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Validating the Psychosocial Safety Climate Questionnaire –
Integration of Findings from Cognitive Interviews in
Germany and Sweden
Hanne Berthelsen*, Michael Ertel†, Martin Geisler* and Tuija Muhonen*
Work-related stress and stress-related ill health are major concerns in modern Western societies. In
the European Union, the joint Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) framework obliges employers
to ensure the health and safety of workers in every aspect related to work, including psychological
safety and health. Against this background, the aim of the present study was to gain a deeper
understanding of the cross-cultural validity of the Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) instrument as a
measure for organizational and managerial commitment to employee psychological health. By integrating
findings from cognitive interview studies conducted in Germany and in Sweden, we found participants
considered the focus of PSC on managerial and organizational perspectives as an important contribution
to workplace surveys. However, we were also able to identify some challenges (e.g., in relation to
translation of key concepts, the intended shift of referent, and the use of the intermediate response
options) as difficulties in identifying a homogeneous PSC within an organization was also observed to
some extent. We can conclude that integrating findings from cognitive interviews conducted in two
European countries expands the existing knowledge of the PSC measure. This is achieved by a deeper
understanding of problems that might occur when transferring PSC to a different context. The overall
findings of the present study corroborate the cross-cultural validity of transferring the PSC measure
from an Australian to a European context, and we consider PSC to be a valid and useful framework for
targeting psychosocial risks and organizational procedures in a European setting.
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Introduction
Work-related stress is a serious problem in Europe as
it leads to considerable consequences and costs for
individuals, organizations, and societies (Eurofound,
2018; EU-OSHA, 2010, 2014). In 2010, almost 30% of the
employees in the European labour force reported being
exposed to psychosocial risks at work, and 80% of the
European managers expressed concerns about stress at
their workplaces (EU-OSHA, 2010, 2014). In particular, the
joint European OSH framework obliges employers in all EU
countries1 ‘to ensure the safety and health of employees in
every aspect related to the work’, including psychological
health and safety (Council Directive 89/391/EEC of 12
June 1989 on the introduction of measures to encourage
improvements in the safety and health of workers at work,
Section II, article 5). Considering the size of the problem,
the managers’ concerns, and existing legislation, it is
striking that less than one third of the workplaces in Europe
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in the First European Survey of Enterprises on New and
Emerging Risks (ESENER-1) reported having procedures
for dealing with workplace stress (European Agency for
Safety and Health at Work, 2010). Despite improvements,
findings from the follow-up survey, ESENER-2, revealed
implementation of good practice in organizations is
still lowest in relation to psychosocial risk management
compared to traditional safety and health risk management
(EU-OSHA, 2018). This highlights the importance of senior
management establishing an organizational climate that
can prevent and manage work-related stress and the need
for tools to assess progress at workplaces.
National policies for addressing psychosocial risks in
Sweden and in Germany

Several member states of the European Union have
intensified the Occupational Safety and Health (OSH)
discourse about psychosocial risks and psychological
health in recent years, and regulatory amendments
of the national OSH framework have been introduced
(Eurofound, 2018; EU-OSHA, 2018). For example, a
majority of the member states acknowledge preventive
actions are needed to handle the prevalence of burnout

Art. 9, page 2 of 12

Berthelsen et al: Validating the Psychosocial Safety Climate Questionnaire

in the working population, but there is no consensus
regarding the type of policy responses that are considered
appropriate (Eurofound, 2018). A comparison between
the two member states Sweden and Germany serves as an
illustrative example of both similarities and differences at
the national level.
In Sweden, the starting point for a revision of the OSH
regulations was based on the reports of a steady increase
of long-term stress-related sick leave. Furthermore,
the previous OSH legal framework (i.e., Sweden’s Work
Environment Act) failed to explicitly stipulate how
employers are obliged to work proactively to prevent
psychosocial risks and stress-related illness among
their employees. Thus, following in-depth discussions
and active consultations with unions and employers’
organizations, the new and specified regulations for the
organizational and social work environment were adopted
in 2015 (AFS 2015: 4, provisions on organizational and
social work environment). The provisions specifically
clarify the obligations of all employers to systematically
evaluate and address problematic issues in the work
environment—with a focus on workload, working hours,
and victimization at work—in an active dialogue with both
the employees and the social partners (Eurofound, 2018).
The need to address psychological health and risks
in Germany was instigated by the results of surveys
demonstrating that despite a great burden of mental
disorders in terms of reduced productivity, sickness absence,
and early retirement, employers’ actual management of
work-related stress was found to be low despite the legal
obligation (Ertel, 2014). A consensus evolved among the
Government and the social partners resulting in the Joint
Declaration on Mental Health in the Workplace (Federal
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, Confederation of
German Employers’ Associations & German Trade Union
Confederation, 2013). By this declaration, the tripartite
partners committed themselves to intensify their joint
activities to promote risk assessments in general and to
increase awareness of addressing psychosocial risks in
organizations. In addition, the German Occupational
Safety and Health Act was revised by a specification of
employers’ obligation to conduct risk assessments that
include both physical and psychological health risks
(Ertel, 2014).
In a comparison of policy and practice regarding health
promotion and prevention at work across Europe, Verra
and colleagues (2019) found Sweden and Germany are two
of the countries in Europe that have the most advanced
national OSH policies. However, when it comes to OSH
practices, only Sweden is considered to be among the
top five countries regarding workplace action plans for
prevention of work-related stress (Verra et al., 2019). This
difference might be due to the fact work-related stress
prevention has been included in legislation for a longer
period in Sweden than in Germany. It is also noteworthy
that even among the top five countries only around half
of workplaces (52.8% for Sweden) actually have action
plans for stress prevention. This indicates the potential
for a considerable improvement in the implementation of
the legislation, especially as the mere existence of action
plans as such does not necessarily lead to implementation

