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Abstract

Background The evidence base for the relationship between psychosocial work factors and mental health focuses
primarily on the general working population but little is known about young workers. The aim of this qualitative
study is to identify psychosocial work factors that affect the mental health of young workers, with a focus on (1) nove/
factors of the psychosocial work environment that are relevant for young workers but have not been described in
the literature and (2) experiences of psychosocial work factors associated with mental health that are specific to and
typical for young workers.

Methods Semi-structured interviews were held with 36 workers aged up to 30. Participants were asked to describe
work situations that affected their mental health. Factors were identified using a combination of inductive and
deductive coding and open-coded factors were mapped onto the Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire
(COPSOQ), which is widely used as a framework for psychosocial work factors.

Results Most of the psychosocial factors mentioned by the young workers could be mapped onto the COPSOQ
framework and were therefore similar to the general working population. Novel factors identified by this study were
"Procedural support” and "Responsibility for others”. We also identified young-worker-specific experiences of psychosocial
work factors associated with mental health (i.e. Quantitative Demands, Influence at Work, Commitment to the Workplace,
Job Insecurity, Quality of work, Job satisfaction, and Vertical Trust). Lastly, young workers did not report the COPSOQ
factor Insecurity over working conditions and Work-life conflict was reported as an indicator of mental health status
rather than being perceived as a factor of the psychosocial work environment.

Conclusions Psychosocial work factors and their influence on mental health reported by young workers in this
qualitative study are comparable to what is reported for the general working population. There are however some
young-worker-specific experiences of psychosocial work factors and two novel factors. The novel factors, “Procedural
support” and “Responsibility for others” are not found in common psychosocial work factor frameworks and might be
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studied specifically in relation to young workers. Our results provide organisations with levers that can be used to
create a psychosocial work environment that benefits the mental health of young workers.

Keywords Mental health, Young workers, Psychosocial work factors, Interview study

Background

Most young workers (aged<30) starting their profes-
sional career find that work contributes positively to
their mental health [1]. Yet poor psychosocial work cir-
cumstances can have an adverse effect on mental health
[2, 3]. In particular, the experience of poor psychosocial
working conditions on entering the job market has been
shown to lead to worsening mental health for young
workers [4]. Psychosocial work factors found to be asso-
ciated with mental health among the general working
population are high job demands, effort-reward imbal-
ance, job insecurity, and low organisational justice [5].
However, systematic reviews focusing on young workers
have shown that the evidence base on how and which
psychosocial work factors affect the mental health of this
population is weak, mainly due to the limited number of
studies on this topic [6, 7].

Since it is open to question whether, and how, the find-
ings from the general working population are applicable
to young workers, it is important to study young work-
ers as a distinct group. It is hypothesised that first jobbers
and young workers in general have certain work-related
needs that affect their mental health and that these needs
are distinct from those of their older colleagues. In an
overview article, Zacher and Froidevaux (2021) [8] pres-
ent data from a systematic review, a meta-analysis and an
original study respectively to suggest that younger work-
ers are less capable of regulating their emotions than
older workers [9], less committed to organisations [10]
and have higher intentions to leave [11] ; however the
authors also acknowledge that much remains unknown.
Taris et al. (1992) [12] suggest that the mental health of
young workers in particular is affected by having to juggle
loyalties to different people at work and that young work-
ers have more need for clear procedures in their jobs
than their older colleagues. Ebner et al. (2006) [13] found
that younger workers’ personal goal orientation is more
focused on promotion (i.e. motivation to achieve gains),
whereas older workers’ personal goal orientation is more
focused on prevention (i.e. motivation to avoid losses).
This may lead to age-related differences on the work floor
in terms of how young workers act and appraise the psy-
chosocial work environment compared to older work-
ers. However, a recent systematic review we performed
acknowledged that much is still unknown about psycho-
social work factors that affect the mental health of young
workers given the high uncertainty of the evidence due to
fuzziness in the conceptualization of outcomes and high
study heterogeneity [7].

The assessment of how the psychosocial work envi-
ronment affects mental health in ways that are typical
for young workers is potentially limited because studies
on the topic are mainly based on the existing traditional
occupational health models (i.e. job demand-control-
resource model [14] and effort-reward imbalance model
[15]), leaving little room to identify novel factors and
consider age-related particularities. As so little is known
about the work-related mental health of young workers,
research is needed to examine whether these existing
models capture all aspects of the psychosocial work envi-
ronment that are relevant for young workers. A primar-
ily inductive, qualitative exploratory study not guided by
existing models, with a targeted sample of young work-
ers, allows for the identification of previously overlooked
psychosocial work factors. Such an approach also allows
for the identification of known psychosocial work fac-
tors associated with mental health that are perceived and
experienced in ways that are specific to and typical for
young workers.

