
A psychosocial cacophony

The past two years have thrown a spotlight onto psychosocial 
risks. As a significant topic of debate, this issue regularly makes 
the headlines of specialist magazines and even the mainstream 
press. However, the boundary between scientific fact and anecdote 
is not always clear-cut, with the public often being treated to a 
cacophonous blend of expert discourse and pseudoscience.
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Companies in Europe are experiencing a 
significant increase in psychosocial risks 
(PSR), with many implications for the men-
tal health of the workforce. The proportion 
of European workers exposed to PSR fac-
tors – such as job insecurity, lack of auton-
omy and time pressure – rose from 25% 
in 2007 to 45% in 2020.1 At issue are the 
profound changes that the world of work 
has undergone over the past two decades. 
Information and communication technol-
ogies, artificial intelligence, collaborative 
robotics and the Internet of Things are just 
some of the many innovations impacting 
firms’ management practices and business 
models. In response to the growing com-
petitive pressures affecting businesses, 
the development of these technologies goes 
hand in hand with increased qualitative 
and quantitative demands. These days, it 
is all about producing more at a faster rate 
and for less cost.

These various driving forces of change 
are provoking a shift in the landscape of 
occupational risks: first of all towards the 
margins of the employed workforce through 
the development of outsourcing arrange-
ments and precarious contracts, which 
provide less health and safety protection; 
then, towards new vulnerabilities in work-
ing conditions, through the hybridisation of 
flexible forms of organisation with renewed 

forms of Taylorian practices (platform work 
being a prominent example); and, finally, 
in this age of digitisation and constrained 
autonomy, towards new occupational ills, 
such as the endemic rise of work-related 
stress and its associated conditions.

From the physical to the 
psychological, from the acute 
to the chronic

Between 2000 and 2016, deaths attribut-
able to heart disease and stroke that were 
associated with exposure to long working 
hours increased globally by 41% and 19% 
respectively.2 Work-related mental illness-
es are also on the rise and still recognised 
to an insufficient degree in Europe. This is 
particularly the case with burnout, a syn-
drome that is by definition associated with 
work, but also concerns depressive disor-
ders: recent estimates show that between 
17% and 35% of cases of depression can be 
attributed to work factors.3 These figures 
imply an upward trend in PSR factors as 
well as their impact on the physical and 
mental health of workers.

The increasing impact of PSR goes hand 
in hand with the emergence of new disor-
ders, or rather disorders that have only re-
cently been identified and conceptualised. 

Workaholism, ‘compassion fatigue’ and 
‘boreout’ are just some of the psychological 
processes that are triggered in response to 
PSR factors, such as overworking, a lack of 
meaning found in one’s work, or overex-
posure to situations demanding constant 
empathy. Like burnout, these disorders 
manifest themselves through exhaustion, 
which can have both somatic and psychi-
atric dimensions. Thus, when it comes to 
PSR, it is not so much isolated exposure to 
highly dangerous situations that jeopard-
ises health and safety at work but rather a 
prolonged exposure to low-grade risk fac-
tors originating in the organisation of work.
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This would not pose a problem if these 
magazines were not regarded as man-
agement bibles. They preach ideas on 
methods for organising, optimising and 
assessing work, adapting working envi-
ronments, motivating the workforce, and 
getting to grips with innovation and major 
changes in the digital world. Implemented 
by management gurus and other profes-
sionals, these ‘good practices’ reinforce 
and sustain each other to create a foun-
dation upon which ever-more ‘innovative’ 
theories are developed. In this way, the 
argumentum ad populum principle con-
tributes to the emergence of management 
‘trends’ that are often disconnected from 
any scientific reality.

The most striking example of all is prob-
ably the open-plan workspace. Apart from 
its undeniable economic advantages for 
companies, this workspace model was sold 
on the promise that it would optimise team-
work and ‘collective intelligence’. Without 
physical boundaries between offices, inter-
actions between staff members were expect-
ed to be more numerous, natural and spon-
taneous, and they would lead to increased 
productivity. This new thinking prompted 
many businesses to knock down the walls 
separating their offices. It was only a few 
years later — the time necessary for proper 
research to be carried out — that the return 
on investment was called into question: the 
savings made on office space are far from 
being enough to compensate for the ineffi-
ciencies created by this way of working. Me-
ta-analyses highlight in particular a drop in 
productivity and job satisfaction and a rise 
in absences due to illness. More specifically, 
research has shown that open-plan working 
is no magic solution and does not lend itself 
to all kinds of work. However, as in the case 
of many ‘good practices’, open-plan work-
ing was implemented in many workplaces 
without questioning the reasons for its in-
troduction, without taking account of its 
impact on health, and without paying much 
attention to workers’ aspirations. Following 
a fierce backlash, many of its proponents 
were prompted to return to the traditional 
office setup.

is given in favour of the client’s interests, 
with the consultant taking a person-cen-
tred and psychology-oriented approach.4 
This is where we find ‘listening units’, stress 
management courses and other aware-
ness-raising campaigns — measures which 
ignore analysis of the causal factors within 
the very organisation of the work. The col-
lective issues are therefore concealed be-
hind the individuality of the symptoms that 
they create, transforming organisational 
malfunctioning into personal weakness. 
Implicitly, the worker is identified not as the 
victim of a dysfunctional system of work, 
but rather as the dysfunctional element of a 
demanding system of work.

