
Organisational context and work situation
A medium sized research organisation that does complex analysis for customers had a command and control 
management style with highly siloed specialist teams. The research topics and analyses that customers needed 
were highly varied. However, client requests always came with tight timeframes and significant reputational issues 
if the advice was inaccurate or late. The organisation had adopted hybrid working arrangements with most staff 
working some days in the week from home.   

The organisation had topic specialist teams which often caused some teams to have too much work whilst other 
teams had too little. The IT workload system was antiquated and did not allow managers to properly understand 
project requirements or workloads, especially for complex policy matters. The organisation had poor tools and 
templates for routine analytic tasks and reports, even though better templates could have reduced team workloads.

Supervisors tried, where they could, to allocate routine tasks to non-specialist teams. However, this work was often 
boring and also resented by staff as they felt they missed out on developing and using interesting new skills. Staff 
were reporting stress and frustration around current work designs and systems of work, including role overload. 
The organisation was unable to rapidly respond to customer requests without putting their staff at risk of harm. The 
staff, especially managers, were feeling stressed and overwhelmed and knew things had to change.  However, they 
felt a lot of anxiety about a proposed organisational restructure to address the psychosocial and efficiency risks. 
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Psychosocial hazards and risks
A range of psychosocial risks were identified through the People at Work Survey, from staff consultation workshops 
and reports by supervisors to the management team meetings. 

These included: 

	• Prolonged periods of excessively high and occasionally low workloads, as work was unequally distributed 
across the organisation

	• Cognitively complex technical tasks with poor practical support due to poor information management systems, 
templates, cross-team communication and working relationships 

	• Unrealistic client deadlines

	• Lack of tools and templates such as generic analytic models and template reports

	• Inadequate skill development opportunities

	• Risk of poor organisational change consultation if workers were not involved in design decisions.

Work design process and control measures to manage psychosocial risks
The organisation did a series of task analyses, used a workload planning tool to analyse workloads, and did a 
skills audit to better understand the organisation’s current needs and staff skills mix. Leaders used a participatory 
approach to design solutions, forming a working group made up of worker representatives and the management 
team.

Leaders put in place an organisational restructure. The new structure set up six work groups in which all members 
had basic generic analytic and reporting skills training. Each group also had at least one technical subject matter 
expert. This meant all groups could now do most tasks. Where additional technical advice was needed, the divisional 
manager would request the relevant expert from another team to join meetings to give specialist advice.

The organisation recognised that rather than outsourcing the development of a new IT workload system, analytical 
tools, and reporting templates, these should be developed internally and with staff input. External providers were 
unlikely to understand the nuances of the work tasks. An internal working group was set up and developed the new 
systems. The group advised the human resources team on how training for these should be rolled out to all staff. 

The new IT system also allowed the leadership team and manager to monitor customer requests, workloads, staff 
leave, and so on. Leaders could flexibly allocate tasks to the teams that had the most capacity. 

Project managers now held regular planning meetings with key staff and customers to make sure everyone had a 
clear understanding of the job scope, risks, and realistic delivery timetables.

The new IT system included collaborative workspace tools that allowed staff working from different locations to 
share data and run through analytical models on screen in team meetings.

All staff members received training and support to do general analytics work and reporting on tasks. Leaders used 
the skills audit to find out individual worker’s needs so training and support could be, so far as possible, individually 
tailored to them.

The changes were piloted, and results showed that, for most staff, while the workload peaks and troughs evened 
out, managers’ workloads had increased. Managers needed to change their leadership style to give practical and 
emotional support and guidance. This meant shifting to an inspirational mentoring role rather than the previous 
command and control model, which for some had been a struggle. The managers also needed to rapidly become 
skilled in the new workload management software so they could closely monitor task allocations. The pilot showed 
that the organisation needed more time to update the policies and procedures, including performance agreements. 
The senior leadership team acknowledged this and put in place bi-weekly meetings with all managers to give them 
greater emotional and practical support (such as helping prioritise tasks and delaying deliverables). The leadership 
team recognised managers’ flexibility and professionalism as they moved to different leadership styles and 
rewarded their long working hours and efforts with paid time off.



Refer to Designing Work to Manage Psychosocial Risks for more information or SafeWork NSW’s Code of Practice 
Managing Psychosocial Hazards at Work (pages 28-37) which also includes ten scenarios illustrating psychosocial risks 
and work design control measures.

Senior leaders recognised the changes being made to the organisation’s design and culture were significant. 
As the new arrangements were being rolled out, they made clear staff should expect mistakes but know they 
offered valuable opportunities to learn and change the designs. Leaders made sure there was a culture where all 
members of the organisation could give feedback on elements of the design that were effective or may need further 
improvements. 

Two years after the rollout, staff report workload peaks and troughs are more even; there are greater opportunities 
to use and develop skills; and they believe their organisation has an innovative learning culture and practices. 
Generally, stress is lower and staff satisfaction higher. Customer feedback shows the advice given by the 
organisation is of high quality and timely.

https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1283762/Designing-Work-to-Manage-Psychosocial-Risks.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf
https://www.safework.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/983353/Code-of-Practice_Managing-psychosocial-hazards.pdf
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