
Overview report

5 European
Working
Conditions
Survey

Work plays a pivotal role in people’s lives, 
in the functioning of companies and in 
society at large. Improving the quality of 
work and working conditions has long 
been at the forefront of EU policy, most 
recently in the Europe 2020 Strategy towards 
‘Smart, inclusive and cohesive growth’. 
The fifth European Working Conditions 
Survey (EWCS) explores topics as diverse 
as physical risks, working time, gender 
segregation, work–life balance, employee 
representation, work organisation, stress at 
work, skills development and pay, as well 
as health and well-being. The survey charts 
trends in working conditions, identifies 
major risk factors and highlights issues 
meriting policy attention. Based on interviews 
with 44,000 workers across 34 European 
countries, the fifth EWCS represents a rich 
store of information and analysis on work 
in all its dimensions in Europe today.
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Country codes

EU27

The order of countries follows the EU protocol based on the 
alphabetical order of the geographical names of countries in the 
original language.

BE Belgium

BG Bulgaria

CZ Czech Republic

DK Denmark

DE Germany

EE Estonia

IE Ireland

EL Greece

ES Spain

FR France

IT Italy

CY Cyprus

LV Latvia

LT Lithuania

LU Luxembourg

HU Hungary

MT Malta

NL Netherlands

AT Austria

PL Poland

PT Portugal

RO Romania

SI Slovenia

SK Slovakia

FI Finland

SE Sweden

UK United Kingdom

Candidate countries

HR Croatia

MK Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 1

MO Montenegro 

TR Turkey

Potential candidates

AL Albania

XK Kosovo 2

Other

NO Norway

1 MK corresponds to ISO code 3166. This is a provisional code that does not prejudge in any way the definitive nomenclature for this 
country, which will be agreed following the conclusion of negotiations currently taking place under the auspices of the United Nations 
(http://www.iso.org/iso.country_codes/iso_3166_code_lists.htm).

2 This code is used for practical purposes and is not an official ISO code.
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Abbreviations used in the report
AAPOR American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) 

EU-OSHA European Agency for Safety and Health and Work

EWCS  European Working Conditions Survey

GDP gross domestic product

ICT information and communication technology

ISCED International Standard Classification of Education 

ISCO  International Standard Classification of Occupations

LFS  Labour Force Survey (Eurostat)

NACE  Nomenclature générale des activités économiques dans les Communautés européennes  
(General industrial classification of economic activities within the European Communities)

NUTS  Nomenclature des unités territoriales statistiques (Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics)

ILO  International Labour Organization

OECD  Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

WHO World Health Organization

Country groups
EC12 12 EU Member States prior to enlargement in 1995

EU15 15 EU Member States prior to enlargement in 2004

EU27 Current 27 EU Member States
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Sectors of economic activity used in the fifth EWCS

The fifth EWCS carried out its sectoral analysis based on the NACE Rev. 2 classification; however, for simplicity the 
21 NACE sectors have been condensed into 10 categories.

Sector Corresponding NACE Rev.2 sectors

Agriculture A Agriculture, forestry and fishing 01–03

Industry

B Mining and quarrying 05–09
C Manufacturing 10–33
D Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 35
E Water supply; sewerage, waste management and remediation activities 36–39

Construction F Construction 41–43

Wholesale, retail, food  
and accommodation

G Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 45–47
I Accommodation and food service activities 55–56

Transport H Transportation and storage 49–53

Financial services
K Financial and insurance activities 64–66
L Real estate activities 68

Public administration  
and defence

O Public administration and defence; compulsory social security 84

Education P Education 85

Health Q Human health and social work activities 86–88

Other services

J Information and communication 58–63
M Professional, scientific and technical activities 69–75
N Administrative and support service activities 77–82
R Arts, entertainment and recreation 90–93
S Other service activities 94–96
T  Activities of households as employers; undifferentiated goods- and services-producing activities of 

households for own use 97–98
U Activities of extraterritorial organisations and bodies 99

Occupational groups cited in the report
The occupational groups mentioned in the report are based on the ISCO-08 categories; however, shortened forms of 
these categories have been used throughout the report. 

Occupational group Corresponding to ISCO-08 group

Managers 1. Legislators, senior officials and managers

Professionals 2. Professionals

Technicians and associate professionals 3. Technicians and associate professionals

Clerical support workers 4. Clerks

Service and sales workers 5. Service workers and shop and market sales workers 

Agricultural workers 6. Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers

Craft and related trades workers 7. Craft and related trades workers

Plant and machine operators 8. Plant and machine operators, and assemblers

Elementary occupations 9. Elementary occupations

Armed forces 10. Armed forces occupations

In this report, the most recent classification systems for NACE (Rev. 2) and ISCO (08) are used whenever results are 
presented for 2010. Because the new classifications are not available for the previous waves of the survey, the earlier 
versions of the classifications (NACE Rev. 1 and ISCO 88) are used when trends are shown.
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Executive summary
Introduction
Work plays a significant role in the lives of people, companies 
and society at large. Since its inception, the European Union 
has paid considerable attention to work, and improving work-
ing conditions is one of its key policy goals. As stipulated in 
Article 136 of the EC Treaty, Member States should actively 
work towards ‘the promotion of employment’ and ‘improved 
living and working conditions’, so as to ‘make possible their 
harmonisation while the improvement is being maintained’.

The European Working Conditions Survey series (the ‘EWCS’) 
aims to: 

 Ô Measure working conditions across European coun-
tries on a harmonised basis; 

 Ô analyse relationships between different aspects of 
working conditions; 

 Ô identify groups at risks and issues of concern, as well 
as areas of progress;

 Ô monitor trends over time;

 Ô contribute to European policy development, in particu-
lar on quality of work and employment issues. 

At the time the fifth edition of the survey was carried out, in 
2010, about 216 million people were employed in the EU27 
main reference area of the survey. A total of 44,000 workers 
from 34 European countries were interviewed in 2010 on their 
working and employment conditions. 

Policy context
The policy thrust of the Europe 2020 Strategy towards ‘Smart, 
inclusive and cohesive growth’ requires attention to be given to 
work and working conditions, especially the impact of growth 
on the quality of work, the employment of workers and com-
panies’ performance. Findings from the EWCS series feed 
into various strands of the Europe 2020 strategy, such as the 
‘agenda for new skills for new jobs’ and the ‘innovation union’. 

Work is an important dimension in many long-standing Euro-
pean policies and norms, covering aspects such as equal 
opportunities for men and women, active ageing, working 

time, lifelong learning, work organisation, work–life balance, 
health and safety, labour standards and the prevention of 
discrimination, work-related stress and in-work poverty. The 
EWCS can contribute to discussions on the importance of 
work in relation to well-being at individual and societal level. 

By providing analysis and comparable information on working 
conditions in Europe, the EWCS is a useful tool for policy actors 
including employers, trade unions and governments and can 
underpin debate on quality of work and employment issues. 

Key findings
 Ô Reported levels of exposure to physical risks in the 

workplace have not diminished greatly since the first 
survey in 1991.

 Ô Psychosocial risks that impact negatively on workers’ 
health and well-being include high demands and work 
intensity, emotional demands, lack of autonomy, ethical 
conflicts, and poor social relationships, as well as job 
and work insecurity.

 Ô Exposure to psychosocial risks tends to go hand in 
hand with exposure to physical risks.

 Ô The majority of workers live in a household where both 
partners work, either both working full time (40%) or 
with one of the partners working part time (29%).

 Ô Only a small proportion (22% of women and 17% of 
men) work in gender-mixed occupations.

 Ô Plant and machine operators, craft and trades workers, 
workers in elementary occupations and clerical support 
workers report higher than average levels of work inten-
sity as well as lower than average levels of autonomy. 

 Ô Workers in the education, health and financial services 
report above-average levels of workplace innovation 
practices. 

 Ô Most workers in the EU27 have a job which involves 
a degree of creativity: 82% report the ability to solve 
unforeseen problems and 75% can apply their own 
ideas at work. 
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 Ô 55% of workers say that their present skills correspond 
well with their duties. 13% of workers report needing 
more training and 32% say they have the skills to cope 
with more demanding duties.

 Ô 43% of the self-employed and 29% of employees 
say they would like to reduce their working hours; 
conversely, 11% of the self-employed and 14% of the 
employed would like to increase their working hours. 

 Ô Long working hours are associated with high levels of 
work intensity. 

 Ô 52% of workers report having an employee representa-
tive at the workplace. 

 Ô 18% of workers report having a poor work–life bal-
ance. Factors associated with a good work–life balance 
include part-time working, no long working hours, flexi-
time and having access to emergency leave at short 
notice, as well having regular working hours.

 Ô 20% of workers report a poor mental well-being. 

Policy pointers
 Ô Policy attention to changing employment status over 

time as well as the structural change of jobs in the 
economy may have eclipsed attention from transform-
ing the nature of work. 

 Ô In general, changes in working conditions over the last 
20 years have been limited, but this masks changes in 
several respects for some groups of workers.

 Ô Action to address social inequalities need to address 
inequalities at the place of work.

 Ô Unfavourable working conditions tend to cluster dis-
proportionally in some groups. Therefore policy solu-
tions should be multidimensional, incorporating lifelong 
learning, working time and work–life balance, health 
and safety, pay and work organisation practices.

 Ô The extent of differences between men and women 
reinforces the need to develop gendered analyses and 
policies in relation to working lives. 

 Ô Consultation and employee representation are central 
to the effectiveness of policies to improve working 
conditions.

 Ô Win–win arrangements should be promoted: work-
ing conditions likely to be associated with higher 

well-being of workers are also associated with high 
motivation, commitment, and sustainable work. 

 Ô Current employment policy priorities to raise employ-
ment levels, prolong working life, increase the partici-
pation of women and increase flexibility and produc-
tivity depend for their success not just on changes in 
the external labour market but also of the successful 
management of life at work and at home, by all parties 
concerned, as well as on appropriate social support. 

 Ô Good work may well be one of the keys for smart, 
inclusive and sustainable growth. 

Methodology 
Every five years, Eurofound carries out the European Working 
Conditions Survey (EWCS), interviewing both employees and 
self-employed people on key issues related to their work and 
employment. Over time, the number of topics surveyed has 
been extended. 

Fieldwork for the fifth EWCS took place from January to June 
2010, with almost 44,000 workers interviewed in their homes 
in the EU27, Norway, Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia, Turkey, Albania, Montenegro and Kosovo. Fig-
ures from the EWCS are estimates, based on a representative 
sample of European workers and not on the whole popula-
tion. Differences over time and between countries need to 
be interpreted with caution. The report discusses only those 
differences that are likely to reflect true differences rather than 
being the result of sampling.
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Introduction
Measuring work 
Work plays a significant role in people’s lives, in the func-
tioning of companies and in society at large. But what is 
work? How can we describe it? Is it changing, and if so, is 
it for better or for worse? Is it fulfilling the numerous and 
at times conflicting expectations we have of it? How can 
we take steps to improve work for the well-being of all? 

Measuring work and its conditions was one of the objec-
tives of the first European Working Conditions Survey 
(EWCS) which was carried out over 20 years ago. Another 
objective was to identify which work situations and which 
groups of workers faced particular difficulties, so that 
action could be taken to address certain issues. The aim 
was to do this in a comparable way across Europe so as 
to be able to provide an input into European policymak-
ing for everyone involved, but particularly for Eurofound 
stakeholders, employer organisations, trade unions, gov-
ernments of Member States and European institutions. 
Over time, other objectives were added, such as contrib-
uting to monitoring the quality of work and employment 
in Europe, and learning lessons from ‘good practice’ in 
work situations and amongst different groups of workers.

The examination of work is particularly relevant for the Euro-
pean Union. Since its inception, the European project has 
paid considerable attention to work, and improving working 
conditions is one of the main goals of the EU. According to 
Article 136 of the EC Treaty, Member States should work 
towards the promotion of employment and improved liv-
ing and working conditions, ‘so as to make possible their 
harmonisation while the improvement is being maintained’, 
EWCS data can contribute substantially to this endeavour. 

The main challenge in measuring and assessing work 
and working conditions across Europe is to address the 
complexity of the situation (different definitions, levels and 
expectations) in a meaningful and relevant way.

Key concepts 
It is important to first clarify some key concepts.

Work refers to the set of tasks carried out by workers in 
the performance of their jobs. It is difficult for workers 
to separate the description of ‘work’ from that of ‘tasks 

undertaken’, making it necessary to combine different 
approaches when defining and analysing work. 

One work-related approach looks at key dimensions 
or factors (such as postures and movements, informa-
tion, operations to be performed, and ambient factors) 
and relates them to well-being and performance. This 
approach is useful but has its limitations in that it does 
not take account of the diversity of work situations and 
the characteristics of workers. An alternative approach 
is to consider the activity, which is different to the tasks 
undertaken, as the subject of analysis. This allows an 
understanding of the factors affecting job instability and 
the conditions under which workers can achieve the opti-
mum solution for protecting their health and well-being. 
This approach can lead to a better understanding of work 
and, in theory, allow us to devise ways to change and 
adapt work so that it can be carried out by a wide variety 
of workers who differ not only in their characteristics but 
also in the way they work (Gollac and Volkoff, 2007). These 
two approaches have been combined when devising the 
EWCS and analysing its results. 

Various conceptualisations of work co-exist across differ-
ent disciplines. It has been described in turn as ‘a curse, 
freedom, a commodity, occupational citizenship, disutility, 
personal fulfilment, a social relation, identity, caring for 
others and service’ (Budd and Spencer, 2011, p. 4). These 
different conceptualisations are important as they influ-
ence the assessment of individual well-being, determine 
the importance of well-being for society as a whole, and 
have an impact on how to measure work.

At individual and societal levels, paid work fulfils a series 
of objectives in the sense that it: 

 Ô provides a source of income; 

 Ô is a source of personal growth, training and learn-
ing opportunities;

 Ô offers a framework to develop oneself and for per-
sonal fulfilment;

 Ô provides social identity and social status;

 Ô enables access to social networks; 

 Ô contributes to integration;
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 Ô is important for one’s self-efficacy and self-esteem;

 Ô provides access to several social rights.

A job is a group of homogeneous tasks having in com-
mon the similarity of their functions. It is summed up 
by a job title. A job description identifies the duties and 
responsibilities to be performed in a specific company. 

Employment refers to the contractual relationship 
between the employer and the employee (when the worker 
is not self-employed). Employees contribute labour and 
expertise to their employer’s endeavour and are usually 
hired to perform specific duties, which are packaged 
together to form their job. The contract of employment 
makes the employee subject to the employer’s com-
mand or control as to the time, place and manner in 
which the job is to be performed. The contract also sets 
out the amount and frequency of pay, and the length 
of the employee’s working week or day, together with 
information on paid leave and conditions of notice. The 
self-employed, by contrast, conclude commercial con-
tracts with clients, establishing a price for the service or 
product delivered.

Working conditions are the result of the interaction 
between a job, the work, the company and an individual 
(see Gollac, 2004). 

Relevance of the EWCS
The variety of perspectives on work and the diversity of 
expectations surrounding it highlight the need for tools and 
information on work and working conditions in Europe. The 
EWCS is important as it attempts to answer, on a Euro-
pean scale, this diverse need for information. It started 
with 12 Member States and now covers 34 countries. From 
a small ad hoc survey looking at risks, work organisation 
and working time, the EWCS has expanded over its five 
waves; it has added and revisited numerous topics, trying 
to map changes over time in working lives. Among other 
things, the EWCS now covers physical factors, psychoso-
cial risks, leadership, change at the workplace, work–life 
balance, flexibility and flexicurity, and modern forms of 
work organisation. Nevertheless, it remains faithful to its 
original objectives to:

 Ô assess and quantify working conditions across 
European countries on a harmonised basis; 

 Ô analyse relationships between different aspects of 
working conditions; 

 Ô identify groups at risk  and issues of concern, as 
well as areas of progress;
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 Ô monitor trends over time;

 Ô contribute to European policy development, in par-
ticular on quality of work and employment issues. 

The EWCS series is a unique source of information at 
European level. The survey contains a rich store of data 
and analysis on work, its conditions and development. It 
is a collaborative effort in which national, European and 
international policymakers and experts provide advice 
and expertise. Their contribution guides the selection 
and development of topics and questions. These seek 
to describe the most important, relevant and common 
dimensions of work and its conditions. The questionnaire 
is a synthesis of constructed representations of what 
work is, of ways to describe it and its impact on people. 
In the fifth wave (2010), the questionnaire was adapted 
to achieve the following aims:

 Ô Integrate the economic context of the financial 
crisis. This has led to more emphasis on changes in 
employment relations, greater attention to financial 
security and vulnerability (at individual and house-
hold level), and reinforcement of the sections deal-
ing with psychosocial risks and the mental health of 
workers.

 Ô Provide more information on work organisation, 
with the dual objectives of addressing psychosocial 
risks and ‘new’ forms of work organisation. The 
latter are seen as possible ways to get more value 
and innovation from workers and companies (one 
way forward out of the crisis), as well as having the 
potential to improve the quality of working lives. For 
example, sociale innovatie (workplace innovation) is 
a concept developed in several countries (such as 
Belgium, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Swe-
den and the UK), in which the role of employee par-
ticipation in the innovation process is highlighted.

