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Abstract
Research has reported an epidemic of mental health concerns among staff in higher educa-
tion. Universities can improve staff mental health by creating work environments that are 
more psychologically, socially, and organisationally safe and supportive. Yet, qualitative 
evidence in this area remains limited, and there are calls for further qualitative research to 
understand how institutional and systemic conditions affect university staff mental health. 
We accordingly designed a programme of embedded mixed-methods survey research to 
explore how university climate shapes psychosocial safety, psychosocial risk, and mental 
health at one Australian institution. In this article, we present findings from the qualitative 
dimension of our work: an inductive qualitative content analysis of 857 staff responses to 
one open-ended survey question: ‘How do aspects of the university impact your mental 
wellbeing?’ Participants spoke to six distinct aspects of university climate: (i) workload; 
(ii) institutional systems and policies; (iii) institutional culture; (iv) local management; 
(v) senior management; and (vi) harmful behaviours. Together, these findings reveal great 
complexity in how systemic, institutional, and relational phenomena all impact university 
staff. We situate our findings within the context of existing scholarship on staff mental 
health in higher education; discuss their implications for future research, practice, and poli-
cymaking; and conclude with an urgent call to action.

Keywords  Psychosocial safety · Mental health · University staff · Higher education · 
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Introduction

Mental health in higher education is an urgent, growing, and widely researched topic 
(Abelson et al., 2022; Jayman et al., 2022; Pandya & Lodha, 2022)—yet, until recently, 
the focus has primarily been on students (Dinu et al., 2021). There is an epidemic of men-
tal health concerns among university staff, demonstrated in part by high levels of burnout 
and stress (Urbina‐Garcia, 2020) with increased support-seeking (Morrish, 2019). Less 

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4399-6111
http://orcid.org/0009-0003-5613-864X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9200-7706
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8060-8993
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9235-8090
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2440-8962
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3128-8727
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8864-5270
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10734-024-01376-x&domain=pdf


	 Higher Education

than one-third of university staff report at least average levels of wellbeing and more than 
60% meet thresholds for possible or probable depression (Wray & Kinman, 2021). In our 
part of the world—Australia—university staff were 2.5 times more likely than the national 
population in 2021, and twice as likely as public service staff in 2020, to work in envi-
ronments presenting great risk to their mental health (Baum et al., 2022). The corrosion 
of university staff mental health is driven by longstanding institutional and systemic fac-
tors—including increasing student-to-staff ratios (Lee et  al., 2022), ongoing workforce 
and course cuts (Thompson et al., 2022), rising managerialism (Bottrell & Keating, 2019; 
Watermeyer et  al., 2024), and declining government support (Ohadomere & Ogamba, 
2021; Winefield, 2014).

Despite growing empirical awareness and interest, much existing scholarship on staff 
mental health in higher education is quantitative by design (Urbina‐Garcia, 2020). Con-
sequently, there are calls for further qualitative research—especially to better understand 
how institutional and systemic conditions affect staff mental health (Nicholls et al., 2022; 
O’Brien & Guiney, 2018). With the present article, we contribute new knowledge on this 
topic, adopting a whole-of-institution view and bringing particular focus to the impact of 
university climate. The knowledge we contribute is vital for informing institutional action 
and change—across programmes, processes, and policies—to better address the conditions 
that affect university staff mental health.

Theoretical framework: Psychosocial safety climate

Research on mental health in higher education must be grounded in coherent theory (Doo-
ris, 1999). Universities are large institutions that present opportunities to comprehensively 
improve and protect the mental health of staff—especially by creating psychologically, 
socially, and organisationally supportive work environments (Hammoudi Halat et  al., 
2023). Building on this premise, we adopted Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) as the 
theoretical framework for our research.

PSC concerns how organisations and their systems affect staff psychosocial safety—that 
is, the freedom from psychological and social risks and harms at work (Dollard & Bakker, 
2010). It suggests that organisations and institutions differ in how—and how much—they 
prioritise staff psychosocial safety versus productivity (Loh et al., 2020). PSC specifically 
reflects collective (though not necessarily shared) perceptions of how key organisational 
and institutional factors—such as policies and processes, senior management attitudes 
and values, and job design—affect the promotion and protection of staff well-being (Hu 
et al., 2022). As an upstream organisation-level antecedent, PSC is a lead indicator—mean-
ing it can predict later downstream outcomes that staff experience at work, such as social 
and emotional demands, job resources, and psychological health (Law et al., 2011). Four 
dimensions comprise PSC (Dollard, 2012) (Table 1).

