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ABSTRACT

In this article, we suggest that organizational-level social relations should be defined and measured 
as workplace norms.  We base this argument on new research on the components of the psycho-
social work environment and on the availability of new techniques for measuring and analyzing 
workplace norms as organizational properties.  Workplace norms emerge from interactions and 
negotiations among organizational actors, through which patterns of behavior, attitudes, and per-
spectives become defined as legitimate.  This is an underestimated dimension of the psychosocial 
work environment that should be assessed with two types of data: self-reports by employees of 
their experiences in the workplace (task-level control) and self-reports by employees and employ-
ers of collective or group-level norms.  Hierarchical linear modeling is an especially useful tool 
for analyzing the relationships between workplace norms and different organizational outcomes 
because it allows researchers to separate the effects of individual-level variables from group or 
organizational-level factors.  Our approach is anchored in the Nordic perspective of the work envi-
ronment developed over the past 50 years. 
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Introduction

The psychological and organizational conditions people experience in the work-
place are often referred to as “the psychosocial work environment” (e.g., Hammer  
et al., 2004; Johnson & Hall, 1994, 1996; Johnson & Johansson, 1991; Kasl, 1998; 

Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2010; Theorell & Karasek, 1996). The impact of the psychosocial 
work environment on employees’ health and well-being is increasing in research and prac-
tice due to the growing complexity of modern working life and because the physical work 
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environment is no longer producing the large widespread negative health effects (e.g., 
asbestosis) that were observed around 1970. Despite years of theoretical and empirical 
work however, there is still no agreed upon conceptual definition of the construct, and as a 
consequence we have a large number of studies conducted with different theoretical mod-
els and measures. Our contribution in this article builds on the Nordic work environment 
tradition that stems from the 1950s and 1960s (Sørensen et al., 2012), but aspects of this 
tradition became a widespread theory internationally (and became extremely popular) 
with the job demands, control over work, and social support (JDC-S) model of Karasek 
and Theorell (1990) that historically built on limited parts of this Nordic tradition.

This may be the reason that the most commonly used definition of the psychosocial 
work environment, Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) model of JDC-S, has been criticized 
for years as being underdetermined and in need of expansion. Suggested additions to the 
model have included individual characteristics, work process variables, and social and 
economic environmental factors (e.g., Kasl, 1998), the degree of fit between employees’ 
skills, needs, and expectations and what the employer requires (Agervold, 1991), orga-
nizational culture (Skogstad & Einarsen, 1996), and employees’ opportunity for social 
mobility and a fair labor exchange (Siegrist, 1996). Empirical support for expanded defi-
nitions of the psychosocial work environment can be found in studies by, for example, 
De Jonge and Kompier (1997), de Rijk et al. (1998), Rennesund and Saksvik (2010), 
and van der Doef and Maes (1999). Further studies have tested models that emphasize 
organizational context factors, such as work group-level support from leaders (Bliese 
& Castro, 2000), the quality of the social environment (Bliese & Britt, 2001), learning 
climate (Mikkelsen et al., 1998), and workplace norms (Hammer et al., 2004). 

We are encouraged by research that has included work group- or organizational-
level context factors when examining the effects of the psychosocial work environment, 
but we find that the dimension we believe should be the core of the psychosocial work 
environment, workplace norms about social relations, has been underestimated for a 
long time and is rarely mentioned in new studies. In this article, we label this dimension 
“collective control,” borrowing a term introduced by Gardell (1982), Aronson (1989), 
and Johnson (1989), to define the nature of social relations at the group, or organiza-
tional, level. Our conceptual definition of collective control differs from earlier use of the 
term, and we explain the difference in the next section. Our central purpose is to argue 
for a specific way to measure social relations at the collective level, which follows from 
our conceptual definition of the construct.

The article begins with our understanding of collective control, followed by a 
brief examination of how social relations have usually been assessed in research on the  
psychosocial environment, either by employing the original measure of social support 
developed by Karasek and his colleagues (1998) or by adaptations of their instrument. 
We then turn to the measures we believe will capture the collective, or context, nature  
of work group- or organizational-level social relations.