Against the background described above, the aim of the
current study is to identify psychosocial work factors that
affect mental health of young workers, with a focus on
(1) novel factors of the psychosocial work environment
that are relevant for young workers but have not been
described in the literature and (2) young-worker-specific
experiences of psychosocial work factors that are well-
described in the literature.

Methods

Study design

We applied a qualitative research design, using semi-
structured interviews. All interviews were conducted
online via Microsoft Teams. Since we are interested in
the experiences of young workers, rather than providing
them with a definition that would be used throughout
the interview, we asked the study participants to define
mental health in their own words. Specifically, they were
asked to describe experiences, emotions, feelings, behav-
iours, and mental states they associate with their per-
sonal mental health. We used this description throughout
the interview. Following the suggestions by Braun and
Clarke (2006) [16] for conducting thematic analysis, we
attempt to make explicit the epistemological underpin-
nings of our study: we believe that the psychosocial work
circumstances that the young workers are describing are
commonly experienced by young adults in Dutch work-
places. We adhere to COREQ Reporting Guidelines [17]
(the COREQ checklist can be found in Additional file
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1). By using these guidelines we also attempt to make
explicit issues of reflexivity (i.e. the way our own personal
biases may have affected the results).

Participant selection and recruitment

We employed purposive sampling based on the crite-
ria of sex (male versus female), educational level (voca-
tional education versus (at least) a college degree), and
whether the young worker had an interpersonal or non-
interpersonal job. We used these sampling criteria in light
of research indicating that mental health at work differs
according to sex [18], across educational groups [19], and
by type of work [20]. Young workers only qualified for
inclusion if they were between 18 and 30 years old and
worked at least 16 h per week. Eligibility for inclusion
was double-checked at the beginning of each interview.

Participants were recruited through the social media
platforms LinkedIn and Instagram with a poster and
a video in which author MVV asked young workers to
participate. The team of authors reposted the message
on their LinkedIn profiles to increase the reach. Addi-
tionally, we approached young worker and young adult
advocacy groups, some of which shared our recruitment
request on their own channels and platforms. Interested
participants could sign up for the study by clicking a link
in the poster and social media posts. This led them to a
landing page where they completed an application form,
noting their age, sex, educational level, role and job title.
They were then redirected to an online scheduling tool
where they could choose a date and time for the inter-
view from the time slots offered by the researchers. As a
token of appreciation for their participation, the partici-
pants received a €25 online gift card. Participants were
categorised as having an interpersonal or non-interper-
sonal job based on their responses. This categorisation
into type of work was done by author MV'V.

The online recruitment procedure was successful and
quickly yielded a large number of applications for the
interviews. However, the fast pace of applications and
scheduled interviews made it difficult for the research-
ers to adhere to the specified purposive sampling criteria
and highly educated females were overrepresented in the
initial sample. Therefore, in a second recruitment request
issued through the same online channels, we specifically
asked males and persons with vocational-level education
to apply for an interview.

Ultimately, the study population consisted of 36 young
workers: 29 females and seven males. Eight had com-
pleted vocational education and 28 had at least a college
degree. Of the 36 interviewees, 15 were working in inter-
personal jobs and 21 in non-interpersonal jobs. Males
with a college degree and a non-interpersonal job were
not represented in the final sample. Non-response was
limited: one participant did not show up for a scheduled
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interview for reasons unknown and did not respond to
subsequent contact attempts.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were held between April and
June of 2023. The first set of interview questions con-
cerned the interviewee’s past and current work life. This
was followed by a set of questions on the interviewee’s
mental health in general. In the central section of the
interview, interviewees were asked to describe situa-
tions at work that affected their mental health in some
way. These situations were then explored with loosely
structured follow-up questions to identify the psycho-
social work factors involved. This meant that all results
concerning the psychosocial work environment were dis-
cussed in the context of their impact on personal men-
tal health. The interview protocol, which can be found in
Additional file 2, was piloted by researchers interviewing
each other (RS interviewing MVV and MVYV interview-
ing LA).

Participants were asked to choose a setting where they
could be interviewed without interruption. The inter-
views lasted between 40 and 60 min. All but two inter-
views were conducted in Dutch, which was the native
language of those interviewed in Dutch. None of the
individuals involved in the two interviews conducted in
English spoke English as a native language. All interviews
were conducted by two researchers in varying roles, with
MVYV being present at all interviews. One researcher led
the interview, the other took notes and asked follow-up
questions if they felt it would be informative.

A summary of the interview based on the notes taken
by the second researcher was shared with the partici-
pant for confirmation and possible amendments. Audio
recordings of the interviews were made and transcribed
by an external party.

At the beginning of the interview the interviewers
briefly introduced themselves by name and explained
their professional background and the context in which
the study was being conducted, i.e. as part of MVV’s
doctoral research. After the interview, we sent the par-
ticipant a summary of the interview to check that we had
understood them correctly. We also asked for feedback
on the interview. This did not yield any feedback that
required us to make changes to the interview protocol.

