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ABSTRACT

Introduction: prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, workers were exposed to psychosocial risks that were 
aggravated, negatively impacting their health. This has generated a boom in its study; however, theoretical 
ambiguities persist. 
Objective: to explain the theoretical ambiguity present in the study of psychosocial risks at work.
Methods: the analytical article explores the theoretical ambiguity of psychosocial risks in the workplace. 
It incorporates various sources of information, including classical authors and contemporary approaches. 
Additionally, the authors offer critical insights and provide considerations for future research in the field.
Result: there is a theoretical-conceptual ambiguity in the study of psychosocial risks at work. It is 
recommended: 1. To generate less abstract conceptual proposals to address semantic confusion and lack 
of taxonomic clarity. 2. Adopt an interdisciplinary conceptual approach that includes perspectives from 
psychology, sociology, and occupational health nursing. 3. Incorporate qualitative methodologies instead of 
continuing to use quantitative approaches, questioning the appropriateness of measuring a construct with 
traditional methods that have theoretical omissions. 4. develop unifying theoretical proposals.
Conclusions: there is an urgent need for integrative theoretical proposals. In the opinion of the present 
authors, these proposals should have a low level of abstraction and include interdisciplinary perspectives 
that transcend psychology and sociology, as well as use qualitative methodologies.
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RESUMEN

Introducción: previo a la pandemia de la COVID-19, los trabajadores estaban expuestos a riesgos psicosociales 
que se vieron agravados, impactando negativamente en su salud. Esto ha generado un auge en su estudio, sin 
embargo, persisten ambigüedades teóricas. 
Objetivo: explicar la ambigüedad teórica presente en el estudio de los riesgos psicosociales en el trabajo. 
Métodos: El artículo analítico explora la ambigüedad teórica de los riesgos psicosociales en el lugar de 
trabajo. Incorpora diversas fuentes de información, incluidos autores clásicos y enfoques contemporáneos. 
Además, los autores ofrecen una visión crítica y aportan consideraciones para futuras investigaciones en este 
campo.
Resultados: existe una ambigüedad teórico-conceptual en el estudio de los riesgos psicosociales en el 
trabajo. Se recomienda: 1. Generar propuestas conceptuales menos abstractas para abordar la confusión 
semántica y la falta de claridad taxonómica. 2. Adoptar un abordaje conceptual interdisciplinario que incluya 
perspectivas desde la psicología, sociología y enfermería del trabajo. 3. Incorporar metodologías cualitativas 
en lugar de seguir utilizando enfoques cuantitativos, cuestionando la idoneidad de medir un constructo con 
métodos tradicionales que presentan omisiones teóricas. 4. Desarrollar propuestas teóricas unificadoras.
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Conclusiones: existe una urgente necesidad de propuestas teóricas integradoras. A juicio de los presentes 
autores, estas propuestas deben tener un bajo nivel de abstracción e incluir perspectivas interdisciplinarias 
que trasciendan la psicología y la sociología, así como utilizar metodologías cualitativas. 

Palabras clave: Salud Laboral; Enfermería del Trabajo; Modelos Teóricos; Riesgos Laborales.

INTRODUCTION
Psychosocial factors at work are defined by the WHO/ILO joint committee as follows: “Psychosocial factors 

at work refer to interactions between and among work environment, job content, organizational conditions 
and workers' capacities, needs, culture, personal extra-job considerations that may, through perceptions and 
experience, influence health, work performance and job satisfaction”.(1)

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, workers were already exposed to unfavorable working conditions. The 
ILO explicitly pointed out the possible increase of some psychosocial risks, such as work-life imbalance, 
technostress, and work overload.(2) The ILO predictions proved accurate and were further exacerbated by 
the pandemic. A recent review concluded that the COVID-19 pandemic has imposed a significant psychosocial 
burden, particularly on nurses and women. This impact extends to both frontline and non-frontline workers, 
resulting in various physical and psychological disorders in different contexts.(3)

Given the evident relevance of studying psychosocial risks at work, there has been a call for redefinition 
within the scientific community.(4) This call is prompted by the theoretical-conceptual ambiguity in the study of 
these risks, where researchers have relied on heterogeneous proposals.(5)

Based on the aforementioned considerations, this short communication aims to explain the theoretical 
ambiguity present in the study of psychosocial risks at work.

METHOD 
Analytical article whose guiding question was: What is the theoretical ambiguity present in the study of 

psychosocial risks in the workplace? To answer this question, different sources of information were included, 
enriching the sample studied, incorporating: classical authors of the main theoretical proposals in the field, 
as well as more contemporary approaches. It also incorporates the critical view of the authors and presents 
considerations for future studies.

