
every week (the majority of those being self-employed). In 2010, 58% of workers report that 
their work includes complex tasks, showing little change over the last 15 years.  
While social support has been more or less constant at a high level over time, the room for 
manoeuvre which is essential for workers to compensate for and adapt to increased work 
demands has not improved. This has most likely contributed to the rise in work-related stress. 
The impact of emotional demands plays a growing role in forms of work mostly concentrated 
in the service industry. There, workers when delivering their service, have to control their 
own emotions or are confronted with the emotions of those they are delivering a service to. 
With structural change taking place over time, these types of jobs have increased.  
Another increasing characteristic of most work today is that contact with clients has become 
a feature of more and more workers. Over time, contact with a client (almost) all of the time 
has increased from 42% to 44% within the last 10 years. This type of contact, which 
sometimes could be a source of pleasure and gratification, can in certain circumstances 
become difficult: 5% of European workers deal with an angry client most of their working time. 
It is also important to mention are also work situations where workers are required to hide 
their emotions (30% of workers) and/or fears (18% of workers in Europe report that a mistake 
in their work could cause physical injury and 35% that it could cause financial loss for their 
company. 
 
Ethical conflicts (9% of workers in the EU27) can also contribute to work-related stress. Not 
being able to achieve a good quality of work can also contribute to work-related stress. 16% 
of workers report facing this situation. The same proportion of workers also report not doing a 
useful job.  
 
Employment insecurity (either objective through having a limited contract or subjective by 
fearing that your job is at risk, e.g. through restructuring) is another important factor. In the 
current context of the crisis, it has been increasing. It can be associated with under-
employment (such as involuntary part time) as well as specific risks linked to major 
restructuring (see also the article on the health outcomes of losing your job).  
Poor leadership is a further factor which in combination with others can contribute to the 
development of work related stress.  
 
Violence and harassment are very difficult to qualify and measure. Yet evidence show that 
they are affecting some proportion of workers and that their impact at all levels are very 
serious. They are a symptom of very poor relations at work 
Trends over time suggest some worrying developments which require attention and action to 
deal with this phenomenon. It will be important to address both the potential for positive 
outcomes (developing a productive workforce which can contribute to increased 
competitiveness and recovery) as well as negative factors (avoiding direct and indirect costs 
linked to poor health developing over time).  
 

Work-related stress and mental health 

 
Numerous studies have underlined the associations between work-related stress and mental 
health. In these studies, various measures were used for both work-related stress and 
mental health. Indeed, mental health may be explored either using self-reporting of 
symptoms (well-being, depressive or anxiety symptoms, quality of life, etc.) or diagnostic 
interviews that provided more clinical diagnostics and consequently allowed the evaluation of 
more severe forms of mental disorders (major depression, generalized anxiety disorder, etc.). 
The epidemiological literature reports that work-related stress may have an impact on both 
mental symptoms and disorders. Various work-related stressors have been identified as risk 
factors for mental health; a meta-analysis by Stansfeld and Candy (2006) provides robust 
consistent evidence that the combinations of high demands and low latitude (i.e. job strain 
according to Karasek) and of high effort and low reward (i.e. effort-reward imbalance 



according to Siegrist) are risk factors for common mental disorders in prospective studies (i.e. 
where exposures were measured before mental health outcomes). Both job strain and effort-
reward imbalance may increase the risk of common mental disorders by more than 80%. 
Other stressors may play a substantial role in mental health: job insecurity, organisational 
injustice, workplace bullying, other forms of violence and discrimination, long working hours, 
and work-life imbalance. 
 
Further research is still needed to better understand the underlying mechanisms linking 
work-related stress to mental health. Furthermore, more intervention studies would be useful 
to test whether modifying work-related stressors may lead to better mental health at work. 

Sustainable work  

 
Over 70% of workers in The Netherlands and Germany feel able to do their job at 60, 
compared to 26% of workers in Slovenia. This percentage of workers thinking they will be 
able to do their job at age 60 closely corresponds with the actual percentage of older workers 
in the workforce. Out of the ten European Member States with the lowest percentage of  
workers expecting to be able to do their job at age 60, seven Member States are also in the 
bottom ten in terms of the proportion of workers aged 50 and older in the workforce. 
 
Not only countries differ, so do types of occupation: whereas around 72% of high-skilled 
clerical workers and 61% of low-skilled clerical workers think themselves able to do their 
current job at age 60, this is the case for only 49% of high-skilled manual workers and 44% 
of low-skilled manual workers.  