The illusion of good practice

Along with these developments have come 
new managerial practices, typically found 
in blogs, on professional social networks 
and in ‘mainstream’ management maga-
zines. This literature, which is both acces-
sible and appealing, favours anecdote and 
purely hypothetical arguments over rigour 
and scientific impartiality. For example, 
one study highlighted how the ‘evidence’ 
presented in HR Magazine stemmed from 
interviews in 78% of cases, and that only 
4% of those interviewed were researchers. 
Furthermore, in the rare instances where 
data was presented, over half originated 
from consultancy firms, while academic 
research was referenced in only 3% of the 
articles containing data.

The great conciliators

It has taken some time for lawmakers to 
focus their attention on PSR, and even now 
they have done so only to varying degrees in 
different EU countries. A number of Mem-
ber States adopted measures some years ago 
whilst others started to focus on this only 
very recently. This legal pressure, together 
with the power relations between the social 
partners and the recent hypermediatisation 
of these risks have gradually allowed exter-
nal consultants to claim a central position in 
this terrain. Over recent years, a real mar-
ket has been developing in providing advice 
and expertise in PSR prevention. Training 
and consultancy firms have cornered a spe-
cial section of the market for themselves, 
while others have included this area as part 
of their portfolio of services. On paper, their 
mission fits into a sustainability approach, 
reconciling business performance with the 
wellbeing of workers. In reality, however, 
the impartiality of these great conciliators 
should be questioned.

The application of the term ‘psychoso-
cial risks’ to work situations is actually a 
relatively recent phenomenon. Although 
the risks themselves are not new, their 
scope in conceptual and terminology terms 
is still unclear and heterogeneous. There is 
thus a great diversity in the approaches, di-
agnostic tools and solutions that can be rec-
ommended in this regard. This diversity al-
lows consultancy firms in risk prevention a 
degree of latitude in their methods, leading 
to multiple possible interpretations of the 
same phenomena. And yet, these firms are 
considered the ‘scientific’ guarantors of the 
prevention process, acting as arbitrator be-
tween management and employees in their 
conflicting interpretations of workplace is-
sues. Sometimes a biased ‘expert’ appraisal 

The proportion of European workers 
exposed to PSR factors rose from 
25% in 2007 to 45% in 2020. 
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ouvertes.fr/hal-00584404
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The gap between research 
and practice

These results depict the broad gap separat-
ing the scientific and practitioner commu-
nities. One part of the problem lies in the 
fact that, all too often, academic research 
does not address the issues faced by busi-
nesses. And when it does, the results are 
not presented in a form that can be translat-
ed easily into practical measures. The void 
created by this gap – which is not limited 
to the topics of PSR and the organisation of 
work — is then often filled with the kind of 
pseudoscientific literature described above. 
It provides advice on the basis of mere hy-
potheses that are yet to be tested against 
the facts and, at best, case studies of organ-
isations claiming to have succeeded where 

others encountered problems. The estab-
lished argument is based on the idea that 
these businesses are prosperous because 
they put in place certain practices. Con-
sequently, in order to succeed, other busi-
nesses should imitate them. It goes without 
saying that this is not a valid conclusion, or 
at least a conclusion that has been put to 
the test. Although these kinds of articles 
build a logical and plausible explanation 
of the benefits purportedly observed, they 
very often fail to mention what has not been 
observed. The simple fact that, say, the five 
businesses whose employees are the most 
‘fulfilled’ share a host of common practic-
es does not mean that those practices are 
the cause of that fulfilment, nor that other 
businesses, where the employees are less 
fulfilled, do not share those same practices.

This illusion of causality can be found in 
the mainstream press on the topic of PSR. 
Even though many articles set out an intui-
tive and solid line of argument, almost none 
of them produce the slightest proof of the 
effectiveness of the practices mentioned. In 
fact, such articles try to summarise highly 
complex systems with the aid of heuristic 
methods, sophisms and other strategies to 
create meaning after the fact. The objective 
is to uncover universal truths, standardised 
solutions that can be transposed onto any 
occupational context. That philosophy is 
certainly very far removed from scientific 
doctrine, if not a total contradiction.