Social relations at the collective level

Based on concerns about the lack of attention to the social dimension of control in re-
search on the health effects of workers’ control over the labor process, Johnson (1989) 
used the term “collective control” to describe the combination of employee control 
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over the work process and social relations in the workplace as a strategy for work-
force survival. The importance of a collective response by workers to management 
control over the labor process as a way to resist exploitation and to reduce stress and 
physical ill health was a feature of both Scandinavian and American research from the 
1960s onward (e.g., Aronson, 1989; Edwards, 1979; Gardell, 1982; Lysgaard, 1967;  
Montgomery, 1979). While social support was not the primary focus of the political 
analyses of worker control, the different mechanisms used by informal collectivities 
of workers (as opposed to formal structures of collective representation, such as trade 
unions) required forms of social support at the group or collective level. The interde-
pendence of work process control and social support at both the individual and the  
collective level was seen as a collective coping system serving as protection against 
stress and cardiovascular disease (Johnson, 1989). 

Our use of collective control does not include the labor process component. Our 
focus is on the nature of social relations at both the group (organizational) and the 
individual levels. We argue that the psychosocial work environment evolves from so-
cial and interpersonal relations between organizational actors. It is the result of formal 
and informal interactions and negotiations among employees, and between employees 
and management, through which patterns of behavior, attitudes, and perspectives be-
come defined as legitimate. Over time, agreed upon activities and behaviors become 
routines, norms, and institutions that give organizational members a shared meaning 
or understanding of the workplace and their roles in it. Because a significant part 
of the psychosocial work environment is created through social interaction and in-
terpersonal relations, it is a socially constructed phenomenon. This argument does 
not negate the importance of either individual differences in needs–values–motives 
and skills and abilities, or organizational characteristics like structure or technology 
as contributors to people’s job performance, general health, and well-being at work. 
But, in our perspective, the emphasis in the psychosocial work environment is on 
social processes. Furthermore, while we do not consider it irrelevant how work is 
organized at the point of production (the labor process) or how power is distrib-
uted in the organization, we focus our analysis on the opportunities that job design 
and an organizational hierarchy create for the formation of work groups, the devel-
opment of a workplace community, and the quality of workplace social relations.1  

We argue that the collective dimension of the psychosocial work environment consists 
of the inter-related dimensions of workplace norms and relations between individu-
als in the workplace. Norms prescribe patterns of behavior, social relations, and rules 
about what is appropriate both at work and in the individual’s relationship to his or 
her employer.2 They can be created, sustained, and changed by both management and 
employees. Where the leadership of an organization is powerful, its influence will be 
reflected in workplace norms covering a number of different activities, including work 
performance and other work-related behaviors. Where the workforce is powerful, the 
collective of employees will shape at least part of the norms that define workplace life. 
Both managers and workers join organizations where unwritten rules of conduct al-
ready exist, of course, and their behaviors are to some extent shaped by the norms they 
encounter. But, over time, they also redefine what is considered legitimate and create 
acceptance for new workplace behaviors and attitudes. In essence, the social actors as 
a collective both create the control of behaviors through the norms they develop and 
are controlled by the norms they create. 
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In the organizational literature, norms are known mostly as a component of organi-
zational culture, commonly defined as the essence, or core, of an organization, or as as-
sumptions held by organization members about its reality. According to Schein (2010), 
an organizational culture consists of three layers going from what is observable and 
easily recognizable on the surface to what is hidden and difficult to put into words at the 
core. The first level consists of artifacts we can observe clearly. The intermediate level 
comprises beliefs and values, of which norms are a part. The innermost level of culture 
of the organization is a set of shared basic taken-for-granted assumptions about its na-
ture and purpose. Basic assumptions are not necessarily in our conscious awareness—we 
may not be able to articulate them—but they lead to the behaviors we can observe and 
the values we can describe in words. This means that we are conscious of beliefs about 
what kinds of workplace behaviors are considered appropriate and expected (norms). In 
turn, this means that we can describe the norms, and they therefore can be measured.3 
It is important for our argument in this article that workplace norms can be measured 
and modeled statistically.

