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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Healthcare workers face high rates of depression and anxiety due to job-related stressors,
which harm their well-being and compromise care quality and patient safety. This study aims to integrate
evidence and expert/stakeholder insights to identify and prioritize factors affecting healthcare workers’
mental health, enabling more targeted interventions and efficient resource allocation.

Material and Methods: This qualitative-ranking study used semi-structured interviews with purposively
sampled hospital occupational health managers to identify factors affecting healthcare workers” mental
health, with interviews recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using content analysis in MAXQDA until
saturation. The identified factors were then rated by industrial psychology experts and psychiatrists using
a five-point Likert survey.

Results: 12 occupational health managers were interviewed, and 18 experts completed the ranking. 51
factors across 19 subcategories were identified in four main work-system levels: Individual (14 factors),
Work/Task (16), Organizational (12), and External (9). In ranking, a history of mental illness was rated as
the most important factor (mean 4.36), while working with automation was rated as the least important
(mean 2.84); 11 factors scored >4, and many factors scored 3.5—4.

Conclusion: Using a systemic approach and stakeholder input, this study identified and prioritized factors
affecting healthcare workers’ mental health across four levels—individual, work/task, organizational, and
external—enabling more targeted, evidence-based interventions.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Health care workers (HCW3s) face substantial
stressors inherent to their roles, placing them at
elevated risk for depression and anxiety, which in
turn can compromise care quality and patient safety.
While numerous studies and reviews have identified
multiple determinants of HCWs mental health,
most research—especially during COVID-19—
has not incorporated stakeholder perspectives,
and many context-specific factors (by country,
occupation, work culture, or social events) remain
poorly characterized. Given the multifactorial and
interconnected nature of these risks, combining
scientific evidence with experiential insights
from those who manage and deliver care is
crucial. Occupational health units, industrial
psychologists, and psychiatrists play distinctive
roles in identifying, preventing, and ranking these
factors through both frontline observation and
specialized expertise. However, no prior study has
systematically captured stakeholders’ and experts’
views to prioritize determinants of HCWs’ mental
health. Accordingly, this study addresses that
gap by identifying and ranking factors associated
with HCWs” mental health from stakeholder and
expert perspectives, aiming to produce actionable,
contextually grounded guidance for decision-
makers to allocate resources and design targeted
interventions.

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS

This  qualitative-ranking study  explored
stakeholders’ and experts’ perspectives on factors
affecting HCWS mental health. First, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with hospital
occupational health managers—chosen for their
frontline knowledge of workplace hazards and staft
wellbeing—to elicit contributing factors across
four work-system levels (individual, work/unit,
organization, external environment). Interviews
(40-70 minutes) were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed iteratively using Elo
& Kyngis content analysis methodology by
MAXQDA; three researchers independently coded
data and reached consensus through repeated
review. Data collection continued until saturation.
Trustworthiness was supported via prolonged
engagement, member checking, triangulation,
external qualitative review, and adherence to
Guba & Lincoln criteria. In a second phase, the
comprehensive factor list was converted into
a survey and distributed by email to industrial
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psychology experts and psychiatrists, who rated
each factor’s importance on a five-point Likert scale
and suggested additional items. Responses were
analyzed descriptively in SPSS to produce a ranked
list for prioritizing interventions.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Twelve occupational health managers and 19
experts (10 industrial psychologists, 9 psychiatrists)
participated in the research. Interviews identified
51 factors across 19 subcategories mapped to four
system levels: Individual (14 factors: demographics,
personality, health/lifestyle, efficacy), Work/Task
(16 factors: tools/technology, tasks/job nature,
environment, interactions/conflicts, department/
position), Organizational (12 factors: structure,
training, schedule, teamwork, support, transfers),
and External (9 factors: economic/social
conditions, disasters, work—family conflict, media,
generational change). Experts ranked these factors
(1-5); history of mental illness scored the highest
(4.36), while working with automation scored the
lowest (2.84). The scores for each factor are listed
in Table 1. Eleven factors exceeded a mean score
of 4, distributed across individual, organizational,
external, and work/task levels.

We emphasize study’s systems-based, post-
COVID-19 approach and the novel inclusion of
stakeholder perspectives. Findings align with prior
reviews but expand the range and contextual detail
of risk factors. At the individual level, economic
status, prior mental illness, and sleep/rest were
prominent risks; younger age and female sex
mirrored prior evidence. Work/Task risks centered
on workload and exposure to patient death.
Organizational contributors included long shifts,
mandatory overtime, and inadequate pay. External
drivers such as inflation, distressing media, and
family support also mattered. Limitations include
not modeling interactions among factors and
restricting interviews to occupational health
managers; future work should incorporate
additional stakeholders, examine inter-factor
dynamics, and apply the approach to specific
occupational groups to inform tailored prevention
strategies.

4. CONCLUSIONS

This study, with a systemic approach and
stakeholder participation in the post-COVID era,
has identified and prioritized factors related to the
mental health of HCWs at four levels: individual,
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Table 1: Ranking of factors associated with mental health problems in healthcare workers

Factor Score
Age 2.89
Gender 3.63
Marital status 3.52
Household economic status 4.21
Empathy 3.57
Introversion / Extraversion 3.00
Responsibility 3.52
Conscientiousness 3.42
Motivation 3.47
Religious beliefs 3.47
History of mental illness 4.36
Amount of sleep 4.05
Work experience 3.10
Resilience 3.36
Staff ratio 3.73
Inter-departmental transfer 3.42
Ambiguous workflows 3.42
Unclear job description 3.47
In-service training 3.15
Stress and anxiety management training 3.63
Long shifts 4.21
Mandatory overtime 4.15
Interaction with supervisors 3.89
Interaction with colleagues 3.84
Job leave 3.47
Salary and rewards 4.15

work and unit, organizational, and external. This
comprehensive, practical, and evidence-based
approach allows for the design of more targeted
and effective interventions. The results of this
study can also be used in the development of
guidelines and instructions. Prioritizing factors
by experts has allowed for a focus on the most
important interventions, and it is suggested
that interventions, in addition to considering

Journal of Health and Safety at Work 2026; 16(1)

Factor Score
Poor-quality work tools 331
Personal protective equipment 3.36
Working with automation 2.84
Equipment depreciation 3.31
High workload 421
Requirement to work night shifts 3.36
Exposure to infectious patients 3.42
Exposure to patient death 4.10
Task variety 3.42
Crowding and noise 3.94
Exposure to radiation 3.42
Limited workspace 3.26
Contflicts with patients 3.78
Conflicts with patients’ companions 3.63
Differences between departments 3.42
Job titles 3.26
Dual employment 3.71
Inflation 431
Social status 3.73
Working in crisis/emergency 3.84
Work-family conflict 3.52
Family support 4.26
Friends’ support 3.84
Negative news 4.10
Gen Z entering the workforce 3.12

individual aspects, focus on reducing workload,
improving shift structure and salaries, and
managing external factors to improve employees'
mental well-being.

6. ETHICAL CODE

The Research Ethics Committee of the Tehran
University of Medical Sciences approved this study
(ethical code: IR TUMS.SPH.REC.1402.199).
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