Two tenets of PSC form the fulcrum for our research. First, PSC considers organi-
sational and institutional systems as potential root causes of mental health concerns 
among staff—paralleling a broader movement in higher education scholarship that 
advocates shifting accountability for preventing health and social harms from individ-
uals to institutions (Campbell et  al., 2023; Nicholls et  al., 2022, 2023; Povey et  al., 
2022; Xing et  al., 2022). Second, PSC emphasises both organisational participation 
and management commitment—echoing developments across fields such as pub-
lic health and organisational psychology, in which review studies have documented 
greater intervention effectiveness when (i) community members are both meaningfully 
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listened to and actively involved in bringing about change (O’Mara-Eves et al., 2013), 
and (ii) there is top-down support and involvement among those with organisationally 
designated power (Zadow et al., 2019).

PSC in higher education

PSC has been researched in different work contexts—including universities (Amo-
adu et al., 2023). Internationally, quantitative studies of PSC in higher education have 
yielded mixed findings. For instance, Gan and Kee (2022) found no significant rela-
tionship between PSC and work-related engagement—that is, a positive and fulfilling 
state of mind in relation to one’s work (Schaufeli et  al., 2002). Conversely, Juutinen 
et  al. (2023) found that lower PSC corresponded significantly with lower work-
related engagement. In Australian higher education specifically, recent cross-sectional 
research has reported that 72.8% of staff work in university climates that present high 
or very high risk to psychosocial safety (Neser et  al., 2023)—a substantially greater 
number than a national average of 37.5% reported in a separate multi-sector study 
(Crispin et al., 2023).

Qualitatively, scholars have found that improving PSC in higher education requires 
much more time, deliberation, and intentionality than expected (Sjöblom et  al., 
2022)—likely because universities are characterised by bureaucracy, work overload, 
and job insecurity (Pace et al., 2021; Urbina‐Garcia, 2020; Woelert & Croucher, 2024). 
In a grounded theory study with staff working in high-PSC areas of an Australian uni-
versity, Potter et al. (2019) identified three phenomena critical to strengthen PSC in the 
university context: (i) a shared sense of meaningful work and social support; (ii) high 
levels of job crafting, that is, capacity to align one’s work with one’s own needs, skills, 
and preferences (Tims et al., 2022); and (iii) high levels of managerial support for staff 
psychological health. While these studies provide important qualitative evidence, staff 
were sampled in limited work areas, and most participants held management positions. 
Further research must explore PSC throughout broader university staff populations—at 
many levels and across many areas of the institution.

Table 1   Four key dimensions of PSC with definitions

Dimension Definition

Management commitment How senior management demonstrate commitment and support in 
preventing work-related stress, as well as promoting and protecting 
psychosocial safety, among staff

Management priority How senior management demonstrate prioritisation of staff psychosocial 
safety versus productivity measures

Organisational communication How the organisation listens to contributions and perspectives from staff, 
especially in relation to psychosocial safety and preventing work-related 
stress

Organisational participation How the organisation encourages participation in efforts to improve 
psychosocial safety and prevent work-related stress, such as consultation 
involving staff, unions, occupational health and safety representatives, 
and senior management
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Legislative and public policy context

Beyond theory and empirical research, universities’ actions to improve mental health 
are also guided by wider contextual factors—particularly legislation and public pol-
icy. In Australia, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (2023) moni-
tors institutional compliance with the legislated Higher Education Standards Frame-
work (Threshold Standards) 2021 (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 
2021), which specifies that (i) universities must promote and foster safe environments 
for students and staff and (ii) universities’ support services must be informed by stu-
dents’ needs regarding mental health, wellbeing, and disability. Further, the National 
Mental Health Commission (2022) Blueprint for Mentally Healthy Workplaces outlines 
strategies for promoting and protecting mental wellbeing in all organisations Australia-
wide—including universities. There is, therefore, structural motivation for more con-
certed institutional action.