“Social relations at the collective level” is an abstraction, in the sense that actual 
relations, both affective and behavioral, occur between individuals in one-on-one in-
teractions or within groups. The link between the collective form of social relations (or 
collective control) and what happens at the individual level derives from research in 
cognitive psychology on self-concept (Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994) and in social psychol-
ogy on self-identity (e.g., Lord & Brown, 2004). The self is a knowledge structure that 
helps organize and give meaning to memory. How people envision themselves, their self-
concept, is not one whole unit, but a confederation of selves that can emerge in different 
forms depending on time and context (Markus & Wurf, 1987). Our self-concept can be 
separated into two levels, a personal and individual self, engaged in comparing ourselves 
to others to emphasize our own uniqueness, and a social self in which we define our-
selves through our relations with others or through group membership. The social self 
can be partitioned into a relational self-identity, which is based on relations with specific 
others such as a coworker or a manager, and a collective self-identity, where we define 
ourselves in terms of our group memberships. The different versions of our self-identity 
will emerge to govern our cognitions, affect, and behaviors in response to contextual 
primes, such as company policies and practices, job design, reward systems, leadership 
styles, or organizational norms. 

Both descriptive norms (“This company owns you, skin and all”) and injunctive 
norms (“In our workplace, we expect people to help one another with personal prob-
lems”) act to prime collective self-identities. The social self can alternate between a re-
lational self-identity in interactions with a coworker who might need social support 
or with a manager who wants a task accomplished and a collective self-identity when 
expectations about everyone’s behavior are made salient. The movement of the self from 
a “you and me” relationship to a “we or us” relationship is that part of our model 
which links the social support component of Theorell and Karasek’s (1996) theory to 
social relations at the collective level. Both laboratory and field research has testified 
to the psychological and physical health benefits of the ties that create collective social 
responses at the group and organizational level, especially in depersonalized workplaces 
and communities (e.g., Lawler et al., 2009).

A parallel argument about the importance of including the collective level in re-
search on organizational life can be found in the justice literature. Concerns about fair 
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treatment occur at the relational level, in exchanges or interactions between individual 
actors, or between an actor and an agent of the employer, and concerns about a justice 
climate, which refers to how a group as a whole is treated. Fairness or unfairness is an 
individual experience; justice is a group- or organizational-level characteristic (Brewer 
& Chen, 2007; Spell & Arnold, 2007).

The Demand–Control–Support model

The most frequently used measure of the psychosocial work environment is the Job 
Content Questionnaire (JCQ; Karasek, 1985; Karasek et al., 1998), derived from the 
original job demand–decision latitude model (Karasek, 1979). Often we find that the 
psychosocial work environment is defined based on this model. Part of the logic behind 
the original demand–control model came from Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) interest 
in explaining the relationship between learning and stress. They argued that job stress 
may inhibit learning because it leads to strain when working in a job with high demands 
over which the worker has low control. Job-induced learning may reduce stress, how-
ever, when the worker has some control over the manner in which the job is executed  
(decision latitude) through development of confidence and self-esteem. With control 
over the work process, job demands might be seen as challenges and opportunities for 
growth and learning rather than burdens. 

Increased control over the work situation is often viewed as a critical variable in 
reducing the effect of demands on the risk of stress-related illness (Israel et al., 1989; 
Karasek, 1992; Landsbergis & Vivona-Vaughan, 1995; Parkes & Sparkes, 1998; Pierce 
& Newstrom, 1983; Wahlstedt & Edling, 1997). Most often, however, control is op-
erationalized quite narrowly with the JCQ decision latitude scale, which has been criti-
cized for being a mix of job control, skill variety, and job complexity (e.g., Frese, 1989;  
Ganster, 1989).

A number of critical reviews of the scale were published in the late 1990s when 
its popularity as an operational definition of the psychosocial work environment was 
obvious. Van der Doef and Maes (1999) showed that it was only those aspects of 
job control that correspond with the specific demands of a given job which moder-
ated the impact of high demands on well-being. Other evaluations concluded that 
decision latitude as operationalized in the JCQ measures primarily measure task-level 
latitude (De Jonge & Kompier, 1997) and is individual- and “here and now” oriented 
(Landsbergis et al., 2000). Swedish researchers found that a substantial part of the 
variation in strain variables utilized in the demand–control model was explained by 
the organizational level (Soderfeldt et al., 1997). The original JCQ questionnaire from 
1985 did include scales for measuring organizational-level control and job insecurity, 
but the questionnaire was merely considered useful for microlevel job characteristic 
analytic purposes (Karasek et al., 1998, p. 323). We believe that this is a common 
feature in most of the attempts to operationalize the psychosocial work environment. 
Jones et al. (1998) suggested, based on another research review, that the success of the 
demand–control model in driving research led to a neglect of a range of other psycho-
social factors, and that more complex psychosocial models which take into account 
the work context and the changing nature of work are needed, to which Sparks and 
Cooper (1999) added differences across occupations using job-specific models, and 
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Johnson and Hall (1996) recommended inclusion of work-related social support and 
the gendered work process.