 Ô Strengthen gender mainstreaming. This is an ongo-
ing concern as the conditions of men and women 
at work vary fundamentally. This has led to more 
indicators on household topics and more attention 
to the emotional dimension of work.

 Ô Develop the collective dimension of work by explor-
ing collective relations, the role of leadership and 
social relationships at work.

 Ô Develop the topic of ‘knowledge work’ and the impli-
cations of workers’ subjectivity in the workplace, as 
attention to well-being becomes more pertinent. 

Work is an activity where players with different and often 
conflicting concerns interact: workers, colleagues, com-
panies, communities, families, societies, countries. Points 
of view and the subjectivity of the answer matter greatly. 
Obtaining an objective representation of this activity (that 
is, work) is important as it will aid decision-making, help 
understanding and make it easier to reconcile differences 
in point of views. 

The EWCS is targeted at ‘workers’ as defined by the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO): those who have worked 
for at least an hour in return for some form of compensa-
tion in the week preceding the interview. According to the 
Eurostat definition:1

‘Employed persons are persons aged 15 years and over … 
who during the reference week performed work, even 
for just one hour a week, for pay, profit or family gain, or 
were not at work but had a job or business from which 
they were temporarily absent for example due to illness, 
holidays, industrial dispute or education and training.’

In the fifth EWCS, the survey respondents therefore  
include both employees and the self-employed. They 
were interviewed about their work, face-to-face in their 
homes, for about 40 minutes on average. Consequently, 
the information collected in the survey reflects workers’ 
perspectives, the characteristics of the companies they 
work in, and the households in which they live. Although 
these questions are carefully constructed to tap into 
objective information as much as possible, given the 
unilateral perspective of the survey there are some limi-
tations in this regard.

To ensure high-quality information, each stage of the 
survey was carried out according to strict guidelines that 
took into account the most up-to-date survey research 
methodology2. This is reflected in the external data quality 
assessment, which concluded that the fifth EWCS was 
implemented on the basis of a sound quality assurance 
framework, that it was meticulously planned, and that 
it made notable improvements compared with previous 
waves with regard to questionnaire development, trans-
lation and testing, sampling, data collection and data 
processing (Ieromnimon et al, 2011).

1 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/employment_unemployment_lfs/methodology/definitions
2 For more information on the survey methodology, see Annex 1 and also the EWCS webpage at   

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/methodology/index.htm
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Aim of the report
This report provides an initial overview of some key, yet 
fundamental, questions. What are the characteristics 
and attributes of European workers today? How is work 
organised and how is it taking place? What is the quality 
of work and employment of European workers? 

Even basic questions often require complex answers, and 
interpretation can be manifold. Nevertheless, the report’s 
focus is threefold. 

Chapter 1 looks at paid work in the context of the Euro-
pean labour market as well as describing the population 
of workers. 

Chapter 2 describes some of the workplace characteristics 
and policies that define the work environment as well as 
the constraints under which tasks and activities are per-
formed. Through the use of mainly descriptive statistics, 
the chapter considers working time and working place, 
exposure to physical and psychosocial risks, and work 
organisation in the broad sense.

Chapter 3 discusses and analyses the current chal-
lenges for quality of work and employment and its four 
key dimensions: 

 Ô ensuring career and employment security;

 Ô maintaining and promoting the health and well-
being of workers;

 Ô developing skills and competences;

 Ô reconciling work with non-work life.

This report is a first examination of the data and, by its 
nature, a limited exercise. Results are given in many cases 
as average values, despite the authors’ recognition that 
the ‘average worker’ does not exist as such and that the 
distribution of values may matter more at times than just 
giving averages. The report combines descriptive sections 
with analytical sections, building on previous research 
as well as using more complex statistical models and 
addressing (European) policy questions. 

This report is one step towards a broader analysis and 
understanding of work in Europe 2010. It complements the 
information already published on Eurofound’ s website – the 
results from individual questions available through Euro-
found’s Survey Mapping Tool,3 as well as the first results 

on the main changes in work and working conditions dur-
ing the last 20 years.4 The analysis will be completed and 
results will be expanded and discussed in more depth 
through further research in the years to come. Eight studies 
are already planned for completion in the next two years. 
These in-depth analyses will examine the following topics:

 Ô quality of work and employment;

 Ô health and well-being at work;

 Ô work organisation;

 Ô the ageing workforce and sustainable work;

 Ô sectoral working conditions profiles;

 Ô employability and security;

 Ô working time and work–life balance;

 Ô work and gender.

Eurofound is committed to developing and carrying out 
a survey with a high degree of comparability at all levels 
and the highest quality possible, given the resources 
available. For example, it has paid particular attention 
to ensuring a high degree of comparability between all 
language editions of the fifth EWCS. However, despite the 
best efforts, mistakes may remain. Nevertheless, a signifi-
cant amount of work has been dedicated to improving the 
quality assessment of the survey method to ensure the 
best scientific quality for a European survey of this scale. 

Future perspectives
What is needed now is to look at the findings in the light 
of existing knowledge on topical content, methods and 
debate and to analyse them against the backdrop of the 
experience of social actors, practitioners, researchers 
and workers. From this, an increased understanding of 
work and its conditions in Europe will emerge. 

It is Eurofound’s hope that the survey will prove useful in 
nurturing debate on future trends, in addition to neces-
sary actions to improve working conditions, in line with 
its mandate. The objectives of Europe 2020 are smart, 
sustainable and inclusive growth (European Commission, 
2010a). Is the work of European workers in 2010 ‘smart, 
sustainable and inclusive’? The EWCS does not give all the 
answers but it does provide some first important findings. 

3 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/results.htm
4 Changes over time – First findings from the fifth European Working Conditions Survey available at   

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef1074.htm
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Working in Europe
The fifth EWCS was conducted in the first half of 2010 in 
the following 34 countries: 

 Ô the EU27 Member States;

 Ô Norway – a member of the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA);

 Ô Croatia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedo-
nia, Montenegro and Turkey (candidate countries);

 Ô Albania and Kosovo (potential candidate countries). 

The annual Labour Force Survey (LFS) for 2010 found 
that about 216 million people were employed in the EU27, 
the main reference area for this overview. The employed 
population in the EU27, Croatia, the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia and Norway in 2010 was around 
242 million compared with around 232 million in 2005 when 
the fourth EWCS was carried out. The latter covered 30 
countries plus Switzerland.

Employment rates 
Table 1 gives key indicators of the labour market in Europe 
in 2010 and shows some persistent differences between 
countries – see for comparison the fourth EWCS (Parent-
Thirion et al, 2007).

The unemployment rate in 2010 for the 15–64 age group 
is 9.6% for the EU27, ranging from 20.1% in Spain to 4.4% 
in Austria, and even less in Norway (3.5%). 

Countries persistently display significant differences in the 
participation rate of women in the workforce. In three EU 
countries (Greece, Italy and Malta), the gap between the 
participation rate of male and female workers is over 20 
percentage points and even as high as 33.1 percentage 
points in Malta. At the other end of the spectrum, nine 
countries (Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Ireland, Norway, Slovenia and Sweden) show a difference 
of less than 9 percentage points, with Estonia the nearest 

to closing the gap at only 0.9 percentage points. In the 
other two Baltic states, the gender gap is reversed, with 
the female participation rate being slightly above the male 
participation rate (0.2 and 1.9 percentage points in Latvia 
and Lithuania respectively).

Part-time working continues to vary considerably in 
the EU27. In the Netherlands, almost half the workforce 
(48.9%) works part time. Around a quarter of the work-
force works part time in eight countries (Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, Germany, Ireland, Norway, Sweden and the 
UK). Again there is a clear division between the female 
and the male workforce. In six of the countries where 
a high proportion of the workforce works part time (Aus-
tria, Belgium, Germany, Norway, Sweden and the UK), 
40% or more of women work part time – a proportion that 
is often more than three times that for men. Even in the 
Netherlands, where 25.4% of men works part time, this 
proportion is still a third that of women (76.5%). These 
labour market characteristics are likely to impact on both 
the nature and the description of working conditions. 

Profile of workers 
The greater part (82%)5 of the workforce in Europe in 2010 
consists of employees (that is, workers with a contract 
characterised by a relationship of subordination) and up 
to 15% of the workforce is self-employed (that is, they 
are their own bosses). 

Type of employment contract

The majority of employees (80%) in 2010 in the EU27 are 
employed on an ‘indefinite contract’ (Table 2). This type 
of contract in principle gives workers high security in 
the labour market (because of its open duration), social 
benefits (social protection, unemployment benefits) and 
rights (representation rights). 

The other forms of contractual employment arrangements 
tend to lack one or more of these benefits, putting at risk 
the long-term security of workers in the labour market 

5 The term ‘workforce’ in the context of the EWCS refers to employees and self-employed workers, excluding unemployed workers.
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Table 1 : Key labour market indicators in Europe (%)

Employment rate 
(15–64 years)

Unemployment rate 
(15–64 years)

Percentage of workers 
working part-time

Percentage of 
employees on 

temporary contracts

Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women Total Men Women

Belgium 62.0 67.4 56.5 8.3 8.1 8.5 24.0 9.0 42.3 8.1 6.8 9.6

Bulgaria 59.7 63.0 56.4 10.2 10.9 9.5 2.4 2.2 2.6 4.5 5.0 4.0

Czech Republic 65.0 73.5 56.3 7.3 6.4 8.5 5.9 2.9 9.9 8.9 7.5 10.6

Denmark 73.4 75.8 71.1 7.4 8.2 6.6 26.5 15.2 39.0 8.6 8.3 8.8

Germany 71.1 76.0 66.1 7.1 7.5 6.6 26.2 9.7 45.5 14.7 14.5 14.9

Estonia 61.0 61.5 60.6 16.9 19.5 14.3 11.0 7.1 14.5 3.7 4.7 2.8

Ireland 60.0 63.9 56.0 13.7 16.9 9.7 22.4 11.8 34.7 9.3 8.6 10.0

Greece 59.6 70.9 48.1 12.6 9.9 16.2 6.4 3.7 10.4 12.4 10.9 14.4

Spain 58.6 64.7 52.3 20.1 19.7 20.5 13.3 5.4 23.2 24.9 23.9 26.1

France 64.0 68.3 59.9 9.7 9.4 10.2 17.8 6.7 30.0 15.1 14.2 16.0

Italy 56.9 67.7 46.1 8.4 7.6 9.7 15.0 5.5 29.0 12.8 11.4 14.5

Cyprus 69.7 76.6 63.0 6.5 6.4 6.7 9.3 6.5 12.7 13.5 7.0 20.5

Latvia 59.3 59.2 59.4 18.7 21.7 15.7 9.7 7.8 11.4 6.8 8.9 5.0

Lithuania 57.8 56.8 58.7 17.8 21.2 14.5 8.1 6.7 9.3 2.4 3.3 1.7

Luxembourg 65.2 73.1 57.2 4.5 4.0 5.3 17.9 4.0 36.0 7.1 6.2 8.3

Hungary 55.4 60.4 50.6 11.2 11.6 10.7 5.8 3.9 8.0 9.7 10.1 9.2

Malta 56.0 72.3 39.2 6.8 6.6 7.2 12.4 5.9 24.9 5.7 4.7 7.3

Netherlands 74.7 80.0 69.3 4.5 4.4 4.5 48.9 25.4 76.5 18.5 17.3 19.9

Austria 71.7 77.1 66.4 4.4 4.6 4.2 25.2 9.0 43.8 9.3 9.8 8.8

Poland 59.3 65.6 53.0 9.6 9.3 10.0 8.3 5.7 11.5 27.3 27.4 27.1

Portugal 65.6 70.1 61.1 11.0 10.0 12.1 11.6 8.2 15.5 23.0 22.4 23.6

Romania 58.8 65.7 52.0 7.3 7.9 6.5 11.0 10.6 11.4 1.1 1.3 1.0

Slovenia 66.2 69.6 62.6 7.3 7.5 7.1 11.4 8.6 14.7 17.3 15.4 19.3

Slovakia 58.8 65.2 52.3 14.4 14.2 14.6 3.9 2.8 5.4 5.8 5.6 5.9

Finland 68.1 69.4 66.9 8.4 9.1 7.6 14.6 10.0 19.6 15.5 12.4 18.4

Sweden 72.7 75.1 70.3 8.4 8.5 8.2 26.4 14.0 40.4 15.8 14.0 17.6

United Kingdom 69.5 74.5 64.6 7.8 8.6 6.8 26.9 12.6 43.3 6.1 5.8 6.5

Croatia 54.1 59.5 48.8 11.8 11.5 12.3 9.7 7.3 12.5 12.3 12.1 12.6

Former Yugoslav 
Republic of 
Macedonia

43.5 52.8 34.0 a a a 5.9 5.0 7.4 16.4 18.6 13.3

Turkey 46.3 66.7 26.2 10.7 10.4 11.4 11.7 6.9 23.8 11.5 11.1 12.5

Norway 75.3 77.3 73.3 3.5 4.0 3.0 28.4 15.4 42.9 8.4 7.0 9.8

Albaniab 42.3 51.0 33.5 13.5 11.2 16.7 a a a a a a

Kosovoc 26.4 40.2 12.6 45.4 40.7 56.4 16.3 16.8 15.0 65.4 63.4 70.0

Montenegrod 47.6 54.3 41.0 19.7 18.9 20.7 5.0 5.3 4.5 18.3 18.3 18.2

EU27 64.2 70.1 58.2 9.6 9.7 9.6 19.2 8.7 31.9 14.0 13.4 14.6
Note: Unemployment data are not seasonally adjusted. Source for all countries, except for Albania, Kosovo and Montenegro, is Eurostat, LFS, 2010.
a Not available
b Source: Albanian Institute of Statistics (www.instat.gov.al)
c Data for 2009. Source: Statistical Agency of Kosovo (www.esk.rks-gov.net)
d Source: Statistical office of Montenegro (www.monstat.org)

(Broughton et al, 2010). Temporary contractual arrange-
ments, either fixed-term (12%) or temporary agency con-
tracts (1%), remain low in Europe. Four countries have 
a ratio of fixed-term contracts well above the European 
average: Poland (22%), Spain (18%), Portugal (16%) and 
the Netherlands (15%). At the other end of the spectrum 

are five countries where the workforce in fixed-term con-
tracts is almost half the European average: Cyprus (6%), 
Austria (7%), the UK (7%), Luxembourg (7%) and Romania 
(8%). Among the countries where the proportion of the 
workforce in temporary agency contracts is below the 
European average are eight of the Member States that 
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joined between 2004 and 20076 and three of the EU15;7 

Denmark has the lowest ratio (0.2%). 

The economic and cultural background of a country is 
important when considering the ratio between ‘perma-
nent’ and ‘temporary’ contracts. In four EU countries, 
standard employment relationships are not the norm, 
meaning that ‘only’ 50%–60% of employees have indefi-
nite contracts; these are Cyprus (52%), Greece (57%), 
Malta (61%) and Ireland (62%). In these countries, there 
is a clear correlation with a very high proportion of ‘no-
contract’ employment arrangements (see below). In certain 
countries, however, as researchers have highlighted, for 
example Denmark (Bredgaard et al, 2009),8 the differen-
tiation between the types of contract is less prominent. 

It is also important to take into account the specific char-
acteristics of each ‘non-standard’ employment arrange-
ments, as they do not have the same implications for 
workers’ employment security. This category of contracts 
includes the apprenticeships or training contracts, which 
are thought to create opportunities for workers, usually 
young workers, in the labour market.9 

Other non-standard employment arrangements have not 
proved to be as straightforward a way to stay in the labour 
market (Broughton, A., Biletta, I. and Kullander, M., 2010). 

Finally, there are people working with ‘no contract’, a cat-
egory which can incorporate various situations depend-
ing on the national context.10 Although the proportion of 
respondents declaring themselves to be working with no 
contract is small, it is still significant (5%) at a European 
level. In the four countries with less than the average number 
of permanent contracts, this proportion is well above the 
EU average and is greater than 20% of employees: Cyprus 
(38%), Greece (28%), Malta (27%) and Ireland (23%). As 
the atypical forms of work are cyclical, the first jobs to be 
created when economic growth boosts business and the 
first to disappear in downturn periods, the recent economic 
and financial crisis could explain some of these figures.

Working age

Because the EWCS samples workers exclusively, the bulk 
of respondents are from the ‘prime working age’ popula-
tion. As defined in various studies (Sum et al, 2006; de la 
Fuente, 2010), this is the population aged between 25 and 
54 years. Almost three-quarters of the EWCS respondents 
are between 25 and 54 years old; 77% of the employed, 
75% of the self-employed with employees, and 74% of the 
self-employed without employees belong to this age group. 

On average employees are slightly younger than their 
self-employed counterparts (40 and around 44 years old 
respectively, see Table 2).11 These figures are consistent 
with the situation in the labour markets of many European 
countries, which are concentrated on a restricted portion of 
the adult active population, with young and older workers 
facing difficulties joining and staying in the labour market. 