of actual improvements at workplaces. Against this
background, it is evident an appropriate tool is needed
for psychosocial risk surveillance at national and industry
level and for risk assessment at workplaces.
Psychosocial safety climate in organizations

It is only recently that research on occupational health
has begun to pay attention to upstream organizational
factors (e.g., Bakker & Demerouti, 2014, 2017;
Christensen, Saksvik & Karanika-Murray, 2017; Schaufeli
& Taris, 2014). Upstream organizational factors can be
understood as fundamental conditions generally outside
the control of the individual worker and causally prior
to working conditions, such as demands and resources
(Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Bakker & Demerouti, 2018).
In this perspective, the theoretical framework of the
Psychosocial Safety Climate instrument (PSC) (Dollard
& Bakker, 2010), has been put forward as a theoretical
framework of practical relevance (Bakker & Demerouti,
2018). In essence, the PSC framework integrates and
combines conceptions of work stress and safety climate
(Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Specifically, the PSC framework
is defined as a macro level (upstream) theory of work
stress, referring to employees’ shared perceptions of the
extent that organizational policies and procedures ensure
and prioritize the protection of their psychological health
and safety (Law et al., 2011). PSC can be integrated with
the Job Demands-Resources Model both as a causal trigger
of the health erosion and work motivation paths and as
a moderator between job demands and their effect on
health and safety outcomes (Dollard & Bakker, 2010;
Dollard, Dormann & Idris, 2019). Thereby, interventions
directed towards PSC are intended to impact the causes
behind factors, such as work pace, influence, and role
clarity, rather than impacting these factors directly. This
suggests the PSC framework is important to consider
in relation to European OSH regulations and the need
for better implementation of legislation at workplaces
identified by Verra et al. (2019). PSC has been integrated in
the Australian Workplace Barometer (Dollard et al., 2012)
for monitoring of causal indicators of levels of workplace
psychosocial risk factors. However, it still remains to be
seen whether this applies in a European context as well.
A measure for PSC was first developed and introduced
in Australia, where it also has been proven to be of
practical relevance for policy makers and in relation
to organizational interventions (Leka, Jain & Lerouge,
2017; Leka, Jain & Zwetsloot, 2010; Potter et al., 2017;
Potter et al., 2019). The PSC comprises four theoretically
based components: how employees perceive the senior
management 1) engages, 2) prioritizes, 3) communicates,
and 4) involves employees in psychosocial workplace
safety issues (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). PSC has been found
to be a useful indicator for examining how policies and
procedures at the organizational level affect employees’
health and well-being (Bakker & van Woerkom, 2018;
Biron et al., 2018).
Since its development and introduction, a number of
empirical studies have investigated the relevance and
significance of PSC as an indicator of how psychosocial
risks are addressed and subject to intervention in
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organizations (Zadow et al., in press). Overall, the results
have provided convincing support for PSC as an important
indicator of OSH practices and working conditions,
related to reduced levels of job demands, increased job
resources, less effort-reward imbalance, and less bullying
and harassment (Dollard, Dormann & Idris, 2019; Dollard
et al., 2017). However, even though the need for further
validation of the PSC framework was emphasized by
the originators (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Hall, Dollard &
Coward, 2010), the vast majority of PSC studies to date
have been conducted in the Asia Pacific area: Australia
and Malaysia (Idris & Dollard, 2016).
In addition to Australia (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Hall
et al., 2010) and Malaysia (Idris, Dollard & Tuckey, 2015),
the PSC measure has recently been translated and used
in the Netherlands (Bronkhorst, 2015), Ghana (Ansah,
Mintah & Ogah, 2018), France (Huyghebaert et al., 2018),
Canada (Biron et al., 2018), and Taiwan (Pien, Cheng &
Cheng, 2018). In general, the process of converting the
PSC measure to a new context has merely included basic
translation-back-translation procedures. To the best of our
knowledge, only the process for the Chinese PSC version
was reported to be based on a thorough validation study
including detailed psychometric analyses. Previous research
suggests operationalizations of work climate constructs
can be especially challenging to interpret and reply to due
to the way they are formulated using a shift of referent
and due to complex organizational settings (Berthelsen
et al., 2016). However, no other study has so far explored
the cross-cultural validity of PSC by qualitative methods.
PSC has been demonstrated to capture essential aspects
of OSH policies and procedures (Leka et al., 2017; Potter
et al., 2017) and to have important implications for
working conditions, employees’ health, and engagement
(Idris et al., 2012); Yulita, Dollard & Idris, 2017). However,
it is necessary to explore the universal validity and
transferability of the PSC concept as a useable—and novel—
framework for understanding organizational policies and
procedures to ensure psychosocial risks among employees
in different cultural settings and OSH traditions.
Or as Hall, Dollard, and Coward stated it in 2010 (p. 377):
‘Future research could assess whether dimensions are
generic and universal and if the dimensions are valid and
may be replicated across different occupational settings,
industries and countries.’
Aim of the study