The demand–control model was augmented by including social interaction at work, 
labeled social support (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). Within the domain of psychosocial 
factor research, one has traditionally focused on the relational component by narrowing 
it down to an issue of social support (e.g., House, 1981). Studies on cardiovascular dis-
ease and absenteeism have shown that social support is one of the most important factors 
that may reduce stress and strain, either directly or indirectly, in the workplace (Karasek 
& Theorell, 1990; Shumaker & Czajkowski, 1994). Karasek and Theorell (1990) also 
pointed out the potential negative consequences of working in social isolation or being 
prevented from coming into contact with other coworkers (so-called iso-strain). 

During the past ten years, an increasing number of studies have applied multi-
level modeling to explain individual variations in work-related stress and other health- 
related outcomes. One of the goals of this research was to investigate whether and how 
to operationalize the JDC-S model at the individual, the organizational, or both levels 
of analysis (De Jonge et al., 1999; Morrison et al., 2003; Soderfeldt et al., 1997; van 
Yperen & Snijders, 2000). Another purpose was to investigate whether or not variables 
at the group or organizational level of analysis have a cross-level impact on dependent 
variables at a lower level, over and above the predicting stressors at the individual level 
(Bliese & Britt, 2001; Bliese & Castro, 2000; Hammer et al., 2004; Jex & Bliese, 1999; 
Rennesund & Saksvik, 2010; van Yperen & Snijders, 2000). 

Since 2000, multilevel analyses by way of Hierarchical Linear and Nonlinear 
Modeling (HLM) have used Karasek’s concepts, especially in safety and psychosocial 
research. For example, Torp et al. (2005) showed how the use of personal protective 
equipment correlated positively with social and management support. Dollard and 
Karasek (2010) described how Karasek’s (2008) “associationist” demand–control–
stress disequilibrium theory can be used to build a psychosocial safety climate based on 
multilevel physiological responses on the social collective level. In an epidemiological 
study, Ilies et al. (2010) found that job control and organizational support had cross-
level moderating impacts on the relationships of workload with affective distress and 
blood pressure. These associations were weaker for participants who reported having 
more control on their job, as well as for participants who reported receiving more 
support.

Despite all the critical reviews and the increased use of multilevel modeling, the 
research literature still gives the impression that researchers assume the existence of a 
commonly understood definition of the psychosocial work environment. This defini-
tion includes, but is not necessarily limited to, the small number of work variables 
that have been identified as causes of cardiovascular heart disease. For example, the 
three JCQ scales, demands, control, and social support, became the central psycho-
social variables in Swedish research on work-related causes of stress and cardiovas-
cular disease (Karasek, 1979, 1997). However, what exists as descriptions of the 
psychosocial work environment can more aptly be viewed as lists of variables than 
conceptual definitions. The lists differ in scope and content across etiological stud-
ies. In European, particularly Scandinavian, research, psychosocial risk factors in the 
work environment have been dominant in causal models of stress and cardiovascular 
disease at the expense of individual difference variables, while in American studies 
of occupational health it has been the other way around, a phenomenon Kasl (1996) 
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attributed to the relative importance European and American workers attach to their 
work experiences.

Because most of the work environment research has been dependent variable driv-
en—its purpose has been to find predictors of disease—there may not have been much of 
a need for developing theoretical models that define what the psychosocial components 
really are. More recent research has tried to expand the definition of the psychosocial 
work environment however, by connecting it to other related concepts. A good dis-
cussion of several models of the psychosocial work environment is found in Kompier 
(2002). Hasle and Møller (2007) demonstrated how a culture based on conflicts and op-
posing interests was less beneficial than a culture based on mutual trust and respect due 
to the growth of social capital in the latter. Oksanen et al. (2008) found that increasing 
levels of individual social capital were associated with sustained good health.

