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Swedish contribution to the comparative study on work-related stress and industrial relations 

1. The regulatory framework of work-related stress in Sweden

1.1. Please list the main items of general legislation governing health and safety in your country and describe the conception of health at work that is used in this regulatory framework. Notably, does this legislation:

1) refer to mental as well as physical aspects? 

2) refer to prevention (avoiding damage, fighting the risk at source) as well as safety? 

3) put collective protection before individual protection, or vice versa? 

4) take work organization into account in its references to working conditions (as well as the facilities, machines and substances used)? 

5) in relation to recognized occupational illnesses, require a clear specific relationship with the job required? Or is it enough if the working conditions have a major, but not exclusive, influence? 

6) put the adaptation of the job to the person before the adaptation of the person to the job, or vice versa? 

1.1 Answer: The main items in the Swedish general legislation on prevention of health and safety are

a) the Work Environment Act (arbetsmiljölagen SFS 1977:60) has been amended several times since the start, the latest time in 2000,( SFS 2000:764), the Work Environment Act applies to all employees, with a few exceptions like work on warships, where the Maritime Safety Act is applicable. As to working conditions the Act covers all kinds of work as well as for example injuries occurring on the way to and from work and work conditions at schools and other learning institutions, for the sake of pupils and students. The Work Environment Act is a "frame enactment".  The main purpose of the Act is to define the frames for the regulatory activities of the Government and the Work Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljöverket) and its predecessor he National Board of Occupational Safety and Health (Arbetarskyddsstyrelsen), that was reorganised and changed its name the 1 January 2001. (see further down).

b) the Work Environment Ordinance (arbetsmiljöförordningen SFS 1977: 1166), likewise amended a lot of times, the latest in 2000,( SFS: 957). There are also a lot of provisions for different areas, for example negative discrimination in work places. 

c) The latest provisions concern guidelines for systematic work with work environment issues (AFS 2001:1), that will come into force 1 July 2001. The guidelines describe how the work with work environment issues practically should be adapted to the activities in different companies.  

d) The Working Time Act (arbetstidslagen SFS 1982:673)

e) The Act on Work Injuries Insurance (lagen om arbetsskadeförsäkring SFS 1976:380)

f) The Criminal Code (Brottsbalken), (Chapter 3, section 7 - 10) the part dealing with work environment crimes (arbetsmiljöbrott)

1) Yes; the first section in the first chapter of the Work Environment states that the purpose of the Act is to prevent illhealth and accidents at work and generally to achieve a good working environment. The Act is concerned not only with prevention of accidents and ill-health at work but also with job content, the aim being for the working environment to yield a positive return in form of job diversity, job satisfaction, social participation and personal development. Additionally, the second chapter of the Act, section one, states:" The working environment shall be satisfactory with regard to the nature of work and social and technical progress in the community. Working conditions shall be adapted to people's differing physical and mental attitudes." And " technology, work organisation and job content shall be designed in such a way that the employee is not subjected to physical or mental strains which can lead to ill-heath and accidents" (same section). This means, for example that monotony, stress and isolation at work are to be avoided by adapting working conditions to human aptitudes, the Work Environment Authority comments.

2)  Yes, see above 

3) No, in no way;

4) Yes, see above at 1) 

5) According to the Act on Work Injuries Insurance the definition of work injury cover accidents or "other harmful influence" from the work. It has to be proved that there is a "high degree of probability" of "the harmful influence" in question. The law also requires "predominant reasons" for the cause of the injury. There are exceptions, however. An injury of psychic or psychic somatic nature, as a consequence of for example a company closing-down is not regarded as a work injury (but may of course be regarded as sickness according to the sick insurance system).

6) no in both cases

1.2. Where legislation does refer specifically to psycho-social factors and/or work-related stress, please identify this legislation. For example:

7) Are there specific regulations on work-related stress?

8) Are there explicit and direct references to work-related stress in the general regulations on health and safety at work?

9) Are there explicit and direct references to work-related stress in regulations on:

· working time, hours of work, shifts, holidays, time off; 

· performance control, assignment of tasks (opportunities for variety, contacts with other people, opportunities for personal development); 

· the relative power/control of the employer and workers;

· company restructuring;

· gender equality; or 

· reconciling work with family and social life?

10) Are there any technical notes or declarations establishing obligations, responsibilities or rights drawn up by a competent authority in relation to work-related stress?
11) Do definitions of occupational illnesses include references to stress
1 Answers:

1) For the time being, no. The work environment authorities have recently (spring 2001) started to work out special provisions in accordance with the Work Environment Act, with instructions on how to handle stress in working places. 