Labour market segregation

Employment contract

Younger workers tend to have more non-standard 
employment contracts than other age groups. Almost 
9 out of 10 workers (85%) on apprenticeship or training 
schemes are aged under 25; this proportion is not really 
surprising, as young people are clearly the target popula-
tion of these types of contract. Moreover, 26% of workers 
on temporary agency contracts belong to the same age 
group, as do 22% of those with a fixed-term contract. 

Looking at the proportion of each age group in each cat-
egory of employment contract (Table 2), indefinite con-
tracts are the common in all age groups, although only 
half (50%) of those under 25 are in this situation compared 
with 85% and over of those aged 35 and over. Workers 
under 25 are almost three times more often on fixed-term 
contracts than those over 35, and 1.5 times more often 
than the 25–34 age group. The proportion of the under-25 
age group hired through temporary agency contracts (4%) 
is almost double that of the other age groups. Finally, as 
many as 10% of those aged under 25 are employed with 

6 Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania and Slovakia.
7 Denmark, Finland and Italy.
8 The literature on Danish flexicurity tends to assume that workers are in regular open-ended contracts, or, if not, that part-time or temporary 

contracts can be considered equivalent to regular employment.
9 Barbieri and Scherer (2007) found that in Italy workers entering the labour market as apprentices had an advantage over workers on fixed-

term contracts: ‘For both genders, we found that comparing apprentices with FTC workers, the former have clearly higher probabilities 
(about 25–30% higher) to be still in employment two years later than their first labour market entry, as well as three and four years later’.

10 See Broughton, A., Biletta, I. and Kullander, M. (2010) for a discussion on this category.
11 The age situation of employees and the self-employed is almost reversed (Table 2). Employees are younger: 78% of employees are under 

50 and 37% under 35, while almost 77% of the self-employed are over 35 and 34% are over 50.
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no contract;12 this proportion is more than double that of 
other age groups (apart from the 55+ age group).

The workforce is concentrated in a few occupations and 
sectors across the EU27 as a whole. More than 60% of the 

workforce is employed in four occupational categories:13 
service and sales workers (17%), professionals (16%), 
technicians (16%) and craft and related trades workers 
(13%) (Figure 1). Up to 71% of the workforce works for 
private sector companies. 

Table 2 : Type of employment contract, by age group (%) 

Age group
Indefinite 
contract

Fixed-term 
contract

Temporary 
agency contract

Apprenticeship or other 
training scheme

No contract Other

Under 25 50 26 4 9 10 2
25–34 76 17 2 1 4 1
35–44 85 9 1 0* 4 1
45–54 87 7 0 0* 4 1
55+ 85 8 1 0* 6 1
Total 80 12 1 1 5 1
*Too small to be measured.

Figure 1 : Distribution of employment, by country and occupation (%) 
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Note: Based on ISCO-08 1-digit code.

12 No contract is a category that covers a wide variety of contractual arrangements.
13 Based on the International Standard Classification of Occupations 1-digit code adopted in December 2007 (see table at beginning of report).
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Regarding the breakdown by sector per country, the 
European workforce is mainly occupied in three sectors: 
wholesale (18%), industry (17%) and other services (16%) 
(Figure 2).14 Confirming a long-term trend, the importance 
of agriculture has declined in most countries: the EU27 
average is 5%. Three Member States, however, still have 
relatively high employment levels in agriculture: Romania, 
Poland and Greece have 24%, 14% and 12% respectively 
of their workforce in the sector. In Greece and Romania, 
this sector employs more workers than does industry.

Excluding ‘other services’, the wholesale and industry 
sectors are the main employers in six countries (Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Slovenia and Spain), 
where they employ more than 15% of the workforce (apart 

from the industry sector in Spain: 14%), while each of the 
other sectors employs less than 10%.

Specific sectors are prominent in some countries: the pub-
lic administration sector in Malta employs 13% of workers, 
while the education sector in Estonia and the financial 
services sector in Luxembourg each employ around 11% 
of the workforce. Due to the economic crisis, the construc-
tion sector is no longer an important employer in most EU 
Member States. Only in three countries (Cyprus, Portugal 
and Slovakia) does it still employ 10%–11% of the work-
force.15 Interestingly, most of the workforce in the health 
sector works in the EU15. With the notable exceptions of 
Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain (all well below 10%), the 
other EU15 countries plus Norway range between 11% 

Figure 2 : Distribution of employment, by country and sector (%)
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Note: Sectors are based on NACE Rev. 2.

14 The fifth EWCS carried out its sectoral analysis based on the NACE Rev. 2 classification; however, for simplicity the 21 NACE sectors 
have been compressed into 10 categories (see table at beginning of report).

15 Construction sector: EU27 8%; Cyprus 10%; Portugal 11%; Slovakia 11%. For more on this topic, see Jettinghof and Houtman (2009). 
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and 20%, with three countries over 15%: Sweden (16%), 
the Netherlands (18%) and Denmark (20%).

Gender segregation
Increased female participation in the labour market16 has 
long been one of the main targets of the European employ-
ment strategy (Lisbon targets, reaffirmed in the Europe 
2020 strategy (European Commission, 2010a and 2012a)). 
One of ‘Europe’s structural weaknesses’, highlighted in 
the Europe 2020 strategy, is that ‘in spite of progress ... 
only 63% of women are in work compared to 76% of men’ 
(European Commission, 2010a, p. 7). The strategy urges 
Member States to work towards ‘inclusive growth’ and 
‘high employment economy’ but notes that ‘the employ-
ment rates of women and older workers are particularly 
low’ (ibid, p. 17). 

Although the participation of women in the labour market 
has increased in all countries across Europe, this does not 
mean that women and men have the same access to and 
role in the labour market. The labour market in 2010 remains 
highly segregated. Men and women continue to work not 
only in different sectors but also in different occupations. 

Sectors can still be classified according to gender. ‘Male 
sectors’ are those where the proportion of male workers 
is over 60%: construction (91%), transport (80%), industry 
(69%) and agriculture (65%) clearly belong to this group. In 
contrast, health (77% female) and education (67% female) 

are ‘female sectors’, with a female employment rate of 
over 60%. 

Turning to the gender distribution in occupations, a simi-
lar pattern emerges (Table 3). Men are clearly domi-
nant in several occupations: they represent 88% of craft 
workers, 85% of plant and machine operators, 69% of 
managers and 65% of skilled agricultural workers. On 
the other hand, women make up 67% of both clerical 
support and service and sales workers. Technicians 
and elementary occupations are evenly spread between 
men and women.

When occupations are grouped according to their propor-
tion of male and female workers (in five bands from 5% 
and less to 20% and more), there are clear differences 
between the genders. The highest proportions of female 
workers are found in service and sales, professional, tech-
nician and clerical support occupations. Male workers are 
primarily concentrated in craft occupations, followed by 
professional, technician, and plant operator occupations. 
The proportion of women among managers (5%) is more 
than half that of men (9%).

The fourth EWCS report (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007, p. 14) 
analysed the phenomenon of ‘occupational concentration’ 
(defined as ‘the predominance of one sex in a particular 
occupation or group of occupations’), which is clearly 
related to labour market segregation. When dividing the 
occupations along the lines of blue- and white-collar, 
clear trends emerge (Table 4). 

Table 3 : Occupational distribution, by gender (%)

ISCO 
code

(1 digit)
Occupation Men Women

1 Managers 69 31

2 Professionals 46 54

3 Technicians and associate professionals 50 50

4 Clerical support workers 33 67

5 Service and sales workers 33 67

6 Skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers 65 35

7 Craft and related trades workers 88 13

8 Plant and machine operators, and assemblers 85 15

9 Elementary occupations 51 49

Total 55 45

Note: Based on ISCO-08 1-digit code.

Armed forces occupations (0) are omitted due to the very small number of occurrences.

16 On the impact of impact of segregation and employment patterns on OSH See EU-OSHA 2011 report on New risks and trends in the 
safety and health of women at work at http://osha.europa.eu/en/publications/reports/new-risks-trends-osh-women/view.
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Applying this analysis to the 2010 data confirms that the 
gender divide in occupations still exists today. Table 5 
shows the current polarisation in the European workforce, 
with 80% of female workers in white-collar occupations 
(over half of them in ‘female/very female dominated’ white-
collar occupations) and 47% of male workers are in blue-
collar occupations (45% in ‘male/ very male dominated’ 
blue-collar occupations). The concentration of the work-
force in white-collar occupations illustrates the importance 
of the services sector, with 80% of women and 53% of 
men working in these occupations. 

The share of workers in occupations dominated by their 
own gender is almost the same for both sexes: 60% of 
women and 64% of men work in occupations dominated 
by workers of their own sex. The overall proportions of 
women (12% in blue collar and 6% in white collar) and 
men (2% in blue collar and 17% in white collar) working 
in occupations dominated by the opposite sex are almost 
similar and below 20%. 

Two aspects are worth highlighting. Male workers are 
more evenly spread than female workers, among blue- 
and white-collar occupations, occupying respectively 
47% and 53% of the male workforce. A higher proportion 

Table 4 : Categorisation of occupations, by gender composition

Gender-segregated 
occupations

Occupational subcategory (ISCO 08)
ISCO code 

(2-digit)

Very male dominated white-
collar (80% men or more)

Chief executives, senior officials and legislators 11
Information and communications technology professionals 25
Science and engineering associate professionals 31
Information and communications technicians 35
Protective services workers 54

Male dominated white-collar 
(60-80% men)

Production and specialised services managers 13
Hospitality, retail and other services managers 14
Science and engineering professionals 21

Mixed white-collar Administrative and commercial managers 12
Business and administration professionals 24
Legal, social and cultural professionals 26
Business and administration associate professionals 33
Legal, social, cultural and related associate professionals 34
Numerical and material recording clerks 43
Other clerical support workers 44

Female dominated white-collar 
(60-80% women)

Health professionals 22
Teaching professionals 23
Health associate professionals 32
General and keyboard clerks 41
Customer services clerks 42
Personal service workers 51
Sales workers 52

Very female dominated white-
collar (80% women or more)

Personal care workers 53

Very male dominated blue-
collar (80% men or more)

Market-oriented skilled forestry, fishery and hunting workers 62
Building and related trades workers, excluding electricians 71
Metal, machinery and related trades workers 72
Electrical and electronic trades workers 74
Drivers and mobile plant operators 83
Labourers in mining, construction, manufacturing and transport 93

Male dominated  blue-collar 
(60-80% men)

Market-oriented skilled agricultural workers 61
Handicraft and printing workers 73
Food processing, wood working, garment and other craft and related trades workers 75
Stationary plant and machine operators 81
Assemblers 82
Agricultural, forestry and fishery labourers 92
Street and related sales and service workers 95
Refuse workers and other elementary workers 96

Female dominated blue-collar 
(60-80% women)

Cleaners and helpers 91
Food preparation assistants 94

Note: This categorisation is based on an analysis using the same approach as by Fagan and Burchell (2002). The blue-collar/white-collar 
worker division is based on assigning ISCO 1-digit categories 1–5 to white collar and categories 6–9 to blue collar (armed forces excluded). 

* For definitions of the different subcategories see http://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/isco/isco08/index.htm



WorkIng In EuropE

23

of women (22%) than men (17%) – 5 percentage points 
more – works in mixed-gender white-collar occupations.

Gender division by company size 

Men work principally in large companies and women in 
small ones. There are more men than women (25% vs. 
20%) working in workplaces with more than 100 employ-
ees and more women than men (60% vs. 54%) working 
in companies with fewer than 50 employees. The same 
proportion of men and women work either alone or in 
medium-sized companies of 50–99 employees.

Gender division at workplace level 

Occupational segregation data at macro level can aver-
age out significant differences at local workplace level. 
This is illustrated by the example of hairdressers. When 
looking at averages, hairdressing is globally a mixed-
gender occupation, but in practice, women work in female 
hairdressing salons and male hairdressers work in male 
salons/barbers. The EWCS provides unique information 
on this level of segregation as respondents are asked 
to report the gender of colleagues doing the same job 
as theirs. 

Concentration in sectors and occupations leads to ‘mono-
gendered’ workplaces. A majority of men work in work-
places with ‘mostly men’ having the same job title as 
themselves (59%), while for a majority of women (51%), 
colleagues with the same job title are ‘mostly women’. 
Furthermore, the proportion of women working in a male 
environment (8%) is still very low, as is the proportion of 
men working in a female environment (7%). This find-
ing corroborates those on gender-dominated occupa-
tions, with rare examples of crossover between such 
occupations. 

In 2010, women and men are still not working in the same  
hierarchical positions. Only 13% of workers in Europe 
declared they had a supervisory role. Overall women are 
still less likely to be in this position than men: 13% of 
women and 22% of men supervise other workers. 

In the long run, the proportion of workers in non-super-
visory roles has increased, while the share of workers 
supervising ‘10 or more people’ has decreased. This situa-
tion is particularly true for men (6% in 2010 compared with 
8% in 2005). Nevertheless, men are still 2.5 times more 
often supervising 10 or more people than women (2%).

For women at the higher level of the workplace hierarchy, 
progress in achieving gender equality has been slow. In 1991 
in the EC12 countries, 26% of workers who had supervisory 
responsibilities were women and 20 years later, in 2010, the 
figure for EU27 countries is 33% (32% in EC12). In 2010 only 
12% of men have a female supervisor compared to almost 
half of the women (47%). (Eurofound, 2010a, Figure 1). 

Women supervisors tend to be at a lower level in the 
hierarchy than their male colleagues. Female bosses 
have fewer subordinates than their male colleagues 
(on average 8 compared with 24) and the bosses of 
workers with supervisory responsibilities are more 
commonly men.

Individual characteristics  
of workers 

Education level

A worker’s level of educational attainment is key to their 
professional situation. For decades, the initial level of 
education was the parameter determining a person’s 
entry point in the labour market. It was assumed that 
the more educated a person, the better the category 
of job, occupation, earnings and employment they had. 
In theory, initial educational attainment could also be 
‘topped up’ during the professional career, enhancing 
career prospects. However, this assumption has not been 
true for some time; a person’s occupation is often now no 
longer in line with the level of education achieved, creat-
ing a gap between the initial qualification and the tasks 
performed, with a consequent potential for frustration 
and demotivation.

Table 5 : Distribution of male and female workers by ‘gendered occupations’ (%)

Men Women
Very male dominated white-collar (80% men or more) 10 2
Male dominated white-collar (60-80% men) 9 4
Mixed white-collar 17 22
Female dominated white-collar (60-80% women) 16 46
Very female dominated white-collar (80% women or more) 1 6
Very female dominated blue-collar (80% women or more) 0 0
Female dominated blue-collar (60-80% women) 2 8
Mixed blue-collar 0 0
Male dominated blue-collar (60-80% men) 15 10
Very male dominated blue-collar (80% men or more) 30 2
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More than half the 2010 respondents completed sec-
ondary education, and more than a quarter of them had 
reached a ‘first stage of tertiary education’ (as defined by 
Nicot and Houtman, 2006). Women in the labour market 
are more educated than men. The proportion of workers 
with tertiary education is higher among female workers 
(31%) than male ones (27%). This pattern applies to both 
employees and the self-employed.

Seniority

There has been no change in seniority levels since at least 
the third EWCS in 2000–2001. In 2010, 60% of the respond-
ents were working in the same company for 5 years or more 
and around 40% have been there for 10 years or more. 

The seniority indicator shows erratic features and long-
term trends are not easy to interpret. Gender has a sig-
nificant impact on seniority, but the trends are not linear. 
Since 2000, the proportion of men working for more than 
10 years in their current job has barely increased (just from 
44% to 45%), far from the 1995 figure of 50% (Table 6). 
For women, the proportions have been relatively stable. 
However, the gap between male and female workers is 
getting smaller. In 2010, 40% of women were working for 
10 years or more in their current job, although this is still 
5 percentage points less than the men. The proportion of 

female workers in this situation in 1995 was almost 10 per-
centage points less than the proportion of male workers.

Career

The professional careers of workers also give an insight 
into workers’ profiles and the evolution of the labour mar-
ket. The focus in the fifth EWCS is less on career evolution 
than on potential changes in employment relationships 
– even if the two aspects are linked. Progression on the 
professional ladder is not only based on occupational 
evolution, it may also be related, for example, to the shift 
from a temporary to an open-ended full-time contract.

The career situation of workers in 2010 shows very little 
change compared with their employment status ‘imme-
diately before the job’ they are performing now (Table 7).

There seems to be a natural path from one employment rela-
tionship into another of the same type: a previous employ-
ment contract leads to employee status, while a previous 
self-employed situation leads to current self-employment. 
A significant proportion of employees in 2010 (more than 
60%) were previously employees (all forms of contract). 
The same natural progression is seen for around a quarter 
of the self-employed (25% for the self-employed without 
employees and 28% for the self-employed with employees). 