There are also proposed changes to state-level occupational health and safety legis-
lation in some parts of Australia. Proposed regulations would require all employers—
including universities—to identify psychosocial hazards, to control risks arising from 
psychosocial hazards, and to implement written prevention plans addressing five par-
ticular psychosocial hazard types: (i) aggression or violence; (ii) bullying; (iii) expo-
sure to traumatic content or events; (iv) high job demands; and (v) sexual harassment 
(Deloitte, 2022). These changes would add legal imperatives for driving university-level 
change.

At the time of writing, the Australian Government has also pursued the Australian Uni-
versities Accord—a significant review of the nation’s higher education system involving 
several consultation processes (Department of Education, 2024). The review panel identi-
fied serious institutional problems that corrode the health, well-being, and safety of uni-
versity populations—including precarious and insecure employment, wage underpayment, 
problematic institutional governance, sexual violence, and inadequacy and inappropriate-
ness of university support services for some student communities (O’Kane et al., 2023). 
In some cases, issues were explicitly deemed institutional failures, and the review panel 
articulated several priorities for change—including stronger university cultures that mean-
ingfully prioritise staff members’ health and well-being (O’Kane et al., 2023). The review 
findings reflect a deep, collectively felt need for institutional and systemic reform.

The present study

Given opportunities for new research amid significant shifts in legislation and public pol-
icy, we designed a broad, exploratory programme of survey research to better understand 
PSC, psychosocial risk, and mental well-being among staff and students at an Australian 
university. This work employed an embedded mixed-methods design—bringing together a 
quantitative cross-sectional approach with a qualitative descriptive-interpretive approach—
operationalised through population-based online survey methods. Our research received 
human research ethics approval in August 2021 (reference: 204025). In this article, we pre-
sent qualitative findings arising from our work, focusing specifically on staff. We sought 
to answer two research questions: (i) What aspects of the university’s climate shape staff 
experiences of psychosocial safety and psychosocial risk? (ii) How do these aspects of the 
university’s climate impact staff and their mental health?
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Methods

Participants

For our broader survey research, our population of interest comprised all current 
onshore staff and students at one Australian university. Participants were eligible to take 
part if, during survey implementation, they were (i) at least 18 years old and (ii) cur-
rently employed and/or enrolled at the university. Where a participant self-identified as 
both staff and student, they were asked to nominate the perspective from which they 
were responding. For this article, we excluded data gathered from students and from 
staff indicating they were responding in their student role. In total, qualitative data from 
857 staff (61% of the total staff respondents to the broader survey) were analysed.

Survey design and implementation

Online qualitative survey methods are beneficial in researching sensitive topics as they 
can offer high levels of felt anonymity for participants (Terry & Braun, 2017) and may 
yield rich data (Braun et al., 2021). We therefore incorporated at the end of our mixed-
methods survey an optional, open-ended question, inviting participants to share their 
perspectives on how aspects of the university impact their well-being.

Ethically and emotionally safe practices are crucial in researching workplace men-
tal health (Fahie, 2014; Miralles et  al., 2022). With this in mind, provision of demo-
graphic information was optional for participants in our study, and we book-ended the 
survey with contact details for both community- and university-based support services. 
We also included advice that participants could withdraw at any time during the survey, 
as well as up to 2 weeks post-survey completion if they provided their e-mail address. 
We implemented the survey online from late August to early September 2022, recruited 
participants via convenience sampling on a self-selection basis, and collected data via 
Qualtrics.

Qualitative data analysis

We adopted an inductive approach to qualitative content analysis (QCA) (Elo & Kyngäs, 
2008) of the 857 staff responses received, amounting to approximately 55,000 words. 
QCA offers a systematic, flexible approach for describing multifaceted and important 
phenomena (Krippendorff, 2019; Vaismoradi et  al., 2013), particularly when research 
is concerned with meanings, contexts, and consequences (Preiser et al., 2021). Elo and 
Kyngäs (2008) distinguish three phases in QCA: (i) preparation; (ii) organising; and (iii) 
reporting. Below, we outline our analytic processes for the first two phases. We then 
report our findings in detail, with subsequent discussion of them in light of existing 
scholarship and PSC theory.