2) There exist local instructions on handling work-related stress as well as on other ill-health work environment factors in certain work places beside the collective agreements and the legislation on work environment. Mostly the employers follow the instructions given by the Work Environment Authorities. Especially bigger companies like Volvo, Stora Enso and Skandia have been working out company programs, together with the local trade unions.  

3) The Working Time Act contains rules of over-time, the location of working time (with pauses, lunch breaks, how many days for night rest etc). There are no special references to stress, or to any other risks for work injuries. The Annual Leave Act (semesterlagen SFS 1977:480) is also quite technical with rules on calculation of holiday pay and scheduling of annual leave dates. A Swedish employee is entitled to 25 days of paid leave every year. Most collective agreements give the workers up to another week as well as an extra week for employees above forty years of age. The main reason for the rather generous annual leave is that the workers in all categories should have time for recreation. 

· Contacts with other people, personal development, opportunities for variety etc. are covered in the Act of Work Environment ( Chapter 2, section 1, see above under 1.1) 

· The Work Environment Act also contains regulations on power/control of employer/workers. The employer as well as the employee has a lot of obligations (Chapter 3, general obligations) and both parties have to cooperate with the workers. The employees can be represented by a safety officer, which is chosen by the employees (see further down, 1.3).

· Situations of company restructuring are also covered by the Act, as one work situation among others, not specifically pointed out. (Note however the exception of the definition of work injury above). 

· Gender equality has no specific reference in the Environment Act. The rules are neutral and apply equally to all female and male workers. Certain groups of employees may be particularly vulnerable to hazards of the working environment. Special risks, for example, may be incurred by expecting mothers. The Work Environment Authority may therefore prohibit the employment of certain groups at risk on a certain kind of work.  

· The rules are applying only to work life, and to the relationship between employer and employee.

4) see above under 1.2.1

5) “Stress” may be a factor of occupational illness even if it is not specifically mentioned as that.  It is covered for example by the general definition in the Act saying "Technologies, work organization and job content shall be designed in such a way that the employee is not subjected to psychical strain or mental stress which may lead to illness or accidents." (Work Environment Act, chapter two, section 1.)
6) 1.3. With regard to the regulations relating to work-related stress and psycho-social factors 

 identified in point 1.2 above, please describe:

1) What the obligations/responsibilities of the employer are?

2) What the workers’ rights are?

3) What the rights of the workers’ representatives are? 

4) Is there a specific system of workers’ representation with regard to health and safety (eg safety delegates, health and safety committees, sector safety delegates)? How are they chosen? What resources do they have (eg time off)?

5) The employer’s obligations according to the Work Environment Act are stated in the second and third chapter of the Act. Here it is established that the employer and employee shall co-operate to establish a good working development. The main responsibility for the working environment devolves on the employer. He or she must take all measures needed to prevent the exposure of employees to the risk of ill health or accidents at work. Special reference is made to the hazards of solitary work. The employer is also responsible for the existence of the occupational health services that the working conditions require. 

6) Responsibility for the working environment is also imposed on the employees. They have to take part in the promotion of a good work environment and in the measures that the achievement of such an environment demands. They must comply with current provisions issued and make use of safety devices. They must always observe the other precautions necessary for the avoidance of ill health and accidents. The employees' responsibility is however less extensive than the employer's. 

7) According to the Work Environment Act there should be a safety representative in any work place with more than five employees. The safety representative is chosen by the local trade union. If there are no trade union representatives in a work place any employee may be chosen.

8) There is a special system of safety delegates and safety committees, regional safety delegates etc, regulated in the Work Environment Act and in the Work Environment Ordinance (Chapter 6 in the Act)). Work sites with five or more employees shall have one or more safety delegates. At smaller work sites too, safety delegates are to be appointed if necessary. Safety delegates are appointed primarily by a local trade union that has, or usually has, a collective agreement with the employer. If there is no collective agreement, the employees can elect their own safety delegate. The safety delegate, thus representing all the employees at the work site, has to take part in the planning of new or altered facilities, devices, work processes and working methods and in the planning of the work organisation. He/she has to take part in the preparation of action plans. The safe delegate is to be informed by the employer of important changes in the working environment.
The delegates are entitled to the necessary time off for their assignment. During this time off they retain their wages and other benefits from the employer. In situations of acute danger, in the event of accidents and etc. the safety delegate can personally decide when to intervene and how much time to spend doing so. The delegate may suspend work that entails an immediate and serious danger in special situations, until the Work Environment Authority has had time enough to make a decision.

