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Psychosocial risk management 
literature review 
Summary 
A literature review was completed to understand the current state of knowledge regarding the 
management of psychosocial safety issues in workplaces. The results of this review will 
hopefully make it easier for people who are responsible for or who have an interest in 
managing psychosocial hazards in the mining sector to access information relevant to their 
learning and practice needs. It is also hoped the results can inform the preparation and 
publication of future reports and guidance notes on psychosocial risk management in the 
sector, to avoid duplication and to fill gaps in the current body of literature.  

This review was conducted on behalf of Fortescue Ltd. as part of the company’s 
commitments under an enforceable undertaking entered into with WorkSafe Western 
Australia in December 2023. The enforceable undertaking was accepted by the WorkSafe 
Commissioner as the regulator (Commissioner) pursuant to Part 11 of the Work Health and 
Safety Act 2020 (WHS Act), on the basis that it was likely to deliver positive health and safety 
outcomes not only for Fortescue’s own operations, but for the mining industry and the 
community generally.  

Methodology 
The literature review included an analysis of 77 documents. All documents are considered to 
be “grey literature” – that is, documents produced by organisations outside academic 
publishing. All documents are publicly available. They include guidance notes, codes of 
conducts, and reports.  

The majority of the documents were published within Australia. Some international 
documents were included in the review because they include content that could be 
applicable to informing psychosocial risk management in the mining sector in Australia. The 
international documents were mainly published by other national governments (e.g., Canada, 
New Zealand) or agencies that have an interest in mental health in workplaces across 
multiple countries (e.g., United Nations, the European Union).
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Each document was reviewed using the following questions: 

1. Which of the following themes are covered by the content of the document? 

a. General psychosocial safety.  

b. Psychosocial hazard control.  

c. Psychosocial incident response.  

d. Psychosocial safety risk management.  

2. What types of content is provided in the document? 

a. Informational – Raises awareness about the themes.     

b. Educational – Seeks to progress learning about the themes.    

c. Practical – Provides “how to do” advice on the themes.     

3. In summary, what does the document cover? 

4. What key points or key lessons does the document seek to provide to the reader? 

5. How accessible or relevant is the document to people working in the mining sector? 

As a separate activity, the review also identified the language used to describe each of the 20 
common psychosocial hazards that are included in WorkSafe’s Code of Practice (WA).1 The 
results of this part of the review have been developed into a separate document to offer a 
framework for the language that is being used to inform and educate on psychosocial risk 
management in workplaces.2 

The review was completed between March and May 2024. 

Key findings 
Key finding 1:  There is a bias in the literature towards tackling psychosocial 
hazards linked to individual behaviours. 
There are many documents that cover different behaviours that fall under the general category 
of the psychosocial hazard of inappropriate behaviours. For example, there are reports on the 
context of sexual harassment in the mining sector and guidance notes on how to deal with 
incidents of sexual violence in the sector. Overall, the body of literature is weighted heavily 
towards these behavioural hazards, with the possible exception of the psychosocial hazard of 
fatigue.  

Psychosocial hazards that are not directly related to the actions of individuals, but which are 
more related to organisational systems and norms (e.g., insecure work, poor change 
management, job demands) are given significantly less attention. This emphasis on 
behavioural hazards risks sending a message that psychosocial hazard management is 
primarily about preventing and responding to the “bad behaviours” of individuals. It risks 
feeding into an already established narrative in the mining sector that psychosocial hazards 

 
1 See https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/publications/code-practice-psychosocial-hazards-workplace.  
2 Refer to “The language of psychosocial risk management”, which is available on the Lead, Change, Respect 
website. 

https://www.commerce.wa.gov.au/publications/code-practice-psychosocial-hazards-workplace


 

exist because of individuals, as opposed to organisational contributing factors. It also risks 
encouraging businesses in the sector to continue to practice psychosocial risk management 
through the roll-out of initiatives and programs that target individual workers and seek to 
encourage these workers to behave differently, while at the same time evading any 
consideration of structural changes that need to be made to work design, communication 
practices, leadership hierarchies and styles, and production practices.  

Key finding 2:  A lack of guidance on everyday psychosocial risk 
management limits action to prevent psychological harm 
Within the body of literature, guidance on how to identify and control psychosocial hazards 
prioritises a single, business-wide assessment. In contrast, there is an almost universal 
omission of guidance on how to conduct more regular identification and control of 
psychosocial hazards (e.g., prior to completing work tasks or as part of everyday safety 
checks). This hinders the ultimate aim of seeing a more systematised approach to 
psychosocial risk management throughout the mining sector.  

At best, it means that businesses are left to work out for themselves what good practice 
psychosocial risk management looks like as an integral part of their safety management and 
practices. At worst, it risks creating (or perhaps reinforcing) a belief that good practice 
psychosocial risk management requires only intermittent (e.g., annual) assessments of the 
hazards and risks in the business – a belief that, if applied to physical safety, would likely 
result in a failure to manage the safety of workers effectively and allow for the occurrence of 
physical injuries that could otherwise be prevented. 

Key finding 3:  Informational and educational guidance is highly repetitive 
There is considerable duplication of information across guidance notes issued by various 
state governments in Australia. In some cases, the content of a document published by a 
government department is a copy-and-paste from another document published by the same 
government department. This gives the impression that state governments have issued a lot 
of guidance to companies on psychosocial risk management, but in reality, many do not 
progress learning beyond an already available publication.  