DEVELOPMENT
How have psychosocial risks at work been studied?

Psychosocial risks at work have primarily been addressed through two models: the "Job Strain model" and 
the "effort-reward imbalance model," with additional consideration of other models, as outlined below:

Demand-Control-Support Model
Initially Karasek proposed the "Job Strain model",(6) where he described how high demands and low control 

was a stressor for the worker, sometime later in 1986, Johnson described the importance of social support,(7) 
an element that Karasek did not consider in his proposal, this led Johnson and Hall to present expanded model 
considering social support.(8)

Effort-reward imbalance model
Siegrist proposed the "effort-reward imbalance model",(9) with a sociological and social psychological basis, 

as well as roots in human stress theory,(10) describing high-cost/low-reward conditions as stressful. Currently, 
the model has extended its basic notion of failed reciprocity in costly social transactions beyond paid work.(11)

Other models
In addition to the traditional models, there are other theoretical sources used in the study of psychosocial 

risks at work. Examples include the Human Ecosystem Model, as well as more general approaches such as 
Systems Theory,(12) and the Organizational Justice Model.(5)

On the other hand, it is pertinent to mention the COPSOQ questionnaire, which is widely known by those who 
study of psychosocial factors, self-described as "theory-based",(13) aims to describe a large number of relevant 
factors in the field of psychosocial work environment, health, well-being and personality, including in its first 
version the substantial parts of the main dimensions of seven theories of occupational health psychology: 1) the 
job characteristics model; 2) the Michigan organizational stress model; 3) the demand–control–(support) model; 
4) the sociotechnical approach; 5) the action–theoretical approach; 6) the effort–reward–imbalance model, and 
7) the vitamin model.
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Subsequently, in the second version of the COPSOQ questionnaire, new scales were included, which 
according to the authors reflected the development of new theories and perspectives, such as: recognition, 
trust, justice, work-family conflicts, and depressive symptoms.(14) The authors published the third version of 
the questionnaire,(15) among other factors due to the need for a more comprehensive perspective of the models 
used, as well as the integration of new theories on stress in the workplace, such as Stress-as-Offence-to-Self 
theory (SOS). 

Harvey SB et al,(16) proposed a "Unifying model of workplace risk factors", which arises from a review of the 
literature, however, it does not constitute an exclusive proposal for addressing psychosocial risks, in addition 
to this, they show an overlapping of concepts that can make its operationalization even more difficult.

Considerations for future studies 
Generate less abstract conceptual proposals
A semantic confusion and a lack of taxonomic clarity have been described, as well as an absence of an 

epistemological framework in accordance with the complexity of psychosocial factors at work.(12) In the view of 
the authors, there exist several definitions currently proposed within this context. Nevertheless, the level of 
abstraction inherent in these definitions remains problematic, as the absence of clear conceptual boundaries 
impedes their thorough examination.

Interdisciplinary conceptual approach
According to some currents its study should start from psychology and sociology,(17) however, a positive 

impact has been described using a multidisciplinary approach,(18) in this sense the present authors highlight the 
need to include an approach from occupational nursing, since nursing science could facilitate its understanding 
and approach from human care, which is inherent to the phenomenon in question. 

Need to use qualitative methodologies 
Currently, there is a clear quantitative predominance in the study of psychosocial risks at work, where the 

present authors question its suitability due to the ambiguities exposed in the present manuscript. Why continue 
measuring a construct with traditional methods if its theoretical bases present omissions? In this manuscript we 
have cited works dating back more than 10 years showing the problem, however, it persists to this day. Why do 
researchers insist on measuring and concluding in their studies the presence/absence of psychosocial factors at 
work, without the existence of conceptual limits?

This article highlights the need to generate unifying theoretical proposals to guide the study of psychosocial 
risks at work, in agreement with what has been stated by other authors,(19) whose relevance transcends the 
theoretical, since by addressing this shortcoming, it will be possible to develop more solid research and 
interventions,(20) and thus raise the awareness of decision makers,(21) improving the health of the working 
population.

CONCLUSIONS 
The contemporary analysis of psychosocial workplace risks faces theoretical and conceptual uncertainties. 

Despite the presence of multiple proposals of differing complexity, there is a pressing need for a unified approach. 
The authors argue for a framework with reduced abstraction, integrating interdisciplinary perspectives beyond 
psychology and sociology. They also advocate for the inclusion of qualitative methodologies to address this 
challenge.
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