Stress-related ill health is a major concern in modern
Western societies. In the European Union, the joint OSH
framework obliges employers to ensure employees’
psychosocial health and safety. The aim of the present
study is to gain a deeper understanding of the crosscultural validity of the PSC as a measure for organizational
and managerial commitment to employees’ psychological
health and safety. This involves 1) identifying potential
difficulties concerning translation and adaptation of
the items and 2) exploring cross-cultural equivalence
understood as whether the interpretations of items
reflect the measurement objectives of the instrument
with an acceptable variation in the different contexts
(Willis, 2015b). Thus, we investigated the cross-cultural
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validity of the PSC framework by examining the
understanding and interpretation of the PSC measure
in two countries regulated by the same European OSH
Framework but with different national OSH traditions:
Sweden and Germany.
Method
When a questionnaire is translated for use in a new
context there is a need for a thorough cultural adaptation,
rather than merely a verbal translation (Guillemin,
Bombardier & Beaton, 1993). Cognitive interviewing is a
method that can provide in-depth information regarding
potential difficulties or deficiencies for the adaptation
of a questionnaire to new cultural contexts (Willis,
2005, 2015a, b; Drennan 2003). The choice of Germany
and Sweden was not driven by theory but was mainly a
pragmatic choice as the two research groups happened
to initialize parallel processes in relation to the PSC-12 at
approximately the same time. However, we are convinced
this is a proper basis for comparison, as Sweden and
Germany are highly advanced countries in terms of OSH
regulation and the current debates on psychosocial risks
and psychological health and safety are quite similar in
the two countries.
Translation processes of PSC in Sweden and Germany

In Sweden, the preliminary translation of PSC items was
tested in a focus group interview with three first-line
managers employed in elderly care organizations. The
focus group participants corroborated the relevance of the
PSC construct in the Swedish setting—both as a construct
and as a measure of practical significance. However, the
participants stated they found the phrasing of certain
PSC items problematic and the use of different wordings
to refer to the same key concept evoked ambiguity. In
dialogue with Maureen Dollard (one of the originators
of the PSC framework (Dollard & Bakker, 2010)) it was
decided the adaptation process for the Swedish PSC
version should use consistent wording of key concepts.
Based on this consideration, a professional translator
conducted a revised translation of the PSC items with
suggestions for alternative wording of key concepts.
This version was reviewed and discussed by a panel of
researchers, followed by cognitive interviews (Berthelsen
& Muhonen, 2017). The final Swedish version, which was
established based on the results of this procedure, was
then back-tran
slated into English and the conceptual
congruency with the original version was verified in
collaboration with Maureen Dollard.
In Germany, an initial professional translation of the
PSC items was conducted where specific attention was
given to the adaptation of the wording to optimize
the comprehensibility in the German setting. As the
next step, the German translations of the PSC items
were discussed and amended in dialogue with fellow
researchers who have special expertise in safety
climate research and questionnaire development.
Next, pilot cognitive interviews were conducted with
four participants with considerable experience from
their respective organizations. Based on the insights
from these initial interviews, a revised German PSC
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measure was developed in dialogue with one of the
originators of the PSC framework, Maureen Dollard,
and another expert in the field, Christian Dormann.
This exchange resulted in a revised version, which was
used in the subsequent cognitive interview study (Ertel
& Formazin, 2019).
The original Australian PSC-12, the adapted Swedish
version, and the preliminary German test-version are
presented in Appendix A.
Cognitive interview study
Participants

Both the Swedish and the German studies used a strategic
selection of participants (Kvale, 1996) to attain variation in
age, gender, level of education, occupation, tenure, sector,
and size of the organization in which they operated. In
both countries, recruitment and interviewing was carried
out until saturation in the findings was obtained. In the
Swedish study, 10 participants were enrolled through
a network connected to the Centre for Work Life and
Evaluation Studies (CTA). The Swedish interviews
were conducted by a research assistant. In Germany,
25 participants were enlisted through Gesis, a large
German infrastructure institute with proven expertise in
conducting cognitive pre-tests of questionnaires (https://
www.gesis.org/en/institute/). All steps in the German
study were conducted in a close dialogue with the research
team (Ertel & Formazin, 2019).
Materials and Procedure