Preparation

Preparation in QCA begins with selecting the unit of analysis, taking into account sam-
pling considerations, underlying research questions, and researcher capacities (Elo & 
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Kyngäs, 2008). In our study, the unit of analysis was each individual staff member’s 
qualitative survey response. One co-author (CR) led analysis, starting with several itera-
tions of reading and re-reading all responses to become immersed in, and familiar with, 
the data.

Organising

While PSC served as our theoretical framework, we recognised that the language of PSC 
might not mirror the language that staff use in conveying their perspectives and experi-
ences. As such, we adopted an inductive approach (i.e., bottom-up, data-led) in our QCA. 
Given the limited resources available to support our research, CR conducted analysis using 
Microsoft Excel, which can be a simple, efficient, and cost-effective solution for analysing 
large amounts of qualitative data (Bree & Gallagher, 2016; Ose, 2016).

Initially, open coding took place. Codes were generated based on both manifest and 
latent content and then applied to survey responses in spreadsheet columns adjacent to 
the data. As many responses included multiple sentences, several codes could be applied 
to a given survey response. Following open coding, codes were copied from the analysis 
spreadsheet, pasted into a new file, and brought together—with some similar codes merged 
in the process—under higher-order headings. The higher-order headings were reviewed 
and integrated to form meaningful, refined subcategories, with subcategories then grouped 
together to create a final set of main categories.

As a research team, we recognised that a climate of formalised, collective, and collabo-
rative support was important for our analysis—especially given the sensitive phenomena at 
hand. Qualitative research on sensitive topics can have profound impacts on the emotional 
health of researchers (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007). As such, during the organising phase, 
we held regular team meetings to reflect and debrief, as well as to perform analytic work 
such as reviewing and revising open codes, subcategories, and main categories.

Findings

In total, 857 staff contributed responses to our open-ended survey question. As demo-
graphic data provision was optional for participants, and moreover given that reporting 
demographic information in qualitative institutional research can be problematic when 
there are concerns about confidentiality (Dodge & Parker, 2023; Moriña, 2021), we have 
not provided detail on participants’ demographics herein. Through our analysis, we derived 
six main categories reflecting six aspects of university climate discussed by participants 
(Table 2): (i) workload; (ii) institutional systems and policies; (iii) institutional culture; (iv) 
local management; (v) senior management; and (vi) harmful behaviours.

We narratively discuss our findings below, supported by illustrative quotes grounded 
within (some) participants’ perspectives. Throughout, we attribute quotes via participant 
codes assigned during data cleaning, de-identification, and analysis.

Workload

Workload was the most prominent issue discussed. Many participants considered 
excessive workloads to be a persistent and pervasive problem. Within this, hidden 
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work was a critical concern: additional work undertaken, most often unpaid and most 
frequently by precariously employed staff:

Over the past few years, we have had a number of permanent staff leave and they 
have not been replaced. This has resulted in a lot more work for the existing per-
manent staff and sessional staff. Sessional staff are not paid for all the extra work 
they do. (P558)

Inequitable distribution of work led to excessive workload among some staff 
cohorts, with inequity often driven by managers. P529 reflected: “There is a group of 
staff that do very little and a group of staff that are responsible for work that requires 
significantly more [full-time equivalent]…There [are] ineffective work planning 
processes”.

There was a discernible sense that “doing more with less” (P62, P113, P433) was 
the norm. Long-term under-staffing was a standout concern. Institutional budget pres-
sures and constraints further exacerbated workload issues—despite stronger financial 
positions being later reported: “Overall workloads are too high. We get surveyed every 
few years about workplace stress and mental health and nothing ever changes. There is 
always a narrative of budget pressure … every year—and every year there is a surplus” 
(P277).

Workloads were also influenced by large-scale organisational and technological 
changes, as P151 described: “It is impossible to focus on and be productive doing 
actual work because in almost any aspect [it] requires some form of administration or 
centralised service, things are crippling and ineffective from any angle”. Such changes 
contributed to heavier administrative burdens upon staff throughout the institution.