Table 6 : Number of years in current job over time, by gender (%)

Men Women

up to 4 years 5 to 9 years
10 years or 

longer
up to 4 years 5 to 9 years

10 years or 
longer

1995 34 18 48 41 20 38
2000 36 17 47 42 19 39
2005 37 18 45 44 22 34
2010 36 18 46 41 20 39

Table 7 : Previous employment situation of workers (%)

Employed 
with an 

indefinite 
contract

Employed 
with 

a fixed-term 
contract

Employed with 
a temporary 

agency 
contract

Self-
employed

Unemployed
In education 
or training

Other

Self-employed 
without employees

36 9 1 25 7 15 7

Self-employed 
with employees

40 9 1 28 6 12 5

Employed 48 15 2 3 10 17 5
Other 28 8 2 6 10 25 22
Note: Employment status is defined by answer to Q6: Are you mainly ...? 1 – self-employed without employees; 2 – self-employed with 
employees; 3 – employed; 4 – other.

Previous employment situation is defined by answer to Q13: Immediately before this job, in your main activity were you? 1 - employed 
with an indefinite contract; 2 - employed with a fixed term contract; 3 - employed with a temporary employment agency contract; 
4 - self-employed; 5 – unemployed; 6 -in education or training; 7 – other; 8 - DK/no opinion (spontaneous); 9 - Refusal (spontaneous).
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It follows that crossovers between types of employment 
relationship are less straightforward. Only 3% of employ-
ees in 2010 were previously self-employed. Broken down 
by type of contract, the 2010 picture confirms the depend-
ency of a person’s career progression on their employment 
status pathway: 54% of employees on indefinite contracts, 
31% of employees on fixed-term contracts and 20% of 
employees on temporary agency contracts were previ-
ously in a similar contractual situation. 

Nevertheless, there are some changes in employment 
status. Almost a quarter of the employees in 2010 on 
a fixed-term contract and no contract were previously on 
an indefinite contract. This was also the case for 17% of 
the temporary agency workers. Almost 40% of the self-
employed had previously been employed on an indefinite 
contract. 

Household characteristics
The evolution of work and employment conditions and 
the participation of female workers in the labour market 
have brought about modifications to the traditional ‘male 
breadwinner model’, in which care work and housework 
are carried out by mainly women within the family, while 
paid work is the responsibility of men. In Europe, house-
holds can be classified along three models, each com-
prising two categories (Figure 3): the male breadwinner 

model and its reverse, the female breadwinner, where 
only one partner (man or woman) has a paid full-time 
job and the other partner works less than 10 hours; the 
modified breadwinner model in which one partner (man or 
woman) is the main breadwinner and the other has a job 
(part-time, occasional, seasonal) contributing in part to 
the household income; the ‘dual-earner model’, in which 
the partners both work, either full time or part time.

In 2010 in Europe the ‘male breadwinner model’ has 
declined in significance, with only 11% of households 
conforming to it. The households mainly fall into the dual-
earner (36%) and the modified breadwinner (17%) models. 
Apart from Malta and the Netherlands, both partners 
working full time is the most common pattern, with the 
proportion varying from around 35% of households in 
Ireland to 70% in the Czech Republic and Slovakia. 

In some countries (mainly the EU12), the three most rep-
resented models are as follows. 

 Ô The majority are dual-earner households where 
both partners work full time. 

 Ô Some 15%–25% of households along the male 
breadwinner model.

 Ô Some 10%–15% of households follow a female 
breadwinner model. 

Table 6 : Number of years in current job over time, by gender (%)

Men Women

up to 4 years 5 to 9 years
10 years or 

longer
up to 4 years 5 to 9 years

10 years or 
longer

1995 34 18 48 41 20 38
2000 36 17 47 42 19 39
2005 37 18 45 44 22 34
2010 36 18 46 41 20 39

Table 7 : Previous employment situation of workers (%)

Employed 
with an 

indefinite 
contract

Employed 
with 

a fixed-term 
contract

Employed with 
a temporary 

agency 
contract

Self-
employed

Unemployed
In education 
or training

Other

Self-employed 
without employees

36 9 1 25 7 15 7

Self-employed 
with employees

40 9 1 28 6 12 5

Employed 48 15 2 3 10 17 5
Other 28 8 2 6 10 25 22
Note: Employment status is defined by answer to Q6: Are you mainly ...? 1 – self-employed without employees; 2 – self-employed with 
employees; 3 – employed; 4 – other.

Previous employment situation is defined by answer to Q13: Immediately before this job, in your main activity were you? 1 - employed 
with an indefinite contract; 2 - employed with a fixed term contract; 3 - employed with a temporary employment agency contract; 
4 - self-employed; 5 – unemployed; 6 -in education or training; 7 – other; 8 - DK/no opinion (spontaneous); 9 - Refusal (spontaneous).

Figure 3 : Household wage earner models in Europe (%)
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Greece, Poland and Portugal follow this pattern but with 
a slight variation – the number of households following the 
female breadwinner model is almost equal to the number 
of households following the modified male breadwinner.

Even in Austria and Germany, where until now the male 
breadwinner model was dominant, slightly less than 40% 
of households have both partners working full time and 
the same proportion follows the modified male breadwin-
ner model.

Self-employment
Around 15% of working people in Europe are currently self-
employed. In several countries, this status gives rise to spe-
cific regulations, social protection and rights. As in previous 
studies, the fifth EWCS found variations in the proportion of 
self-employed across the EU27 – from above 30% in Greece 
to below 10% in Denmark, Latvia and Sweden. As shown 
in Figure 4, the population of self-employed fell in the early 
2000s before rising again by 2005 and declining slightly by 
2010. The data suggest the main decline is concentrated 
in the category of self-employed with employees, down 
from 5% of workers in the 2000–2001 EWCS to 4% in 2010.

Characteristics of self-employment

Self-employment is difficult to identify and characterise. As 
many studies show, there is no simple characterisation of 

a self-employed worker, and comparative studies under-
line the variety of situations that could be considered as 
self-employment (Pedersini and Coletto, 2010). In Europe, 
there is currently neither a straightforward definition of 
self-employment nor of self-employed workers. Moreover, 
there are blurred situations where self-employed workers 
perform work under an entrepreneurial status while being 
in a ‘dependent’ (subordinate) position. Finally, there could 
be some ambiguity in the ‘self-declared’ status obtained 
with the EWCS methodology.

It is usually assumed that the main characteristic of self-
employment is an entrepreneurial way of working. An 
entrepreneur is characterised by specific powers, such as 
autonomy of decision-making in organising work and hiring 
people, financial independence and related responsibil-
ity and constraints. ‘Genuine’ self-employed people are 
expected to possess these competencies. 

The fifth EWCS questionnaire uses four parameters to 
distinguish the declared self-employed (especially self-
employed without employees) from employees. Economic 
independence is considered by asking about the degree 
of dependency on only one client (a ‘genuine business’ is 
assumed to seek income from different sources). Secondly, 
resources should come through payment for products or 
services provided and not from a regular (monthly) payment 
like a salary. The other two parameters are the capacity for 
hiring staff when needed and the ability to decide significant 
steps for the business.

Figure 4 : Self-employment as a percentage of the employed population over time
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Having more than one client, not receiving regular payment, 
and being able to take decisions for organising work and 
recruiting staff could be considered the marks of entrepre-
neurship. The survey results highlight the high proportion of 
financial autonomy (more than one client) and autonomous 
decision-making power (autonomy of decision on work organ-
isation). A third (33%) of the declared self-employed without 
employees in 2010 have all four of these characteristics; 43% 
have three out of the four; and more than half of the declared 
self-employed (57%) have more than one client, no regular 
fee and decision-making powers in their organisation.

However, caution should be exercised when analysing 
the data as the sample size is small (particularly for self-
employed without employees). In addition, the formulation 
and interpretation of the question posed is complex. Given 
the context (economic crisis), the accuracy of the answers 
to the question on the power to recruit as an indicator of 
the autonomous power of the entrepreneur may be reduced 
as respondents could have considered hiring staff but this 
was not possible due to economic constraints. Therefore, 
negative answers to this question could include a mix of 
potential impediments due to economic difficulties and 
structural impossibility due to lack of power in this field.

Profile of the self-employed worker

Despite this ambiguity, the self-employed can still be ana-
lysed as a specific category of workers. They have signifi-
cant characteristics, for example, in terms of social protec-
tion and collective representation. In addition, various labour 
market regulations emphasise the differences between 
the self-employed and employed. Aspects of the profile 
and working conditions of the self-employed illustrate the 
differences between the two statuses. 

The self-employed in Europe are older than their employee 
counterparts. Around 87% are over 35 years old and a third 
are over 50 years old, whereas more than three-quarters 
of employees are less than 49 years old. 

The pattern of initial education for the whole population of 
workers applies to the self-employed, although the self-
employed population has some specific characteristics. The 
proportions of self-employed who both ‘finished full-time 
education before or at the age of 15’ and who ‘completed 
primary education or a first stage of basic education’ are 
higher than their employee counterparts. Considering the 
latter level of education, this is especially true for women; 
there are more than twice as many in self-employment (7%) 
than in contractual employment (3%). 

Turning to upper levels of education, another interesting 
figure is that the proportion of male workers with a second 
stage of tertiary education is almost the double among 
the self-employed (3%) than among employees (1.5%). In 
addition, the proportion of self-employed women with post-
secondary education (39%) is higher than the proportion of 
women employees with the same level of education (37%). 

The occupational profile of the self-employed differs from 
the profile for the employed, with concentrations in different 
occupations (Table 8).

Three occupations have almost the same proportion of 
self-employed and employees: professionals (16%), craft 
and related workers (14%) and service and sales workers 
(15%–17%). The self-employed are managers (17%) and 
skilled agricultural workers (16%), occupations in which 
the proportion of employees is extremely low (6% and 
2% respectively). Conversely, the proportion of the self-
employed in occupations such as technicians, elementary 
occupations and plant and machine operators is half that 
of employees. As expected, 90% of the self-employed work 
essentially in the private sector and less than 5% in the 
public sector.

The differences in the profile of employees and the self-
employed have impacts on the working conditions expe-
rienced by the two groups of workers. These differences 
are highlighted in the following sections of the report.

Table 8 : Occupation, by employment status (%)

ISCO code (1-digit) Employed Self-employed

Managers 6 17

Professionals 16 17

Technicians and associate professionals 17 10

Clerical support workers 11 2

Service and sales workers 17 15

Skilled agricultural workers 1 16

Craft and related trades workers 14 15

Plant and machine operators 8 4
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Working 
environment and 
work organisation
This chapter explores characteristic features of the work-
place, looking at the institutional factors and policies that 
impact on the work environment and the constraints within 
which work is carried out. 

The chapter begins by examining the nature and extent 
of organisational change in Europe. This is followed by 
a section that analyses how much time Europeans spend 
working and where they work. The next section focuses on 
exposure to physical, posture-related and psychosocial 
risks, including harmful social behaviour. The final sec-
tion of the chapter deals with the characteristics of work 
organisation in Europe. Trend data from the EWCS are 
presented where possible. 

Organisational change
The fifth EWCS introduced a new question (Q15) aimed 
at eliciting to what extent organisational change had 
impacted on an individual’s immediate working environ-
ment during the three preceding years. The question cov-
ers the following two aspects of change: 

 Ô ‘new processes or technologies’ – different kinds 
of new work processes (for example, teamwork-
ing), new monitoring systems, new machinery, new 
computer software, etc.; 

 Ô ‘substantial restructuring or reorganisation’ – dis-
missals, reorganisation of business units, closing of 
a branch, etc. 

The inherent limitation of this question is that details such 
as the type, number and extent of the changes in the work-
place cannot be identified. In addition, the relatively long 
timespan allowed means that it is not possible to pinpoint 
whether the changes took place simultaneously or at dif-
ferent times during the three years prior to the interview. 
Nevertheless, the answers to the two sub-questions can 
be interpreted as a proxy for the extent of organisational 
change in workplaces and therefore for workers’ level of 
exposure to significant organisational change within the 
previous three years.

A quarter of employees in Europe report both types of 
organisational change having an impact on their work-
place. An additional 17% report the introduction of new 
processes or technologies, and 9% report cases of 
restructuring or reorganisation. Altogether, just over half 
the employees in Europe witnessed the occurrence of 
some type of organisational change at their workplace 
in the three years prior to the survey. 

The extent to which employees report organisational 
change varies greatly between countries (Figure 5). Per-
sons in candidate and potential candidate countries report 
a much lower level of exposure to organisational change 
as a whole and are, not surprisingly, situated below the 
average for the EU27. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
Sweden, Finland and Denmark have the largest share of 
workers reporting exposure to organisational change. 

Financial services, industry, health, transport, and pub-
lic administration and defence are the sectors where the 
largest proportion of workers report having been exposed 
to organisational change during the previous three years 
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(Figure 6). Financial services is the sector where workers 
seem to be most exposed to organisational change. The 
concurrent introduction of ‘new processes and technologies’ 
and ‘restructuring and reorganisation’ are reported by over 
one-third of workers in that sector. In total, two-thirds (67%) 
of employees report having been exposed to at least one of 

the organisational changes considered. However, perhaps 
surprisingly, the construction sector, a sector deeply affected 
by the 2008–2010 recession in terms of restructuring and 
jobs destruction (see Hurley et al, 2009; Mandl et al, 2010), 
shows a relatively lower proportion of employees reporting 
restructuring or reorganisation at their workplace. 

Figure 5 : Organisational change over the last three years, by country (%)
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Figure 6 : Organisational change over the last three years, by sector, EU27 (%)
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Working time and place of 
work

Some of the changes to working time introduced in recent 
years in Europe are of fundamental importance for work-
ers, their households, the companies that employ them 
and for society as a whole, with implications for the qual-
ity of work and life and workers and employers’ ability to 
use time as an instrument for growth. The Working Time 
Directive (2003/88/EC) states that working time policies 
should aim to achieve the following goals: 

 Ô ensure a high level of protection of workers’ health 
and safety in terms of working time;

 Ô allow for greater flexibility for companies and 
Member States with regard to the management of 
working time;

 Ô ensure a better balance between working and 
private life;

 Ô avoid unreasonable constraints on companies, in 
particular on small and medium enterprises (SMEs).

Dimensions of working time 

Working time has changed from the traditional ‘nine to 
five – five days a week’ arrangement to a more varied 
approach, both in the number of working hours and in the 
organisation of working time. This shift is due to:

 Ô increasing numbers of people working in the ser-
vice sector;

 Ô extension of opening hours of shops in many 
countries;

 Ô competition and globalisation of markets;

 Ô increasing participation of women in the labour market.

There are now more possibilities for flexibility both in 
volume and organisation of working time in order to adapt 
to the diverse needs of employers and/or employees. 
Instruments such as flexible working time and working 
time accounts are commonly available. Time is the object 
of negotiation at individual and collective levels. 

Understanding the fit between the different persons’ needs 
is important to promote win–win solutions and to address 
potential difficulties. 

The European social agenda has a strong time dimension. 
Achieving the Europe 2020 target of 75% employment 

of all 20–64 year olds by 2020 will require a rethinking 
regarding social times in different life phases to ensure 
a satisfactory balance between work and private life. It 
will also require a redefinition of the status of care. Cur-
rently, it is mostly an unpaid activity, or considered low- or 
medium-qualified work and EU Member States tend to 
have different approaches, often carried out in parallel. For 
example, in some countries, women are expected to stay 
at home to look after their children and other dependants; 
in other cases, the care of young children is seen as an 
occupation and high earners hire someone else to look 
after their children while they are out at work. In some 
countries, minding children and dependants is carried 
out in crèches or other institutions, where the staff are 
qualified and have career development opportunities. This 
is also embedded in the context of the different use of 
time and work within societies (Boulin and Mückenberger, 
1999; Boulin, 2008). 

These different types of arrangements impact on people’s 
ability to work in terms of time planning and number of 
hours. They also have an impact on the number and qual-
ity of caring jobs. From another perspective, achieving 
a high level of participation of workers of all ages in the 
European workforce may require adjusting working time 
to suit different phases of life, including the transition from 
full-time to part-time working and vice versa. 

The current economic crisis is raising new questions 
regarding working time, for example regarding the impact 
of short-time working schemes. Can working time be 
reduced while at the same time maintaining a skilled work-
force and preventing unemployment and loss of expertise? 
Could reducing working hours in fact create jobs?

Time is also a dimension of cultural and societal change 
which is related to the place and value assigned to the 
various social times. Furthermore, it needs to be linked to 
the transformation of social relations between genders, 
ages and social classes. More generally, one can also 
say that time is money, as the quantity of working time is 
generally associated positively with earnings. 

Time is a productive factor for companies, in particular 
when:

 Ô production systems can, or are, operated 24/7 in 
a global market and value chain;

 Ô the service economy requires the coming together 
at the same time of a client and a producer;

 Ô the development of flexible systems allows more 
individualised needs to be catered for (includ-
ing allowing the working time of workers to be 
arranged in a flexible way, predictable or not).
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Working hours play a crucial role in the health and well-
being of workers. The consequences of long or atypi-
cal hours on health are well known and have led to the 
adoption and definition of norms limiting such working 
hours. Working hours are fundamental for work–life bal-
ance, but given the variation in gender roles, different 
approaches might be appropiate for men and women, 
alongside a life cycle view. The extent of free working and 
non-working, time impacts on lifelong learning and the 
capacity to engage in activities which have a bearing on 
employment security, essential for the flexicurity model. 

