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Abstract—Psychosocial risk and psychological risk were different from each other although they were associated to the term 

of mental health. Both are related to a condition of a person mental health that they are not physically visible specifically in the 

workplace. The study regarding mental health at the workplace has been conducted long time ago by many researchers, thus 

psychosocial and psychological issues in the workplace were quite familiar due to the emergence of new types of hazards and 

associated risks in the workplace settings. In respect to that, no one should be harm by their work nature had driven more studies 

on these invisible aspects. To avoid more confusion between these terms, proper understanding must be developed in order to 

use any of these terms in research. This paper draws a clear distinction between these two terms (psychosocial risk and 

psychological health) and the related issues in the workplace settings.  

Keywords—Psychosocial risk; psychological health; mental health   

  

1. INTRODUCTION  
  

The study on mental health at the workplace was not very prominent among safety and health researchers, this might be due to 

their nature as the unseen hazards compared to other types of occupational hazards. But, those unseen were not remaining the 

same since the adverse effect on workers can be physically visible. It was said that France Telecom suicide that occurs between 

2008 and 2009 had dramatically projected the reality of mental health adverse effect to the front stage [1]. This issue shows the 

psychological and physical health of a person can be affected by psychosocial work environment [2, 3] if the emergence risk 

were not managed properly. Since then, the study on mental health of workers to manage psychosocial risk at the workplace 

[4-6] had been developed to enhance the work environment conditions and the well-being of the workers at the workplace. 

However, in Malaysia, the scenario of psychosocial issues was neglected and little is being done in the aspect of occupational 

safety and health generally [7].  
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2. OBJECTIVES  
  

The aim of this paper is to :  

  

1) To define literally psychosocial risk and psychological health risk.   

2) To explore scientific literature on psychosocial risk factors and psychological health.  

  

3. METHODOLOGY  
  

A. Study Design  

  

The systematic review was conducted from various scientific publications using electronic databases such as Science Direct, 

Web of Science, Cochrane Library, Google Scholar, and Scopus to find the definition of psychosocial and psychological 

respectively.  

  

B. Search Strategy  

  

The keywords were used to find the articles includes, psychosocial hazards, the psychosocial risk at workplace/industries, 

occupational psychology, mental health, psychological health, mental health at work and combinations of the search terms 

using Boolean operator “AND” to narrow down the search restricted on the title. The databases of Science Direct, Web of 

Science, Cochrane Library, Google Scholar, and Scopus were assessed from late August until early November 2017.  

  

C. Inclusion Criteria for the Articles Searched  

  

Figure 1.0 shows the outline of selection of articles from electronic databases. There are 93 articles that have been selected 

roughly from the keywords that were searched through the electronic databases. In the screening process, the abstract and title 

were examined, and duplicated articles were removed, left with 73 articles. After reading the full text and applying the inclusion 

criteria, only 29 articles were considered eligible to the focused topic. The inclusion criteria that were applied to the articles 

include articles that are in Malay or English, published from 1990 until 2017 and were addressed with psychosocial risk and 

psychological health at work.  

  

  

 
  

Figure 1.0: Flow chart on the selection of the articles of the reviews.  
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4. RESULT AND DISCUSSION  
  

A. Psychosocial Risk Definition  

  

The term psychosocial in general is the combination of the word ‘psycho’ and ‘social’. The word ‘psycho’ originated from the 

word psykho in Greek which means mental. ‘Psycho’ means relating to the mind or mental processes, [8] whereas the word 

‘social’ originated from the word socius in Latin which means friend. Other than that, the word social is defined as relating to 

society or organizations [9]. Therefore, psychosocial is defined as the correlation between 3 factors which are social factors, 

individual thought and behaviour [10]. In the context of workplace setting, psychosocial is consider as the aspect of both 

psychological and mental aspect relationship with the work environment factors. It will become a problem if these psychosocial 

issues become a risk to the workers. Psychosocial aspect in the workplace sometimes considered as issues pertaining to work 

organization [1]. Thus, it is important to understand what the psychosocial risk is about. Table 1.0 shows the definition of 

psychosocial risk from various literature. In short, to understand the psychosocial risk both reference [1] stated that it is risk-

related with the way work is designed,  coordinated and managed. While [11] defined psychosocial risk as potential 

psychosocial hazards to cause harm. Authors [4, 5, 12, 13] highlighted psychosocial risk as the work organizational context 

that can cause psychological and physical harm to the workers. Conclusively, the psychosocial risk is defined as organizational 

characteristics and working environment that causes harm such as role ambiguity and work overload. These aspects of the 

workplace can be optimized to maintain a healthy work environment and promote productivity and development in terms of 

job task of the workers.  