Our intention is not to develop a comprehensive model of the psychosocial work 
environment that covers all aspects suggested in the literature. Instead we examine the 
one dimension we have found to be underestimated for a long time and inspired from 
the first Nordic work environment research—social relations at the collective level. We 
anchor this focus in the ongoing debate about higher-level control presented in the for-
mer discussion of the model of Karasek and Theorell (1990) and in the empirical efforts 
to uncover the variance in job stress and worker well-being attributable to group- and 
organizational-level factors. We defined the social relations dimension briefly in the in-
troduction to this article. In the next section, we provide a more detailed analysis of the 
construct before we turn to its measurement. 

The social relations dimension of the psychosocial work environment

From a series of studies of how employees perceive and appraise their work environ-
ment, James and his colleagues (James & James, 1989; James & McIntyre, 1996; James 
& Sells, 1981) identified four latent factors: (1) role stress and lack of harmony, (2) 
leadership facilitation and support, (3) job challenge and autonomy, and (4) work group 
cooperation, friendliness, and warmth.3 All but the first of these factors are similar, but 
not identical, to the variables researchers have identified as components of the psycho-
social environment (e.g., Emery & Thorsrud, 1976; Gardell, 1971, 77; Karasek & Theo-
rell, 1990). The main difference lies in the importance of the work group, not only as an 
entity in the work organization but also as a dynamic and constructed community. 

Most of the items used in measures of worker control assess formal participation 
and interaction and are directed toward the individual’s own perceptions (“I have in-
fluence over the policies of the employee association”), but some are also directed at 
the collective experience (“My work group or unit makes decisions democratically”). 
The more informal aspects of control are not represented and may also be more dif-
ficult to assess. Some may be recognizable to both outside observers and insiders, such 
as the workplace norms and the informal organization with its friendships and com-
munication networks. Others lie below the surface and may not be present in people’s 
awareness, such as assumptions held by employees and management about the mission 
of the organization and organizational values, that is, the ideals, standards, and goals 
that operate to dictate what type of work should be done and how it should be carried 
out (Dyer, 1986).
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Workplace norms as collective control

Organizational or workplace norms are patterns of behaviors, social relations, and rules 
about what is appropriate, which are taken for granted and seen as legitimate by orga-
nization members (Katz & Kahn, 1978). They are shared expectations about how things 
are done in the workplace, how employees should behave towards coworkers and man-
agers, how managers should treat subordinates, how hard one should work, how one 
should treat information, who should interact with whom, and so on. Norms prescribe 
and sanction behavior. Organizational values—what organizational members consider 
desirable or worthwhile—serve to justify the norms and to provide employees with a 
basis for choosing one course of action over another or defending why one set of actions 
or thoughts is preferable to another.

The importance of tacit social norms in influencing work performance was demon-
strated early in the history of social research in industry, going back to the Hawthorne 
studies (Rothlisberger & Dickson, 1939). Later research on group processes and man-
agement decision making demonstrated how workplace norms influence productivity 
levels (e.g., Baron et al., 1992), absenteeism patterns (Hammer et al., 1981), and per-
sonal well-being (Argyris & Schön, 1996). Research has also shown how stressful the 
workplace can be for new employees who unwittingly violate the implicit rules of con-
duct embedded in organizational norms (Cooper & Payne, 1992), and for workers who 
are forced to choose among conflicting behavioral expectations (Hammer et al., 1991).

Hammer et al. (2004) showed how workplace norms might affect the individual 
level of job stress. They argued that most workplaces or organizations have some set of 
informal rules that govern any type of appropriate employee behavior. These expecta-
tions are shared understandings and agreed upon beliefs about the working conditions.

Social relations at work

Within the domain of psychosocial research, the relational component has usually been 
defined as an issue of social support, operationalized as the extent to which significant 
others, such as coworkers, supervisors, and friends, are able to alleviate personal or 
work-related problems. Winnubst and Schabracq (1996) refer to research showing that 
interaction with others, such as clients, supervisors, or coworkers, is a main component 
in the emergence of stress and strain, but in their review of the social dimension in 
organizations, they do not move beyond the well-researched empirical and theoretical 
paradigm of social support. 