Interviewer characteristics

Author MVYV, MSc, 32-year-old male, background in
social psychology and epidemiology, was present at
all interviews. Three interviews were conducted with
author RS, PhD, 37-year-old female, 32 interviews
were conducted with JM, MSc, 25-year-old female, and
one interview was conducted with LA, MSc 28-year-
old female (for the latter two interviewers see the
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Acknowledgements). All interviewers were employed by
the Amsterdam UMC Department of Public and Occu-
pational Health at the time of data collection. All inter-
viewers were experienced in conducting interviews.

Data analysis

We combined an inductive and deductive approach,
giving primacy to the inductive components (see Fig. 1.
Flowchart of coding process). Data analysis began after
all interviews had been conducted. Coding was done
using MAXQDA software. In the inductive phase,
MVYV and RS open-coded the first three interviews and
reached a consensus on further open coding. MVV then
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open-coded another seven interviews. In the deductive
phase, the codes of these ten interviews were grouped,
using the third version of the Copenhagen Psychoso-
cial Questionnaire COPSOQ [21] as a framework, and
discussed by three of the authors (MVV, RS, CB) in
a consensus meeting. The framework was thought to
encompass the most common and important psycho-
social work factors for the general working population
divided into eight domains, of which our study included
the first six, namely Demands at Work, Work Organisa-
tion and Job Content, Interpersonal Relations and Lead-
ership, Work-Individual Interface, Social Capital, and
Conflicts and Offensive Behaviour. We did not include the

Open coding (N=3) by two coders (MVV and RS)

Consensus reached on coding system by MVV and RS

]

2

Open coding (N=7) by MVV using coding system
(subtotal open coded N=10)

.

Mapping of open codes of 10 interviews on the six

Inductive coding

Consensus reached on procedure of mapping codes on

domains of COPSOQ by MVV

COPSOQ domains with authors MVV, RS, CB

v

Additional open coding (N=4) by MVV of interviews of
underrepresented groups (i.e. males and vocationally
educated) and mapping on COPSOQ domains
(subtotal open coded N=14)

Checking summaries of the remaining 22 interviews
for new themes; we identified four transcripts that
potentially described new themes.

:

Additional open coding (N=4) by coder MVV and
mapping on COPSOQ domains
(subtotal open coded N=18)

v

Second check by MVV of 18 summaries of the
interviews that were not open coded to identify

Deductive coding

Consensus reached by MVV and CB that information

potential new themes; identified no transcripts that
needed to be open coded.
(total open coded N=18)

A 4

saturation was reached.

Fig. 1 Flowchart of the coding proces. Initial inductive coding was based on ten interviews, followed by a deductive process of mapping open codes on
the six COPSOQ domains as well as additional open coding of interviews until information saturation was reached. This resulted in 18 interviews being

coded in total
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last two domains Health and well-being and Personality
as they do not characterise the psychosocial work envi-
ronment. Where open codes could not be mapped onto
the COPSOQ reference framework, they constituted a
novel (not previously described) psychosocial work fac-
tor perceived and appraised by young workers. Young-
worker-specific experiences of COPSOQ factors plus
potential novel factors constitute the main themes of the
analysis. With the aim of analysing information from dif-
ferent groups of young workers, another four interviews
were open-coded in order to achieve a more equal dis-
tribution of the background characteristics on which the
purposive sampling strategy was based. With these 14
open-coded interviews serving as a basis, the summa-
ries of all remaining interviews were checked for poten-
tial new themes. This led to the open-coding of another
four interviews, such that 18 of the interview transcripts
were open-coded and grouped using the COPSOQ
framework. The summaries of the other 18 interviews
were rechecked by author MVV for potential new topics
that may have revealed new themes. This check involved
reading the summary with all identified themes in mind
and noting any new themes that appeared. When no new
themes appeared, authors MVV and CB agreed that data
saturation had been reached.

The identified themes (i.e. psychosocial work factors)
were then grouped into four categories: (1) experience
of the psychosocial work factor is more specific to and
typical for young workers in terms of its relationship to
mental health, (2) factor appears to be comparable to the
general working population and not typical for young
workers in terms of its relationship to mental health, (3)
factor is not covered by COPSOQ, and (4) factor is not
mentioned by young workers. We considered the expe-
rience of a factor to be more specific to and typical for
young workers (category 1), when age, life course and/
or early career-related aspects were included in the way
the factor was described by the young worker. We used
COPSOQ guidelines and the author team’s knowledge of
the literature to make the comparison with the general
working population (category 2) and discussed this in a
consensus meeting (MVV, RS, CB) and after each draft of
the manuscript.

We present quotes to support our analysis of young
worker experiences of psychosocial work factors (cat-
egory 1) and novel factors (category 3), selecting one or
two quotes that are most illustrative of the point we want
to make. In the case of the psychosocial work factors that
are comparable to the general working population (cate-
gory 2), we only present a quote if this adds to the under-
standing of the psychosocial work factor.
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Results

Mental health

Young workers associate good personal mental health
with having enough energy to spend their days the way
they want, including work and leisure activities. Indica-
tors of poor mental health are feeling exhausted and irri-
table, and lacking the energy to engage in social activities
after work. Young workers also mentioned “not feeling
oneself” as an indicator of poor mental health.

