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“Your goal to produce a product or provide a
service at a particular price cannot override your
duty to ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable,
the health and safety of your workers and others”

- Work Health and Safety Code of Practice 2024
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Introduction

Australian universities are facing a
growing crisis in staff psychological
health and wellbeing. A major national
study conducted over five years by the
Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) Global
Observatory at the University of South
Australia revealed widespread
psychosocial risk across the sector driven
by years of restructuring, rising
workloads, and digital stress. In response,
the Australian University Census on Staff
Wellbeing was launched in 2025 as a
“name and support” public health and
sustainability response. Through this
Census, we aim to understand the scale
of psychosocial risk in the sector.

Who We Are

The PSC Global Observatory team based
at Adelaide University — ARC Laureate Prof
Maureen Dollard, Prof Kurt Lushington, Dr
Amy Zadow, and Daniel Neser - is
dedicated to advancing research and
interventions that promote a healthy and
supportive work environment. This is an
ARC Laureate funded project
(FL200100025) supported by Transitioning
Well, the National Tertiary Education Union,
and SuperFriend and has Adelaide
University (formerly University of South
Australia) Human  Ethics clearance
(206950).
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Executive
Summary

The Australian university sector is facing a growing crisis in staff psychological health and safety.
Over recent decades, Australian universities have undergone profound transformation, with
deregulation, intensified competition, cuts to funding, job insecurity and a profit-and-productivity
agenda reshaping the sector. A large national Australian Research Council project conducted over
five years by the Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) Global Observatory at Adelaide University
(formerly University of South Australia) showed widespread psychosocial risk and distress across
the sector, driven by years of restructuring, increasing workloads and digital stress.

Despite multiple government reviews - including the Australian Universities Accord and a Senate
Inquiry — staff wellbeing has received little direct attention. In response, the Australian University
Census on Staff Wellbeing was launched in 2025 as a sector-wide “name and support” public health
and sustainability initiative. The purpose of the Census is to understand the scale of psychosocial
risk in the sector, as well as provide an evidence-base to reform risk management practices across
universities.

Psychosocial Safety Climate refers to the shared belief held by workers that their psychological
health and safety is protected and supported by senior management. It reflects the quality of the
organisation’s safety system for communication, participation, and consultation around psychosocial
risk and the protection of worker psychological health. PSC is a system-level indicator, a leading
predictor of future working conditions, job strain, worker mental health, burnout, and productivity.
Research describes PSC as the “cause of the causes” of work stress. When PSC is low, worker
psychological health is not a leadership priority, and workers are more likely to face psychosocial
risks. High PSC signals that worker psychological health is valued relative to competing priorities
such as productivity, and that psychosocial risks are effectively prevented and managed.

The 2025 Census collected responses from nearly 11,500 staff from 42 universities, with an
estimated response rate of 7.65%, with PSC rankings determined for 36 universities with at least 100
respondents. Across the universities 100% recorded PSC levels in the high- or very high-risk
categories. There were 30 universities in high-risk PSC and six Universities in very high-risk PSC.
Across the sample 76% of staff reported risky PSC levels - more than double the rate in the general
workforce. In our sample 8,719 university personnel reported high- to very high-risk PSC.

The Census reveals a sector under psychological strain. Psychosocial Safety Climate scores across
the Australian university sector are uniformly poor compared to benchmarks from large Australian
worker samples, including the Australian Workplace Barometer and SuperFriend datasets. The
results indicate that substantial numbers of staff are working in conditions that pose a serious risk to
their mental and physical health — 82% report high to very high levels of emotional exhaustion. High
levels of emotional exhaustion are twice as prevalent and engagement levels are significantly lower
compared to the general workforce.
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PSC levels vary across universities and the differences reflect a collective view within each university
- a kind of organisational “signature” of PSC. The PSC rankings are meaningful, as PSC improves,
emotional exhaustion levels in the university tend to decrease and levels of work engagement and
job satisfaction increase.

PSC risk levels were consistently high across gender, role and employment level. This implies that
university PSC levels vary not because of a demographic mix, but due to senior management
mindset on the issue. Only academic staff deans and professional staff senior managers reported
lower risk levels, suggesting a disconnect between leadership experience and frontline reality.

The top three Australian university performers on PSC are:
1. Charles Darwin University

2. University of New South Wales

3. University of Queensland

The Australian Universities Accord (2023) highlights universities’ role in transforming lives, driving
innovation, and underpinning national wellbeing. By 2050, 55% of Australian jobs will require higher
education, making the health and sustainability of universities vital to the economy. Priority Five calls
on university governing bodies to improve staff wellbeing and become exemplary employers.
Strengthening PSC provides a pathway to achieve this goal as it is known to enhance wellbeing,
work engagement, creativity, and performance (Zadow et al, 2023), and there is potential to improve
teaching quality and research outputs by improving PSC.

Providing decent and safe work by protecting workers from exposure to psychosocial risk is a legal
obligation in Australia and a basic human right. Yet results indicate a sector-wide public health
concern requiring urgent, coordinated action. Australian universities are at a crossroads. The
evidence is clear: staff are working in environments that place their psychological health at
significant risk. Productivity pressure is driving over-contract-hours worked with significant savings
to the sector ($273 million for this sample alone) at the human expense of worker psychological
health. Without urgent action, the sector’s ability to deliver high-quality education, world-class
research, and positive student experiences will be compromised. By prioritising PSC, universities can
rebuild trust, strengthen performance, and create workplaces that support the wellbeing of the
people who make higher education possible.

Recommendations

With the goal of universities becoming exemplary employers providing decent and safe working
conditions, we recommend that:

1. Funding be increased to universities to ease productivity pressures on staff

2. Consideration be given to including maintenance of mentally healthy workplaces in the Higher
Education Framework Standards

3. The PSC tool be adopted as the National Standard for Psychosocial Risk Assessment in the
higher education sector

4. In the interests of transparency, the PSC be independently administered across the sector on a
regular basis and that a table of university performance on PSC be published

5. PSC be adopted by the sector as a KPI for senior management

6. A staff-centred approach to strategic operations is adopted across universities

Universities will receive an individual report on their performance on each of the measures assessed
in the Census along with a document outlining general suggestions for improvement within their
organisation and external supports available. To build capability in the sector we hope to convene a
community of practice and aim to evaluate progress with another Census in 2026.



Background

The psychological health and wellbeing of
employees are fundamental for a successful
and sustainable workforce. Yet over several
decades, Australian universities have
undergone profound change that has
undermined this fundamental. Deregulation,
competition for revenue, and a focus on
productivity have reshaped the sector (Baum,
et al, 2022). A productivity-and-profit agenda,
accompanied by continual restructures and
mergers, rising workloads and job insecurity,
wage theft scandals, very high executive
salaries, technological disruption, budget
constraints and job losses, has drawn
significant media and public scrutiny of
university governance and management.