We suggest that the meaning of social and interpersonal relations in the workplace 
goes beyond the traditional definition of social support, however, in part because re-
search has shown that the ability to be a part of friendship networks, collaborative 
alliances, and interest groups in the workplace affects people’s psychological adjust-
ment to both their jobs and the conditions of employment. Early research on alienation 
and withdrawal from work demonstrated that workplace social relations can go a long 
way to compensate for tiresome and repetitive tasks by giving people a positive reason 
for enduring tedious work (Blauner, 1964; Kahn, 1992). Lysgaard (1967) showed how 
development of shared attitudes and strong personal ties among industrial workers can 
serve as a defense against unwanted management strategies to control the workforce. 
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Social relations at work have also been found to influence a person’s development of 
self-concept and social identity outside the work arena. For many, work gives meaning 
to existence by allowing them to perform tasks in a social setting that is conducive to 
developing self-identity and personal integrity (Winnubst & Schabracq, 1996).

By community we mean the opportunity employees have to establish friendship ties 
with coworkers, to communicate openly and freely with one another, and to work in an 
environment characterized by interpersonal trust, respect, and cooperation, free from 
interpersonal competition and conflict and racial or sexual harassment. Social support 
would be one aspect of a work environment that allowed and encouraged the building 
of a social community and we see the broader conception more linked to the collective 
control concept than related to social support.

Solidarity refers to the existence of shared attitudes about employees’ duties and 
obligations to their coworkers based on a recognition that they constitute a common 
interest group as wage earners (Heckster, 1996). Solidarity serves first and foremost 
to protect employees against exploitation (real or imagined) or management breaches 
of commonly understood agreements about work performance, overtime requirements, 
absenteeism, etc. Solidarity also depends on open communication, trust, and respect 
among members of the workforce, but it has more political overtones than does the 
community component. 

Hammer et al. (2009) examined the ways in which presidents of local teachers’ 
unions were able to foster commitment toward, and a willingness to work for, the union 
among the members. They found that presidents who involved rank and file union mem-
bers in decisions about the union’s policy in wage negotiations, and took into account 
the members’ preferences for specific wage patterns, had members who were more com-
mitted to work for the union, were more loyal to union, and did more active volunteer 
work to help the president administer the union. The presidents’ ability to negotiate 
good wage outcomes, an example of distributive justice, was also related to the way 
the teachers felt about the union, but it was the leaders who gave members a voice in 
important decisions by consulting with them and listening to them who had both loyal 
members and volunteers willing to work. Part of this procedural justice effect may have 
been due to the “quid pro quo” of social exchange, but the more likely explanation lies 
in the message the leaders sent about the value of each member to the organization.

Measuring the social and relational aspects of the  
psychosocial work environment

An assessment of the psychosocial work environment should involve the collection of 
two types of data: the traditional descriptions by employees of their perceptions of the 
workplace that dominate most questionnaires today and the more seldom found de-
scriptions of collective or group-level phenomena we have listed above. The questions 
asked of employees in some recent large-scale work environment surveys often do not 
differentiate between the individual subjective level and the collective level when as-
sessing the social and relational aspects (e.g., The Generic Job Stress Questionnaire, 
National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), 1998; QPS-Nordic, 
Lindström et al., 1997; The Second European Survey on Working Conditions, European 
Foundation, 1997; The Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ), Rugulies 
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et al., 2010). This differentiation is important because the psychological meaning of re-
sponses to individual- and collective-level questions is different, that is, we interpret the 
information these questions can give us differently. An employee’s responses to questions 
about workplace perceptions and job characteristics are a function of the employee’s 
evaluation of his or her work situation. As such, perceptual work data should be con-
sidered a property of the individual. They do not become a property of the organization 
or the collective if they are aggregated to a group or organizational level, despite the 
fact that this is often done in large-scale surveys. If we want information about work 
group properties or characteristics, and we want to collect this information by survey-
ing employees, the respondents’ frame of reference must be at the collective level. Only 
then may we aggregate responses across individuals and be justified in interpreting the 
aggregated data as a group or organizational property (James et al., 1990). For example, 
a question about the fairness of compensation can be asked at the individual subjective 
level or the collective level. At the individual level, questions could be (using a standard 
agree–disagree scale) as follows: “Considering the work I do, I am fairly paid” or “My 
salary gives me the full amount I deserve.” At the collective level, questions would con-
cern the norms that govern the distribution of rewards, such as “People who perform 
well are those who receive pay raises in this organization” or “Favoritism rather than 
merit determines who gets ahead in this organization” (for a similar approach to group-
level measures, see Johnson et al., 1994). 