[when thinking about good mental health] I mainly
think: getting through the day with ease. And for-
tunately, if you are mentally healthy then you are
happy and life comes easy to you. That's what I
would classify as that. Well let’s say things are going
well, do I have a lot of energy? Do I have a lot of
headspace to meet people and do new things? Those
kind of things. And suppose my mental health was
lower (sic.), then I don’t have those things. So then
I have less energy, I am more introverted. Then life
just looks less rosy.

Interviewee #9, college-educated female in a non-inter-
personal job

“I think a good work-life balance, partly, in terms
of energy and such. Mental health means that you
yourself... Yes, I really think: finding a good bal-
ance. And that you are really enjoying yourself and
make yourself comfortable. Also in private life, but
also at work, in this case. That you find your chal-
lenges. That you continue to develop. To me, that is
my mental health’.

Interviewee #36, vocational-level educated male in a
non-interpersonal job

Psychosocial work environment

Per COPSOQ domain, we discuss the psychosocial work
factors, and combinations of psychosocial work factors,
that affect mental health in a way that is typical for young
workers. The category system used can be found in Addi-
tional file 3. We also discuss novel factors and factors
that appeared similar to what we know from the litera-
ture on the general working population (see Table 1 for
an overview).

Domain A: demands at work

Young workers described all but one of the psychoso-
cial work factors in this domain in ways that appeared
to be similar to the COPSOQ description for the general
working population. Only the experience of Quantita-
tive demands was typical for young workers. Additionally,
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Table 1 Overview of psychosocial work factors per domain, categorised as typical for young workers, similar to the general working

population, novel with regard to the COPSOQ and not mentioned

Psychosocial Work Psychosocial work factor Psychosocial work factors experienced by the general Novel psychoso- Psychoso-
Factor Domain experiences and ap- working population cial work factors  cial work
praisals more typical for not covered by  factors not
young workers the COPSOQ mentioned
A Demands at Work Quantitative demands Work pace, Cognitive demands, Emotional demands, De- Responsibility for ~ NA
mand for hiding emotions others
B Work Organisation Influence at work Possibilities for development, Variation of work, Control over  None NA
and Job Content working time, Meaning of work
ClInterpersonal Rela- ~ None Recognition, Procedural NA
tions and Leadership Role clarity, Support
lllegitimate tasks,
Quality of leadership, Social support from colleagues,
Social support from supervisors, Sense of community at
work,
Predictability
D Work-Individual Commitment to the work-  Work engagement None Insecurity
Interface place, Job insecurity, over working
Quality of work, conditions,
Job satisfaction Work-life
conflict
E Social Capital Vertical trust Horizontal trust', Organisational justice None NA
F Conflicts and Of- None Harassment and gender-based discrimination None NA

fensive Behaviour

" Horizontal trust is conceptually closely related to the Domain C COPSOQ factor Sense of community at work. The distinctive sign of a lack of horizontal trust as defined
by the COPSOQ, namely “withholding information” from colleagues or management, was not reported by young workers

NA=Not applicable

young workers described the novel factor “Responsibility
for others” (Table 1).

Experiences more typical for young workers. Con-
cerning Quantitative demands, young workers said that
having too little work was undesirable and being told that
this was normal during an onboarding period did not
help. At the same time young workers also mentioned
the risk of creating a problematically high workload for
themselves when being asked to do tasks because of the
difficulty of saying no. Young workers said it was some-
times difficult to reject work because they felt they had to
prove themselves.

If someone says, do this and this, then I will not
immediately say in a new position, ‘no, I am not
going to do this) or ‘I don’t think that is how it should
be done’ Then I'll accept it anyway.

Interviewee #27, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job

That is really something of which I thought: when I
have put this together, then I really have something
nice to put in my track record. Very cool in the begin-
ning, [it gavel a lot of energy. It also took up a lot of
my time. But I had to do that in consultation with
my boss. My boss and the boss of [other organisation]
we worked with continuously disagreed [...] At a

certain point we made a call ourselves |[...]. My boss
ultimately did not agree with that although I had
run it by him, maybe his thoughts were elsewhere. So
that was very confusing for me. And that particular
day that we went live, I had my first panic attack.

Interviewee #1, college-educated female in an interper-
sonal job

Experiences similar to the general working popu-
lation. Work pace, Cognitive demands, Emotional
demands, and Demand for hiding emotions were all men-
tioned by young workers but were not perceived in ways
that appeared to be more typical for young workers than
for the general working population.