At work sites with at least fifty employees there shall be a safety committee consisting of representatives of the employer and employees.    
9) 1.4. If there are specific regulations on work-related stress are there any current initiatives to modify or extend them? If so, describe them and state when they will come into effect. If there are no specific regulations, are there any initiatives to establish them? If so, please describe them and state when they will come into effect.

Answer: As mentioned above (1.2.1) the Work Environment Authority (until recent the National Board of Occupational Safety and Health (Arbetsmiljöverket) are working out guidelines for the assessment of harmful mental stress. The guidelines are planned to come into force in 2002/2003.

The Government presented 30 May 2001 an Action Plan for Measures in the Work Environment Area against the increased stress in working life. Minister Mona Sahlin presented a report on ill health and negative stress saying that lack of equal opportunities, lack of power and influence on the situations in the working places probably were the most important factors causing stress today. The Government will initiate a three party dialogue where the social partners, the work environment authorities and the government should reach an agreement on how to handle the problems of negative stress. Things that could be done are for example, according to Ms Sahlin, promoting individual working time schemes, special arrangements for small working places, more information and spreading of knowledge. Special regional centers could be established, with resources for working with work life development and work life oriented rehabilitation. Certification, quality marking of work with work environment could be discussed. (These are some examples from the action plan, the name of the report is "Långsiktig verksamhetsutveckling ur ett arbetsmiljöperspektiv - en handlingsplan för åtgärder på arbetsmiljöområdet" Ds 2001:28. An earlier report from the project was released in 2000, "Ett föränderligt arbete på gott och ont - utvecklingen av den stressrelaterade ohälsan, Ds 2000:54)

2. Collective bargaining and stress

2.1. For each relevant level of collective bargaining in your country (multi-sectoral, sectoral, regional, company etc), please state:

1) To what extent have specific agreements on stress been concluded, or clauses on stress been included in other collective agreements? (please provide official or other figures on collective bargaining, if available, and state the source and the relevant definitions).

2) When did stress first appear in collective bargaining and how has it developed since then?

3) What is the nature of the agreements/clauses on stress: do they involve obligations or are they recommendations? 

4) What aspects of stress are included in these agreements/clauses? For example:

a) Is stress recognised as an occupational disease?

b) Is the relationship between work organisation strategies and work-related stress recognised? 

c) Are any aspects of work organisation modified to prevent stress (rotation of tasks according to content to allow relationships with colleagues, greater control of hours of work, shifts, breaks and rest; decrease in production rates; participation in working methods, reduction in hierarchical control, healthier payment systems; greater opportunities for reconciling work with family and social life...); 

d) Are the obligations of employers specified/increased above statutory levels? 

e) Are the rights of the workers specified/increased above statutory levels? 

f) Are the rights of the representatives specified/increased above statutory levels (participation and control)? 

g) Are specific representatives created and/or extended? 

h) Is stress related to company restructuring considered?

i) Are the gender aspects of stress addressed?

j)  Other aspects ?

1) Summarize the content of, several agreements/clauses that exemplify the treatment of stress in collective bargaining in your country (preferably recent).
2.2. Are consultation and bargaining processes regarding work-related stress (if any) leading to more cooperation or more conflict in industrial relations? State how. What are the current priorities in this area for workers’ and employers’ representatives at sectoral and company level? On what topics is there most agreement? On what topics is there most disagreement?

Conclusive answer: Generally speaking the Swedish Work Environment Act is a compulsory law. It is not permitted to overrule it by collective agreements. Of course, the parties may negotiate completing agreements, to make work conditions still "better". Collective agreements on work environment have been concluded, both on national/sector level and local level, but they have not specifically dealt with stress. There are about 50 national/sector work environment agreements in both private and public sectors. (the number of agreements in local branches or companies is not available) . The agreements mostly deal with work environment, equal opportunities, co-determination, co-operation, development and company health care. There have as yet been concluded only a very few collective agreements that specifically mention the word "stress". For example, the collective work environment agreement in the graphic industry encompasses stress, as a factor for musculo-skeletal disorders. 

3. Trade unions and stress

Please describe the practices (information campaigns, training, research etc), specific guidelines for collective bargaining and positions of trade unions with regard to work-related stress. Point out any relevant or emerging practices even if they are not a majority tendency.

In the last few years there has been a great interest in discussing the growing stress phenomenon in overall working life. Report after report from the three main trade union organisations - the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (Landsorganisationen, LO), the Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees (Tjänstemännens Centralorganisation,TCO) and the Swedish Confederation of Professional Associations,( Sveriges Akademikers Centralorganisation, SACO) and their affiliates have been published showing the same trend (see for example: White-collar workers' unions report increased stress and ill-health se0006151F). The trade unions are very active in stress matters and seemingly promote any attempt to improve the situation. The trade unions are also going to be a party in the tripartite dialogue on stress, recently initiated by the Government (see above).    