  

  

Table 1.0: Description of psychosocial risk with respective authors  

Author  Description of psychosocial risk  

 [1]  

Risk-related with the way work is designed,  coordinated and managed.  

 [11]  

The potential of psychosocial hazards to cause harm such as consensus in terms of their 

incidence and prevalence in the work environment, the particular groups they affect, and the 

measures taken to prevent them or alleviate their impact.  

[14. 15] 

Related to a variety of job and organizational characteristics and working environments. Range 

from bullying and harassment to an array of organizational risks such as work overload, lack of 

social support, role ambiguity, and demand control or effort balance.  

 [4, 5, 12, 13]  

Work design, work management, work organizational context and social factors at work that are 

likely causing physical and psychological harm other than affect organizational performance.  

  

  

B. Summary of Literature Review on Psychosocial Risk   

  

Data extraction was applied to the selected articles and put into table systematically which includes title, authors, study 

population, methods used in the study, and the result of the study. This data extraction intended to review the study 

methodologies used other than to find literature that supports the study. Psychosocial risks are the risks associated with the 

aspect of work organization, other than work design and work management  [1, 12].  Psychosocial risks are dimensions that 

possibly associate with psychological occurrences to the social environment and to pathophysiological alteration of a person 

[16]. Other than that, these studies also agreed that work organization settings have potentials for causing psychological and 

physical harm, at the end will cause harm to the workers [4, 5, 12, 17]. These studies inferred that organizational work 

environment did affect both physical and mental health of the workers in a certain way which it might be seen as trivial to the 

organization and unaware of the consequences. Based on the previous studies in Table 2.0 and 3.0, psychosocial risk issues 

quite popular within services industries in the European countries; and prominent method used to conduct the studies were 

using questionnaires [14][18-19]. Some studies indicated that psychosocial management, policies, and preventive programs 

lead to positive consequences in terms of psychosocial performance among the workers [1, 19, 21]. For example, a study 
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conducted by [19] found that, psychosocial intervention by implementing policy in the work organization results in a decrease 

in the report regarding psychosocial issues and helps to improve the management of work-related stress. In addition, with 

appropriate training and resources to manage psychosocial issues, it was predicted to potentially help the interventions of 

psychosocial risk at the workplace by the inspectorate officers [21]. A study conducted by [1], to enhance the effectiveness of 

psychosocial risk prevention management, there are needs to draw a clear distinction between psychosocial factors and work 

organizational issues. This is due to the misunderstanding between these two aspects of psychosocial issues at the workplace 

remains dormant and causing problems to the worker’s performance and development at the workplace. In contrast, a study 

conducted by [22], despite having proper safety and health management systems it does not give assurance that the psychosocial 

risks are controlled in an intended manner. Thus, recent studies which help to improve the management of psychosocial 

interventions include psychosocial risk performance indicator [12] other than using the modelling technique to identify the 

critical exposure level of psychosocial risk [23]. The need to manage psychosocial risks at the workplace is vital to ensure the 

wellbeing of the workers. Health impact of this risk includes mental disorders and cardiovascular disease was detected among 

the exposed workers [24, 26].  
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Table 2.0: Previous studies on psychosocial issues in workplace  

  

No.  Authors  Sample  
Methods  

Results  Industry  Country  
Q  R  I  O  

1  [27]  13    x      Negative association between stress and quality of life among university 

students.  

Education  Brazil  

2  [28]   1812  x        The analysis showed a convincing correlation of job resources, job 

demands and work-related stress symptoms. There are also differences in 

terms of psychosocial risk factors and work-related stress symptoms both 

at offshore and onshore.  

Oil and gas  Norway  

3  [20]   36000  x      x  The improvement of psychosocial performance in European countries by 

implementation of management systems and preventive activities in the 

company.  

Manufacturing  Spain   

4  [18]   75  x        70% of the respondents think that the salary is more important than safety.  Management and 

service  

Romania  

5  [12]   730  x      x  The practice of psychosocial risk performance indicator in the 

organization help the psychosocial risk management.  

Oil and gas  Norway  

6  [23]   N/A        x  Benchmark Dose (BMD) Modelling can be used to identify critical 

exposure level for psychosocial risk.  

N/A  Australia  

7  [22]  N/A        x  OHSM systems certified do not assure the management of psychosocial 

risk were regulated as expected by the standard.  

N/A  Denmark  

8  [29]  548  x        Psychosocial health risks (cognitive load, temporal autonomy, job 

description, supervision-participation, role definition, worker interest, 

and personal relationships) encountered by the workers are acceptable.  