 
Figure 2 – Percentage of workers expecting to be able to carry out their job at age 60, by 
level of ergonomic risk exposure and type of work organisation 
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Figure 2 shows that the more workers are exposed to ergonomic risks (such as vibrations 
from machinery, working in painful positions, lifting people or other heavy loads and repetitive 
movements), the less likely they are to expect to be able to do their job at 60. Furthermore, 
workers exposed to high levels of psychosocial risk — those in high-strain jobs who have 
limited autonomy to deal with high levels of demands — are much less likely to expect to be 



able to do their job at a later age, than those in less demanding jobs (passive and low-strain) 
or those in demanding jobs that do enjoy an adequate level of autonomy to deal with the 
pressures they are faced with. Again, workers’ expected ability to do a job at age 60 
corresponds closely with the percentage of older workers in that type of jobs.  
 
This association, between the physical and psychological demands different types of jobs put 
on people and the proportion of older workers in these jobs, indicates that those who are no 
longer able to do their job, are forced to either move into jobs they are still capable of doing 
or exit the workforce altogether. To some extent this could be avoided. Making jobs and work 
in general more sustainable requires good quality of work and employment 

Towards a better quality of work and employment?  

 
All these facts clearly highlight the importance of quality work and employment in Europe as 
an important tool to achieve objectives set in Europe 2020.  
 
In 2002, Eurofound undertook an exercise in developing a framework of quality of work and 
employment based on four main dimensions of quality of work and employment can be 
identified and are investigated11, which allow structuring the indicators.  
 
Quality of work and employment framework, developed by Eurofound 
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 This is elaborated in Quality of work and employment in Europe (2002), Foundation paper at 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2002/12/en/1/ef0212en.pdf  

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2002/12/en/1/ef0212en.pdf


 
The first dimension of quality of work and employment is career and employment security, 
which would consider employment status, income, social protection and workers’ rights (non-
discrimination, right to be represented etc).  
 
The second dimension covers maintaining and promoting the health and well-being of 
workers, looking at various aspects of health and safety outcomes, exposure to risks at work, 
worker’s participation, occupational health and safety prevention, and healthy work 
organisations.  
 
The third dimension looks at reconciliation of working and private life: it looks at working time 
(duration and organisation), work-life balance, the blurring frontiers between working and non 
working, social infrastructure.  
 
The fourth dimension is skills development which covers initial education, cognitive content 
of the work, training and lifelong learning, learning organisations, and career development.  
 
This framework can contribute to the reflection of the development of smart sustainable and 
inclusive jobs/growth which is in the heart of the current European political thinking. It would 
consist of a number of dimensions which are embedded in the different dimensions of the 
quality of work and employment framework:  
 

o sustainable jobs  
 continuation of participation of men and women of all ages in the 

workforce, work which workers can keep up with work over their life 
course 

 health and well-being (over the life course), healthy work 
organisation, negative effects of work intensity/health  

 working time/ work life balance 
o smarter working  

 work organisation which leads to better innovation, participation of 
workers in the innovation processes 

 work organisation, education, training & lifelong learning, 
employability, participation, learning organisation 

o inclusive work/society  
 more employment: creating the conditions that people can participate 

in employment  

 employment rates, employment status and salaries, rights at 
work, social protection 

 work life balance, working time arrangements, social 
infrastructure 

 

Forthcoming research  

An overview report of results of the 5th EWCS survey will be published in the next months. In 
the meantime, first findings mapping changes over time are available on eurofound website. 
Further most results are presented on eurofound’s survey mapping tool. In 2011, further 
secondary analysis of the EWCS will be carried on issues such as quality of work and 
employment in Europe, employability and security, working time and work life balance, work 
and health as well as restructuring. More work on work organisation as well as the ageing 
workforce, sectoral profiles and gender will be carried in 2011/2012.  



Other relevant research 

The European Quality of life survey was carried for the second time in 2007. results and 
analysis on mental well-being of citizens in Europe are available on Eurofound ‘s website. 
Fieldwork for the 3rd edition of the EQLS will take place in the second semester of 2011.  
 
 
 



A consortium of 39 companies committed to advancing wellness in the workplace

Level 1, Charter Signatory ❏❏ Adhere to the values embodied by the Charter and commit to move up at least one level 
within a year*

Level 2, Core Member Contribute to one of the options below:
❏❏ Metrics collaboration
❏❏ On-line repository of workplace wellness programmes

Level 3, Leadership Member ❏❏ Contribute to both the metrics and the on-line repository and engage in shaping the Alliance 
offering (only level 3 members are invited to join the leadership board)

Signing up: Membership Levels
Companies are welcome to join any of the three membership levels - please check the box according to your
chosen level of engagement:

*Within a year of signing the Charter, general members commit to either rolling out an employee health survey to capture data for baseline metrics or to either 
having a plan of action developed or have implemented a workplace wellness programme.

Note: No contribution other than those mentioned, financial or otherwise, is required.

We hereby join the Workplace Wellness Alliance at the level marked above.

Company:

CEO/Board level signatory name:

Position:

Date, place:

Contact person for the alliance within the company, and his/her position:

Visit the Alliance web portal for case studies and more 
information: http://alliance.weforum.org

Metrics will generate data analysis including blind benchmarking 
and identification of trends