4. Employers' organisations and stress

Please describe the practices (information campaigns, training, research etc), specific guidelines for collective bargaining and positions of employers’ organisations with regard to work-related stress. Point out any relevant or emerging practices even if they are not a majority tendency.

About fifty collective work environment agreements on national/sector level have been concluded with the other party (see above under trade unions). However, the head employer organisation the Confederation of Swedish Enterprise, the former Swedish Employers' Confederation, SAF, (Svenskt Näringsliv, f d Svenska Arbetsgivareföreningen, SAF) does not play a very active role in work environment issues leaving that to the companies. However, there is a 60 years old organisation called Prevent, owned by the central social partners, in which the employers also take active part. Prevent has a large production of books and other educational material on work environment and manages training courses, seminars and conferences. January 1, 2001, Prevent - Management and Labour Improving Work Environment received its new name. Before it was called the Joint Industrial Safety Council (Arbetarskyddsnämnden).

The attitude from Svenskt Näringsliv to stress factors in working life is that stress is an important problem, among others. Only the employers regard the causes of stress a little differently than the trade unions do. The employers mean that there are also factors outside work that influence the presence of stress.

5. Public organisations and stress

Please describe the activities of the national health and safety at work authority, the labour inspectorate and any relevant tripartite organisations in relation to work-related stress and/or psycho-social factors. 

The Work Environment Authority (Arbetsmiljöverket) encompasses the authority itself and ten Work Environment Inspectorate Districts. Arbetsmiljöverket was founded in 1 January 2001 as a result of a merger between the former Board of Occupational Safety and Health (Arbetarskyddsstyrelsen) and the Work Inspectorate (Yrkesinspektionen). The main target for Arbetsmiljöverket is to decrease the risks for ill health and accidents in working life and to improve the work environment from a full perspective from as well a physical, psychic as from a social and work organisation perspective. Among all the activities of the authority it may be noticed, in this context, that among the seven priority targets for 2000-2002 is one target as follows:

 "Ill health as a result of negative stress shall be prevented by employers ensuring that employees are given help with prioritising tasks, that they are given support and guidance and that they have scope for recovery. Attention shall be paid in this connection to employees that risk being subjected to violence and menaces."   

Out of the total number of work sites, the Labour Inspectorate shall target supervisory measures on the 5 % of the work sites where the negative stress is greatest, all according to the Work Environment Plan for 2000 - 2002. 

The National Institute of Working Life (Arbetslivsinstitutet, ALI) is one example of a public authority having started lately a campaign against stress. In 2000 ALI introduced the discussion theme "Stress". ALI arranged a conference for employers and employee representatives, various books and information material directed towards the social partners were produced. The aim of "Stress" was to create constructive discussions between the parties.  
6. Commentary of the NC

Please give your views on the importance of work-related stress as an issue in industrial relations in your country, and future prospects in this area. One issue that you might like to consider is whether there are any contradictions in your country between the practice and discourse on work organisation and the practice and discourse on preventing and avoiding work-related stress (ie legislation or collective bargaining are facilitating strategies of flexibility involving, for example, the possibility of irregular distribution of working hours, atypical contracts or flexible wages, that may be factors inducing stress, at the same time that discourse and practice on preventing stress are developing). 
The issue of work-related stress is regarded as of considerable importance in Sweden, by the Government, by work environment and health authorities, the social partners. The conflict suggested in the question above cannot be easily detected. Generally the collective agreements regulating for example distribution of working time and other conditions that may be stressing cannot "take over" the work environment legislation. The compulsory rules on preventing ill health and work injuries are applying in the first hand.   

However, the stress-factor as a serious risk in working life in Sweden has been in focus for rather a short time. On the other hand, work environment issues on the whole have been very much under debate and regulation for the last fifty years, resulting in a compulsory legislation and completing collective agreements. True enough, the number of work injuries related to stress has increased the last few years, something that the Government, the Work Environment Authority and the social partners are well aware of. According to the Action Plan against the increased stress in working life, presented by the Government in 31 May 2001, the Government will among other things initiate a tripartite dialogue. Here the social parties, concerned authorities and the Government itself will seek to reach an agreement in order to handle the work-related ill health and the negative stress in work life. The readiness to deal with the stress issue seems thus to be good. (Annika Berg, Arbetslivsinstitutet)