Table 2   Main categories and subcategories

Main category Subcategories

 Workload  Excessive workload
 Unfair work distribution and expectations
 Resource insufficiencies
 Administrative burden
 Lack of clarity and control at work

 Institutional systems and policies  Hybrid and flexible working
 Unfair and insecure employment
 Poor change management
 Need for better staff support and advancement

 Institutional culture  A supportive university
 Supportiveness in local work areas
 Lack of psychosocial safety and support

 Local management  Managers are supportive
 Managers’ unsupportiveness affects wellbeing
 Abuse of power
 Lack of capacity and capability among managers

 Senior management  Disconnect between senior management and 
realities on the ground

 Strategic planning and resourcing
 Harmful behaviours  Discrimination and exclusion

 Lack of civility, respect, and professionalism
 Behaviours of concern among students
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Institutional systems and policies

Participants also discussed the university’s systems and policies. For some, there was 
great benefit in policies of flexible and hybrid working: “Working from home 3  days 
a week with two days in the office has been a really good ratio for improving my men-
tal health” (P108). This was echoed by other, such as P324: “Coming [into] the office 
2–3 days a week [gives] me a real boost in happiness, connectedness and overall pro-
ductivity. The change of scene lifts my mood over the whole week”.

Yet, participants also shared concerns about policies that shape unfair and insecure 
employment. There was clear frustration about inequitable pay—particularly when com-
paring senior staff with the wider staff community: “Paying exorbitant, near million-dol-
lar, salaries to the very senior while we rip off the people doing the hard work is not fit-
ting for an educational institution. The sense of unfairness permeates all areas” (P437). 
Insecure employment placed great stress and strain upon staff. P11 highlighted that 
“work is too casual. Demands…are extreme. There is poor inclusion of casual staff or 
willingness to hire…in a responsible manner…This places great stress on employees”.

Significant changes in university-wide technological systems were felt to be poorly 
implemented, with negative consequences for workloads. P400 remarked: “A self-ser-
vice system deployed on staff during such a massive time of upheaval i.e. the pandemic, 
was wrong. Many academic staff were adversely affected i.e. loss of time/resources, new 
unnecessary [workflows], stress leave, [and] damaged external relationships”. Aside 
from technology, participants also discussed recent reforms to the university’s curricu-
lum: “It has such great potential to really change the learning environment and journey 
for our students, but it has been rolled out so poorly” (P166).

Some participants highlighted considerable inconsistencies in career progression and 
capacity-building opportunities. P432 spoke of “very little room for career progression 
in some teams (mostly because of the structure)…no focus on upskilling staff across 
the whole university”. This reflected several institutional barriers—including rigid clas-
sifications of work with few upskilling programmes universally available. Beyond this, 
participants also discussed broader systemic barriers felt throughout the broader higher 
education sector with institutional implications:

The lack of ongoing (permanent) academic roles for recent PhD graduates is 
very stressful and, at times, distressing. Even when these roles are advertised, the 
competition is *so* fierce and the expectations are *so* high that getting the job 
seems near impossible. (P280)

Institutional culture

Many participants shared views on the institution’s culture. For some, the university was 
a caring and supportive workplace, particularly early on in their employment: “Hav-
ing only been here for a few months, I am really impressed with the approach to staff 
wellbeing. Having said that, being so new, I am yet to experience whether this is actual 
care or rhetoric” (P387). Others spoke of a caring, supportive culture specifically within 
their immediate team; P50 stated that “I feel my mental wellbeing is only kept well by 
the supporting nature of my local working area and close team”.
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Institutional culture was also perceived via management-led work conditions. Direct 
managers played a significant role in building and sustaining supportive work cultures. 
For some participants, this manifested in feeling cared for and prioritised: “My manager 
is genuinely engaged with the wellbeing of her team and cares deeply about provid-
ing a safe and fair environment that puts people first” (P469). For others, supportive-
ness of institutional culture arose when raising concerns about workplace issues. P402 
recounted: “My manager took immediate action when I reported [a behaviour of con-
cern] so I was relieved. Very grateful to be…taken seriously in the team”.

However, some participants also relayed a lack of psychological safety and support at 
work. In some institutional areas, care, trust, and respect were diminishing: “The constant 
mental load of being under-appreciated, overworked and not listened to is emotionally dis-
turbing” (P483). Several participants spoke of few opportunities to socialise and build rela-
tionships with colleagues; P428 reported a noticeable “lack of people coming onto campus 
to fill out the socialisation of [the] workplace”. There was an underlying recognition that 
despite university-wide discourses of care and well-being, there was little actual change in 
the institution’s culture and ethos: “There is a lot of talk about care and consideration of 
one’s well-being but not action around changing [culture] and values. Psychologically safe 
spaces are talked about and stated but rarely genuine” (P514).

