
Understanding the conditions under which people work
across the different EU Member States and other European
countries is central to achieving improved quality of work,
greater productivity and increased employment – the Lisbon
objectives in the employment domain. The Foundation’s
European Working Conditions Survey presents the views of
workers on a wide range of issues including work
organisation, working time, equal opportunities, training,
health and well-being and job satisfaction. With its five-year
cycle, the survey represents an effective means of tracking
over time the impact of crucial issues and events: EU
enlargement, the ageing workforce and pressures associated
with an ever-increasing pace of life.

In this, the fourth European Working Conditions Survey, the
results show that despite the dramatic changes seen in
Europe’s workforce over the last five years, triggered by the
accession of 10 new Member States, the increase in non-
traditional forms of employment such as part-time and
temporary work, and greater numbers of women entering
the labour market, working conditions have remained
relatively stable on average throughout the EU.

Overall, the findings highlight the fact that most European
workers (over 80%) are satisfied with their working
conditions and are happy with their work–life balance. Job
satisfaction is largely associated with job security, a positive
working atmosphere and good opportunities to learn and
grow. 

Feeding information on these issues of key importance into
the debate at European and national level is a key element
of the Foundation’s activities. In an effort to do this
effectively, the Foundation has, in recent years, focused its
research and information activities in the area of working
conditions and employment on four main policy areas:
ensuring career and employment security; maintaining the
health and well-being of workers; developing skills and
competencies; and reconciling work–life balance. The main
conclusions of the survey’s findings are also presented in
this way below.

Ensuring career and employment security

The current policy objectives reinforce the key role that
work plays in the lives of European citizens. Under this
heading, the report looks at access and conditions of
employment, status, salary and rights atached to work.
Participation rates are high on the political agenda.
Therefore, it is important to look at the issue of changing
demographics. The survey results highlight the fact that
with the gradual ageing of Europe’s population, many
European countries will lose around 15% of their workforce
to retirement in the next 10 years. The substantial

proportions of workers (16%) in the 40–54 years and older
age group indicates a significant ongoing policy challenge,
particularly for Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the Scandinavian
countries. The results also underline the importance of
improving and developing working conditions to enable
older workers to remain in the workforce for as long as
possible and to facilitate the career trajectory of younger
workers. 

The survey results also show that while women have
increased their participation in the workforce, they still lag
behind men: more women are moving into managerial roles
but the gender pay gap still exists, with women still more
likely than men to be found in the lower income groups.
This highlights the continuing challenges to the equal
opportunities objectives. In the EU27, more men than
women are in employment and many sectors are still largely
dominated by one sex. Women account for the majority of
workers in health, education, other services, hotels and
restaurants and the wholesale and retail trade. These four
sectors employ more than half of all women in employment.
Therefore it is clear that any changes in the working
conditions in these sectors would have a considerable
impact on the quality of work and employment for women. 

In terms of pay differences, the survey reveals that
occupation, gender and employment status (whether people
work full or part time) are the most important determinants.
Part-time workers, workers on temporary contracts, and
workers in the agricultural sector are more likely to fall into
the lower income categories, while senior officials,
managers or professionals, and persons in a supervisory
capacity are most likely to belong to the higher income
categories. 

Maintaining the health and well-being of
workers

In terms of health and well-being, the results show that a
declining proportion (35%) of European workers considers
their health and safety at risk because of their work,
although workers in the NMS report significantly higher
levels than those in the EU15. The most often reported
health symptoms are musculoskeletal disorders (backache
and muscular pains), followed by fatigue, stress, headaches
and irritability. Other symptoms such as problems with
eyesight, hearing and skin, and respiratory problems are all
reported by fewer than 10% of workers. The people who
report that their health is affected by work usually report
between two and six symptoms. 

The proportion of the European workforce employed in
traditional, physically demanding sectors such as
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manufacturing and agriculture is declining; however, the
proportion of workers reporting repetitive hand or arm
movements (the most commonly cited physical risk) has
increased overall. Again, the gender differences are
apparent, with women more exposed than men to some
risks, and vice versa. Although the findings show that
violence at work remains relatively limited, it is most
common in sectors where women constitute the majority of
the workforce.

Underlining the need for a better understanding of the role
of work organisation in this area, the findings show that
work intensity is clearly on the increase, with rising
numbers working at high speed and to tight deadlines: one
quarter of all workers reports having to work at very high
speed all or nearly all of the time. Nevertheless workers’
autonomy levels are high, although the results show that
levels of autonomy are not increasing. 

Developing skills and competencies  

Promoting and encouraging lifelong learning has become
one of the EU’s key policy objectives. It is also central to
the life-course approach that looks at flexible working
initiatives and corresponding social security arrangements
as part of the flexicurity debate. 

In terms of skills and training, the report shows that a
majority of workers report that work is interesting and offers
new opportunities to learn, although access to training has
not improved. This is particularly the case for older and less
qualified workers, highlighting a deficit in progress towards
the life long learning objective. 

The survey results also show that one of the most important
changes in the workplace is the increasing use of
information technology. Computer use has risen
considerably across Europe and younger workers use
computers twice as much as older workers. Around 26% of
workers now work with computers all, or almost all, of the
time; in 1990, the equivalent figure was around 13%.
Moreover, people clearly link the use of the new technology

to better career prospects. However, a sizeable proportion of
workers still never use internet or email.

Alongside these dimensions, it is important to highlight that
the survey provides the possibility of assessing how work
in itself is changing; it is becoming, possibly less rapidly
than expected, more knowledge and technology based and
is developing a stronger customer orientation.

Reconciling work–life balance

With the objective of increasing women’s participation in
the workforce high on the agenda and against the backdrop
of an ageing population, it is important to reflect on the
duration, times and predictability of work with a view to
ensuring a more positive work–life balance for both women
and men. The findings show, however, that even women
working part time work more hours in total than men
working full time, taking into account other tasks related to
caring, household duties, etc. Furthermore, the perceived
increase in implementation of flexible working hours is not
as widespread as it would appear: on the contrary, in most
instances, working schedules are still fixed by companies
and while part-time work is increasing, the proportion of
workers with atypical schedules remains low.

A large majority of workers are satisfied with their work–life
balance. Since 1991, there has been a steady reduction in
the length of the EU working week – a trend that changed
in 2005 following the accession of the NMS, where average
working hours are longer. It is interesting to note that
work–life balance is perceived most positively by those
working regular and predictable schedules.

Placing the key findings of the fourth European Working
Conditions Survey in this policy context again highlights the
pertinence of this survey in charting the trends of working
conditions and employment in an enlarged Europe over the
last 15 years, to provide timely and comprehensive
information for policymakers as they shape the future of
working and, indeed, living conditions throughout Europe. 
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