The productivity-and-profit agenda has
significantly impacted the Psychosocial Safety
Climate (PSC, the climate for worker
psychological health and safety) within
Australian academic institutions, leading to
heightened stress, burnout, and reduced
engagement.

Our Australian Research Council (ARC
DP190100853) funded five-wave study (2020-
2024) of university staff assessing digital
stress in universities uncovered evidence of a
widespread and deep crisis of mental health
among university staff, associated with the
pressures of restructures and job demands.
Yet staff are the backbone of the sector, of
teaching, research and student support and
their vitality is crucial for the sector.
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Universities play a critical role in national
wellbeing, innovation, and economic growth.
The Australian Universities Accord emphasises
that by 2050, 55% of Australian jobs will
require higher education. A healthy, supported
academic workforce is essential to meet this
demand. While government reviews, such as
the Australian Universities Accord and a
Senate Inquiry, have highlighted issues of
governance, institutional performance and
student wellbeing and safety, the wellbeing of
university staff has received little direct
attention, despite evidence of rising staff
stress. Nevertheless, Priority Five of the
Australian  Universities Accord calls on
university governing bodies to improve staff
wellbeing and become good employers.

WHS laws in Australia clearly mandate that
employers should prevent and manage
psychosocial risks. Yet despite this universities
have not adequately prioritised and protected
the psychological health of their workforce.
Evidence suggests Australian universities are
performing poorly and lag behind other sectors
when it comes to psychosocial safety best
practice. The longer-term aim of this research
is to determine whether the publication of
universities ranked by PSC score is a motivator
to improve the working circumstances of
university personnel.
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A public rating system is a feedback
mechanism at scale that could lead to
behaviour change. The desire to maintain a
good public image could be a motivator for
managers of universities to take necessary
action to improve their university’'s PSC.
International human rights and public health
research shows that “naming” institutions can
drive accountability and reform. Naming is an
effective public health and human rights
strategy used by actors, for example, to
pressure regimes for human rights reforms
(Zhou et al 2024). Naming could offer positive
benefits by socially motivating university
performance, enhancing transparency and
accountability, and clarifying the public health
impact of university employment. The
approach is appropriate given the International
Labour Organization covenant that WHS is a
fundamental human right and the concerning
evidence of serious ongoing risk.

Universities are highly motivated by league
tables. There are many examples of league
tables such as the QS World University
Rankings, Academic Ranking of World
Universities, the US News and World Report,
and The Times Higher Education World
University Rankings. Yet none of these ranking
systems are concerned with employment
conditions. For example, The Times Higher
Education World University Rankings uses 13
indicators, focused on research, teaching,
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citations, industry income and international
outlook. Although there is a focus on wellbeing
the interest is tertiary in nature — assisting staff
when distress occurs rather than focusing on
working conditions and prevention.

Yet it is likely that university key performance
indicators and their sustainability are
dependent on decent working conditions and
employee health. The common belief is that
university rating systems are taken seriously
because they influence student choices
(Hazelkorn, 2015). They also influence
institutional behaviour, such as focusing
resource allocation and adjusting priorities to
improve their rankings. Likewise with the PSC
ranking system we are seeking these kinds of
influences. A high PSC score then may be used
by universities to improve their reputation, and
attract and retain talent.

With a nationwide survey of staff we aim to
more fully understand the scale of
psychosocial risk in the sector, as well as
provide evidence to reform risk management
practices across universities. This is timely as
the sector and its management practices are
under increasing scrutiny and review. The aim
of this report is to provide a state-of-the-art
baseline status of the psychosocial safety
climate in Australian universities.
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Psychosocial Safety Climate Census

Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) refers to
the organisational climate for worker
psychological health, wellbeing, and safety.
PSC reflects senior management commitment,
organisational participation, and general
consultation in relation to stress prevention
and safety at work (Dollard & Bakker, 2010).
The PSC concept is an Australian innovation
and has inspired nearly 300 empirical studies
across 39 countries (see stresscafe.net).

At the heart of PSC theory is the proposition
that the way senior management weigh the
values and priority for productivity imperatives
vs worker basic psychological needs has
implications for work quality, for example,
whether workers are exposed to psychosocial
risks such as high work pressure, bullying, and
harassment, and low levels of job control,
social support, and organisational justice.

Improving PSC is likely to improve teaching

quality, student outcomes and research

performance because research has shown that

PSC can:

= enhance staff wellbeing and reduce burnout
(Zadow et al., 2019)

= increase work engagement and creativity
(Zadow et al., 2019)

= strengthen performance (Zadow et al,
2019)

= reduce costs associated with turnover,
absenteeism, and workers’ compensation
claims (Zadow et al., 2019; Loh et al., 2024).

PSC’s Components

PSC is underpinned by the following core key
principles in relation to stress prevention and
safety at work (Dollard & Bakker, 2010).

Management Commitment: The extent to
which senior leaders demonstrate genuine
commitment to psychological health and
safety, such as through visible actions and
adequate resource allocation.

Management Priority: The degree to which
psychological health and safety is clearly
prioritised relative to other organisational
goals, such as productivity or performance.

Organisational Communication: The presence
of consistency, clarity, and transparency in
communication regarding psychosocial risks,
policies, and actions taken to address risks,
that occurs across all levels of the
organisation.

Organisational Participation and
Consultation: The degree to which key
stakeholders across all levels of the
organisation are actively engaged and involved
in decision-making and actions related to
protecting psychological health and safety.

Together these principles form the foundation
of the workplace safety system for worker
psychological health.
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Psychosocial Safety Climate

Primary Intervention Secondary Intervention
Preve Protect

PSC Moderation Effects

Job Demands

Work Pressure

Emotional Demands
Cognitive Demands
Role Conflict
Organisational Change
Bullying & Harassment
=  Group/Task Conflict
PSC 7

Management Commitment
Management Priori

Organisational Communication
Organisational Participation and
Consultation

Job Resources
Supervisor Support
Co-worker Support
Skill Discretion
Decision Authority
Rewards, Praise
Procedural Justice
Change Consultation

PSC Moderation Effects

The PSC Model

Australian and international researchers have
shown PSC acts as the ‘cause of the causes’
of work stress. In this sense PSC is viewed as a
leading indicator or pre-eminent psychosocial
risk factor as it can predict many psychosocial
risks in relation to workplace demands and
resources as well as worker health and
productivity outcomes (see Figure 1). PSC
therefore provides a safety framework within
which to address and manage psychosocial
risks as set out in the new WHS regulations.