Local management

Participants reflected prominently on management in their immediate team or department. 
For some, these managers were very supportive—exemplifying understanding, respect, 
and genuine valuing of staff mental health: “Our manager is really fantastic, treats our team 
with respect, leads by positivity, and values people’s mental and physical wellbeing as well 
as their work output” (P311). In some cases, supportive managers also went above and 
beyond:

My direct management are wonderful and I don’t want any negative feedback to 
fall on them. They are so supportive and do everything they can to help their staff, 
including stretching themselves unreasonably thin to ensure their direct reports suf-
fer the least. (P554)

However, other participants shared markedly different perspectives. Managers were also 
perceived as unresponsive and unsupportive, especially when work-related concerns—such 
as excessive workloads—were raised:

Managers are unwilling to listen to concerns about workloads and often act in a hos-
tile manner and occasionally blame you for things that are out of your control and 
should be managed by the university i.e. excessive workloads … and never checking 
in on staff to see how they are going. (P40)

Some participants also recounted situations involving managers’ abuses of power, lead-
ing to adverse outcomes such as bullying and discrimination. P46 noted that “some man-
agers pay lip service to bullying and harassment and espouse the virtues of fairness in the 
workplace but when it comes to leadership meetings, the coercion and verbal bullying is 
quite overt”. Favouritism was also reported; P139 stated that managers “only liaised with 
their favourite staff members on a regular basis or those whom they had project work with”.

Supportiveness (or a lack of such) and abuse of power shaped some participants’ per-
ceptions of overall managerial capacity. Managerial miscommunication, non-consultation, 
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and obfuscation were notable issues. P328 described, for instance, that they had “just 
resigned due to lack of flexibility in my work hours and place of work – no [working from 
home] and limited understanding from management about the demands of being a parent. 
My managers changed my work hours … without one-on-one consultation”. To address 
this, some participants suggested more meaningful managerial capacity-building: “I feel 
like the … leadership in our team could improve. There is little support [and few] resources 
to work through serious and difficult problems” (P476).

Senior management

Members of senior management—including institutional leadership (such as the Vice-
Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellors, and Pro Vice-Chancellors), academic leader-
ship (such as Deans and Associate Deans), and professional leadership (such as Chief 
Officers and Executive Directors)—were widely discussed. There was a strong sense 
of disconnect felt between what senior management say and what they actually do. 
P301 commented that “actions need to match the rhetoric…we can’t keep saying ‘you 
need to take it easy and look after yourself’ but then at the same time load up staff 
with more and more to do…it feels disingenuous”. Some participants also reflected on 
power distance, with a consequence being little recognition among senior management 
of the challenges and issues impacting staff “on the ground”. This was described by 
P167: “There is a complete disconnect between upper levels of management…on how 
good their wellbeing is and how bad wellbeing is for staff below them in the organisa-
tional structure”.

Participants also shared perceptions of strategic misalignment. At times, senior manage-
ment planning and decision-making grated against the university’s overall strategic goals, 
reflecting a decoupling of policy and practice. P59 suggested that “stress at times may be 
due to lack of communication on over-arching initiatives and university wide strategy. [It 
is] unclear post-Covid if new [restructures] and other employment role changes are loom-
ing in the future”. Further, senior management practices of under-allocating resources 
across the institution ultimately created stress among staff:

The senior leadership of the university is directly responsible for the high levels 
stress experienced by staff ‘at the coal face’. The increase in class sizes, slashing of 
budgets, cutting of research resources and needless restructuring have taken [their] 
toll. (P13)

Harmful behaviours

Accounts of harmful behaviours were woven throughout the data. In some situations, 
power differentials and systemically entrenched differences perpetuated experiences of 
discrimination and mistreatment at work. P504 indicated that “there is reward for extro-
version and de-valuing of diversity in working styles…Meanwhile, other people and 
teams are overworked, bullied in to doing work which doesn’t even relate to their jobs”. 
In other circumstances, behaviours were more exclusionary: “I currently feel like I am 
being singled out for underperformance as I am older than most of my colleagues and 
don’t seem to be respected as much, despite my experience” (P18). Participants also spoke 
of disrespect and a lack of professionalism. For instance, while P236 felt that “people, 
managers, teams, are at a loss as to how to address ongoing issues of passive disrespect, 
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withholding information, not including colleagues in work process related discussions”, 
P529 noted that “there is general kindness within teams but … unreasonable behaviour 
tends to occur across units”.