Key finding 4: Guidance on how to respond to a psychosocial incident does 
not support the aim of encouraging a systematic response to the 
management of psychosocial hazards 
In documents that seek to educate broadly on what a systematic approach to psychosocial 
risk management looks like, considering and introducing controls are presented as good 
practice responses to the identification of a psychosocial hazard. In documents that cover the 
practice of responding to a psychosocial incident, the guidance focuses mostly on what is 
typically considered to be a human resources response to an incident of misconduct. It 
covers the practice of using available evidence to investigate the incident in order to ascertain 
the truth of what happened and, where required, discipline workers. There is almost no 
guidance on how to use information from a particular psychosocial incident to improve the 
business’ knowledge about what psychosocial hazards exist, why they exist, or what controls 
could be put in place to eliminate or minimise the risk of exposure to the hazard. Advice on 
how to delineate between a human resources compliance response to a psychosocial 
incident and a safety learning response is missing.  



 

Key finding 5: The Australian literature appears fearful of addressing 
normalised work practices in the mining sector that are significant 
contributing factors to psychosocial hazards and psychological harms 
With the exception of a few notable documents, the Australian literature tackles risks to 
workers’ mental health and wellbeing by identifying the potential outcomes (e.g., stress, 
fatigue, mental ill health) without consideration of contributing factors at an industry level. 
(The international literature tends to do a better job of discussing broader industry practices, 
but not for mining.)  

There is, for example, some attention to fatigue linked to sleep patterns, with guidance on how 
to assess accommodation arrangements to maximise good sleep. However, the discussions 
do not raise more broader, challenging questions, such as – To what extent is the requirement 
to work up to 12 or 14 hours a day a major contributing cause of sleep deprivation that leads 
to psychosocial harm for mine site workers?  

Equally important, the literature does not give suggestions on broader, sweeping changes that 
could be made – or need to be made – for the mining sector to truly meet its legislative 
obligations to provide a psychosocially safe workplace for all workers. There is an omission of 
more progressive and potentially disruptive thinking about the possibility of eliminating 
certain psychosocial hazards in the sector through radical changes to the normalised practice 
of doing mining.  

Key finding 6: The guidance seeks to improve practical knowledge on 
psychosocial risk management but fails to adequately apply that 
knowledge 
Almost two thirds of the documents (49 of the 77) contain some content that was deemed to 
be useful in helping the reader expand their knowledge about psychosocial risk management. 
This was more than double the number that merely introduced the reader to the general topic 
of psychosocial risk management. This suggests that the needs of the sector have progressed 
beyond merely needing to understand general concepts and towards needing to understand 
how to put psychosocial risk management into practice.  

Almost 30 percent (23 of the 77) included content that was deemed to be a tool that the 
reader could immediately use to action psychosocial risk management – assess the presence 
of hazards, write a policy etc. In the majority of cases, however, these tools would require the 
reader to do significant additional work to make them truly useable. Most were not what 
would be considered ready to go.  

For persons given responsibility to action psychosocial risk management in their business 
(e.g., safety personnel), this presents a significant barrier to action. It requires additional time 
from these persons to create the tools that are actually going to work, at a time when these 
persons may also be on an educational journey about psychosocial risk management and do 
not yet have the expertise to put theory into practice. 

 



 

Key finding 7: The guidance fails to meet the needs of smaller operators and 
contractors in the mining sector 
Within the body of literature, there is not a single document that exclusively targets smaller 
operators or contractors in the sector. Solutions for actioning psychosocial risk management 
are presented as if all businesses in the sector are similar in terms of capacity and resources 
to meet legislative requirements and improve psychosocial safety for their workers.  

Codes of practice risk overwhelming the owners of smaller businesses as they grapple with 
understanding how to meet their legal obligations. Presented models for psychosocial risk 
management are likely too complex and large for the needs of these businesses. The extent of 
and differences in the language that is used to discuss psychosocial hazards are also 
potentially confusing.  

Guidance on highly sensitive issues such as sexual assault and gendered violence do not 
acknowledge how extremely difficult it could be for a small business owner to manage an 
incident of this kind among their staff.  

Overall, there is a lack of attention to these smaller operators in the literature, both in terms of 
understanding their differing needs and in responding to these needs with advice and 
practical tools.  
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Recommendations 
These recommendations are intended for companies in the mining sector as well as external 
stakeholders, including government. They seek to guide future endeavours to create and 
publish guidance that can support businesses in the mining sector to understand and 
implement a good practice systematic approach to psychosocial risk management. 

Type of content Required resource 

Informational – Raises 
awareness about the 
theme 

1. Information on non-behavioural psychosocial hazards 

2. Evidence-based research on how normal working practices of 
the mining sector may be contributing to known psychological 
harm of workers 

3. Workplace psychosocial risk management from the 
perspective of contractors 

Educational – Seeks to 
progress learning 
about the theme 

4. Guidance on how to identify and control non-behavioural 
psychosocial hazards 

5. Guidance on differentiating between a human resources 
response and a safety response to a psychosocial incident 

6. Guidance for safety personnel on how to analyse psychosocial 
incidents to identify and respond to trends in the business 

7. A framework for everyday psychosocial risk management 

8. A framework for psychosocial risk management for small 
operators and contractors 

Practical – Provides 
“how to do” advice on 
the theme 

9. A compendium of tools that are being used across the sector 
for psychosocial risk management 

10. Checklists for specific controls that can be put in place to 
manage the risk of exposure to known psychosocial hazards, 
covering all 20 common ones 

11. Practical tools for workers to identify and implement simple 
control measures prior to shift / job start 

 