Technology can usefully support time management. The 
development of information technologies allows for more 
mobile work and work outside the traditional place of 
work, and therefore outside traditional working hours. 
Of course, this can lead to the blurring of the boundaries 
delimiting working time, making the measurement of such 
time quite difficult.

Working time patterns across 
countries and time 

In line with the results of the EU Labour Force Surveys 
series, the findings of the fifth EWCS show that aver-
age working hours have reduced over time. The average 
working time in the EC12 in 1991 was 40.5 hours a week; 
in 2010 it was 37.5 hours a week in the EU27 (36.4 hours 
a week in the 12 ‘old’ Member States17) (Figure 7). The 
number of people working part time – both ‘short part 
time’ (that is, working 20 hours per week or less) and 
‘substantial part time’ (that is 21–34 hours per week) – 
has gradually increased from 17% in the EC12 in 1991 to 
25% in EU27 in 2010 (27% in the EC12), while the number 
of people working long hours (working 48 hours or more 
per week) has decreased from 18% in the EC12 in 1991 
to 13% in the EU27 in 2010 (12% in the EC12).

Figure 7 : Evolution of weekly working hours, 1991–2010 (%)
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17 For more in-depth analysis on this subject, the reader should refer to the EU LFS at   
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/microdata/lfs.
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However, the EU average masks important differences 
between countries – especially regarding the distribution 
of working hours (Figure 8). Although there is not much 
variety in the number of hours worked in some countries 
(for example, Hungary, Latvia and Lithuania), the spread is 
much larger in others (for example, Austria, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Poland and the UK). In most of the countries 
with a large spread, a wider variety of working time pat-
terns is possible – mostly in different forms of part-time 
work. In other countries, however, some workers tend to 
work longer hours. 

Changes in working time over the 
previous 12 months

The recession has had repercussions on working hours in 
different ways. Some workers have been laid off, others 

have reduced their working hours (for instance in short-time 
working schemes, possibly in combination with training or 
as part of a special leave scheme or using up accumulated 
flexitime), while others have seen an increase in their working 
hours (possibly because fellow workers have lost their jobs). 

A new question18 was included in the fifth EWCS to meas-
ure the change in working time duration since January 
2009, with a view to understanding the situation of peo-
ple who had a job at the time of the survey but who may 
have changed their working hours due to the recession 
or other factors. 

Overall, 71% of the workers report no change but around 
18% report an increase and 11% a decrease in their weekly 
working hours. This reflects the situation of workers who 
are still in employment and discounts the number of 

Figure 8 : Average weekly working hours, by country
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Note: The red line represents the average weekly working time, the box represents the interquartile range (that is, 50% of the workers fall 
within the categories of working hours defined by the box) and the longer lines represent the 5th and 95th percentiles.

18 Q14: If you compare your current situation with that of January 2009, have you experienced a change in the following aspects of your 
work? A – The number of hours you work per week? B – Your salary or income?
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workers who lost their job (and who are no longer part of 
the survey unless they had worked for at least one hour 
in the previous week for pay). Young workers in particular 
indicate an increase in working hours (with no gender dif-
ferences) – which might indicate a normal career develop-
ment compared to the other age groups. However, at the 
same time, both younger and older workers report more 
of a decrease in working hours compared with workers 
of prime working age (aged 35 to 49 years). 

Country differences in this respect are striking (Figure 9). 
In Estonia, Ireland, Latvia and Lithuania, the situation is 
the opposite to that prevailing in the other countries, with 
more workers reporting a decrease (17%–24%) than an 
increase (9%–15%).

Construction is the only sector in which more workers are 
subject to a decrease in working hours (19%) compared 
with those who report an increase (14%). In the transport 
and industry sectors, 13% and 12% of the workers respec-
tively saw a decrease (compared to 18% and 16% who 
saw an increase). More than 20% of workers in education, 
health, other services and financial services report an 
increase in working time over the previous year. 

Part-time work

Nearly 24% of European workers work part time – defined 
as working 34 hours per week or less.19 Part-time work 
is a predominantly a female affair: 38% of women work 
part-time compared with 13% of men. Part-time work-
ing can be voluntary (worker’s choice) or involuntary (for 
example, at the request of the employer, or where it is 
the only job available, or dependent on the availability of 
social infrastructure). 

The extent of part-time work varies considerably between 
countries. In the Netherlands, more than half of all work-
ers (51%) work part time, followed by Belgium, Denmark, 
Ireland and the UK where around 30% of workers work 
part time. In these countries, it is mainly women who 
work part time (more than 80% in the Netherlands, 55% 
in the UK, 53% in Ireland and 46% in Belgium), and this is 
more or less evenly spread across different age groups. 
In Denmark, 41% of female workers work part time – in 
particular young women (53% of young female Danish 
workers work part time). Part-time work among men is 
more prevalent in the Netherlands (25% of male workers) 
and Denmark (21% of male workers). 

Figure 9 : Change in working time over previous 12 months, by country (%) 
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19 The operationalisation of part-time work in this survey is based on a statistical definition, which is also used in the European Labour Force 
Survey (with 34 hours being the division between part-time and full-time work). However, there might be other operationalisations based 
on conventional agreements, which might vary between Member States and between types of activity.
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Whereas women tend to work part time throughout their 
working life, men tend to work part time just at the begin-
ning and end of their careers. 

Part-time work can be categorised as either ‘short’ (fewer 
than 20 hours a week) or ‘substantial’ (between 20 and 34 
hours a week). Across the EU as a whole, 19% of women 
and 7% of men work ‘short’ part-time. Only 3% of men 
aged 35–49 are on ‘short’ part-time hours compared with 
18% of women in that age group (Figure 10). 

Part-time jobs are found mostly in particular sectors. 
More than 38% of part-time workers (both ‘short’ and 
‘substantial’) and more than 15% of the workers in short 
part-time work in the education, health and social ser-
vices, other services, and retail and wholesale sectors. 
In terms of occupations, there are significant numbers of 
part-time workers in elementary occupations, service and 
sales, professionals and clerical support. 

Part-time work is not always the preferred option of workers: 
37% of those working part time and 45% of the short part-
time workers would like to work more hours compared with 
just 10% of those working more than 34 hours per week. 

Part-time work is associated with achieving a better bal-
ance between working life and private life.20 Part-time 

workers are more likely to indicate that their work–life 
balance is ‘good’ or ‘very good’: 93% of short part-timers 
and 91% of part-timers compared with 80% of those not 
working part-time. They are also in a better position to take 
an hour off work for a private emergency situation (71% 
of short part-timers and 68% of part-timers compared 
with 64% of other workers).

However, those who work part time are less likely to say 
they have good career prospects. Of the ‘short’ part-
timers (working 20 hours or less per week), only 23% 
‘agree strongly’ that they have good career prospects 
compared with 28% of the ‘substantial’ part-timers (work-
ing 21–34 hours per week), who in turn indicate that they 
have lower career prospects than full-timers (around 
33%–35%) In addition to the division between part-time 
and full-time, fewer women (whether working full time 
or part time) indicate they have good career prospects 
compared with men.

Across the EU, 16% of all workers agree strongly with 
the statement that they might lose their job within the 
next six months. There is no difference between male 
and female workers in this regard, or between workers 
working substantial part-time and those working full-time. 
However, 19% of part-time workers working short hours 
report that they are afraid of losing their job. 

Figure 10 : Part-time work, by gender and age (%)
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20 The associations remain after controlling for occupation and sector by ISCO and NACE classifications respectively.
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Furthermore, part-time work correlates negatively with 
high income, indefinite contracts, night work, work inten-
sity, work-related health risks and adverse health effects. 

Long working hours

‘Long’ working hours is defined as working 48 hours 
a week or more. On average, long hours are worked by 
43% of self-employed workers without employees, 54% 
of self-employed workers with employees and 11% of 
employees. 

There are important differences between countries. More 
than 20% of workers work long hours in 10 countries: Alba-
nia, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Greece, Kosovo, 
Montenegro, Slovakia, Turkey and the former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia. Long hours are chiefly worked 
by men: over 30% of men work long hours in the Czech 
Republic, Greece, Poland, Romania and Slovakia, and 
more than 20% of men work long hours in Bulgaria, Ireland, 
Slovenia and the UK. However, there are hardly any gender 
differences for some countries: for example, in Greece 
and Romania more than 30% of women work long hours. 

People who work more than 48 hours a week report more 
problems in terms of work–life balance and health than 
those who do not. They are indeed four times less likely 
to report that they have a good work-life balance. Besides 
health problems associated with working long hours, 
people who work 48 hours or more also indicate that they 
are more exposed to work intensity, think more often that 
their health and safety is at risk because of their work and 

think less (albeit not very much) that they might be able 
to do the job until they are 60. They also report slightly 
more that they are learning new things on the job. All these 
differences are significant.

However, the findings show that there are hardly any dif-
ferences (and the differences are not significant) between 
those who work more than 48 hours per week and those 
who do not in terms of feeling well paid for the job they do, 
feeling at home in the organisation and being consulted 
about work targets (Table 9). 

Working time preferences

A majority of workers (57%) are satisfied to work the same 
number of hours as they do currently. However, a consid-
erable proportion would like to work fewer (29%) or more 
(14%) hours. The question in the fifth EWCS asks about 
working time preferences if workers were able to choose 
their working hours (taking into account the need to earn 
a living). There are important differences concerning the 
responses when controlled for age, gender, employment 
status and current working hours (Figure 11). 

There are also country differences (Figure 12). In Sweden 
and Turkey, only 40% of workers would opt for the same 
number of working hours if they could choose and sig-
nificant proportions of workers would like to work fewer 
hours. This contrasts with Bulgaria where more than 70% 
of workers are satisfied with the hours they work. The 
reasons for these responses could be based on differ-
ent factors. 

Table 9 : Long working hours and working conditions (%)

Working less than 
48 hrs

Working 48 hrs or 
more

Odds ratio 
(working 48 hrs 

or more)

Good fit between working hours and social commitments 85 62 0.259

Health and safety at risk because of work 22 37 1.886

Work affects health negatively 23 37 1.785

Working at high speed at least half the time 44 54 1.850

Feeling well paid for the job 41 40 N.S.

Job involves learning new things 68 69 1.203

Consulted before work targets are set (always or most of the time) 46 52 N.S.

Feeling at home in the organisation you work for 69 74 N.S.

Able to do job at 60 59 57 0.814

Notes: The effect of the variables is expressed in odds ratios. The odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the probability of a phe-
nomenon is the same for two groups. An odds ratio of 1 implies that the phenomenon is equally likely in both groups. An odds ratio 
greater than one implies that the phenomenon is more likely for those working 48 hours or more. An odds ratio less than one implies 
that the phenomenon is less likely for those working 48 hours or more.

The effects are controlled for variation between countries, sectors and occupations.

N.S. = not significant, all reported odds ratios are statistically significant (p<.05)
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Figure 11 : Working time preferences, by employment status, age and working time (%)
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Figure 12 : Working time preferences, by country (%)
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In Ireland, Latvia and Lithuania more than 20% of workers 
would prefer to work more hours – these three countries 
had the highest proportion of workers reporting a decline 
in their working hours since January 2009. 

Different factors explain the likelihood of wanting to increase 
or decrease working hours (Table 10). 

According to a regression analysis on those who would like 
to decrease the working hours, men and young workers are 
less likely to want to cut down on their hours compared 
with women on the one hand and middle-aged and older 
workers on the other hand. There is no significant difference 
between workers with a temporary or other contract and 
self-employed compared with those who have a permanent 
contract.

Persons working long hours (more than 48 hours per week) 
are more than four times (4.6) as likely to want to cut down 
on their working hours compared with those who work 
35–47 hours per week. Workers who work part time (fewer 
than 34 hours) and short part time (fewer than 20 hours per 
week) are significantly less likely to report that they would 
like to work fewer hours. 

Working atypical hours also almost doubles the chance of 
workers wanting to reduce their working hours (1.8 times 
higher). A higher work intensity also significantly increases 
the chance (1.3 times higher) of wanting to reduce working 
hours, while more autonomy also significantly (but only 
slightly significant) increases the chance of this. Workers in 
the lowest income bands are slightly less likely to indicate 
that they would like to cut down on their working hours, but 
for those in the higher income bands there is no difference 
with those who have medium earnings.

Table 10 : Factors influencing wish to change working hours 

Work less Work more

Men 0.700 1.457

Women ref ref

Under 35 0.822 1.219

35–49 ref ref

Fifty+ N.S. 0.827

Employee on permanent contract ref ref

Employee on temporary contract N.S. 1.566

Employee on other contract N.S. 1.368

Self-employed N.S. N.S.

Working 48 hrs or more 4.586 0.400

Working between 35 and 47 hrs ref ref

Working between 20 and 34 hrs 0.344 6.783

Working 20 hrs or less 0.223 10.556

Level of atypicality of working time (continuous) 1.843 N.S.

Level of work intensity (continuous) 1.353 1.465

Level of job autonomy (continuous) 1.138 N.S.

Low earnings 0.864 1.397

Medium earnings ref ref

High earnings N.S. 0.799

Nagelkerke pseudo R2 0.202 0.266

Notes: The effect of the variables is expressed in odds ratios. The odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the probability of a phe-
nomenon is the same for two groups. An odds ratio of 1 implies that the phenomenon is equally likely in both groups. An odds ratio 
greater than one implies that the phenomenon is more likely for the group included in the model. An odds ratio less than one implies 
that the phenomenon is more likely for the reference group. Because the level of atypicality of working time, of work intensity and of job 
autonomy are continuous variables that are coded to range between 0 and 1. The odds ratio denotes the difference in the likelihood of 
wanting to work less or more between those with the lowest and those with the highest level. 

The effects are controlled for variation between countries, sectors and occupations.

N.S. = not significant, all reported odds ratios are statistically significant (p<.05)

The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 denotes the proportion of variance in the dependent variable that is explained by the independent variables 
in the model.
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Therefore the analysis suggests a link between the wish 
to decrease working time and elements related to the 
duration and organisation of working time. 

However, a regression analysis carried out on those who 
would like to increase their working hours reveals com-
pletely different elements. Men are more likely to want to 
increase their hours than women. The age of workers is 
significant both for younger workers (more likely to want to 
increase their working hours) and older workers (less likely) 
compared to workers in the middle age group. Having 
a non-permanent contract makes a significant difference 
(more likely to want to increase) but being self-employed 
does not. 

The number of hours worked plays an even more important 
role in determining the likelihood of wanting to change 
working hours. Part-time workers are 6.8 times more likely 
and workers working short part-time 10.6 times more likely 
to say they would like to increase their working hours, 
compared to those who work between 35 and 47 hours 
per week. Those working long hours (48 or more) are 
less likely to report that they would like to increase their 
working hours. Working atypical hours does not make 
a significant difference in this respect. 

Earnings from work also make a difference: those in the 
lower income bands are significantly more likely to want to 
increase their working hours while those in higher income 
bands are less likely. Work intensity increases the chances 
of wanting to work more, but autonomy does not make 
a significant difference.

This analysis points to the influence of the precarious 
status in terms of employment contract, earnings and cur-
rent working hours on the willingness to want to increase 
working hours. 

Regularity of working hours 

Most workers work standard working hours: from 9 am 
to 5 pm (or similar), five days a week. Regularity gener-
ally helps workers to combine work with their private life, 
although in some cases it can suit workers (and their 
family) to work a different regime. 

Regularity is the norm for the majority of workers: 77% 
work the same number of days every week and 67% work 
the same number of hours every week. Regular hours are 
more common for women than for men (Figure 13); 58% 
of workers work the same number of hours every day, 
slightly more women (61%) than men (55%), and there is 
no difference in this respect between age groups.

This situation has changed little over time. A slightly 
higher proportion of people are working the same num-
ber of days each week in 2010 than was the case in 2005 
when this indicator was first measured in the EWCS. 
For the other indicators the proportion has remained 
stable since 2000. The gender gaps (women working 
more regular hours and days than men) have similarly 
remained constant over time. 

Regularity can be found most often in the industry and 
public administration sectors. 

Figure 13 : Regular working hours, by gender (%) 
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Employees (63%) work twice as often on a regular time 
schedule than the self-employed (whether with (33%) or 
without employees (29%)). Of the workers with regular 
hours, 84% indicate that they have a ‘good’ or ‘very 
good’ fit between working and private life compared 
with 71% of those who do not have the regular hours. 
They also have fewer health problems (24% compared 
with 30%). 

Atypical working hours 

A considerable proportion of workers work outside the 
standard working hours. More than half of all workers 
work at least one day in the weekend.

Around 26% work at least one Sunday a month and 10% 
at least three Sundays a month. This is slightly less than 
15 years ago when 30% of workers in the EU25 (the EU27 
minus Bulgaria and Romania) were working on a Sunday. 
Nearly as many women as men are now working Sundays, 
whereas previously Sunday work was more frequent for 
men. The majority of European countries have reduced the 
incidence of Sunday work since 1995, although Sunday 
work has been increasing in Denmark and the Netherlands.