 In models of workplace stress, the psychosocial work environment is comprised 
of variables from the individual, work group, and organizational level. To match the 
conceptual analyses, research on both the psychosocial work environment and job stress 
should use multilevel models (see Bliese & Jex, 2002). Karasek and Theorell (1990) 
recognized that the psychosocial work environment is a group, or organization, level 
variable—a property of the context in which the individual works. To deal with data 
on multiple levels, one needs statistical procedures that take into account the nested 
structure (the nonindependency) among variables within a hierarchical system. These 
procedures avoid the traditional problems associated with aggregation, such as the loss 
of valuable within-group variance or potential problems associated with drawing cross-
level inferences (Bliese, 2000; Bliese & Jex, 2002; Diez-Roux, 1998). These analyses may 
be based on individual-level oriented questionnaires (see, e.g., Hammer et al., 2004). 

Our second point about measurement concerns data sources. Most work environ-
ment surveys collect data from employees only. This makes sense when we are interested 
in assessing workers’ perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and experiences. These data can 
only come from the individual because they reflect the significance of work environ-
ment characteristics to the individual employee. The assessment of the collective expe-
riences in work groups, however, would be improved by having complementary data 
from both employees and the employer (or management), because this can provide a 
perspective on existing norms and values from different vantage points. Management’s 
descriptions of the collective experiences can either confirm the view of the workforce, 
thereby strengthening the validity of the data, or show discrepancies that by themselves 
provide meaningful information about the quality of the work environment. Differences 
in opinions and perceptions of reality between the workforce and its management may 
indicate latent or hidden problems in the workplace, or attitudes and behaviors among 
the parties that have consequences for organizational effectiveness and the quality of 
working life. Warren et al. (1999) found, for example, that the discrepancy between the 
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employer’s and employees’ assessment of risk was an important predictor of stressor 
levels in the workplace.

It is the psychosocial dimension that in our view will require the development  
of new instruments. There are validated scales available that measure some of  
the individual perception components of the psychosocial work environment. The  
QPS-Nordic (Lindström et al., 1997) or the more recent Copenhagen Psychosocial 
Questionnaire (2010) could be useful alternatives to the more limited traditional 
instruments used in earlier studies. To our knowledge, however, there are no exist-
ing measures of collective experiences that tap the norms, community, and solidarity 
dimensions, which means that effort should be devoted to scale construction and 
validation of these facets.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have argued that further research progress on the psychosocial work 
environment has to incorporate collective control: the combination of workplace norms 
and informal social processes that operate in the workplace and shape employees’ ex-
pectations about work. The conceptual core of the psychosocial work environment 
consists of the social interactions (or relations) in the workplace and the work group 
collective in which these interactions are embedded. This falls well within the Nordic 
perspective of work environment (Sørensen et al., 2012). We have emphasized that both 
new and existing measures of the psychosocial work environment have to be organized 
in two categories, individual perceptions and collective experiences. The development 
and validation of new instruments and analytical techniques must precede the use of 
our measurement model.
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End notes

1  These factors were found to be invariant over a wide variety of work environments. Each one 
consists of several specific, or second-order, factors.

2  The definition of a phenomenon as a social construction comes from the school of thought 
known as symbolic interactionism (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Blumer, 1969; Strauss, 
1993). To recognize that the psychosocial work environment is a social construction, however, 
does not mean that one must accept the central tenet of symbolic interactionism, that all real-
ity is socially constructed. For our purpose, this is not a debate we need to entertain.

3  Other models of organizational culture describe it as consisting of four levels: artifacts, norms 
(or perspectives), values, and basic assumptions (e.g., Dyer, 1986). The important point is 
that norms and basic assumptions are different phenomena—norms may be based on basic 
assumptions, but they differ both conceptually and operationally.