Each participant was informed about the purpose of
the study and that their participation was voluntary and
would be de-identified. After this the participants signed
a written informed consent form. Prior to the interview,
the interviewer trained each participant in the technique
of thinking aloud. At the beginning of each interview, the
participant was administered a questionnaire with the 12
PSC items and instructed to provide their answers while
thinking aloud. The interviews were semi-structured and
based on interview guides that were essentially similar
across the two countries.
Throughout the interviews, the interviewers used a
combination of concurrent and retrospective probing
questions (Drennan, 2003; Willis, 2015a). The probing
questions mainly focused on participants’ perceptions and
interpretations, and involved questions that were general
(e.g., What did you think about when answering this
question?), specific (e.g., What comes to your mind when
you think about the term ‘senior management’ in this
item?), or more technical in nature (e.g., Why did you chose
the intermediate category ‘neither agree nor disagree’?).
The interviewers made observations and took notes
during the interviews, focusing on participants’
behaviour, such as expressing hesitation in the
interpretation of certain items or when choosing certain
response options. When the participant had responded
to all 12 items, the interviewer used retrospective
probing question to get in-depth clarifications of
how participants understand the key concepts (e.g.,
psychological health or senior management). Finally,

participants were given the opportunity to ask questions
and provide additional comments. The interviews lasted
from 30 to 60 minutes. All interviews were audiorecorded and transcribed verbatim. In the Swedish
study, a corresponding number of potential items to
be included in the third version of the Copenhagen
Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ International
Network, 2018) were included and tested in addition to
the PSC items (Berthelsen & Muhonen, 2017).
Initial analyses and adaptations of wordings were done
separately for the Swedish and for the German studies.
The approach was a systematic directed content analysis
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The analyses focused on
participants’ understanding of key concepts and gaining
a deeper insight into the cognitive processes leading the
participants to their answers (Tourangeau & Rasinski,
1988). The results from these analyses (Berthelsen &
Muhonen, 2017; Ertel & Formazin, 2019) were presented
at a seminar with the two research groups in March 2018.
A joint overview of the main findings from the studies
was established and discussed and the structure for
integration of our main findings from these two studies
was formulated.
Findings
In the following sections, we present the findings by
integrating the results from the Swedish and the German
cognitive interview studies. We first address concerns with
regard to the understanding and interpretation of the PSC
items before attending to findings related to contextual
perspectives.
Challenges regarding measurement
Understanding of key concepts

Translations of PSC key concepts proved to be quite
challenging in both Sweden and Germany. Yet the nature
of these challenges differed between the two countries, for
instance, with regard to the term psychological health. In
Swedish, ‘psychological health’ has no literal translation.
However, the antonymous term psychological ill health,
referring to mental illness, is frequently used. In Germany,
‘psychological health’ can be translated literally, but the
term is mainly used by scientists and health professionals.
Nevertheless, the verbatim translations were tested
in both Sweden and Germany, resulting in somewhat
divergent findings.
In the German study, a number of participants
interpreted psychological health to have a negative
connotation and to refer to work-related health problems
due to excessive workload and stress:
What does it mean? Emotional exhaustion, or
health consequences of stress such as high blood
pressure and sleeping disorders – this is what I
am thinking. However, the term is not that clear to
me … Psychological health is not yet an issue in my
workplace … A definition of this term is needed.
In contrast, Swedish participants tended to recognize
the concept:

Berthelsen et al: Validating the Psychosocial Safety Climate Questionnaire

… it is interesting that it isn’t psychological ill health
as it usually is… and I think it’s good that it is
psychological health and not psychological ill health
because it becomes … well, in psychological health I
include both psychological health and… being both
positive and negative. Ill health, – then you focus
only on the negative.
Psychological health …eh …Well, I don’t think about
diagnoses and so on … rather simply an experience
of… well, merely feeling well.
Further, both Swedish and German participants had some
difficulties with the interpretation of the term senior
management. The majority of the Swedish participants
stated they interpreted senior management as referring
to their immediate superior and/or the next managerial
level in the organizational hierarchy (i.e., the highest
managerial level that they were able to relate to).
Correspondingly, German participants tended to interpret
the term as referring to line managers but often expressed
they were not sure as to which managerial level this term
would actually refer in their respective organization.
Shift of referent