Psychosocial safety is largely determined by
management and leaders in an organisation
(Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Psychosocial safety
implies adequate protection of workers from
psychosocial risks - those work and
organisational factors that affect worker
psychological health. For management to
prioritise  workers’ psychological health,
effective support and adequate relevant
resourcing must be provided to ensure that
jobs are not too demanding. Communications
systems must be designed to supply and
receive information about possible stressors
and to indicate what to do if exposed to
stressors. By ensuring workers have a safe line
of feedback and by listening to their concerns,
management can better understand working
conditions and be better equipped to improve
workers’ mental health by addressing identified
psychosocial risks. The involvement of all

. Emotional Exhaustion
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Figure 1: The PSC Model

Health Erosion Path

Health

Psychological Distress

Health Outcomes
Absenteeism
Injuries

Depression . ‘Waorkers Compensation

Physical Health

Motivation Outcomes
Job Satisfaction
Intention to Leave
Waork Performance

Engagement

levels of the organisation, and participation and
consultation with all relevant stakeholders is
vital to develop and maintain a safe system of
work.

How PSC works is shown in the Psychosocial
Safety Climate model (Figure 1). Senior
management values and priorities drive their
strategic approach to how jobs are designed,
and how work is organised and managed.
Many work stress theories focus on the way
that work is designed as the primary source of
work stress. Within the JD-R model (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007; Demerouti et al., 2001), broad
aspects of the job demands (e.g., work
pressure, emotional demands) and job
resources (e.g. job control, pay) interact to
influence employee health and engagement
through two distinct psychological pathways
(see box next page).

The health-erosion pathway describes how
sustained effort to cope with chronic job
demands depletes workers’ energy reserves,
ultimately resulting in negative outcomes such
as psychological distress and burnout. The
motivational pathway explains how adequate
resources foster engagement and positive
organisational outcomes (Bakker & Demerouti,
2007, 2008). PSC is a trigger of these
pathways to psychological health and
engagement.
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The Health Erosion Process (PSC — Job Demands — Health Outcomes)

Low PSC is related to future high demands which in turn is taxing and leads to psychological
and physical health problems (health erosion path). Work stress occurs because of
exposure to high job demands (work pressure, emotional demands, cognitive demands, role
conflict, organisational change, bullying and harassment, group/task conflict). High job
demands lead to psychological distress, emotional exhaustion, depression and physical
health problems.

The Health Support Process (PSC — Job Resources — Health)

High PSC is associated with better resource allocation which can help workers manage
demands or offset the negative effects of demands. A more in-tune management
understands and responds to the needs of workers and their particular challenges better.

@ The Extended Motivational Process (PSC — Job Resources — Engagement)

= PSC is related to levels of resources available to employees, and with proper resourcing and

‘ . . support employees tend to feel more satisfied on the job, more engaged and less likely to

' ‘ leave. PSC leads to less turnover costs and more engaged, attentive staff. The model shows

- that there are health and motivational implications of PSC, not only for worker wellbeing but

for the organisation too, i.e. when a) health problems lead to absenteeism, injuries, and

workers compensation claims, and b) poor engagement leads to job dissatisfaction,
intention to leave, reduced work performance.

We conceptualise PSC as an organisational
resource that shapes the broader work
environment by influencing both job demands
and job resources (see Figure 1). Therefore
PSC can be seen as a precursor to the JD-R
model. A low PSC can plausibly give rise to
poorly designed jobs and chronic job demands.
For instance, excessive work pressure may
persist when policies, practices, and
procedures aimed at keeping workloads
manageable are absent or ineffective. This may
include a lack of mechanisms for reporting
work overload or fatigue. Similarly, inadequate

related psychological health issues,
organisations should focus on building the
safety system, that is the PSC (primary
prevention). Secondary intervention addresses
the way that work is designed, and tackles
specified psychosocial risks. This is also
important, but not essentially primary
prevention as risks are already present.
Examples of this include addressing workload
allocation, and increasing job autonomy, or
addressing workplace bullying and
harassment.

PSC may heighten emotional demands by
creating pressure to suppress rather than
express emotions. This can occur when
workers’ concerns are dismissed or when
psychological wellbeing is not valued. Fear of
speaking up can intensify emotional strain.
Evidence shows that exposure to low PSC (cf.
high PSC) increases the risk threefold of new
major depressive symptoms over the next 12
months (Zadow et al., 2021).

The model highlights primary intervention
(prevention), secondary intervention
(protection), and tertiary  intervention
(responding). To prevent the onset of work-

Tertiary intervention is focused on fixing health
issues that arise from the work context e.g., by
accessing support services provided by an
Employee Assistance Programme (EAP). In
circumstances where workers experience
distress tertiary interventions are important,
but the approach is not preventative. Moreover,
there is evidence that although employee
distress decreases by accessing an EAP the
positive effects are not as strong if an
employee returns to a poor PSC context
(Bouzikos et al., 2022). In other words if the
work context is not addressed tertiary
interventions will have limited effectiveness.
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PSC is measured using the PSC-12 (Dollard & Bakker, 2010; Hall, Dollard, & Coward, 2010), a 12-item
questionnaire encompassing four sub-scales (which reflect the four PSC key principles) related to
worker psychological health. Total scores can range from 12 to 60 (PSC-12). Benchmarks have been
created to assist with interpretation of results for organisations, workers and practitioners as
follows.

PSC Risk Levels - Implications for Organisations and Workers

For organisations: Performing well. Staff generally support measures
taken by senior management and recognise proactive effort to protect

from psychosocial hazards. Active improvements might still be required to
41 to 60 . . : ) - .
improve psychosocial protections. Evolving workplace conditions will
Low always mean emerging hazards need to be anticipated and planned for.

Risk

For individuals: Workers generally see a positive, supportive atmosphere
with proactive management of psychosocial hazards and where concerns,
should they arise, are addressed.

For organisations: Improvements are required for psychosocial protection.
Proactive senior management leadership can and has improved PSC and
reduced hazards. Improvements in climate and moving into low-risk has
been shown to reinforce itself and generate a culture of support and risk
reduction.

For individuals: Workers generally see an inconsistent approach to the
prevention and management of psychosocial hazards, and where concerns
are raised they are not always addressed adequately.

For organisations: Systemic problems pervade management and hazard
prevention structures. Staff heath and productivity tend to decline in a
context where job strain is high. High-risk scores suggest a lack of
>26 to 37 engagement by senior management in proactive psychosocial hazard
. revention and management.
High P d

Risk For individuals: Employees generally see a lack of concern from senior
management concerning their psychological welfare and the proactive
management of psychosocial hazards. Staff report they are not consulted
or enabled to actively participate in psychosocial hazard prevention.

For organisations: Serious failures in organisational strategy, requiring
urgent action to prevent worsening conditions and staff illness/injury.
Sickness absence caused by working conditions is generally much higher.

12 to 26

Very High For individuals: Facing a harmful system, individuals likely face one or

Risk many hazards such as a lack of work support, disinterested/hostile
management, a lack of communication, fear of raising concerns, bullying
and harassment. Persistently poor working conditions significantly increase
the likelihood of serious psychological damage.