Half of all workers (51%) work on Saturday, with 23% 
working at least three Saturdays a month. This is slightly 
less than in the mid-1990s. 

Night work (working for at least two hours between 10 pm 
and 5 am) is undertaken by 19% of workers in the EU27, 
although it is more common for men (23%) than women 
(14%). Most men who carry out night work are aged 25–39 
years (25%) and most women are aged under 25 years 
(16%). One in ten workers (10%) carries out night work 
more than five times a month. 

Night work and Saturday work remain more frequent 
for men than for women and the gender gaps have not 
reduced over time.

Shift work is carried out by 17% of workers across the EU 
and in this regard there are no gender differences. Full-
time workers do more shift work than part-time workers. 
Younger workers more often work shifts than older work-
ers. In 2010, 18% of European workers report working 
a night shift – a slow decline since 1991. 

Just over one worker in five (21%) works ‘on call’. On-call 
work is undertaken mostly in transport (30% of workers), 
construction (27%), public administration and defence 
(24%), health (25%) and agriculture (23%). Men (23%) work 
more often on call than women (16%), and slightly more 
full-time workers carry out on call work in comparison 
with part-time workers. 

A regression analysis comparing them to persons not 
working atypical hours confirm that atypical workers, both 
shift workers and workers who work on call, are less likely 
(0.5 and 0.6, respectively) to experience a good work–life 
balance when most job and individual characteristics are 
controlled for. 

In addition, workers with atypical work schedules are more 
likely to report more often that work has a negative impact 
on their health. Again, when comparing them to workers 
not working atypical hours, persons working shifts and on 
call are more likely to report that their work affects their 
health negatively (1.5 times more likely for shift workers, 
1.4 times more likely for on-call workers). Workers doing 
shift work and workers working on call also report higher 
levels of work intensity (defined as working at high speed 
for half their working time or more). Work intensity for shift 
workers is 1.6 times more likely to be higher and 1.5 times 
more for on-call workers compared to those who do not 
work these atypical work arrangements. 

Table 11 : Impact and effects of atypical working hours 

Shift 
work 
(%)

No shift 
work 
(%)

Odds 
ratio (shift 

work)

On 
call 

work 
(%)

No on 
call 

work 
(%)

Odds 
ratio (on 

call work)

Good fit between working hours and social commitments 71 84 0.519 74 83 0.629
Work affects health negatively 33 23 1.522 32 23 1.360
Working at high speed at least half the time 55 44 1.601 52 44 1.478
Consulted before work targets are set (always or most of the time) 40 48 0.790 52 46 1.256
Feeling at home in the organisation you work for 60 72 0.728 69 70 N.S.
Notes: The effect of the variables is expressed in odds ratios. The odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the probability of a phe-
nomenon is the same for two groups. An odds ratio of 1 implies that the phenomenon is equally likely in both groups. An odds ratio 
greater than one implies that the phenomenon is more likely for those working shifts or on call. An odds ratio less than one implies that 
the phenomenon is less likely for those working shifts or on call.

The effects are controlled for variation between countries, sectors and occupations.

N.S. = not significant, all reported odds ratios are statistically significant (p<.05)
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Shift workers report that they are consulted about their 
work targets less often than regular workers (0.7 time less 
likely). This is the opposite for on-call workers who report 
more often that they are consulted about their work targets 
(1.2 times more likely). Regarding the element of ‘feeling 
at home at work’, shift workers are 0.7 times less likely to 
feel at home compared to those who do not work shifts 
while there is very little difference in the reported figures 
between workers who work on call and not on call and 
the difference is not significant.

Place of work

The main place of work for almost three-quarters of Euro-
pean workers is their employer’s premises (or their own 
premises if they are self-employed). More than a fifth 
work in an outside location either at clients’ premises, in 
a vehicle or an ‘outside site’; this includes construction 

sites, agricultural fields, streets, etc. Only about 4% report 
that they work from home.

As might be expected, the main place of work is signifi-
cantly different depending on the type of employment and 
sex of the respondent (Figure 14). While the majority of 
employees (especially women) work at their employer’s 
premises, this only applies to half the self-employed; the 
rest work mostly at their clients’ premises, at an outside 
site or from home. Overall, there is a higher proportion 
of self-employed men working either at clients’ premises 
or an outside site and a comparatively higher share of 
self-employed women working from home. 

The proportion of individuals whose main workplace is not 
their employer’s premises appears to increase with age, 
although male workers aged 35–49 account for the high-
est percentage (38%). Working from home in the EU27 is 

Figure 14 : Main place of work, by gender and type of employment, EU27 (%)
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to some extent more common for women (4.2%) than for 
men (3.3%) – a pattern prevailing across all age groups. 
Nevertheless, working from home is slightly more common 
among highly educated men than among highly educated 
women (5% against 3.8%). 

The proportion of individuals working outside their 
employer’s or own business premises is higher for less 
educated workers. Although true for both sexes, it also 
reflects a ‘gendered’ division of labour. The share of men 
whose main place of work is an outside site, a vehicle or 
a client’s premises is significantly higher among those 
with a lower educational attainment: 42% of men with 
basic to lower secondary levels and 35% of men with 
a secondary level. 

All the countries covered by the EWCS show a similar 
structure in terms of distribution of individuals according 

to their main of place of work. Employer’s or own prem-
ises is the main place of work for most workers, although 
there is some variation among countries: Greece (18%) 
and Romania (19%) are the EU Member States having the 
highest proportions of individuals working at an outside 
site, while France, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and the 
UK have the highest proportions of workers declaring 
they work mainly at home (from 5% in the UK to 11% in 
Romania). 

Place of work varies considerably according to sector 
(Figure 15). Those sectors which have the highest propor-
tion of people working outside their employer’s or their 
own business premises are construction, agriculture and 
transport. Although working from home is most prevalent 
in the agricultural sector (15.5%), there are also significant 
proportions reporting working from home in ‘other’ and 
‘financial’ sectors (7.5% and 4% respectively). 

Figure 15 : Main place of work, by sector, EU27 (%)
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Visiting customers, patients and clients

For the first time, respondents to the EWCS were asked 
whether their work involves having to visit customers, 
patients or clients. 

In the EU27, more men (36%) report having to visit cus-
tomers, patients or clients than women (21%). This pat-
tern repeats itself in all sectors (Figure 16), with construc-
tion and financial services having the highest shares of 
workers visiting their customers and the biggest gender 
gap. This contrasts with the gender distribution of work-
ers reporting having to deal directly with clients and 
patients during their work (see subsection ‘Dealing with 
people outside work’ in the section on work organisa-
tion). As expected, there are almost two times as many 
persons among the self-employed (48%) reporting hav-
ing to visit customers, patients or clients than among 
employees (25%). 

Physical and psychosocial 
risk factors in the workplace 

Health and safety is a core competence of the European 
Union and one of the main fields in European social policy. 
Article 153 (1 and 2) of the Treaty of the Functioning of 
the European Union21 authorises the Council to adopt, by 
means of EU directives, minimum requirements as regards 
‘improvement in particular of the working environment to 
protect workers’ health and safety’. Directive 89/391/EEC 
places an explicit responsibility on the employer to adapt 
‘… the work to the individual, especially as regards the 
design of work places, the choice of work equipment and 
the choice of working and production methods’ (European 
Commission, 1989). Tackling new and increasing risks 
and improving the monitoring of progress are important 
objectives of Community strategies on health and safety 
at work (2007–2012). 

Figure 16 : Visiting customers, patients and clients, by gender and sector, EU27 (%)
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The range of topics covered in the EWCS questionnaire 
has to some extent mirrored the evolution in the focus on 
health and well-being of workers, as outlined by Anttonen 
and Räsänen (2009) and elaborated by Schulte and Vainio 
(2010). Initially the questionnaire looked mainly at physi-
cal risk factors but was gradually expanded to include 
psychosocial risk factors and more general information 
on well-being at work. 

These changes have also been triggered by public debate 
and actions that have led to the highlighting of working 
conditions and workplace risks (Gollac and Volkoff, 2007). 
For example, awareness-raising campaigns on road safety 
may have the intended effect that more truck drivers report 
that ‘mistakes in their work could cause physical injury 
to other people’. 

These developments have resulted in an increase in the 
number of risk factors measured by the survey and, in 
particular, more attention being paid to so-called ‘psycho-
social’ risks. The survey also puts the accent on describing 
the combined exposure of workers to multiple risk factors, 

as well as on understanding risk exposure in relation to 
other work characteristics (such as quality of work and 
employment dimensions). 

Nowadays it is widely acknowledged that exposure to 
both physical and psychosocial risk factors can negatively 
impact on the health and well-being of workers. As this 
is an overview report, the scope for detailed analysis is 
somewhat limited. As a consequence, most of the analyses 
are carried out on an aggregated level – combining vari-
ous risks as well as various groups of workers, resulting 
in a general picture of the situation. In the next stage, 
more specific analyses aimed at the targeted prevention 
of risk exposure will be carried out.

Exposure to physical risks

Reported levels of exposure to physical risks in the work-
place have not diminished much since 1991 (Figure 17). In 
fact, reported levels of exposure to some risks (particularly 
‘tiring and painful positions’ and ‘repetitive hand or arm 
movements’) unfortunately show an upward trend. 

Figure 17 : Exposure to physical risks over time (% exposed quarter of time or more)
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Exposure to repetitive hand or arm movements is by far the 
most prevalent risk, with 63% of workers reporting they 
have to carry out repetitive hand or arm movements at least 
a quarter of the time. This is closely followed by tiring or pain-
ful positions, which 46% of workers report having to endure 
at least a quarter of the time. For both these risks there 
appears to be a slight increase in prevalence since 2005.

Overall men are more likely to be regularly exposed to 
physical risks than women, with the exception of han-
dling infectious materials and lifting or moving people 
(Figure 18). These two risks are particularly prevalent in 
health care jobs, which are predominantly carried out by 
women. The biggest differences between men and women 
are found in the exposure to vibrations, noise, breath-
ing in smoke or vapours, carrying heavy loads and low 
temperatures. All these risks are associated with jobs in 
manufacturing and construction, which are mainly carried 
out by men. The differences between men and women 
prevail within these specific sectors, with men in manufac-
turing and construction much more likely to be regularly 
exposed to physical risks than women in these sectors. 

Patterns and developments across countries

The fifth EWCS contained questions on a wide range of 
physical risks. In order to make comparisons between 
various groups of workers and between countries it was 
decided to construct indices, based on a set of questions 
on posture-related risks, biological and chemical risks 
and ambient risks.22

The country comparison of risk exposure in Figure 19 
shows the scores for each country on separate indices 
measuring exposure to posture-related, biological and 
chemical, and ambient risks. The EU27 average has 
been set to 100. Countries showing relatively low levels 
of risk exposure are the Netherlands, Denmark, the United 
Kingdom, and Ireland, although for Denmark the level of 
exposure to ambient risks is not that low relative to other 
countries, nor is the level of exposure to biological and 
chemical risks in Ireland.

Countries with relatively high levels of exposure are the 
Former Yugoslavian Republic of Macedonia, Kosovo, 
Turkey and Albania, and, within the EU, Greece, France, 
Hungary and Cyprus. Differences again occur between 
the different types of risks: for instance, levels of expo-
sure to biological and chemical risks are relatively low in 
Cyprus and not exceptionally high in Albania and Turkey.

22 Posture-related risks: Q23a (vibrations), Q24a (tiring positions), Q24b (lifting people), Q24c (carrying heavy loads), Q24d (standing), Q24e 
(repetitive movements). Biological and chemical risks: Q23e (breathing in smoke) and Q23f (breathing in vapours) (these two variables were 
combined, using the highest score on either of the two variables as the score for the combined variable, before constructing the overall 
scale), Q23g (handling chemicals), Q23i (handling infectious materials). Ambient risks: Q23b (noise), Q23c (high temperatures), Q23d (low 
temperatures). In order to allow for comparison over time an overarching index covering all physical risks was constructed using only 
variables available from 1995 onward: Q23a (vibrations), Q23b (noise), Q23c (high temperatures), Q23d (low temperatures), Q23g (handling 
chemicals), Q24a (tiring positions), Q24c (carrying heavy loads), Q24e (repetitive movements) The indices were constructed in the same 
way as in the overview report of the fourth EWCS (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007). Reliability analyses were performed on the new dataset to 
confirm the internal consistency of each of the indices. The use of indices provides a simplified perspective, masking differences between 
sectors or occupations with regard to the prevalence of specific combinations of risks. More elaborate sectoral and occupational profiles 
with regard to risk exposure will be constructed as part of the secondary analysis of the fifth EWCS results.
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Figure 18 : Exposure to physical risks, by gender (% exposed quarter of time or more), EU27
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Figure 19 : Exposure to combined physical risks, by country 
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Figure 20 shows the development in average levels of 
exposure to all physical risks for which information was 
available in 2000 and 2010. 

The biggest decline in risk exposure occurred in coun-
tries having relatively high levels of risk exposure, such 
as Cyprus, Romania and Spain, as well as in countries 
that already had a relatively low level of risk exposure, 
such as the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and Ireland. 

Figure 20 : Change in exposure to physical risks 2000–2010, by country
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Among a few of the mid-ranking countries, average levels 
of risk exposure have gone up substantially: for example, 
in Luxembourg, Belgium and Hungary. The shift in the 
ranking of countries with highest exposure levels implies 
that some countries with high risk exposure levels in the 
past have managed to improve their situation. What is 
a source of concern is the situation regarding those mid-
ranking countries where exposure levels have increased 
over time. 

Most countries are clustered fairly closely around the EU 
average of a score of 100. Over time some convergence 
has taken place, with the distance between the best and 
the worst countries slightly diminishing over time. In 2000 
Cyprus showed the highest exposure levels with an index 
score of 124 and Denmark the lowest with an index score 
of 87. In 2010 Greece shows the highest exposure levels 
(index score of 119) while the Netherlands has the lowest 
(index score of 85). However, this positive result is barely 
reflected in the EU27 average – which indicates a drop 
from 101 in 2000 to 100 in 2010 – due to the increasing 

levels of risk exposure among a few of the mid-ranking 
countries. 

Patterns and developments  
across the workforce

A breakdown by gender and age (Figure 21) makes it clear 
that men show substantially higher levels of exposure 
to all three physical risks than women (as also shown in 
Figure 18). The exposure levels to posture-related risks 
of men decline with age whereas for women these levels 
initially rise with age and then decrease again for the 
oldest group. This pattern (an initial increase followed by 
a decrease) is repeated for the exposure levels of both 
men and women to biological and chemical risks and 
ambient risks. 

Exposure to posture-related and ambient risks is the 
highest in the construction sector (Figure 22), where the 
workers are often required to carry heavy loads, work in 
painful positions and are exposed to low or high tempera-
tures and loud noise. 

Figure 21 : Exposure to combined physical risks, by gender and age
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Exposure to biological and chemical risks is most preva-
lent in the health sector where doctors and nurses fre-
quently have to handle infectious materials as well as the 
chemicals that are used to disinfect the instruments and 
the workplace. Other sectors with relatively high levels of 
exposure to physical risks are agriculture and industry. 
Figure 23 shows the breakdowns of exposure to the three 
types of physical risks by type of occupation, confirming 
the picture depicted in Figure 22. 

Craft and related trades workers, skilled agricultural 
workers, plant and machine operators, and workers in 
elementary occupations show the highest levels of risk 
exposure. What is interesting is the relatively high level 
of exposure to posture-related risks among services and 
sales workers. This can be explained by the fact that these 
jobs often require workers to stand a lot of the time and 
to carry out repetitive movements, for instance, scanning 
products at a cash register.

Figure 24 shows the changes that took place between 
2000 and 2010 in the average level of exposure to physical 
risks in each sector and in each type of occupation. As 
in Figure 20, which depicted changes at a country level, 
the main conclusion is that not that much has changed 
over the period. 

The gap in physical risk exposure levels between the 
manual and the clerical professions is still prevalent. In 
contrast with Figure 20, Figure 24 shows an increase in 
the level of exposure to physical risks in some occupations 
(craft and trades workers) and sectors (construction) that 
already showed high levels of physical risk exposure in 
2000. The level of risk exposure has also shown a rela-
tively large increase for the wholesale and retail sector, 
which is reflected in a relatively large increase in the level 
of physical risk exposure of clerical workers.

Figure 22 : Exposure to combined physical risks, by sector 
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Figure 23 : Exposure to combined physical risks, by occupation 
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Figure 24 : Change in exposure to physical risks, by sector and occupation, EU27
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Psychosocial risk factors

According to the European Agency for Safety and Health at 
Work (EU-OSHA): ‘Psychosocial risks ... which are linked to 
the way work is designed, organised and managed, as well 
as to the economic and social context of work, result in an 
increased level of stress and can lead to serious deteriora-
tion of mental and physical health.’ (EU-OSHA, 2007, p. 1).