A number of PSC items are designed with the intention
of activating a shift of referent from the individual
to the group level, which is recommended to capture
perceptions of the organizational climate (Van Mierlo,
Vermunt & Rutte, 2009). An illustrative example of this
is the item Psychological well-being of staff is a priority for
this organization.
However, both Swedish and German participants were
regularly inclined to refer to their personal view in their
responses to these items. A shift of referent to the group
(i.e., team or organizational) level was quite rare. In both
the Swedish and the German item-adaptation processes,
formulations referring to the participants’ personal
perspective were amended by the insertion of wordings
that were supposed to guide participants to activate a
group level perspective. For example, these amendments
changed words such as I, my, or me to we, our, or us”. Still,
the finding of a tendency not to change one’s perspective
to a broader one than the personal was quite consistent
among both Swedish and German participants. A Swedish
participant stated:
The questions themselves are not difficult, but the
questions are about employees, i.e. in the plural, –
it’s not about me, and it’s difficult to answer how
the organization is experienced by others… how do
others see the organization? I can only answer how
I perceive it and what I think, subsequently all questions become a bit difficult for me to answer.
Statements versus questions

The inclusion of a few COPSOQ III items in the Swedish
study led to an unexpected, though important, finding.
Several participants said they found items that were
presented as statements (i.e., PSC items) more complicated
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to respond to compared to items presented as questions
(i.e., COPSOQ III items). Overall, participants were of the
opinion statements called for an inner dialogue, which
seemed to complicate answering the item. A Swedish
participant expressed it like this:
I find it easier to respond to questions compared to
statements. In order to respond to a statement I have
to take a stand.
Redundant items

A consistent finding in Germany and Sweden was
participants perceived a considerable overlap among
the 12 PSC items. In Sweden, as many as 7 out of 10
participants expressed this concern, which is illustrated
by the following reflection:
I find them [the items] … maybe repetitive … and
it is actually difficult to distinguish one item from
another. Well, it is about information, stress prevention; it is about communication and it is about what
happens if problems arise.
Moreover, this issue was often noted by the participants
at the end of the interviews when they were given
the opportunity to provide their general comments.
A typical statement, as here expressed by a Swedish
participant, was
The questions as such were not hard to answer as
such… it’s just that I found them rather similar,
which makes it hard to separate the one from the
other. It is almost the same question; I think the
difference is quite subtle. Is it even possible to
distinguish them?
The cross-references between items that participants
made implied both redundancy within the theoretical
components of PSC (e.g., item 2 in relation to item
1 and item 6 in relation to item 4) and between the
components (e.g., the component priority in relation to
the components covering communication and employee
participation).
Inclination to use the intermediate response alternative

Another persistent finding was participants who found
it difficult to respond to a certain PSC item (e.g., due to
lack of knowledge or uncertainty) were inclined to choose
the intermediate response option (i.e., neither agree
nor disagree).
Then I’ll choose something here in between, neither agree nor disagree, – though, it may be wrong
because I don’t really have any idea about this …
The quote comes from a Swedish participant; however, this
observation was frequent in both Sweden and Germany.
In the Swedish study an additional response option
(I don’t know) was tested in 7 of the interviews. However,
3 of these 7 participants still chose the intermediate
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response option in relation to items they were unsure
how to respond to. Furthermore, two participants stated
they perceived the additional response option to be quite
similar to the intermediate response option.
Cross-cultural contextual reflections
More than one organizational climate

In general, participants demonstrated a disposition to
respond to the PSC items on the basis of their nearest
and most immediate organizational context. However,
in a number of interviews, participants also reflected
about their organization having an inconsistent approach
to psychosocial safety climate. This finding was evident
in both Sweden and Germany, and the statements from
the participants illustrated these inconsistencies could
be both horizontal (i.e., across departments of the
organization) and vertical (i.e., in relation to different
line managers). Most frequently, participants expressed
concerns related to vertical inconsistencies, such as an
impression of different psychosocial safety climates at
different organizational hierarchical levels. A German
participant explained as follows:
It’s difficult when it comes to senior management,
there would be other answers if it was the management here … which may say something about how
this place is being managed …
A number of participants questioned whether the items
were able to capture the psychosocial safety climate
of an organization. For example, a Swedish participant
noted that he/she perceived a discrepancy between the
formulation of the PSC items and the actual roles and
accountabilities with respect to OSH (i.e., the attribution
of responsibility for employee psychological health)
within an organization. This perceived discrepancy can be
understood as uncertainty on the part of the respondent
regarding the attribution of responsibility for employee
psychological health. A participant working in a large
public sector organisation in Sweden said
I don’t know if this is the best way to go about understanding stress management. I’m not sure that it is a
senior management responsibility … maybe to assure
there is support available. I find it hard to imagine
it as a duty of our senior manager to take a direct
responsibility, well this is exactly the reason why we
have 700 levels of managers between the employees
and up …
For obvious reasons, participants that were newly
employed often expressed they found it difficult to
respond to the PSC items. This was also the case for
participants who had a temporary contract. A Swedish
participant explained
Here I have to reply ‘neither agree nor disagree’. It
might have to do with the fact that I am a temporary
substitute, well, then it feels like it is two organizations. First and foremost, it is the agency, of course,

and then it is the department where I work. So it is
… there must be some cooperation as well, I assume.
Organizational communication culture