Bailey et al., (2015) determined that scores of 41 or above places workers at low-risk for poor health; <41 to > 37 at medium-
risk, and scores 37 or below at high-risk for poor wellbeing outcomes such as job strain and symptoms of depression.
Dormann et al. (2018) further determined a critical value of PSC = 26 to distinguish very high risk, which is indicative of more
than 100% increased incidents of persistent depressive disorder compared to average levels of PSC across 4 years.
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Method

Approval for the research was given by the
Adelaide University (formerly University of
South Australia) Human Research Ethics
Committee, Ethics Protocol Number 206950.

Sample

Data were collected in an e-survey of
Australian university staff from Oct 4th 2025 to
Jan 7th 2026. We used a diverse sampling
strategy to reach as many staff as possible.
Staff may have received emails inviting their
participation from either an NTEU email list
which included union and non-union members,
our email list from previous research in the
sector, or their vice chancellor. Staff may have
also participated via links provided in university
newsletters, social media, or from their
professional association. All participants are
university employees who participated on a
voluntary basis. Participants had the right to
withdraw at any time from the study without
negative consequences.

Measures

Demographics included gender; university;
staff role; academic level; professional level;
academic role; professional role; employment
status; level of education; academic area; and
union member. The response options for these
are provided in Table 1.

Psychosocial Safety Climate was assessed
using the PSC-12 (Hall et al, 2010) which
canvases four areas: management
commitment to stress prevention (e.g., “Senior
management show support for stress
prevention through involvement and
commitment”; management priority (e.g.,
“Senior management considers psychological
health to be as important as productivity”;
organisational communication (e.g., “There is
good communication here about psychological
safety issues which affect me”; and
participation and consultation, (e.g.,
“Participation and consultation in psychological
health and safety occurs with employees,
unions, and health and safety representatives
in my workplace”. Responses are on a 5-point
Likert format from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) (Cronbach’s a = -94). Later we
describe PSC risk level.

Psychosocial Safety Climate Level 2
Perspective. Participants were asked to
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respond to PSC-4 items (Dollard, 2019), one
item from each PSC domain, with respect to
their faculty leaders (or equivalent). The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95.

Organisational Change was assessed with the
5 item organisational change measure from
Karasek’'s JCQ 2.0 (Agbenyikey et al., 2025).
An example item is “In your university, there
have been changes such as restructuring,
downsizing, and layoffs that have significantly
affected your job”. All items were assessed on
a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

Hours Worked and Differential was assessed
based on the difference between a
respondent’s reported weekly working hours
and their contracted/paid hours.

Job Security. Participants were asked “How
likely do you feel that you will be employed at
the university in 12 months?” with responses
required on a % scale from 0% to 100%.

Emotional Exhaustion was measured using
the three-item exhaustion subscale of the
Burnout Assessment Tool (Schaufeli et al.,
2020). This assesses the extent to which the
participant is emotionally depleted due to work.
An example item is, “At work, | feel mentally
exhausted”. ltems were rated on a 5-point
scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94.

Work Engagement was assessed using the
three-item Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES-3; Schaufeli et al, 2017). The scale
measures the dimensions of vigour, dedication
and absorption. An example item is, “At my
work, | feel bursting with energy”. Items were
rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (never) to 7
(every day). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84.

Job Satisfaction was measured with a single
item “taking everything into consideration, how
do you feel about your job as a whole?” on a 7-
point scale from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 7
(extremely satisfied) (Warr, Cook & Wall, 1979).

Leave Intention was assessed with a single
item adapted from Abrams, Ando, and Hinkle
(1998) “In the next 12 months, | intend to leave
this university”. The response format was
dichotomous, 0 (no), 1 (yes).

11
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11,477

Useable responses from the survey

CDU - Charles Darwin University n =218, 211%

UniSA - University of South Australia n = 413, 13.8%

ACU - Australian Catholic University n = 254, 12.6%
UNDA - University of Notre Dame Australia n =116, 11.3%
UoW - University of Wollongong n =289, 11.1%

UTS - University of Technology, Sydney n = 402, 10.8%

UTas - Uni of Tasmania n =340, 10.7%

RMIT University n =495,10.4%

Swinburne University of Technology n = 222,10.3%
n =137, 9.8%
n =322, 9.7%
n = 461, 9.4%
n =232, 9.1%
n =119, 9.0%
n =142, 8.8%

Federation University Australia
MQ - Macquarie University
Deakin University
Flinders University
USC - University of The Sunshine Coast
USQ - University of Southern Queensland
WSU - Western Sydney Uni n = 235, 8.3%
UC - University of Canberra n =113, 8.2%
GU - Griffith University n = 325,7.9%
Curtin University n=281,7.7%
VU - Victoria University n =105, 7.6%
UNE - University of New England n =100, 7.5%
Monash University n = 683, 7.4%
UniMelb - University of Melbourne n=845,7.4%
JCU - James Cook University n =138, 7.1%
Murdoch University n =123, 7.1%
UoN - University of Newcastle n =220, 6.8%
UoA - University of Adelaide n =264, 6.7%
USyd - University of Sydney n = 621, 6.3%
LTU - La Trobe University n =199, 6.3%
ECU - Edith Cowan University n =123, 6.1%
ANU - Australian National University n =309, 6.0%
UQ - University of Queensland n = 480, 5.8%
UWA - University of Western Australia n = 230, 5.8%
CSU - Charles Sturt University n =142, 5.6%
QUT - Queensland University of Technology n = 257,5.4%
UNSW - University of NSW iYL/

Q
&
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Data Analysis

Data analysis was undertaken on password-
protected computers and stored on password-
protected Qualtrics accounts.

University rankings are provided on PSC data
only, and from universities with at least 100
respondents. Responses were received from
42 universities, and of these 6 did not meet the

threshold of 100 responses (Central
Queensland  University, Southern Cross
University, Torrens University, Avondale
University, Bond University, University of

Divinity) for the ranking. The rankings are
based on data aggregated to the University
level.

Stoft
Welbeing

10% 15% 20% 25%

Figure 2: Response Rates by University
n is the count of respondents per university; % is response rate for ongoing and fixed term contract respondents

Response Rate

As casual staff headcount data was not
available, % response rate in Figure 2 uses
ongoing and fixed term contract staff data
from these results divided by latest (2024) full-
time and fractional full-time headcount data by
institution obtained from the Department of
Education. The n shown in Figure 2 is the total
number of respondents of any kind by
university.

The response rate of non-casual, non-honorary
respondents by university ranges from 4.3% to
21.1%, with the overall sample representing
7.65% of the sector's non-casual, non-
honorary staff (10,494 of 137,241).

ensus
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Respondent Demographics Overview cgnsus

Casual Honorary
704 appointment

81

1%

Fixed Term
1700
15%

Employment Status

Participants were 8,794 ongoing/continuing (78%),
1,700 fixed term (15%) and 704 casual (6%).