Novel factor: Responsibility for others. A factor
mentioned by young workers but not covered by the
COPSOQ framework was “Responsibility for others” Hav-
ing a role that meant that one’s work might negatively
affect others (such as colleagues, patients, students, and
interns) was sometimes perceived as a burden for young
workers.

I had the feeling that without me nothing would
happen and that was the case indeed. If I didn’t go to
work, people wouldn’t have an internship.

Interviewee #4, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job
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I felt a great responsibility towards the students.
Like: okay, then there will be nothing prepared for
them [the students]. I want that there is something
prepared for them.

Interviewee #8, college-educated female in an interper-
sonal job

Domain B: work organisation and job content

Young workers’ association of mental health with psy-
chosocial work factors belonging to the domain of Work
Organisation and Job Content appears to be mostly
similar to the COPSOQ description for general working
population. Only the experience of Influence at work as
a psychosocial work factor was specific to and typical for
young workers (Table 1).

Experience more typical for young workers. Concern-
ing Influence at work, young workers said they wanted to
have influence on the way they carry out tasks at work,
particularly when they have developed the necessary
skills through education or earlier work experience. This
was less important to them when doing tasks for which
they felt they lacked competence. Young workers also
said that they did not raise issues at work because they
felt too junior to object.

I remember, 1 had just graduated and had two
master’s degrees [...] and had skills and then I had
to crop images in photoshop and pick up the mail.
[When I said something about it] I received feedback
that I should first take a closer look at how an organ-
isation was put together before I started doing my
own things.

Interviewee #22, college-educated female in a non-inter-
personal job

‘At my previous job I had to figure out everything
myself, how everything worked and how it all...
While I was actually not trained for that, not suffi-
ciently trained for it”

Interviewee #4, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job

Experiences similar to the general working
population.Possibilities for development, Variation of
work, Control over working time, and Meaning of work
were all mentioned by young workers but were not per-
ceived in ways that appeared to be more typical for young
workers than for the general working population.

Domain C: interpersonal relations and leadership
We did not find any experiences that were specific to or
more typical for young workers. All factors were similar
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to the COPSOQ description for general working popu-
lation. These factors are Recognition, Role clarity, Ille-
gitimate tasks, Quality of leadership, Social support from
colleagues, Social support from supervisors, Sense of com-
munity at work, and Predictability. In addition, we iden-
tified a novel factor that we labelled “Procedural support”
(Table 1).

Novel factor. A factor described by young workers
but not covered by the COPSOQ was “Procedural sup-
port”. Young workers expressed a need to be presented
with clear procedures and a desire for established ways of
doing things within an organisation. While young work-
ers felt it was important to have influence on how they
carried out their tasks, they appreciated having estab-
lished structures to fall back on.

Yes, I think there is clarity in the state of affairs, that
if you are busy carrying out your work, that you
know if A happens, then I can go to B to get C done,
s0 to speak, that you just know where you stand, 1
need that in any case.

Interviewee #4, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job

I enter a company and you just notice: the systems
are not set up, things are shared via WhatsApp
groups. Declarations... how the declarations are
shared via WhatsApp groups. So I can already see
a bit of: this is an up and coming company, while, it
was not even really an up and coming company.

Interviewee #33, vocational-level educated female in a
non-interpersonal job

Domain D: work-individual interface

All but one of the psychosocial work factors in this COP-
SOQ domain were associated with mental health in ways
that were typical for young workers. The only factor not
perceived in a way that was specific to young workers
was Work engagement. No novel factors were identified
(Table 1).

Experiences more typical for young workers. To feel
Commitment to the workplace, young workers had to
experience their work as meaningful, i.e. their employer
had to contribute to a societally relevant goal they identi-
fied with to secure their commitment to the organisation.
One young worker’s impression was that commitment to
the workplace increases with tenure. Young workers also
explicitly stated that not being too committed to one’s
workplace could be a healthy buffer against exceeding
one’s limits in a way that would negatively affect mental
health.
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Money is nice, but I deliberately chose this job and
this employer, because it is a socially very relevant
topic, like the energy transition. There’s just a lot
happening and it affects everyone.

Interviewee #5, college-educated female in a non-inter-
personal job

Concerning Job insecurity, having a temporary contract
with an uncertain prospect of contract renewal was a sig-
nificant stressor for young workers. Conversely, job secu-
rity meant that young workers were less likely to exceed
their limits and therefore less prone to mental health
issues.

Of course I can also say: okay, I'm just going to work
less hard, or I'll just deliver less work, less good work,
but of course I never wanted that up until now. I just
wanted to perform well and show my best side. But
I also think that because I have now been given that
permanent position and somewhat more the guar-
antee that I'm good. I now dare to let go a little more.
Like: okay, I'm not going to work the whole evening
now, then they’ll just have to wait for that report.