In the German study, participants often emphasized that
in order for an organization to have good communication
on psychological health in particular, the organization is
required to have an effective culture of communication
in general. This notion was most strongly underlined by
participants who perceived the overall communication
within their organization to be insufficient. A quotation
from a German participant illustrates this concern in
relation to the first PSC item (i.e., senior management acts
quickly to correct problems/issues that affect employees’
psychological health):
I would say: I disagree, – because I have no idea
about what kind of data is being collected or what
kind of actions [on mental health] are being implemented within our organization. I would have to
know what is going on in our organization in order
to be able to reply to this statement …
In relation to the item regarding communication about
psychological safety issues, several of the German
participants expressed reflections like this:
In our organization there is no good communication
at all and even less on such delicate issues… The management only reacts to problems that have already
occurred and which might have been prevented by
better communication.
In fact, 12 out of the 25 German participants reported the
communication concerning psychological health issues
was poor in their organization. When probed and asked
to elaborate on this reflection, 7 of these 12 German
participants stated that in their organization there was
no communication at all concerning psychological
health.
In contrast, very few of the Swedish participants
expressed concerns due to poor or absent communication
on psychological health issues in their respective
organization. Most of the Swedish participants provided
reflections on how information regarding psychological
health was communicated in their organization. For
example, this information was conveyed through
informal interactions at work, team meetings, employeedevelopment conversations, posters and brochures in the
staff room, or online policy documents.
Awareness of employers’ responsibilities

In both countries, participants often tended to express an
indirect awareness of the fact their organization did not
match the legal requirements and obligations in relation
to the psychological health and safety of the employees.
For example, this is illustrated by a Swedish participant’s
reflection in relation to the item ‘senior management acts
quickly to correct problems/issues that affect employees’
psychological health’ (i.e., PSC item 1):
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No, they don’t. We have an OSH company which we
are primarily referred to. We have to talk to a psychologist three times in order to find out if it is a
structural problem or an individual problem. This
may seem quite offensive to the individual – because
if I have stated that I feel bad because of my working
environment, it is as if they don’t believe me. First,
‘let’s ensure nothing is wrong with YOU and THEN
we will start to look at the working environment …
Overall, the participants’ statements demonstrated
organizations often had a person-centred and/or a reactive
approach to psychological health issues, rather than a
proactive or preventive approach. This is exemplified by
the reflections of a German participant in relation to the
same item as above (i.e., PSC item 1):
Senior management … quickly? … It does not act in
a preventive way, they WOULD only act if the rate
of stressed or mentally overloaded employees was
very high or if the rate of mentally sick people was
very high. It is almost as if it is taken for granted
that my professional group is overloaded … There
should be an assessment of what leads to stress at
work … but … there is nothing done at all on this
over here …
Cross-cultural validity

Finally, as the quotations presented illustrate, participants were generally willing to reflect and tell
about their experiences regarding psychological
health, organizational priorities, communication, and
participation of both managers and employees in stress
management. Thereby, despite some challenges uncovered
regarding measurement, the four theoretical components
underlying the PSC concept appeared relevant to
participants. They were aware of a discrepancy between
the need for preventive action on psychological health
by the organization and the predominance of reactive,
inconsistent, or even negligent organizational behaviour
patterns in this respect. It is our interpretation that our
findings demonstrate the relevance of the PSC concept
in the Swedish and German context and that the cultural
equivalence supports the validity of transferring the PSC
concept from the Australian to the European context.
Discussion
The aim of the present article was to investigate the
cross-cultural validity of the Psychosocial Safety Climate
instrument by integrating findings from cognitive
interview studies conducted in Germany and in Sweden.
The importance of the study is underlined by the need
for a valid and reliable measure of psychosocial safety
in relation to the OHS framework. The analysis revealed
a number of similar issues directly related to the items.
Key concepts (e.g., senior management or psychological
health) proved to be difficult to translate and participants
perceived items to be overlapping. The intended shift
from individual to group perspective did not work
optimally, and a tendency to choose the intermediate
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response option was observed among respondents.
Respondents employed in complex organizations with
several hierarchical levels or those having a precarious
employment referred to different organizational subclimates thereby demonstrating a difficulty in identifying
a homogeneous PSC within an organization. However,
these findings, in addition to those of communication
culture and awareness of employer responsibilities,
also illustrated the theoretical measurement objectives
intended by PSC (e.g., management commitment to stress
prevention and participatory practices) were perceived
to be meaningful in both cultural contexts. In general,
participants considered the focus of PSC addressing
managerial and organizational perspectives as an
important contribution to ordinary workplace surveys.
PSC as a group construct