L Ongoing/Continuing
8794
78%

Yes
6056
54%

No
4406
40%

Union Members
There were 6,056 union members (54%) and 4,406
non-union members (40%).

Prefer not to

answer
695
Academic Staff 6%
Member
6138
55%

Professional Staff
Member
5112
45%

Staff Role
There were 5,112 professional staff (45%) and 6138
academic staff (55%) responses.

Non-binary  Agender
182 25

2% 0%

Man

3506

32%
Gender
There were 6,613 respondents identified as
women (59%) and 3,506 as men (32%).

Prefer not to
Woman an7$8vger

6613

7%
Figure 3: Selected Demographics of Respondents 59%
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PSC and Demographics census

Indicative
Gender N % PSC Average PSC Risk Level
Woman 6613 59.3% 29.93 High Risk
Man 3506 31.4% 29.70 High Risk
Prefer not to answer 780 7.0% 25.50 Very High Risk
Non-binary 182 1.6% 26.68 High Risk
| use a different term 46 0.4% 29.63 High Risk
Agender 25 0.2% 25.16 Very High Risk
Level of Education
Postgraduate Qualification 7788 69.8% 28.65 High Risk
Bachelor Degree 1758 15.8% 31.02 High Risk
Graduate Certificate or Diploma 680 6.1% 32.24 High Risk
Diploma 421 3.8% 31.75 High Risk
Cert lll or Cert IV 269 2.4% 29.59 High Risk
Secondary Year 10 or above 192 1.7% 33.92 High Risk
Cert | or Cert Il 36 0.3% 34.14 High Risk
Secondary or Primary below Year 10 9 0.1% 31.89 High Risk
Employment Status
Ongoing/Continuing 8794 78.0% 29.18 High Risk
Fixed Term 1700 15.1% 31.46 High Risk
Casual 704 6.2% 28.91 High Risk
Honorary appointment 81 0.7% 29.61 High Risk
Staff Role
Academic Staff Member 6138 54.6% 27.71 High Risk
Professional Staff Member 5112 45.4% 31.66 High Risk
Academic Level
Level A (e.g. Tutor, Associate Lecturer, Research Associate) 753 13.1% 28.54 High Risk
Level B (e.g. Lecturer, Research fellow) 1519 26.3% 27.82 High Risk
Level C (e.g. Senior Lecturer, Senior Research fellow) 1479 25.6% 26.32 High Risk
Level D (e.g. Associate Professor) 982 17.0% 27.09 High Risk
Level E (e.g. Professor) 1035 17.9% 29.44 High Risk
Professional Level
HEW1-3 89 1.9% 31.56 High Risk
HEW4 236 5.1% 31.35 High Risk
HEWS5 683 14.7% 30.62 High Risk
HEW6 962 20.7% 30.63 High Risk
HEW7 1055 22.7% 31.10 High Risk
HEW8 904 19.5% 31.53 High Risk
HEW9-10 714 15.4% 33.41 High Risk
Academic Role
Teaching and research 3323 54.9% 26.10 High Risk
Teaching focused 1437 23.7% 28.04 High Risk
Research focused 946 15.6% 30.37 High Risk
Head of department (or equivalent) 165 2.7% 33.21 High Risk
Non-teaching/research academic 132 2.2% 31.81 High Risk
Dean or above 50 0.8% 45.08 Low Risk
Professional Role
Administration 1771 35.0% 31.21 High Risk
Other 909 18.0% 30.91 High Risk
Management 664 13.1% 33.22 High Risk
Technical and Scientific 466 9.2% 30.49 High Risk
Library 409 8.1% 33.38 High Risk
IT 356 7.0% 29.89 High Risk
Research 274 5.4% 31.42 High Risk
Senior Management 140 2.8% 37.99 Medium Risk
Grounds and Facilities 64 1.3% 32.56 High Risk

Table 1: Demographics and PSC.
PSC scores for each demographic group are averaged, then given an indicative risk level (see PSC
Benchmarks section for risk levels).
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PSC and Demographics @ensus

Indicative
Academic Area L] & PSCAverage  pgc Risk Level
Health Sciences 971 16.1% 30.10 High Risk
Other 712 11.8% 27.37 High Risk
Education 545 9.0% 27.91 High Risk
Human Society 397 6.6% 24.32 Very High Risk
Psychology 368 6.1% 28.53 High Risk
Commerce, Management, Tourism and Services 323 5.3% 27.50 High Risk
Language, Communication and Culture 287 4.8% 25.36 Very High Risk
Biomedical and Clinical Sciences 271 4.5% 29.67 High Risk
Creative Arts and Writing 259 4.3% 25.37 Very High Risk
Engineering 251 4.2% 27.57 High Risk
Law and Legal Studies 233 3.9% 26.11 High Risk
Biological Sciences 193 3.2% 27.77 High Risk
Built Environment and Design 189 31% 27.04 High Risk
Information and Computing Sciences 180 3.0% 28.61 High Risk
History, Heritage and Archaeology 140 2.3% 24.81 Very High Risk
Environmental Sciences 110 1.8% 27.82 High Risk
Mathematical Sciences 108 1.8% 28.27 High Risk
Physical Sciences 100 1.7% 30.96 High Risk
Agricultural, Veterinary and Food Sciences 95 1.6% 30.38 High Risk
Economics 91 1.5% 26.96 High Risk
Chemical Sciences 78 1.3% 28.11 High Risk
Philosophy and Religious Studies 59 1.0% 23.59 Very High Risk
Earth Sciences 53 0.9% 31.36 High Risk
Indigenous Studies 25 0.4% 25.52 Very High Risk
Are you a union member?
No 4406 39.5% 32.74 High Risk
Prefer not to answer 695 6.2% 28.96 High Risk
Yes 6056 54.3% 27.18 High Risk

Table 1: Demographics and PSC (continued)

Across the sector, as shown in Table 1 there
was no difference between men and women
PSC rating (both averaged high-risk) but those
in the prefer not to answer or agender rated
the risk as very high.

Across participant level of education all
reported high-risk levels of PSC. Fixed term
contractors rate the PSC higher than on-
going/continuing, and casual but all groups on
average rate the PSC risk as high.

Professional staff rate their university’'s PSC
higher than academic staff members but both
groups on average rate their university’s PSC
as high-risk. Across professional and academic
levels all rated the PSC on average as high-
risk. When considering managerial roles within
these domains, senior management within
professional staff rated PSC as medium-risk,
and Deans or above within academic staff
rated PSC as low-risk.

In terms of discipline areas all were rated as
high-risk, but several were rated at very high-
risk (human society; language, communication

and culture; creative arts and writing; law and
legal studies; history, heritage and
archaeology; philosophy and religious studies;
indigenous studies).