Interviewee #8, college-educated female in an interper-
sonal job

Concerning Quality of work, experiencing a lack of
competence to deliver work of sufficient quality was per-
ceived as stressful. Another frustration related to quality
of work was that more senior colleagues expressed an
unwillingness to adapt their work even if that would lead
to better results. Additionally, young workers said they
could feel insecure about their own skills when compar-
ing themselves to the older colleagues. Being aware that
their work was sloppy due to poor mental health was
seen as part of a vicious circle that increasingly under-
mined the quality of their work.

I noticed that I was underperforming and becom-
ing sloppy and no longer paying close attention to
the details. So those were signals for me, and espe-
cially if you do that... at some point you end up in a
vicious circle. The situation makes you function less,
but if it is also emphasised that you are not doing
things right, you get even deeper into it.

Interviewee #2, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job

Concerning the salary aspect of Job satisfaction, some
young workers said satisfaction with their salary was suf-
ficient for well-being, at least for a side job. Other young
workers were inclined to see satisfaction with their salary
as a necessary but not sufficient condition for well-being.
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Experience similar to the general working popula-
tion. Concerning Work engagement, young workers said
they did not like to experience a lower level of work
engagement since this led them to spend less time on
work activities and adversely affected the quality of their
work. In other words, they saw reduced work engage-
ment as a consequence and not just a cause of worsened
mental health. More specifically, a lower level of work
engagement was described as a way of coping with poor
mental health, particularly for those who aspired to do
societally relevant work.

I just don’t really know what I could have done dif-
ferently, except maybe trying my best a bit less. But
I find that very difficult. [...] Maybe also be more
patient and distance myself a little more mentally or
emotionally from my work. I could have done that,
but I actually don’t want to.

Interviewee #32, college-educated female in an interper-
sonal job

Notably, Insecurity over working conditions was not
mentioned by the young workers and Work-life conflict
was described as an indicator of mental health status
rather than being perceived as a factor of the psychoso-
cial work environment.

Domain E: social capital

In this domain only the factor of Vertical trust was per-
ceived in a way that was typical for young workers. Their
experiences of the factors of Horizontal trust and Organ-
isational justice were similar to the COPSOQ description
for the general working population (Table 1).

Experience more typical for young workers. Con-
cerning Vertical trust, young workers said it was impor-
tant that they did not feel controlled by their supervisor,
since this made them feel insecure, especially if the young
worker lacked confidence in their own competence.
Young workers illustrated vertical trust as being able to
do a ‘sanity check’ with a trusted supervisor in a disagree-
ment with colleagues.

If I notice that my work is being monitored, from
which I infer that the other person either wants to
take over, or if I notice that the manager [...] is hav-
ing a kind of suspicious idea, like “did you actu-
ally do it like this; or “did you actually do it in this
particular way?” And I think it is important to be
trusted in how I do it and what I do.

Interviewee #2, college-educated male in an interper-
sonal job
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Domain F: conflicts and offensive behaviour

Overall experiences associated with this domain were
occasionally reported by young workers and described as
having a detrimental effect on their mental health. Nev-
ertheless, being a young worker was not reported to be a
key factor in the experience (Table 1).

Discussion

Young workers reported a broad set of mental health-
related psychosocial work factors that are also described
in the COPSOQ. There is therefore considerable similar-
ity between young workers and the general working pop-
ulation. This implies that factors known to affect mental
health in the general working population, such as Emo-
tional demands, Possibilities for development and Recog-
nition [2] also affect the mental health of young workers.
Across the different COPSOQ domains, this similarity
was particularly evident for factors in domains C Inter-
personal Relations and Leadership and F Conflicts and
Offensive Behaviour. However, some psychosocial work
factors were perceived in ways that appeared to be spe-
cific to and typical for young workers (i.e. Quantitative
Demands (A), Influence at Work (B), Commitment to the
workplace (D), Job insecurity (D), Quality of work (D), Job
satisfaction (D) and Vertical Trust (E)). We found this
to be the case particularly for factors in the COPSOQ
domain D Work-Individual Interface and for one of the
factors in domains A Demands at Work, B Work Organ-
isation and Job Content and E Social Capital. Addition-
ally, we identified two novel factors, which appear to be
typical for young workers. We labelled these (1) “Proce-
dural support” and (2) “Responsibility for others” internal
and external to the organisation.

Experiences of psychosocial factors specific to young
workers

Some psychosocial factors were perceived in ways that
were specific to young workers (Quantitative Demands,
Influence at Work, Commitment to the Workplace, Job
Insecurity, Quality of work, Job satisfaction and Verti-
cal Trust). We offer two lines of reasoning as to why
the experiences reported by the group of young work-
ers differed from the known relationships between the
psychosocial work environment and mental health for
the general working population. The first line of reason-
ing focuses on the fact that many of the young workers
were in their first career job or reported situations they
encountered in their first career job (typically referred to
by the participants as their first “real job” as opposed to
a side job they had as a student). This meant that many
of the young workers did not have a frame of reference
for workplace norms and their first work experiences
were their only point of reference for what they consid-
ered normal in working life. This is illustrated by young
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workers exceeding their personal limits in ways they now
say they would no longer do. While evidence is scarce
for effects of lacking experiences with workplace norms
on mental health, young workers’ lack of confidence to
address problems at work has been identified as a risk
for physical safety at work [22] and the same vulner-
ability might thus cause issues concerning mental health.
Also, young workers may find it more difficult to access
organisational resources (e.g. asking for and securing
help from colleagues) due to their lack of experience and
lack of familiarity with a new workplace, which has been
reported as a threat to physical safety at work [22]. This
contributes to the identified need for procedural support
and is also reflected in the young workers’ awareness of
their responsibility for others internal and external to the
organisation.