Organizational climate is a latent construct, and measuring
it by aggregation of individual responses to a group
measure requires that a substantial part of the variance
in the climate can be explained by differences between
groups rather than among individuals. To accomplish this,
the items should be formulated in a way that supports
a shift of referent from an individual perspective to a
broader one (Van Mierlo et al., 2009). To ensure such a
focus on the workgroup instead of the single worker, PSC
items were reworded so that phrases we, our, or us were
used instead of I, my, or me. However, the interview results
from both Germany and Sweden showed the intended
shift of referent did not work as well as desired, and this
challenge was not solved by rewording items. This finding
based on our qualitative study is somewhat in contrast
to results from a number of quantitative survey studies
that have found psychometric support for aggregating
individual level responses to a meaningful group score for
PSC (see e.g., Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Idris & Dollard, 2014;
Law et al., 2011; Pien et al., 2018). However, even in those
studies, the majority of variance can be attributed to the
individual level, and previous research on workplace social
capital items has also demonstrated the intended shift of
referent can be a cognitively complicated task (Berthelsen
et al., 2016).
The difficulties regarding the translation of key
concepts and the existence of different organizational
sub-climates within larger organizations may have added
further to this complexity. Our findings indicate that only
when employees are familiar with policies, procedures,
and practices of their organization do they feel capable of
providing a valid assessment of psychosocial safety climate
in their organization. A related issue is that participants had
difficulties in relating to actions of senior management and
questioned whether specific items addressed the relevant
managerial level. In addition, it was apparent that in many
cases the participants perceived they did not possess the
knowledge allowing them to respond to items regarding
senior management actions and priorities in a meaningful
way. In particular, this was evident when participants
perceived a lack of communication in the organization,
when they were not aware of employer responsibilities,
or when they had short-term employment. In sum, a
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combination of these issues and circumstances may have
influenced the participants to refer PSC items in relation
to their line managers and their department instead of
senior management.
PSC is theorized to be a property of an organization
mainly driven by senior management (Dollard & Bakker,
2010). However, as management at different organizational
levels has a central role in enacting the PSC, it can also
be analysed at group or team level (Dollard et al., 2012),
or even—practised in a few cases—at the individual level
as a measure of perceived psychological climate (Garrick
et al., 2014; Geisler, Berthelsen & Muhonen, 2019). The
findings of the current study indicate the measurement
of PSC is most valid for assessing sub-climates at lower
organizational levels in complex organizations or for small
to medium-sized workplaces. Future research including
psychometric analyses is needed to evaluate whether the
Swedish and German PSC versions function in a similar way
to the original Australian version regarding aggregation of
individual level data to group level.
Length and format of the PSC instrument

Across the two studies we consistently found reactions
from participants indicating a perceived redundancy
of the 12 items. Generally, PSC is combined with other
instruments in surveys to cover several areas in a complex
field; therefore, the shortest possible reliable and valid
measurement is desirable. The length of a questionnaire
and perceived redundancy of items have an impact on
response rates, which constitutes a major challenge
for survey studies (Fan & Yan, 2010; Jaju & Crask, 1999;
Phillips, Reddy & Durning, 2016). This leads to a relevant
consideration about how many items are actually required
for a valid measurement of a construct. Findings from
confirmatory factor analyses support the construct validity
of the theoretically based four-factor structure measured
by the 12-item version of PSC (Hall et al., 2010; Pien et al.,
2018). Despite the theoretical reasoning behind the PSC
measure, it seems data most often are collapsed into one
single composite PSC score (see e.g., Afsharian et al., 2018;
Biron et al., 2018; Bronkhorst, 2015; Idris et al., 2015; Potter
et al., 2017). In addition, a 4-item version comprising the
theoretical dimensions has been introduced (Dollard &
Bakker, 2010). PSC-4 has proved to be strongly associated
with PSC-12 and to hold satisfactory psychometrics (Dollard
& Bakker, 2010; Dollard et al., 2012). Studies that plan to
analyse a single total score rather than the theoretically
based sub-scale scores could therefore consider to employ
the PSC-4 and thereby reduce the response burden.
Participants from Sweden reacted to the format of
statements. The tradition in the Swedish context is to
use questions rather than statements in surveys, as
exemplified by the latest national work environment
survey, which includes questions only (The Swedish Work
Environment Authority, 2018). In correspondence with
Maureen Dollard, who has developed the PSC measure, we
decided to keep the original format to assure international
comparability. However, this finding concerning the
format design needs to be taken into consideration in
future cross-cultural adaptation processes of instruments.