Some participants also discussed situations in which teaching staff and student-facing 
professional staff experienced concerning student behaviours. Some behaviours occurred 
in digital contexts—such as “students behaving inappropriately through communications 
and anonymous feedback” (P160) and “a constant lack of respect in communications…
online trolling by students on email” (P134). In contemplating what needed to change, 
P494 offered:

[Student] facing staff face the most stress and harassment from students… too many 
students are rude and disrespectful when they get stressed at assessment time. Bet-
ter and early support for students, and easy-to-find support for students, would help 
reduce the incidence of rudeness and aggressiveness service staff face.

Discussion

With this study, we aimed to better understand what aspects of university climate shape 
staff experiences of psychosocial safety and psychosocial risk, and how these aspects of 
university climate have an impact on staff. Six main aspects of university climate were 
derived from participants’ perspectives: (i) workload, (ii) institutional systems and policies, 
(iii) institutional culture, (iv) local management, (v) senior management, and (vi) harmful 
behaviours. In this section, we discuss our findings in synthesis with existing literature; 
reflect on the limitations of our work; outline implications for future research, practice, and 
policymaking; and conclude with an urgent call to action.

Synthesis with existing literature

In our research, we found that excessive workloads and increasingly insecure employ-
ment were prominent and profound issues for participants. This reflects findings in existing 
systematic review research identifying excessive workloads, job insecurity, and minimal 
institutional support as key stressors for university staff (Urbina‐Garcia, 2020). Work-
load imbalances and workforce casualisation have also been discussed in scoping review 
research on occupational stress among university academics throughout our region of Aus-
tralia and Aotearoa New Zealand specifically (Lee et al., 2022).

Beyond system- and policy-oriented considerations, many participants also dis-
cussed relational phenomena—such as relationships with colleagues and direct man-
agers, experiences of support and harm at work, and perceptions of how senior man-
agement (do not) relate with staff ‘on the ground’. In this light, our findings add to a 
mixed evidence base. While some scholars have noted little research on the breadth 
of stressors impacting university staff (Ohadomere & Ogamba, 2021; Urbina‐Garcia, 
2020), others have highlighted social issues with deeply negative effects on staff men-
tal health—including discrimination (Arday, 2022), sexual harassment (Bondestam & 
Lundqvist, 2020; Henning et al., 2017), moral injury (Hanna et al., 2022), and ostra-
cism (Sherratt, 2021).

Our findings contribute new knowledge about how PSC unfolds and is perceived 
in higher education. Previous scholarship has reported that meaningful managerial 
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support for psychological health—including open and honest prioritisation of such—is 
crucial for nurturing PSC in universities (Potter et al., 2019; Wray & Kinman, 2021). 
In our study, we found that participants’ perceptions of managerial support, commit-
ment, and prioritisation differed depending on the level of management discussed.

Many participants shared positively about direct managers who helped them to feel 
supported at work. This reflects findings in the broader literature; previous research 
has reported that staff experiences of university climates are shaped by managers’ 
approaches and their practices (Schulz, 2013), with supportive and collaborative man-
agement being central to greater job satisfaction (Liou et al., 2014). This becomes dou-
bly critical given that repeated cross-sectional survey research, conducted over 6 years 
in the UK, has found deteriorating perceptions of managerial supportiveness among 
university staff over time (Wray & Kinman, 2022).

At the level of senior management, the story changed. We found a stark disjunct, 
in which senior management-led narratives of caring about staff well-being directly 
contrasted the realities lived by staff ‘on the ground’. The veneers of superficial insti-
tutional narrative—theorised by some scholars as ‘institutional speech acts’ (Ahmed, 
2006, 2009; Chapman et al., 2015)—were divorced from the issues and impacts affect-
ing staff throughout the university. Our findings build on existing themes of disconnec-
tion and disregard in the literature. For instance, researchers have argued that there is 
a lack of compassion among university leaders (Denney, 2020, 2023), who have built 
problematically competitive business models that continually drive unhappiness among 
staff (Heller, 2022). Moreover, mixed-methods research involving 5888 academic staff 
in the UK has reported an average proportion of 10.54% feeling satisfied with how 
their institution is managed, along with concerns about silences in the accountability 
and evaluation of senior management (Erickson et al., 2021).