The second line of reasoning concerns age effects
(affecting an individual), period effects (affecting the
whole population), and cohort effects (affecting groups
of individuals within the population) [23], that are not
limited to the work domain but reflect broader individual
and/or societal developments. Our study reflects the per-
spectives of young workers in the current era and these
workers generally belong to the same cohort. A recent
meta-analysis of “generational differences” showed mixed
and limited scientific support for meaningful differences
between generations in relation to a variety of outcomes
[24]. This calls into question the relevance of the idea of
“generational differences” The idea of “generational dif-
ferences’, which is frequently proposed as an explanation
when considering the mental health of young work-
ers, could be another label for what appear to be very
robust cohort effects. However, it is notoriously difficult
to disentangle these three different types of effects and
our qualitative study does not provide the opportunity
to contrast groups within our collected data (i.e. young
workers versus older workers, workers of all ages today
versus workers of all ages in the past, young workers
today versus young workers in the past).

Novel psychosocial work factors for young workers

The novel factor we have labelled “Procedural sup-
port” resembles what Taris et al. (1992) [12] called “job
clarity”. We are thus not the first to suggest or identify
this factor. Job clarity has been shown to be a determi-
nant of work-related outcomes, albeit not in relation to
mental health (e.g [25]). An additional reflection on the
novel factor of “Procedural support” as we labelled it is
appropriate here. Whereas in the COPSOQ “role clar-
ity” refers to clarity regarding one’s goals, responsibilities
and expectations, the novel factor of “Procedural sup-
port” identified by this study refers to clarity about the
way things are done within the organisation. This clarity
serves as a support tool for our study population, because
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it makes the organisation predictable and reliable in the
way that it operates when the work becomes difficult or
if one encounters problems. We see this as distinct from
concepts such as procedural and organisational justice
described in occupational science [26], because proce-
dural support is about knowing how things are done and
not whether the way things are done feels fair or just.
This reasoning is supported by the finding that the young
workers’ experience of Organisational justice (Domain
E - Social Capital) was similar to the general working
population.

As for the novel factor of “Responsibility for others”
internal or external to the organization, our impression
is that this factor has not yet been widely researched
in the literature on work-related mental health. How-
ever, a review of specific stressors for general prac-
titioner trainees names “the sudden assumption of
responsibility for patient care” (p.11 [27]), as a stressor
for these young workers. This increase in responsibility
at work might generalise to other professions. Concep-
tually, it is important to note that this factor is not only
about the perception or appraisal of the young worker.
From the interviews it appeared to be an objective fea-
ture of a particular job involving responsibility for others
(e.g. providing care, supervising interns, delivering les-
sons to students). There is some overlap with Emotional
demands as a psychosocial work factor in the sense that
Responsibility for others is regularly found in jobs char-
acterised by high emotional demands [20], particularly
when those for whom the young worker is responsible
have the impression that their needs are not met. How-
ever, the factor of Emotional demands focuses on being
confronted with other people’s feelings regardless of the
formal responsibility one has for these people (see e.g.
COPSOQ items and definition [21]).

Methodological considerations

Some methodological considerations should be taken
into account when assessing our results. Firstly, our
recruitment strategy relied mainly on Instagram and
LinkedIn, limiting access for groups that are possibly
less active on these platforms (e.g. blue collar work-
ers [28]). Furthermore, vocational-level educated young
workers and men were underrepresented in our study
population. This potentially reduces the transferability of
our results to individuals from these underrepresented
groups. Although we reached data saturation with no
new themes appearing in the final interviews, we cannot
rule out the possibility that our study may have missed
insights regarding the groups that were underrepresented
in the final sample. Measures taken to strengthen the
methodology of our study included the double-coding
procedure for the first round of interviews and consensus
meetings after subsequent rounds of coding.
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Secondly, the reader should take into account the fact
that our study used the COPSOQ as a reference frame-
work. The phrase ‘similar to the general working popula-
tion’ implies that the finding is ‘similar to the COPSOQ!
Although the COPSOQ is comprehensive and widely
used in occupational science, there are other measure-
ment instruments we could have chosen as a point of
reference (such as the Job Content Questionnaire [29].
Had we done so, this might have led to a slightly different
analysis.