The fifth EWCS includes a number of indicators of psy-
chosocial risks, which can be grouped into six dimensions 
based on the classification developed by the College 
d’Expertise de Suivi des Risques Psychosociaux au Travail 
(French expert group on psychosocial risks at work):23 

 Ô high demands and work intensity;

 Ô emotional demands;

 Ô lack of autonomy;

 Ô ethical conflicts;

 Ô poor social relationships;

 Ô job and work insecurity.

These six dimensions were covered by the fifth EWCS 
and the main findings are discussed here.

Box 1 : Tobacco smoke

A physical risk worthy of specific attention is the exposure at work to tobacco smoke from other people. As 
pointed out by the European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies, smoking is the largest cause of 
avoidable death and disease in the EU, killing 650,000 people every year (Mladovsky et al, 2009). Another 19,000 
European non-smokers die every year from exposure to second-hand smoke either at home or in the workplace 
(European Commission, 2009).

While the European Union is considering taking action on this subject, many Member States have already put in 
place legislation to ban smoking from public places and workplaces. The findings from the fifth EWCS suggest 
that such national-level efforts are already yielding positive results (Figure 25). 

Figure 25 : Exposure at work to tobacco smoke from other people, by country (%)
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23 In line with recommendations by Gollac and Bodier (2011). Other classifications are possible as the notion of psychosocial risks is also 
under discussion in the scientific and policy debate.
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High demands and work intensity

High demands refer to the effort a person has to make 
to carry out their work in terms of its volume, speed 
and nature (for example, cognitive and physical efforts). 
Although work that is too undemanding can be a source 
of problems, the strongest negative health effects have 
been documented in relation to excessive demands. How-
ever, it is important to relate work intensity to the ability 
granted to individuals (autonomy) to allow them to deal 
with these demands in the best possible way in terms of 
their own health and personal characteristics.

Work intensity is difficult to measure. The EWCS provides 
both subjective and objective indicators on the topic, 
some of which are discussed in the next section on work 
organisation, such as the number of pace determinants, 
the frequency and significance of work interruptions, and 
the increasing requirement to meet quality standards, 
These phenomena have the common feature of reducing 
the room for manoeuvre of workers to perform their work 
in the way that suits them best. 

The findings show that developments over time give 
some cause for concern. The subjective indicator of work 
intensity, which describes workers’ experience of high 
demands, reveals an overall increase in work intensity 
in most European countries over the past two decades. 
Although this increase appears to have slowed down 
since 2005, 62% of workers in the fifth EWCS report 
working to tight deadlines (at least a quarter of the time) 
and 59% report working at high speed (at least a quarter 
of the time). Similarly, the proportion of workers whose 
pace of work is determined by three or more external 
factors (such as the speed of a machine, client demands, 
manager, etc.) has increased over the past 20 years, 
though this increase seems to have levelled off since 
2005. Nevertheless, the fact that a substantial propor-
tion of workers is affected raises questions about the 
sustainability of their jobs. This concern is particularly 
important given that Europe is faced with the challenge 
of an ageing workforce and the current policy focus aims 
to keep workers active for longer. 

Work–life imbalance is also relevant here. When workers 
feel they cannot simultaneously meet the demands aris-
ing from their work and personal life, the related strain 
causes problems and can lead to illness. According to the 
findings of the fifth EWCS, 18% of workers are dissatisfied 
with their work–life balance (see the section on work–life 
balance in Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of 
the findings).

Another issue is the complexity of work and the cognitive 
demands work places on workers. A number of indicators 
in the EWCS help measure the cognitive dimension of work 
as well as the match between skills and tasks. Cognitive 
demands do not necessarily pose a risk: problem-solving 
and dealing with complex issues can make a job chal-
lenging and exciting. But when workers lack support from 
their environment, are faced with high work intensity and/
or when their skills do not match their tasks, cognitive 
demands can result in unhealthy stress levels. A more 
comprehensive overview of both the positive and negative 
elements of cognitive demands, and the way they are dis-
tributed across the workforce, is presented in Chapter 3.

Emotional demands

‘Emotional labour’ refers to work where the worker is 
expected to display emotions or use feelings to accom-
plish tasks. Typically, in their contact with clients, patients, 
customers, etc., some workers hide their feelings (repress-
ing fear or remaining friendly) or manage their feelings 
(limiting compassion or empathy). Excessive emotional 
demands are shown to have a negative impact on health. 
They can result in burn-out (see Maslach Burnout Inven-
tory (MBI) in Maslach et al, 1996) and can lead to so-called 
‘depersonalisation (see ‘la névrose des telephonistes’, 
Le Guillant, 1956). Links have also been found with the 
incidence of musculoskeletal disorders as well as high 
blood pressure (Molinier and Flottes, 2010). 



54

5TH EUROPEAN WORKING CONDITIONS SURVEY

Contact with angry clients

Dealing with angry clients is an example of emotional 
labour. Women are more likely to be in a work situation 
which involves handling angry clients often (Figure 26). 

Hiding feelings 

Hiding or suppressing feelings can result in psychologi-
cal strain. In general there is not much difference in the 
extent to which men and women report having to hide 
their feelings at work. 

There are large differences between sectors, with only 
a small percentage of workers in agriculture reporting hav-
ing to hide their feelings (12% of men and 9% of women) 
compared with a fairly large proportion of workers in health 
(41% of men and 37% of women) (Figure 27). Differences 
between men and women are more pronounced in some 
sectors than in others. For instance, in financial services, 
substantially more men than women report having to hide 
their feelings, whereas the opposite pattern is observed 
in the transport and construction sectors. 

Figure 26 : Handling angry clients (almost) all the time, by gender and age, EU27 (%)

womenmen

0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

Under 35 35–49 50+

Figure 27 : Hiding one’s feelings, always or most of the time, by gender and sector, EU27 (%)
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Consequences of mistakes 

Another type of emotional demand arises from the conse-
quences of mistakes workers make in their jobs. The more 
severe the consequences, the more pressure that is put 
on workers to avoid making mistakes, which may result 
in strain. Men are much more likely to report that making 
a mistake in their work could result in either physical harm 
to others or financial loss to the organisation (Figure 28). 
The differences between age groups are more or less 
the same for men and for women, as are the differences  
for physical harm and financial loss, with workers in the 
middle age group (35–49 years) reporting slightly higher 
levels than younger and older workers.

Lack of autonomy

Epidemiological research has shown that a lack of auton-
omy increases the probability of cardiovascular diseases. 
The combination of high demands and low autonomy is 
associated with a higher propensity to cardiovascular 
disease, as well as to mental health problems (Belkic et 
al, 2004; Kivimaki et al, 2006; Bonde, 2008; DARES and 
DREES, 2009).

Procedural autonomy refers to the ability to change or 
choose the order of tasks, the speed or rate of work and 
the method of work. Developments over time show mixed 
results. The level of change is limited, while two out of 

three indicators in the EWCS show a limited increase in 
a lack of procedural autonomy:

 Ô 37% of workers report not being able to choose 
their method of work;

 Ô 34% report not being able to change the order of 
their tasks;

 Ô 30% report not being able to change their speed of 
work. 

Changes in other aspects of autonomy show more posi-
tive results: 

 Ô not having a say with regard to one’s working 
partners has declined slightly to 60% (from 64% in 
2005);

 Ô not being able to take a break when one wishes has 
declined to 33% (from 36% in 2005).

Finally, a lack of autonomy can occur where workers do 
not have the chance to learn and develop and/or to fully 
utilise their skills. As with many of the other psychoso-
cial factors, it is mainly workers in low-skilled jobs who 
are faced with these circumstances. The issue of mis-
match between tasks and duties is discussed more fully 
in Chapter 3.

Figure 28 : Consequences of mistakes, by age and gender, EU27 (%)
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Ethical conflicts

Ethical or value conflicts at work and feelings of usefulness 
are important psychosocial factors. Not having a sense 
of work well done or feeling that one’s work is not useful 
has been shown to lead to personal distress, which can 
be associated with health problems (Dejours, 1998). 

Although only a small proportion of workers suffer from 
the absence of a feeling of work well done or doing useful 
work, there are substantial differences between sectors. 
The proportion of workers in wholesale and retail and 
industry reporting ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ having the feeling of 
doing useful work is five times that in health or education. 
Similarly, the proportion of workers in transport reporting 
‘rarely’ or ‘never’ having the feeling of work well done is 
more than twice that in education, health and construction. 

Around 9% of workers report that their work ‘always’ or 
‘most of the time’ involves carrying out tasks that conflict 
with their personal values. The variation between sec-
tors is not large, but value conflicts appear to be most 
prevalent in construction and least prevalent in industry 
and education. A fuller discussion of the EWCS findings 
on feelings of work well done and of doing useful work is 
given in Chapter 3.

Poor social relationships 

Epidemiological studies have looked at the effect of social 
isolation at work and have found associations with absen-
teeism and the likelihood of having an accident at work, 
and also directly with physical health problems, such as 
cardiovascular diseases, as well as mental health prob-
lems (Lindblom, 2006; Ducharme et al, 2008). 

Lack of social support

The EWCS explores workers’ lack of social support (or 
social isolation) in a range of questions on the practi-
cal support and assistance workers receive from their 
colleagues and manager(s). The proportion of workers 
reporting lack of social support from colleagues declined 
from a level of 15% in 2005 to 10% in 2010. Perceived 
lack of support from managers also fell to 19% (24% 
in 2005). 

A sense of belonging and of affinity with the organisation 
and with fellow workers can compensate for the pressures 
workers have to contend with. Workers are more likely 
to be able to cope with work pressures when they feel 
at home in the organisation or when they feel they have 
good friends at work. 

The proportion of workers reporting they do not have good 
friends at work has been stable at around 10%. Workers 

in education, construction and public administration are 
the most likely to have good friends at work, while work-
ers in financial services, agriculture, transport and other 
services are the least likely. 

A different pattern is found for the indicator ‘feeling at 
home in the organisation’. Workers in agriculture, health 
and education are the most likely to feel at home in their 
organisation (over 75%), while workers in industry and 
transport are the least likely (65% for both sectors). 
Although overall these percentages are fairly high, it does 
mean that more than one in three workers in industry and 
transport do not agree with the statement that they feel 
at home in the organisation they work for.

Lack of role clarity 

A sense of social isolation or lack of support can result 
from not knowing what is expected in the job. In almost 
all sectors there is a small group of workers who ‘at least 
sometimes’ do not know what is expected of them at work 
(Figure 29). This is most common in financial services 
(8.2%), agriculture (7.4%) and construction (6.7%).

Poor leadership

There is a sizeable body of research on leadership styles 
in relation to creating good working conditions and in 
achieving the goals set for the organisation. Eriksson et 
al (2010) distinguish between management support for 
health-promoting activities and supportive management. 
The latter means that work is managed in a health-pro-
moting way, for example, by balancing the demands put 
on employees, supporting their participation and providing 
social support and recognition. 

New questions in the fifth EWCS tap into different aspects 
of leadership behaviour. The findings are generally positive: 

 Ô 95% of employees affirm that their immediate man-
ager respects them as a person;

 Ô over 80% say that their manager provides help and 
support, is good at resolving conflicts, and in plan-
ning and organising the work; 

 Ô 78% of workers report receiving feedback.

However, less than 70% report being encouraged to take 
part in important decisions. 

The importance of leadership for the well-being of work-
ers is demonstrated by the finding that employees who 
evaluate their manager positively are almost twice as likely 
to report being satisfied with their working conditions as 
those who evaluate their boss negatively. 



WorkIng EnvIronmEnt And Work orgAnIsAtIon

57

Adverse social behaviour

Adverse social behaviour means all acts of physical and 
verbal violence and intimidation at work. Bullying and 
violence in the workplace has been shown to be linked 
to mental health problems as well as to an increased risk 
of suicide (Leymann, 1990). 

The fifth EWCS contained six questions on various types of 
adverse social behaviour, relating to: verbal abuse; unwanted 
sexual attention; threats and humiliating behaviour; physical 
violence; bullying and harassment; and sexual harassment. 

The first three questions asked respondents whether they 
had suffered verbal abuse, unwanted sexual attention or 
threats and humiliating behaviour during the previous 
month. Verbal abuse is quite prevalent in the workplace, 
with 11% of workers reporting having experienced it in the 
timeframe. Humiliating behaviour occurs less frequently, 
with 5% of workers reporting having been humiliated or 
threatened in the previous month. Unwanted sexual atten-
tion is the least prevalent, being reported by just 2% of 
workers. A significant gender difference is found with 
regard to sexual behaviour, with women twice as likely 
as men to have received unwanted sexual attention in the 
month preceding the interview.

The next three questions asked respondents whether they 
had been subjected to physical violence, bullying and har-
assment, or sexual harassment during the previous year. 

Of these, bullying and harassment is the most prevalent, 
with 4% of workers reporting having been a victim of bul-
lying or harassment in the year preceding the survey. Only 
2% of workers report having been subjected to physical 
violence in the previous year and just around 1% of work-
ers said they were subjected to sexual harassment. Only 
with regard to sexual harassment is there a significant 
gender difference, with women almost three times as likely 
to be subjected to sexual harassment as men. 

To make comparisons easier, an index of exposure to 
adverse social behaviour was constructed.24 However, it is 
difficult to interpret the differences between countries con-
cerning exposure to adverse social behaviour (Figure 30), 
as the differences not only reflect variations in the actual 
prevalence of adverse social behaviour, but also cultural 
differences with regard to the type of behaviour that is 
considered adverse (e.g. when does ‘playful teasing’ turn 
into bullying? what type of sexual attention is unwanted?). 
Moreover, there are country differences in the likelihood 
of people reporting that they were subjected to any of 
these types of behaviour (while people might recognise 
that they are being bullied or harassed, they could feel 
that reporting it is socially less acceptable). 

Overall, reported levels of subjection to adverse social 
behaviour are lowest in Kosovo (3%) and Turkey (5%). 
Cyprus (7%) and Italy (8%) are the EU Member States 
with the lowest reported levels. Levels are highest in Aus-
tria (22%) and Finland (21%). Finland also stands out as 

Figure 29 : Not knowing what is expected in the job, at least sometimes, by sector, EU27 (%)
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24 The index assigns a score of 1 to anybody who was subjected to bullying, violence and sexual harassment in the past year and/or verbal 
abuse, humiliating behaviour and unwanted sexual attention in the past month. Respondents who were not subjected to any of these 
forms of adverse social behaviour were assigned a score of 0.
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being the country with the widest gap between reported 
levels for men (16%) and women (27%). Interestingly, the 
other highest scoring country, Austria, shows the oppo-
site result, with men (23%) reporting higher levels than 
women (20%). Although in most countries women report 
higher levels than men, Austria is not an exception: men 
also report significantly higher levels of adverse social 
behaviour than women in Greece and Turkey.

While remaining relevant, cultural differences have less of 
an impact on the comparison between sectors (Figure 31). 
Reported levels of subjection to adverse social behaviour are 
lowest in agriculture (6%) and construction (9%), and high-
est in transport (20%) and health (23%). Again, differences 
between men and women vary. In many sectors, men and 
women do not differ significantly in the extent to which they 
report exposure to adverse social behaviour, but in sectors 
where they do differ, the difference can go either way. 

In health and education (two sectors where female work-
ers are in the majority), men are more likely than women to 
report having been subjected to adverse social behaviour; 
however, the same pattern is found for construction, which 
has more male than female workers. In agriculture and 
financial services, on the other hand, more women than men 
report having been subjected to adverse social behaviour.

Job and work insecurity 

A final important psychosocial factor is job and work inse-
curity. The fear of losing one’s job and the effects that this 

might have, as well as the lack of career prospects, can 
have serious implications for the health and well-being, 
not only of the worker but also of other members of their 
household (Wichert, 2002). 

The fact that the survey was carried out during a time of 
economic crisis (first half of 2010) is likely to have affected 
the level of reported job insecurity.

Levels of job and employment security and the prospects 
of career advancement vary between sectors (Figure 32). 
In terms of job security, workers in the public services 
express highest levels, with 90% of workers in public 
administration, 89% in health and 88% in education 
expecting to be able to retain their job at least for the 
next six months. This compares with 79% of workers in 
industry and 78% in construction.

However, a different picture emerges when respondents 
are asked if they would find it easy to get a new equivalent 
job in the case of job loss. Workers in transport (42%), 
agriculture (38%) and construction (38%) are the most 
optimistic, while workers in financial services are the least 
convinced they will be able to find a new job with similar 
pay (19%). However, workers in financial services are by far 
the most positive about the prospects for career advance-
ment offered by their job, with 51% (strongly) agreeing 
that these are good. Workers in agriculture (14%) and, to 
a lesser extent, transport (24%) are the least optimistic 
in this regard.

