aim to minimise the risks. It’s critical to
consult with workers directly as this increase the chance of an appropriate and effective control
measure. Itis also an important engagement tool to assist with acceptance of change. We need to
consider various control options and ensure we are selecting methods that most effectively eliminates
the hazard or minimises the risk. This may involve a single control measure or a combination of
different controls to provide the most effective protection.

For psychosocial hazards this can be challenging, as many don’t conform to the traditional
understanding of safety hazards. For psychosocial hazards we need to consider:

e Job and/or work design to ensure tasks and procedures are designed with clarity and have
the critical information and resourcing required to effectively carry out the role.

e Work environment, to ensure variables such as a temperature, noise, and dust are controlled
and mitigated so far as reasonably practicable.

e Understanding how work relationships are managed, to ensure people are clear on
behavioural expectations, appropriately trained and skilled for their role and have the capacity
to navigate interpersonal relationships at work effectively.

This will maximise our ability to not only prevent psychosocial harm, but also promote thriving, where
people feel engaged, empowered and supported to do their work.

To better respond to incidents from a safety perspective, we need to consider the work-related factors
that contributed to the psychological harm to minimise the chance of reoccurrence or exacerbation of
the injury. This means that functions such as Health and Safety, Human Resources and Employee
Relations need to work together to coordinate a response that looks at the root cause of the issue,
including culture, environment and work/systems design that may have contributed. The benefits of an
organisation/systems approach over targeted individual approaches include:

e The ability to address system and work design issues in order to reduce the likelihood of the
incident reoccurring.

e Reduced workers compensation claims and associated costs.

e Improved employee wellbeing, engagement and satisfaction through managing psychosocial
hazards.

e Reduced costs associated with absenteeism, turnover and poor morale/staff engagement.



Useful external resources

There are a number of resources available to learn more about psychosocial hazards and risks and
practical steps to address them.

e Psychosocial hazards in the workplace - code of practice (commerce.wa.gov.au)

¢ New model WHS Regulations and Code of Practice to help prevent psychological harm at work
| Safe Work Australia

e Psychosocial hazards | Safe Work Australia

e |nformation sheet - Gendered violence: Sexual assault | Department of Energy, Mines, Industry
Regulation and Safety (commerce.wa.gov.au)

e Workplace behaviour - code of practice (commerce.wa.gov.au)

e Violence and aggression | Department of Energy, Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety
(commerce.wa.gov.au)



https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/sites/default/files/atoms/files/221154_cp_psychosocialhazards.pdf
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/media-centre/news/new-model-whs-regulations-and-code-practice-help-prevent-psychological-harm-work
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/media-centre/news/new-model-whs-regulations-and-code-practice-help-prevent-psychological-harm-work
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/safety-topic/managing-health-and-safety/mental-health/psychosocial-hazards
https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/publications/information-sheet-gendered-violence-sexual-assault-0
https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/publications/information-sheet-gendered-violence-sexual-assault-0
https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/sites/default/files/atoms/files/221155_cp_workplacebehaviour.pdf
https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/violence-and-aggression-1
https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/worksafe/violence-and-aggression-1