In addition to contributing new knowledge, our research also offers methodological 
innovation. Our study is the first to adopt population-based, institution-wide qualitative 
methods for exploring staff mental health with PSC as the guiding theoretical framework. 
Existing scholarship has, to date, prioritised more granular foci—including university work 
areas characterised by high levels of PSC (Potter et  al., 2019) and cohorts of academic 
leaders in how they build PSC (Sjöblom et al., 2022). Our study has synthesised the per-
spectives of staff at a whole-of-university level, presenting a rich institution-wide view that 
transcends roles, cohorts, and work areas.

Study limitations

Our exploratory focus at a single university is a key limitation of this work, with 
reduced transferability of our findings to different contexts (such as other universities). 
Moreover, there were limitations in how we could approach qualitative analysis. While 
we agree with Braun et al. (2021) that online qualitative survey methods can yield rich 
understandings across data, the breadth of our study and the limited resources avail-
able for analysis hindered our ability to deeply examine contextual nuances in par-
ticipants’ perspectives—such as particular situations, teams, work units, or academic 
disciplines. Potter et al.’s (2019) grounded theory study is an example of deeper, more 
intensive qualitative inquiry with specific university work areas—equally essential and 
complementary alongside an institution-wide view such as ours.
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Implications for research, practice, and policymaking

With respect to future research on staff mental health in higher education, we advocate 
for greater uptake of qualitative methodologies and methods. Groundwork has been laid 
at multiple scales—such as a smaller scale focusing on high-PSC work areas (Potter et al., 
2019), and a larger scale spanning a whole university (our study). In particular, we recom-
mend qualitative work exploring further spaces through the lens of PSC—including low-
PSC work areas, specific types of university work, and particular levels of pay.

In light of our findings, there is a clear need for further quantitative research to inves-
tigate how workload and other factors influence staff mental health—both at a popula-
tion level over time (such as interrupted and uninterrupted time series analyses) and at a 
case-specific level (such as cross-sectional research with particular staff subgroups). There 
would also be great benefit in assessing how different degrees of power distance relate to 
and influence PSC—especially as universities are large organisations and institutions in 
which power and control rest disproportionately with senior management (Akanji et  al., 
2019; Heffernan, 2021; Lizier et al., 2024; Marginson & Considine, 2000).

Across practice and policy, further institutional efforts are needed to understand rela-
tional issues in the workplace (such as discrimination, harassment, moral injury, and 
ostracism). Informed by these understandings, universities must develop, implement, and 
evaluate multiple interventions to meaningfully address issues identified. This could—
and should—span programmes, processes, and policies. We suggest that our work dem-
onstrates an approach to building understandings that can shape future evidence-informed 
practice—particularly in explaining and corroborating issues that necessitate institutional 
action to strengthen PSC in higher education.

Conclusion

Our research highlights great complexity in how aspects of the university climate affect 
staff mental health—particularly regarding psychosocial safety and psychosocial risk. It 
uncovers organisational and institutional determinants (such as workload, employment 
security, institutional systems and policies, and workplace hierarchies) as well as relational 
determinants (such as interactions with colleagues and perceptions of senior management). 
In particular, there is deeply felt disruption and stress amidst institution-wide change, such 
as large-scale organisational restructuring and the blanket implementation of new systems 
and processes. However, to counter this, managerial supportiveness and opportunities for 
flexible working are two crucial contributors to improved university staff mental health.

We conclude with a call to action. There is an urgent need for more genuine and 
meaningful enactment, assessment, and improvement of PSC by all institutional leaders 
in universities; this would complement existing strengths, such as positive outcomes that 
occur when direct managers are supportive and flexible working is encouraged. There is 
also a need for further scholarship and practice-based evidence utilising multiple research 
approaches and methods. New evidence is critical to advancing knowledge and action on 
how we can—and indeed must—re-orient institutional conditions to improve staff mental 
health in higher education.
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