Agriculture  Spain   

*N/A : Not available or not applicable      *Q : Questionnaire or Survey     *R: Review        *I : Instrumentation        *O: Others  
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Table 3.0: Previous studies on psychosocial issues at the workplaces  

  

No.  Authors  Sample  
Methods   

Results  Industry  Country  
Q  R  I  O  

9  [19]  2984  x        Policy level intervention decrease reported concern on psychosocial risks 

over time and improve work-related stress management.  
Management  Europe  

10  [30]   216  x    x    Heat illness at construction site is a consequence of environmental 

hazards, personal physiological conditions, and organizationally enabled 

individual autonomous adaptation  
Construction  China  

11  [1]   N/A        x  By making distinction between issues related to work organization and 

psychosocial risk factors, the risk prevention is more effective.  
N/A  Europe  

12  [21]   N/A    x      Appropriate training and sufficient resources have potential positive 

outcomes of inspectorate intervention on psychosocial risk other 

supportive settings.  
Management  Europe   

13  [24]   N/A    x    x  Psychological stress factors are related to a wide range of adverse health 

outcomes in patients with cardiovascular disease.  
N/A  Europe  

14  [25]   349  x        There are higher prevalence of minor mental disorders among healthcare 

workers compared to other general workers.  
Healthcare  Taiwan  

15  [14]   125        x  Despite, initiatives by Australian jurisdictions, psychosocial hazards 

remain a marginal area of Inspectorate activity.  
Management  Australia  

16  [26]   1500   x        The workers under studied were having positive symptoms of common 

mental disorders.  
Construction   Netherland   

*N/A : Not available or not applicable        *Q : Questionnaire or Survey     *R: Review         *I:  Instrumentation           *O:  Others   
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C. Psychological Health Definitions  

  

The term psychological is derived from the word psychology. It is the combination of the word psychology(y) and the prefix – 

ical which is used to form adjectives. Literally, psychological means mental or something that related to psychology. Basically, 

psychology is a combination of ‘psycho’ and ‘-logy’. ‘Psycho’ was originated from the Greek word which means mental while 

‘-logy’ means science or study of. It was originated from Greek word logos. Psychological is something related to the mind 

and feelings [31] and also can be defined as related to the mental and emotional state of a person [32]. In relation to the 

psychological meaning, the psychological state of a worker does become a major concern because it can affect work 

performance in the workplace. In workplace settings, psychological aspect is interpreted as the state of mental health or 

emotional well-being of workers. The psychological health term is used to determine the mental state of the workers mainly in 

the workplace settings. Other than that, psychological health at the workplace also associated with the way people interact with 

each other, work settings and the way organizational practices are implemented other than the process of decision making are 

made and communicated [6]. Therefore, the understanding of psychological health at the workplace is vital to ensure the safety 

and well-being of workers. Table 4.0 shows the description of psychological health at the workplace. In sum, psychological 

health define by [33] is the potential of an individual to function normally and cope with normal stresses of life. While [34], 

define psychological health as the underlying issues at the workplace other than [35] it can be expressed as performing 

dysfunction and ill-being in the workplace.  

  

Table 4.0 Description of psychological health from several authors.  

Authors  Descriptions  

[33]   A well-being of a person to aware their potential, able to cope with common stresses of life, able 

to work productively also afford to make contribution to society.  

[35]  
Expresses performing effective dysfunction and of ill being.  

 [34]  The hidden issues at work which outdo with other workplace health issues and causing bigger 

problem unconsciously.   

  

  

D. Summary of Literature Review on Psychological Health  

  

Psychological health or often recognized as mental health is also known as the well-being of the workers in the workplace. 

Psychological injuries are the hardest to manage compared to other types of hazards. They have the least recognition, are often 

neglected or even misunderstood with, and had the least support whereby nobody ever wants to deal with; unless an intervention 

has to be forced [34]. The aspect of psychological issues in the workplace which often considered intangible would cause latent 

adverse health effects among employees. Due to the exposure for a certain period of time, eventually,   the risk of getting mental 

disorder become prominent and affect the workers’ productivity in work. Internationally, most developed countries such as 