Although non-union members rate the PSC
higher, both union and non-union participants
on average rate their university’s PSC at the
high-risk level.

A key finding is that PSC appears to be similar
across the average experiences of the
demographic groups. The range of responses
obviates the need for a more detailed
representativeness study on the sample as
most categories find themselves in a high- or
very high-risk setting. In all but two
demographic categories the highest PSC
score was still high-risk. Only by adding
professional senior managers or academic
deans or higher to the sample could the sector
reach a medium-or low-risk range.
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PSC Risk Levels: University Sector vs Benchmarks

AWB
62%
o N=1599
c 2
g &
© SuperFriend
o
%5 N=10012 4%
s
m
VPS
N = 45956 R
o
T
g Unis 2021
2z v I
»n ©
O 3
Pl =
= )
2 g’ Unis 2022 21%
S5 N=t115 °
K]
0%
&= Unis 2023
= N = 941 18%
=
Unis 2024
Census 2025

mLow Risk

34%

37%

32%

Medium Risk  mHigh Risk

Figure 4: PSC Risk Levels Against Australian Benchmarks
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AWB: The Australian Workplace Barometer is a long-running project and has been measuring PSC since 2009. These
benchmarks are taken from 2021's sample of 1,599 Australian workers.

SuperFriend: SuperFriend's survey of 10,012 Australian workers measured PSC in 2023, representing the latest large PSC

sample for Australia.

VPS: The Victorian Public Sector 2020 survey of 45,956 staff provides a very large sample of public sector workers.

As shown in Figure 4 across the five years
(2020 to 2024) the ARC funded University
Digital Stress Project data shows that PSC
high- and very high-risk levels have steadily
increased (red and orange), while low-risk
levels of PSC (green) have decreased. The
Census data 2025 shows a similar pattern to
the 2023 and 2024 data.

Compared to other large datasets of national
worker populations, specifically the Australian
Workplace Barometer 2021, and SuperFriend

2023 data, and public sector workers (i.e.,
Victorian Public Sector 2020 data) the results
are stark and show that staff psychological
health and safety is a significant issue in the
Australian University sector. For example, while
SuperFriend 2023 data of around 10,000
Australian workers shows 54% in the green
(low-risk) and 38% in the high- to very high-risk
range, in contrast the University Census shows
only 18% in the green and 76% in the high- to
very high-risk PSC range.

ensus
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Figure 5: Average PSC Score by University

With respect to the ranked universities, those with over 100 responses:

 100% of universities recorded PSC levels on average in the high- or very high-risk PSC
categories.

* 76% of staff reported risky PSC levels —more than double the rate in the general workforce.

 In this study, 8719 university personnel reported high- to very high-risk PSC.

» Risk levels were consistently high across gender, role, and employment level.

« Only Academic Deans and senior professional managers reported lower risk levels, suggesting a
disconnect between leadership experience and frontline reality.

« The benchmarks are from the AWB and SuperFriend Australian dataset averages (see Figure 4).

The top three Australian university performers on PSC are (see Figure 5):
1. Charles Darwin University

2. University of New South Wales
3. University of Queensland
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Figure 6: Percentage of Respondents per Risk Level by University

Figure 6 shows a breakdown of PSC risk levels In terms of high- to very high-risk, the best
by university. The best performing university performing university has 56% of respondents
has only 36% of respondents in low-risk PSC, and the worst performing university 92% in this
and the worst performing university is at 5%. category compared to around 35% of workers
This is in vivid contrast to the benchmark data on average reporting high- to very high-risk
of large samples of Australian workers and PSC in benchmark data of large samples of
public sector data which shows around 58% of Australian workers and public sector data.

workers on average reporting low-risk PSC.



orrelations

Uni Aggregate »

Individual ¥

1. PSC

2. PSC Level 2

3. Organisational
Change

4. Hours Work to
Pay Difference

5. Job Insecurity

6. Emotional
Exhaustion

7. Engagement

8. Job Satisfaction

9. Leave Intention

Table 2: Correlations Between PSC and Other Key Measures of Work Factors and Outcomes at the University and Individual Level

Note: Correlations above the diagonal are at the university level, and below the diagonal are at the individual level.

Table 2 shows correlations between PSC, work
factors and outcomes. Correlations can range
from -1 to +1, and effects are commonly
interpreted as small (r ~ .10), medium (r ~.30),
and large (r ~ .50) (Cohen, 1992). For example,
at the university level there is correlation of -
.780 between PSC and organisational change
which means that across universities as PSC
decreases organisational change in the
universities tends to increase. At the university
level, PSC shows large relationships to all
variables and is more influential than PSC
assessed at the faculty level, in explaining
restructuring, hours worked to pay difference,
job security, emotional exhaustion,
engagement and leave intention.

PSC at the university level compared to other
measures, in general, has the strongest
relationship with psychological and work
outcomes. Within universities the higher the
PSC the lower the emotional exhaustion,
restructuring, job insecurity and intention to
leave, and the higher the engagement and job
satisfaction. This means that by knowing about

levels of PSC across universities one can
predict levels on all the other factors; university
PSC levels are meaningful.

Organisational change (e.g. restructuring) and
job insecurity are strongly related, and hours
worked-to-paid  moderately related, to
psychological and work outcomes in expected
ways. Finding correlations at the university
level is important because this implies that
beyond individual bias in perception there is a
university consensus - an agreed upon level of
PSC (a signature) - that makes universities
different from each other, and these
differences are in turn reflected in different
levels of psychological and work outcomes by
university.

The results are mirrored at the individual level.
Differences in personal perceptions of work
factors and psychological reactions can be
predicted by knowing about how workers
personally perceive the PSC within their
institutions.
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Highlighted Results

disagreed that ‘Senior management
considers employee psychological health to
be as important as productivity.’

69%
80%

agreed that ‘In your university, new policies
and procedures designed to cut costs are

Organisational change is significantly related
to emotional exhaustion.

82%
73%

of participants report working more than
their contracted or paid hours.

71%
31%

of participants who are contracted or paid to
work full-time hours are working 48hrs a
week or more.

-~
| 27%

32%

constantly being introduced where you work.’

@ensus

of participants ranked high or very high in
emotional exhaustion.

of participants answered ‘disagree’ or
‘strongly disagree’ to the statement ‘Risks to
my psychological health are actively
monitored.’

of participants intend to leave their university
within the next 12 months.

of participants rate the likelihood that they
would be employed at their university in 12
months as 50% or less.
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Emotional Exhaustion and Engagement gensus

Emotional Exhaustion

Emotional Exhaustion was measured using a shortened version of the Burnout Assessment Tool.
Using a scoring system established by Schaufeli et al, 2020, exhaustion levels can be applied to
individuals. The Australian Workplace Barometer sample shows around 50% in the high or very high
exhaustion categories. By contrast, 82% of respondents to the Census survey reported a high or
very high level of emotional exhaustion.