↴	 The return on investment for the 
open-plan workspace has been called 
into question by research. 
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The myth of positive stress

The concept of ‘positive stress’ clearly illus-
trates this discrepancy. The concept’s origin 
dates back to the 1930s and the work of en-
docrinologist Hans Selye. A pioneer of stud-
ies on stress, he proposed a new diagnostic 
concept to explain individual reactions to 
environmental upheaval: ‘general adapta-
tion syndrome’. Based on this model, Selye 
advocated the idea that the body reacts in 
the same way, metabolically and in terms 
of behaviour, irrespective of the nature of 
the trigger event — a reaction subsequently 
coined by him as ‘stress’. Selye’s theory was 
immediately challenged by the scientific 
community, which claimed that it could not 
be relied upon to explain why some stimuli 
were experienced in a positive way, such as 
sport. He countered that argument by in-
troducing the concept of positive stress or 
‘eustress’, as opposed to negative stress or 
‘distress’. The former would be the result of 
an exhilarating experience or a challenge to 
be met, while the latter was associated with 
the feeling of being overwhelmed by events. 
In his book Stress Without Distress, Selye 
would go as far as to say that stress is ‘the 
salt of life’, something inevitable that we 
would not wish to go without at the risk of 
making our lives bland.

The scientific community passed judge-
ment on this concept a long time ago and 
consigned it to oblivion. From 1976 to 2020, 
only 276 scientific research papers were 
published on the concept of ‘eustress’, as 
opposed to over 200 000 publications on 
‘distress’.5 The latest literature review com-
ments that, ‘Based on the available body of 
evidence, we believe there is no such thing 
as eustress. The adaptation reaction is not 
good or bad, and its effect on longevity or 
performance depends on a plethora of other 
interactions of the body with the surround-
ing environment.’6 But has the scientific 
community been heard? Not really. A quick 
Google search gives an insight into the ex-
tent to which the concept of ‘eustress’ is 
still popular today. This is apparent from 
the countless blog posts and other articles 
extolling the virtues of this ‘positive stress’ 
and calling on workers to change their 
‘stress mindset’ and ‘learn to love stress’. 
Again and again, these attractive clichés 
conceal the insidious idea that the problem 
lies within the individual and not in their 
environment – a view that has been dis-
credited by 40 years of scientific research.

A need to get back to basics

In this landscape dominated by ‘intuitive’ 
literature and characterised by a certain 
conceptual vagueness, there is a need to 
get back to the basic principles of preven-
tion. Ergonomics have, for a long time, 
shown that without worker participation 
nothing can be achieved. As workers have 
the most comprehensive knowledge of the 
tasks that they put into practice, they are 
also best placed to identify the problems 
and determine solutions. Therefore, instead 
of surrendering to the siren calls of ‘good 
practice’, tailored solutions need to be de-
veloped in collaboration with the actors at 
the shopfloor level. This means that the root 
causes of tensions experienced in the work-
ing environment must be discussed within 
the workplace’s collective representation 
structures. The challenge is not only to re-
move the risk factors from the work envi-
ronment but also to empower workers to 
initiate actions that are both effective and 
meaningful. In these circumstances, what 
research must provide for practice is a clear 
and effective conceptualised view of PSR 
factors, their causes and their consequenc-
es – a common approach that the actors on 
the ground can adopt in order to transform, 
collectively, the organisation of their work. 
It must be concluded, however, that we are 
still far from that ideal. In 2020, almost one 
in every two European businesses main-
tained that their workers had played no role 
in drawing up PSR prevention measures. 
Similarly, one business in five took the view 
that PSR are more difficult to manage than 
other risk factors.7

Between occasional true awareness and 
otherwise pretence, European employers 
are clearly still reluctant to address the 
problem head on. The popularity of win-
dow-dressing measures, which aim to give 
a psychological and individualised slant to 
preventive responses, is part of this balanc-
ing act. On the legislative side of things, ini-
tiatives are all too often devoid of structure 
and relate only to very specific aspects of 
the psychosocial environment, as demon-
strated in the ‘right to disconnect’. In light 
of the endemic rise in cases of stress in 
our workplaces, more ambitious objectives 
must be laid down as a matter of urgency 
in order to guarantee a socially responsible 
transition to a new world of work. For this, 
we must break with the current conceptual 
cacophony by improving both the dialogue 
between researchers and practitioners and 
the involvement of workers in the process 
of change. ●
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Implicitly, the worker is identified 
not as the victim of a dysfunctional 
system of work, but rather as 
the dysfunctional element of a 
demanding system of work.
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