European countries have recognized the negative effect of mental illness on the countries’ economy. For this specific purpose, 

there is a need to conduct more studies regarding this issue, especially in Malaysia.  This lead to the focus on a variety of 

initiatives to manage this issues throughout most of the industrialized world globally  [36]. The research found that mental 

health issues are prominent in the working adults and were related to significant disability among employees [37]. Based on 

previous studies in Table 5.0 and 6.0 regarding psychological health in the workplace, most of the studies were conducted by 

the researchers in the European countries [38, 39, 40, 43, 44, 45]. This shows the awareness of European countries on the issues 

of psychological health at work. Furthermore, most of the studies conducted in healthcare industries were among medical 

professionals such as doctors and pharmacists [40, 42, 45, 46]. The most common methods used to conduct the study was by 

reviewing scientific articles [38, 39, 41, 42, 43]. Managing psychological health in the workplace is mainly the employers and 

work management responsibilities. But many employers misrecognized and ignored the psychological health aspects in the 

workplace [40]. These issues lead to the adverse health effect to the workers due to the long period of exposure and latent or 

inactive prevention of work organizations. The healthcare industries highlighted the work environment affects the mental 

health, and well-being of the workers [46], and are also prominent psychological distress among these workers compared to 

the general population [45]. A study conducted by [42] on the presence of violence among healthcare professionals causing 

physical, psychological, and emotional has adverse effect on the worker. Correspondingly, among the initiatives suggested, 

senior workers or the management are supposed to promote conducive work settings, and systematic policies and practices in 

order to intervene and prevent others. Rather than managing psychosocial risks, causing psychological health adverse effects 

[47].  
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Table 5.0: Previous studies on psychological health issues in the workplace  

No.  Authors  Sample  
Methods  

Results  Industry  Country  
Q  R  I  O  

1.  [38]  20     x      Due to lack of focus on intervention of the risk, the rating systems 

of the guidelines are low. The recommendation provided were not 

include instruction to implement and individual focus.  

N/A  Europe  

2.  [39]   N/A    x      Alternative approaches including the application of guardianship 

and related principles from the routine activity approach, which are 

well-established strategies for prevention of victimization in a 

range of contexts.  

  

N/A  Europe  

3.  [40]   87        x  Most employees and workers misrecognized and ignored the 
psychological health and safety hazards at the workplace.  

  

Healthcare  Canada  

4.  [48]   9986        x  Attaining and maintaining higher physical activity level related 

with psychological well-being independently.  

N/A  Europe  

5.  [47]   274  x        These factors should take into consideration by company to prevent 

psychosocial hazards. There are positive work condition and 

effective systems of policies, procedures and practices.  

Public sector  Vietnam   

*N/A : Not available or not applicable      *Q : Questionnaire or Survey      *R: Review        *I: Instrumentation         *O: Others  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

155 | 
 

National Conference for Postgraduate Research 

(NCON-PGR) 

Table 6.0: Previous studies on psychological health issues at the workplace 

  

No.  Authors  Sample  
 Methods  

Results  Industry  Country  
Q  R  I  O  

6.  [41]   N/A    x      1/3 of studies used a combination of individual, groups, and 

organization level interventions. Most often supported by 

psychosocial intervention or participatory research. These 

components brought positive and significant results with regard to 

work and mental health outcomes towards workers.  

Service  Europe  

7.  [42]   N/A    x      The studies identified seven categories of consequences of 

workplace violence which are physical, psychological, emotional, 

work functioning, and relationship with patients or quality of care, 

social or general, and financial.  

Healthcare  Canada  

8.  [43]   N/A    x      Veterinary nurses with a clearer understanding of the detrimental 

effects it can potentially have on an individual’s well- being if they 

are unable to utilize the appropriate style of coping mechanisms.  

Veterinary  Ireland  

9.  [44]   N/A        x  Work and non-work factors were often interrelated pressures prior 

to death.  

Construction  Australia  

10.  [46]   62  x        Workplace environment is prime factor to the occurrence of mental 

health problems and affect well-being of workers.  

Healthcare  Singapore  

11.  [45]   1900  x        There are higher prevalence of psychological distress with 63% to 

80% compared to general workers.  

Healthcare  Australia  

*N/A : Not available or not applicable       *Q : Questionnaire or Survey        *R: Review        *I: Instrumentation            *O: Others  
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5. CONCLUSION   
  

In conclusion, a psychosocial risk is the association of mental and organizational work environment that causes harm to the 

workers. While psychological health is a mental or emotional state of the workers. Scientific pieces of literature on psychosocial 

risk factors determined that it can affect the psychological well-being of the workers. In this review, there are 27 scientific 

articles that were selected and applied the inclusion criteria as to study the psychosocial risk and psychological health among 

working populations. As psychosocial risk and psychological health are related to each other, psychosocial aspects eventually 

will affect the psychological health aspect of the workers. In this review, psychosocial risk and psychological health are defined 

literally from various studies to draw a clear distinction between them and the association of the two aspects in the workplace. 

It is found that the psychosocial risk factors such as work overload could lead to adverse health effect of the workers which 

over a period of time can become visible by the psychological health indicators such as workers performance and productivity. 

Hence, it is important to conduct psychosocial studies in Malaysia as to ensure the safety and well-being of the employees in 

the workplace.  
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