Thirdly, we chose to do just one interview with each
participant. This might have limited familiarisation
between interviewers and interviewees. A disadvantage
of this approach is that it is less conducive to the shar-
ing of sensitive personal experiences and might explain
why participants barely mentioned factors in COPSOQ
Domain F Conflicts and Offensive behaviour. Hence, we
cannot rule out the possibility that our study failed to
identify psychosocial work factors and potentially even
novel factors in this domain that are perceived in ways
that are typical for young workers. A different research
design is needed to address this.

Finally, the variation within any study sample based on
how old workers are (age), when they live (period), and
when they were born (cohort) should not be overlooked.
In fact, ignoring within-group heterogeneity is one of the
main criticisms of the use of “generational differences” as
a scientific explanation in general [30]. In our study pop-
ulation, we accounted for heterogeneity within the group
of young workers by applying a purposive sampling strat-
egy. However, in our results we did not see clear distinc-
tions along the lines of the purposive sampling criteria of
sex, educational level and type of job.

Implications for research and public health

Our results make it clear that more specialised research
on young workers is needed, since our study suggests
that, despite a considerable overlap, not all findings for
the general working population are applicable to young
workers. In line with this, we recommend that instru-
ments used to analyse the impact of the psychosocial
work environment are complemented with measure-
ments of Procedural support and Responsibility for
others when young workers are among the study popu-
lation. Above we outline the need for repeated data col-
lection on workers of different age groups to disentangle
age, period, and cohort effects. Furthermore, it became
apparent that there is a reciprocal relationship between
mental health and psychosocial work factors, as illus-
trated by the statement quoted above: “[when mental
health is poor] life just looks less rosy” This altered per-
spective can also be assumed to affect the appraisal of
the psychosocial work environment. This potentially
reciprocal relationship poses a well-known challenge for
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research on work-related mental health and is known as
the “triviality trap” [31]; research designs that focus more
explicitly on identifying causal relationships are proposed
to tackle this issue [32].

In terms of public health, our study is relevant because
young workers experience work-related psychosocial fac-
tors in jobs in an ageing society. In many Western coun-
tries there is a correlation between retirement age and
life expectancy [33]. Young workers will have to work for
longer than previous generations and good mental health
will be an important enabling resource. Future research
could specifically take into account the COPSOQ factors
not mentioned by our study population to expand our
understanding of these factors and prevent them from
potentially undermining mental health.

Implications for practice

We conclude that young workers experience many psy-
chosocial work factors in ways that are similar to the gen-
eral working population. This implies that young workers
do not need to be treated as a separate group with dis-
tinct features across all psychosocial work dimensions.
At the same time, our results show that creating a good
psychosocial work environment for young workers
requires specific deliberation by organisations. In par-
ticular, employers and supervisors should pay attention
to the mental health of young workers whose jobs are
characterised by high responsibility for others. The young
worker assigned the responsibility should be equipped
with resources to do the job well and supported by a
supervisor. Lastly, employees need access to interven-
tions that address any associated stress. While the pro-
vision of procedural support could play a crucial role
in these situations, it should also be considered for jobs
other than those that are characterised by high respon-
sibility for others. Organisations should make sure that
their onboarding and managerial processes effectively
support young workers, so they feel secure about “how
things are done” Furthermore, organisations should be
cautious in assuming that young workers appreciate a
high degree of autonomy. Research showed that within-
person increases of job autonomy led to an increase of
emotional exhaustion [34], which is in line with our find-
ing that young workers experienced an increase in job
autonomy as detrimental to their mental health. Organ-
isations, and supervisors in particular, should actively
provide procedural support for young workers while also
trusting the existing skills and knowledge that the young
worker brings to the job.

When applying our results in the context of a work
environment it is important to note that our current
study did not try to rank order the impact of individual
psychosocial work factors on young workers’ mental
health. Sense of community at work, for example, was
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widely mentioned by the study participants but was not
perceived in a way that was specific to and typical for
young workers. This means that the results of our study
are not meant to be interpreted as dictating which factors
organisations should prioritise given limited resources.
Rather, our results indicate what needs to be taken into
account in order to create a psychosocial work environ-
ment that supports the mental health of young workers.

Conclusion

Young workers reported a broad set of psychosocial work
factors that are also described in the COPSOQ. There is
therefore considerable overlap between young workers
and the general working population in terms of which
psychosocial work factors affect workers’ mental health.
There are however some dynamics that are more typical
for younger workers, particularly in COPSOQ domains
A Demands at work and D Work-Individual Interface.
In addition, two novel factors, i.e. Procedural support
and Responsibility for others, which are not found in the
commonly used psychosocial work factor frameworks,
might be particularly relevant for young workers. Our
results provide organisations with levers that can be used
to create a positive psychosocial work environment for
young workers. One would be to examine young workers’
experience more closely when seeking to maximise their
influence on how they carry out their work while at the
same time providing an environment characterised by
supervisor trust and procedural support.
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