Use of the intermediate response option

Another consistent finding was many participants chose
the intermediate response option (neither agree nor
disagree) when unsure about their response. This finding
corresponds to results from an earlier study regarding
items on Workplace Social Capital, which also is a latent
work climate construct (Berthelsen et al., 2016). Therefore,
we tested an extra response option; however, that failed
to remedy the problem: misunderstanding the choice of a
response option affects the reliability and validity of the
measurement. This problem can be minimized using a
thorough adaptation process leading to relevant and clear
formulations. Future psychometric analyses are needed
to compare the psychometric properties of the Swedish
and the German adapted translations with the original
Australian version.
Cross-cultural contextual reflections

Comparing our study results, we found a remarkable
difference in that German participants often mentioned
in the cognitive interviews a lack of communication
in their organization while Swedish participants
frequently reported a variety of communication channels
in relation to stress prevention and psychological health
issues at work. This finding might reflect a difference in
organizational communication maturity concerning PSC.
In a similar way, the results from the European Survey of
Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks (ESENER) reveal
the level of psychosocial risk management is significantly
higher in Sweden than in Germany (EU-OSHA, 2010, 2018).
Sweden has, in contrast to Germany, a longstanding
tradition of systematic work-environment management
that requires employers to document the work
environment, as well as to take measures and to draw
up action plans for improvements (Janetzke & Ertel,
2017). Particularly the latter requirement has no parallel
in Germany’s common OSH practice. These differences
in OSH culture may explain the diverging findings from
our two countries in some respects, and to corroborate
these findings on a larger scale, it will be necessary to
conduct quantitative analyses of national PSC levels in
the two countries.
We believe integrating findings on PSC from the two
sub-studies conducted in Sweden and Germany is the
main contribution—without neglecting the problems
involved. Triangulating findings from two European
countries improves the reliability of our study. The results
are strengthened by including participants with various
backgrounds, even regarding nationality. Sweden and
Germany are among those European countries with the
most advanced OSH policies. Still we found cross-cultural
variation in PSC between these two countries, though
probably not as much as if we had studied more diverse
countries with respect to OSH regulations and traditions.
In addition, the qualitative validation approach we have
chosen enabled us to achieve a deeper insight into the
issues related to the instrument per se and those related
to the overall context. At the same time, the challenge in
our approach has mainly been that we have worked with
German and Swedish transcriptions but used English
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as our common working language. We have put a lot of
effort into attaining good internal validity for our results,
particularly by extensive discussions, exchange, and
comparisons of translations of text passages.
For future validation and development of the PSC
instrument, it could be of high relevance to conduct a
corresponding study in Australia where the instrument
originated. This could give opportunities for identification
of which findings of challenges and problems have to
do with the translation and validation procedure and
which are inherent in the instrument (Willis, 2015b). Our
expectations would be that particular findings relating
to challenges in terms of shift of referent, different subcultures in complex organisations, and inclination to use
the middle response option in an unintended way would
persist independent of the cultural setting. In addition,
future qualitative PSC research could focus on culturally
distinctive or sensitive facets of the PSC concept. One such
issue is the cultural differences in employee expectations
of employer responsibilities regarding the protection
of their psychological health and organizational
communication cultures.
Quantitative research is required to corroborate the
usefulness of PSC as a multilevel upstream surveillance
measure in the European context. In addition to basic
psychometrics, we recommend future research to
investigate whether the challenges uncovered by the
interviews in the present study have psychometric
consequences. Future research should also investigate
how well the PSC-4 reflects the PSC-12 and the predictive
validity of these two different lengths of the instrument in
the European context. This investigation is important for
establishing norm values, evaluating dimensionality, and
measurement invariance across different occupational
groups and industries and countries. Finally, we
recommend future research to evaluate the appropriate
level of aggregation and the nomological validity of the
translated PSC instrument, for instance, a longitudinal
multilevel workplace design that combines questionnaire
data with organizational register data (e.g., on staff
turnover, absence or productivity).
The earlier reporting of the national studies focused
on presenting methodological details of the initial steps
in the adaptation and validation process (Berthelsen &
Muhonen, 2017; Ertel & Formazin, 2019). In the present
study, we synthesize the main findings across the two
studies and discuss them in a European OSH-perspective.
This contributes to a deeper understanding of the PSC
concept in general and the challenges of transferring the
PSC instrument to a different context than where it was
originally developed. In addition, our study demonstrates
the relevance of cognitive interviewing for adaptation and
evaluation of instruments for use in different cultural
contexts than where it was first developed.
Conclusion
This is the first qualitative study conducted in two
European countries on the validation of the PSC
instrument, originally developed in Australia. The present
study, which integrates results from Sweden and from
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Germany, clearly demonstrates the importance of a
thorough adaptation process for achieving cross-cultural
validity when transferring an instrument from one
cultural context to another. Furthermore, the interviews
corroborated the relevance and importance of PSC for
use in the European context. This adaptation process met
some difficulties (e.g., the suboptimal shift of referent and
the existence of sub-climates in complex organizations).
We believe these challenges are typical of this kind of
climate-related instruments as previous research has
reported similar results (Berthelsen et al., 2016).
While we think the overall findings of the present study
corroborate the cross-cultural validity of transferral of the
PSC instrument from an Australian to a European context,
we would also recommend continued validation research.
All in all, we consider PSC to be a valid framework for
targeting psychosocial risks and organizational procedures
also in a European setting.
Note
1
All EU countries had to transpose the joint European
OSH framework into national law. Yet the national laws
differ due to variations in national OSH traditions,
infrastructures, regulatory practices, and so forth.
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