Figure 7: Percentage of Respondents per Emotional Exhaustion Level against Australian Benchmark

Australian Workplace Barometer (AWB):
1,500 Australian Workers as an indicative 7% 36% 15%
benchmark
Australian University Census 2025: 0, 0,
11,477 Australian University Workers E 33% 49%
mLow Medium mHigh mVery High
0% 50% 100%
Questions in the Emotional Exhaustion Scale Figure 8: Percentage of University Respondents per Emotional Exhaustion Item
Australian University Census 2025
At the end of my working day, | feel 29% 37% 21%
mentally exhausted and drained.
After a day at work, | find it hard to recover q 29%, 36% 18%
my mental energy.
At work, | feel mentally exhausted. E 31% 40% 18%
0% 50% 100%

m1. Never 2.Rarely m3.Sometimes m4.Often m5. Always

Engagement

Engagement measures the extent to which workers are connected and energetic in their work
activities. Scores relate to their average response on a 1 - 7 scale, where higher values reflect
greater engagement. When compared to the AWB benchmark, Census respondents were less
frequently energetic, enthusiastic, and immersed (average percentages reporting a few times a week
to everyday, 73% vs 42% respectively).

Figure 9: Comparison of University Staff Engagement to Australian Benchmark
Australian University Census 2025:

At my work, | feel bursting with energy. 1% 16% 17% 4%

| am enthusiastic about my job. 5% 1% 25% 15%

I am immersed in my work. 3% 5% 27% 39%

AWB Benchmark:

At my work, | feel bursting with energy.  [Ral3<¥’ 42% 17%

| am enthusiastic about my job. 36% 39%

| am immersed in my work. 28% 58%

m1. Never m 2. 1-3 times per year or less m 3. Once a month 4. A few times a month

5. Once a week m 6. A few times a week m7.Every day

21



Emotional Exhaustion and Engagement

Engagement

..... ing

Figure 10: Engagement and PSC by University

Census

24 36 48

PSC

60

A higher PSC has been correlated with a higher level of engagement and lower levels of emotional
exhaustion, with the opposite true at low levels of PSC (Zadow et al., 2019). The Census confirms
that relationship for the university sector (see Figure 10 and 11). The graphs also clearly illustrate
commonalities in how the sector overall responds. While PSC scores can range from 12 to 60, all
universities recorded average PSC scores between 24-36, reflecting high- to very high-risk across

the sector.

Emotional Exhaustion

Figure 11: Emotional Exhaustion and PSC by University

o
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Working Hours

Baseline: where hours worked equals hours contracted - zero difference between hours.

3000 The most common response and 26% of this sample.

Worked under contracted hours Worked over contracted hours

2000

Individuals working 10 more hours than contracted.
N = 643, 6% of this sample.
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Figure 13: Respondents Net Hours and Psychosocial Factors
(% Difference from Baseline of Zero Hours, Non-Casual/Non-Honorary Staff, 40 or Less Hours Contracted P/W)
To capture the effects of overwork, trendlines of PSC, engagement, emotional

change are
individual

respondents were asked how many hours they exhaustion and organisational

worked, and how many they were contracted
to work per week. Around 71% of the sample
were working one or more hours over their
contracted time, as shown in Figure 12. Only
non-casual, non-honorary staff and those
contracted 40 or less hours were selected into
this sample.

We compared scores against a baseline of
zero hours difference. In Figure 13 the

highlighted. As an example, an
working 10 more hours than contracted on
average experiences 20% higher emotional
exhaustion scores than someone working the
same hours as contracted.

Note the graph to the left of baseline is
represented by very small numbers and is
indicative only. It could represent those on sick
leave (not working full contracted hours).
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Working Hours

B: Indicative Hourly Pay C: Average Hours Worked

Professional and Academic Level Groups A: Sample Size for Level Per Week More Than
Contracted
Higher Education Worker (HEW) 1-3 57 $35 1.36
HEW4 206 $42 1.01
HEWS5 643 $47 157
HEW®6 936 $52 2.05
HEW7 1027 $58 2.48
HEWS8 893 $66 3.44
HEW9-10 699 $78 5.29
Level A (e.g. Tutor, Associate Lecturer, Research Associate) 415 $52 747
Level B (e.g. Lecturer, Research fellow) 1430 $68 9.50
Level C (e.g. Senior Lecturer, Senior Research fellow) 1440 $81
Level D (e.g. Associate Professor) 965 $95
Level E (e.g. Professor) 1017 $116
Sample Total: 9728 Average: $73 Average: 7.0

Table 3: Hours Worked and Hours Contracted Differential

D: Per Week, Per Person  E: Per Week for Group F: Per Year for Group

Professional and Academic Level Group

Pay (BxC) (AxD) (E x 48 weeks)

Higher Education Worker (HEW) 1-3 $47 $2,695 $129,338
HEW4 $43 $8,780 $421,433
HEWS5 $74 $47,593 $2,284,477
HEW6 $107 $99,981 $4,799,070
HEW7 $144 $147,797 $7,094,240
HEW8 $227 $203,038 $9,745,829
HEW9-10 $410 $286,676 $13,760,441
Level A (e.g. Tutor, Associate Lecturer, Research Associate) $373 $154,770 $7,428,954
Level B (e.g. Lecturer, Research fellow) $646 $924,055 $44,354,662
Level C (e.g. Senior Lecturer, Senior Research fellow) $857 _
Level D (e.g. Associate Professor) $1,072 $1,034,020 $49,632,962

Level E (e.g. Professor)
Sample

Average: $457 Total: $5,658,869 Total: $271,625,721
Table 4: Indicative Annual Income Lost, Individual and Sample Total

Tables 3 shows the indicative hourly pay for
level and the discrepancy between
respondents’ hours worked in a week against
their contracted/paid hours (casual employees
are removed from this analysis). Table 4 shows
the dollar value per week per person (column
D) by sample size (E). Column F shows per
level the dollar value of unpaid labour; summed
across in our sample alone the dollar value of
unpaid labour was around $271 million per year.

These results indicate the dollar value of
uncompensated work being done in the

sample. This is not extrapolated to the total
number of university staff across Australia; it is
only calculated based on the sample of 9,728
non-casual, non-honorary staff respondents.

We can see from Table 2 that hours worked to
pay difference is significantly correlated to
emotional exhaustion. Employees in our
sample are contributing $271m of free labour —
doing extra work that is an emotional strain.
The amount of unpaid work is a key
psychosocial risk yet staff appear to need to
work these extra hours to get the job done.
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Discussion

The 2025 Census of Australian university staff
wellbeing provides clear and strong evidence
that the PSC across the university sector is
very poor. Because of this there are significant
numbers of university staff working in
circumstances that are likely damaging to their
mental and physical health.

Within the sector, PSC varies by university.
When a university’s PSC is low, it signals that
the senior management mindset is not focused
on protecting worker psychological health and
is instead focused on other priorities. It
indicates that organisational systems involving
participation, consultation and communication
are inadequate for protecting worker
psychological health. The Census data shows
that this organisational weakness is not
abstract—it  translates into real and
widespread vulnerability among staff.

The Census canvassed data from nearly 11,500
staff from 42 universities with an estimated
response rate of 7.65% across the sector.
From this, a ranking of PSC scores was
determined for 36 Universities who had at least
100 respondents. There were 30 universities
with PSC scores indicative of high-risk and six
universities at very high-risk for future
exposure to psychosocial risks and the
experience of mental health symptoms.
Relative to benchmarks provided from other
large Australian worker samples university
sector workers are exposed to high- to very
high-risk PSC at double the proportion of other
Australian workers.

Unsurprisingly university workers are
emotionally exhausted with double the
proportions of workers at high- to very high-
levels of emotional exhaustion compared to
other Australian workers. Likewise, they are
significantly less engaged than relevant
benchmarks.

Variation in PSC across universities matters
because these differences are strongly linked
to levels of emotional exhaustion, work
engagement, job satisfaction, organisational
change perceptions, and job security. When
PSC correlates with these outcomes at the
university level, it shows that the differences
are not just due to individual perceptions or
personal bias. Instead, they reflect a shared,
collective view within each university — a kind of
organisational “signature” of PSC.

Census

..... ing

This shared perception means universities
differ from one another in their PSC, and these
differences reliably predict how staff are likely
to feel and function. In practical terms,
universities with higher PSC tend to have lower
emotional exhaustion, higher engagement,
greater job satisfaction, and more positive
perceptions of job security and organisational
change. Ranking universities by PSC is
therefore meaningful and indicative of a wide
range of psychological and work-related
outcomes. The perceptions of PSC were rated
as high-risk across different demographics
(gender, academic role, union member)
indicating that demographics are in general not
an explanation for variation in PSC risk
assessment. There were some exceptions. In
six of 24 discipline areas PSC was rated as
very high-risk (human society; language,
communication and culture; creative arts and
writing; law and legal studies; history, heritage
and archaeology; philosophy and religious
studies; indigenous studies). These are all arts
and humanities academic areas which have
been exposed to repeated rounds of resource
cutting and downsizing. This is confirmed in
our data with these areas also ranked highest
in term of organisational change in the past 12
months.

There were only two examples where PSC was
rated as low- or medium-risk and this was from
the position of Dean or above and Senior
Management. This differentiation in
perceptions has been detected in previous
research which shows differences in how
managers perceive and are aware of
psychosocial risk factors compared to
workers, yet when there was agreement more
psychosocial risk management measures were
taken (Houtman et al., 2020). Clearly without a
shared perception, progress in improving the
work  environment will be hampered.
Participants who preferred not to answer on
gender or answered as agender reported very
high PSC risk levels and this should be front of
mind when considering actions.
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Limitations

Our previous university research shows results are
marginally more positive when researchers
disseminate surveys via university management
and social media and more negative when surveys
are distributed by advocacy groups (Zadow et al.,
unpublished). Although the Census results roughly
mirror five prior years of university data our team
is aware that the Census results are potentially
more negative than when universities themselves
conduct internal surveys. The reason may be that
when internal surveys are conducted those who
are most dissatisfied (Mueller et al., 2011) or
disenfranchised may feel disinclined to respond
for fear of identification and retribution, or
because nothing positive has come of their prior
survey participation. Although all Vice Chancellors
were contacted directly about the research, and
indirectly via Universities Australia, only a few
disseminated the survey to staff emails, some
informed staff via newsletters, and some declined
to support the research outright. To offset bias,
although the union supported the research and
provided a data base of contacts, emails were
sent from the research group rather than the
union. The Census results could be more negative
because those who are most disenfranchised are
motivated to provide a voice to their concerns to a
safe external system. Even so this does not
detract from our findings - what we can be clear
about is that around 8,700 Australian university
personnel are reporting high- to very high-risk
levels of PSC.
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Discussion

Conclusion and Recommendations

The Australian Universities Accord (2023)
highlights universities’ role in transforming
lives, driving innovation, and underpinning
national wellbeing. By 2050, 55% of Australian
jobs will require higher education, making
universities vital to the economy. Priority 5 calls
on university governing bodies to improve staff
wellbeing and become exemplary employers.
Since PSC enhances wellbeing, work
engagement, creativity, and performance
(Zadow et al, 2023), there is potential to
improve teaching quality and research outputs
by improving PSC.

Providing decent and safe work by protecting
workers from exposure to psychosocial risk is
a legal obligation in Australia and a basic
human right. As highlighted in the Work Health
and Safety Code of Practice 2024, the “goal to
produce a product or provide a service at a
particular price cannot override your duty to
ensure, so far as is reasonably practicable, the
health and safety of your workers and others”.

Australian universities are at a crossroads. The
evidence is clear: staff are working in
environments that place their psychological
health at significant risk and levels of distress
are high. Without urgent action, the sector’s
ability to deliver high-quality education, world-
class research, and positive student
experiences will be compromised.

By prioritising Psychosocial Safety Climate,
universities can rebuild trust, strengthen
performance, and create workplaces that
support the wellbeing of the people who make
higher education possible.

With the goal of universities becoming
exemplary employers providing decent, safe
and mentally healthy working conditions, we
recommend that:

.....

1. Funding be increased to universities to
ease productivity pressures on staff

2. Consideration be given to including
maintenance of mentally healthy
workplaces in the Higher Education

Framework Standards

3. As an evidence based national approach to
psychosocial risk assessment, the PSC
tool be adopted as the National Standard
for Psychosocial Risk Assessment in the
higher education sector given its
benchmarking capacity and sector history

4. In the interests of transparency, the PSC
be independently administered across the
sector on a regular basis and that a table
of university performance on PSC be
published

5. PSC be adopted by the sector as a KPI for
senior management

6. A staff-centred approach to strategic
operations be adopted across universities

Universities will receive an individual report
outlining their performance on each of the
measures assessed in the Census along with a
companion  document  offering  general
suggestions for organisational improvement
and information about available external
supports.

To continue building capability across the
sector, we also plan to establish a Community
of Practice (COP), a collaborative group where
participating universities can come together to
share learnings, discuss challenges, exchange
practical strategies, and collectively strengthen
their  capability in  psychosocial risk
management. The COP will provide a
supportive forum for ongoing learning, peer
connection and sector wide improvement.

We aim to evaluate progress with a Census in
2026, allowing universities to track change
over time and assess the impact of their
improvement efforts.
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