Figure 30 : Workers subjected to adverse social behaviour, by gender and country (%)
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Figure 31 : Workers subjected to adverse social behaviour, by gender and sector, EU27 (%)
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Figure 32 : Job and work insecurity, by sector, EU27 (%)
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Awareness and prevention of health 
and safety risks at work

It is important to link exposure to health and safety risks to 
work organisation and other features of work and the worker. 
This is because a risk does not always lead to a nega-
tive health outcome, as protective factors and policies (at 
European, national, sectoral or company level) can be in 
place to mitigate or even prevent the risk occurring in the 
first place. Employers have a legal obligation to prevent 
risk. Following a risk assessment, employers are expected 
to put in place an appropriate risk management strategy, 
identifying appropriate prevention measures according to 
an explicit hierarchy – starting with risk elimination, then 
risk reduction and ending with provision of training and 
suitable protective equipment.

 Ô The EWCS captures the personal experience of 
workers and, from that perspective, gathers infor-
mation on organisational processes that can limit 
exposure to risk, such as task rotation and employee 
involvement in shaping work organisation, as well as 
on risk awareness - an important tool for both com-
panies and workers in protecting workers’ health. 

Examples of mitigating risk include modifying worker 
behaviour and imposing a requirement to use personal 
protective equipment. Safety shoes, helmets, goggles 
and other garments or equipment are available to protect 
the wearer’s body from injury by blunt impacts, electrical 
hazards, heat and infection. 

 Ô It is recognised that workers will try to achieve the 
best compromise between the task at hand and 
preserving and protecting their health (Volkoff et 
al, 2005). In addition, risk factors differ in terms the 
degree of seriousness of the negative outcome, the 
probability of the outcome happening, etc. Finally, 
physical and psychosocial risks can affect workers 
simultaneously or in interaction, and exposure to 
physical risk can lead to mental health problems 
just as exposure to psychosocial risk can result in 
physical issues. 

Perception of health and safety risks due 
to work

The proportion of workers in the EU27 reporting their health 
and safety to be at risk because of their work fell from 
31% in 2000 to 24% in 2010 (29% of men versus 19% of 
women). In most European countries, men are more likely 
than women to report that their health and safety is at risk 
because of their work. Gender differences in response 
to this question may be partly explained by occupational 
segregation. Employment status also plays a part: the 
self-employed (28%) report more often than permanently 

employed (24%) and workers in temporary employment 
(22%) that their health and safety is at risk because of their 
work. In this respect, there is less applicable legislation 
and dissemination of good practice for the self-employed. 

There are wide variations between occupations (Fig-
ure 33), with male agricultural workers almost three times 
(2.9) as likely to report that their health and safety is at 
risk because of their work as male managers. The ratio 
between female agricultural workers and female clerical 
workers is even greater (5.1). 

Men employed in the agriculture, transport and construc-
tion sectors as well as industry and health are more likely 
to report that their health and safety is at risk because 
of work. An average level of risk is reported by women 
working in agriculture, health, industry and transport. 

Differences in levels reported between countries (Fig-
ure 34), among other things, reflect awareness about 
topics, objective differences, differences in the economic 
structure of employment, and differences in legislation 
and preventive measures. 

Information about workplace risks

Closely related to whether workers feel their health and 
safety is at risk because of work is the extent to which 
they feel they are sufficiently informed about workplace 
risks. Overall, the vast majority of workers (90%) report 
being very well informed. This figure is back at the 2000 
level following a 5% drop in 2005. The fifth EWCS results 
produced the following findings on this matter:

 Ô Young workers seem to have almost closed the 
information gap and now report levels similar to 
other workers. 

 Ô Non-permanent workers are less likely than perma-
nent workers to report that they are ‘very well’ and 
‘well’ informed about the health and safety risks 
they face. 

 Ô The percentage of workers reporting they are not 
well informed is substantially higher among workers 
who work in single-person workplaces (13%). 

 Ô Workers on fixed term or temporary agency con-
tracts and workers who do not have a contract are 
most likely to report a lack of information on work-
place risks (Figure 35). 

 Ô Workers in elementary occupations stand out as 
being less well informed. Managers, technicians 
and professionals, on the other hand, are relatively 
well informed.
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Figure 33 : Perception of health or safety at risk, by gender and occupation, EU27 (%)
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Figure 34 : Perception of health or safety at risk, by gender and country, EU27 (%)
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Protective equipment

Respondents to the survey were asked whether their jobs 
require them to wear personal protective equipment. As 
is the case for exposure to physical risks, men are more 
likely than women to be in jobs that require the wear-
ing of personal protective equipment (Figure 36), since 
they tend to predominate in occupations such as skilled 
agricultural workers, plant and machine operators and 
craft and related trades workers. Men are also more likely 
than women to carry out tasks that require them to wear 
protective equipment. 

Unsurprisingly, exposure to physical risks is much higher 
in jobs that require the wearing of protective equipment 
than in jobs that do not. Furthermore, workers whose job 
requires the wearing of protective equipment but who admit 
to not always doing so report higher levels of exposure to 
physical risks than those who adhere to the requirement. 
This finding implies that, despite an awareness of exposure 
to physical risks (reflected in the reported high levels), 
some workers adopt a casual attitude about protective 
equipment. Workers try to find a balance between protect-
ing their health and carrying out their tasks efficiently and 

effectively. Where protective equipment is uncomfortable, 
unpractical or otherwise unsuitable, workers might choose 
not to wear it despite an awareness of the consequences.

Work organisation 
Work organisation is a broad concept that refers to the 
choices made within organisations on issues such as 
the structure of the production process, the relationship 
between staff and production departments, the respon-
sibilities at different hierarchical levels and the design of 
individual jobs (Valeyre, 2009).

Modernisation of work organisation has been on the Euro-
pean agenda for more than 20 years. Soft instruments in 
general have often been used to advance the discussion, 
as these issues are seen implicitly as a managerial pre-
rogative or an issue for social partner negotiations. The 
European employment strategy encourages and moni-
tors the ‘adaptability of businesses and their employees’. 
Among other things, it covers adaptability in terms of the 
organisation of work. Discussion has focused mostly on 
the ‘new forms of work organisation’ linked to flexibility, 

Figure 35 : Lack of information on workplace risks, by occupation and employment status, EU27 (%)
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industrial restructuring and productivity. The role of work 
organisation in relation to health, work–life balance, pro-
ductivity and innovation is the subject of debate. 

Europe’s commitment to smart growth has focused 
renewed attention on work organisation practices and 
these are now being discussed under the concept of 
‘workplace innovation’. As acknowledged by the Euro-
pean Economic and Social Committee (EESC, 2011), this 
concept needs to be clearly defined at European level; 
a review of the literature (for example, Totterdill, 2009; 
Dhondt, 2011; Pot, 2011), together with some EU policy 
documents, provides converging suggestions on what 
workplace innovation is. Examples are given below.

 Ô Workplace innovation is an important part of suc-
cessful innovation in an organisation. It is comple-
mentary to technological innovation.

 Ô Workplace innovation combines interventions in 
the fields of work organisation, human resource 
management and supportive technologies. Areas 
for improvement can include ‘work processes, work 
organisation, working methods, the physical work-
ing environment and tools, professional skills and 
working practices, and management and leader-
ship’ (EESC, 2011, p. 22).

 Ô The expected benefits of workplace innovation 
have a positive impact on companies’ overall 
profitability, improve job satisfaction and reduce 
sickness absence, save energy and resources, and 
sustainably improve the productivity of the organi-
sation. These benefits will reduce long-term costs 
to companies (EESC, 2011). 

 Ô Workplace innovation can be conducive to ‘simul-
taneous improvement of performance and quality 
of working life ... under certain conditions such as 
the participation of employees in change pro-
jects’ (Pot, 2011). Workplace innovation is inher-
ently a social process. ‘It is about building skills 
and competence through creative collaboration’ 
(Dhondt et al, 2011). There is empirical evidence 
that the likelihood of workplace innovation is 
increased by good working relations, working envi-
ronment and conditions of work.

Data from the EWCS provide a unique source of informa-
tion at European level for describing and characterising 
work organisation in Europe as they allow for the identifi-
cation of current practices and relate them to the quality 
of work and employment of workers.25 As highlighted 
by Valeyre et al (2009) in a secondary analysis of work 
organisation from the fourth EWCS, the data available 

Figure 36 : Exposure to physical risks, by requirement and use of protective equipment 
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25 The next edition of Eurofound’s European Company Survey (2012–2013) will deal with work organisation, workplace innovation, worker 
participation and social dialogue in companies, and will complement data from the EWCS on these topics.
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in the EWCS are rich. It is not possible in this overview 
report to present detailed findings or analysis. This sec-
tion looks at: 

 Ô elements influencing the nature of work such as 
use of technology, contact with clients and use of 
quality standards;

 Ô key dimensions of a worker’s job design at indi-
vidual level (autonomy, social support and pace-of-
work determinants); 

 Ô practices often associated with ‘modern’ or ‘high 
performance’ workplaces (such as task rotation, 
teamwork and worker involvement) that lead to 
incremental improvements in the efficiency of work 
processes and the quality of its products. 

Box 2 : Employee representation 

In the European context, social dialogue at its various levels is considered to be an essential element of democratic 
governance. Social dialogue, indeed, is a core part of the European social model, contributing to a sound process of 
social and economic development and cohesion. Research on the relationship between social dialogue and the improve-
ment of working conditions shows that the existence of employee representation in the workplace can be a determining 
factor for improving working conditions (Voss, 2009; Oxford Research, 2011). Therefore, if and how employees are 
represented in the workplace are issues related to the quality of their working conditions. 

Eurofound’s European industrial relations dictionary1 defines employee representation as ‘the right to seek a union or 
individual to represent employees for the purpose of negotiating with management on such issues as wages, hours, 
benefits and working conditions’. Employee representation in the workplace can take different forms, from employee 
delegates to works councils, from trade union delegates to health and safety committees. There are several types of 
representative bodies and structures which vary, among other aspects, according to national characteristics, regula-
tions and establishment size.

Given the topic’s complexity, the EWCS acknowledges the difficulty in drawing a reliable picture of the collective 
aspects of workers’ representation via a survey of individual workers. Nevertheless, the EWCS tries to explore the issue 
by addressing two related aspects: the existence of an employee representative in the workplace (Q63) and whether 
work-related problems have been raised with an employee representative (Q62B). In 2010, 45% of European employees 
reported having an elected employee acting as a representative in the local unit of the company for which they work. 
Clearly this figure does not give the overall picture of employee representation in Europe. For a more precise interpre-
tation of the figures, one should keep in mind that there are at least two limitations to the data. First, the respondents’ 
possible lack of knowledge, as there are employees who are not aware of the existence of a local representative in 
their workplace (4% answered ‘don’t know’ to Q63). Second, the limited coverage of the question on the existence of 
a representative in the workplace excludes representatives that may be in the company but not at the respondent’s 
workplace level (in another establishment, for example).

The need for a careful interpretation of the data is illustrated by the fact that not all the employees who report having 
raised work-related problems with an employee representative in the 12 months prior to the survey (representing 19% 
of the total) mention the existence of a representative at the workplace. This indicates that, in some cases, individuals 
may have representation in the company as a whole but not in the local unit where they work. 

It is possible to get a more accurate estimate of the extent of employee representation by combining the answers to 
the two questions regarding the existence of an employee representative in the workplace and raising a work-related 
problem with an employee representative. Using this formula, about 52% of employees in the EU27 report having an 
employee representative in their organisation (Figure 37).

1 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/ >>>
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Employee representation varies according to sector and the size of the establishment. Agriculture, wholesale, retail, 
food and accommodation, construction, and other services have lower levels of employee representation than the 
EU27 average. Transport and public administration have high levels, with two-thirds or more of employees reporting 
having some sort of employee representation. 

The European Information and Consultation Directive (2002/14/EC) established the rights to information and consulta-
tion between employers and employee representatives in enterprises with at least 50 employees or establishments with 
at least 20 employees (European Parliament, 2002). Not surprisingly, among those workers declaring that they have 
employee representation, the proportion of employees working in local units with 50 or more employees is consider-
ably higher than that of those working in smaller units. Nevertheless 25% of individuals working in small units (2–9 
employees) reported having a representative (Figure 38). 

Figure 37 : Employee representation, by country (%)
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Figure 38 : Employee representation, by sector and establishment size, EU27 (%)
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The nature of work 

This section looks at three practices influencing the nature 
of work and the constraints under which it is performed: 

 Ô contact with clients and people outside the 
workplace;

 Ô use of technology;

 Ô use of quality standards. 

Dealing with external people at work

An important dimension of work is direct contact with 
people external to the workplace such as customers, 
passengers, pupils and patients. This indicator has been 
measured in the EWCS since its second wave in 1995 with, 
overall, little change over time being reported. 

Different patterns can be distinguished according to work-
ers’ sex and age (Figure 39). In general, more women 
than men have a job that involves contact with external 
people. But while the proportion does not vary significantly 
for men when age is taken into account, the proportion 
of individuals stating that their job involves dealing with 
customers, patients and so on is highest for the youngest 
female group and decreases with age. This is one more 
aspect of the gender division of labour. 

Contact with people external to work varies significantly 
between sectors. As expected, it is a common feature 
of such sectors as health, education and wholesale and 
retail; in these sectors, more than 6 out of every 10 work-
ers have to deal with external people. Agriculture, industry 
and construction are the sectors in which most workers 
do not have to deal with external people or only to a small 
extent. 

The proportion of workers dealing with people external 
to work also varies considerably between occupations. 
Service and sales workers, obviously, but also profes-
sionals and managers are the occupational categories 
involving more external contact. Workers in occupa-
tions commonly found in sectors involving less external 
contact naturally show lower levels of external contact; 
that is the case for agricultural workers, craft and related 
trades workers, elementary occupations, and plant and 
machine operators. 

The subject of workers whose job involves visiting cus-
tomers, patients and clients is dealt in the earlier section 
on working time and place of work. The extent to which 
workers’ pace of work is determined by direct demand 
from customers, passengers, pupils or patients is dis-
cussed later in this chapter. 

Figure 39 : Dealing with external people at work, by age and gender, EU27 (%)
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Technology in the workplace

Technologies that enable the production of goods and 
services, allowing for more efficient communication and 
innovation processes, are at the core of Europe’s commit-
ment to ‘smart, sustainable and inclusive growth’ (Euro-
pean Commission, 2010a). The European Union’s focus 
on investment in human capital for education and skills 
growth in its guidelines on employment policies in the 
Member States reinforces this commitment, as a skilled 
workforce is better prepared to develop, and make more 
efficient use of, technologies. 

The EWCS includes four questions that can be used as 
indicators of the use of information and communication 
technologies (ICT) and of more traditional types of technol-
ogy (such as hand-tools and machines) in the workplace. 
The variables used for this purpose are:

 Ô working with a computer;

 Ô using the internet or email for professional 
purposes;

 Ô exposure to vibrations from hand-tools or 
machinery;

 Ô pace of work dependent on the automatic speed of 
a machine or movement of a product. 

The EWCS data are consistent with a significant increase 
in the use of ICT at work. The trend perspective provided 
by data for the EC12 (the original 12 Member States prior 
to enlargement) since the first EWCS in 1991 shows that 
the proportion of people using computers at work has 
steadily risen during the past 20 years: the proportion of 
workers reporting using a computer ‘almost all the time’ 
or ‘most of their time’ at work more than doubled from 
around 14% in 1991 to 31% in 2010. Although it is not 
possible to look at trends in the use of the internet and 
email for work (the question was asked for the first time 
in 2005), the 4 percentage point increase between 2005 
and 2010 in both the group of 12 new Member States 
post-enlargement and the EU27 also suggests an upward 
trend in ICT use at work. 

The opposite trend can be observed in relation to the use 
of more traditional types of technology. The data show 
a steady decrease in the proportion of people working with 
machines over the past 15 years, as indicated by proxy 
through the proportion of workers exposed to machine 
vibrations and those whose work depends on the speed of 
a machine. The same evolution in traditional technologies 
and ICT can be seen for the EU27 and the 12 new Member 
States, although the proportions are slightly lower in the 
former than in the latter. 

A composite indicator was created from the four variables 
following the approach used by Dhondt et al (2002) and in 
the fourth EWCS (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007). Based on the 
predominance of the different types of technology used at 
work, the indicator distinguishes four categories of workers: 

 Ô those whose work is greatly determined by the use 
of computers and the internet but not machinery, 
classified as ‘ICT’;

 Ô those whose work is greatly determined by the use 
of machinery but not computers or the internet, 
classified as ‘machinery’;

 Ô those whose work is greatly determined by both, 
classified as ‘ICT and machinery’; 

 Ô those whose work is not significantly determined by 
either ICT or machinery, classified as ‘irrelevant use 
of technology’.

While the proportion of those whose work is mainly 
determined by the use of ICT (by itself or coupled with 
machinery) is increasing, the proportion of those whose 
work is determined mainly by the use of machinery, and 
especially of those for whom the use of technology is not 
so important, is plummeting (Figure 40). 

Health, public administration, education and financial 
services are the sectors where ICT use is above the 
EU average and the use of machinery is almost irrel-
evant (Figure 41). Sectors such as industry, transport, 
construction and agriculture have more reported use 
of machinery.

In terms of occupation, the findings point to three groups 
(Figure 42). Skilled agricultural workers, elementary 
occupations, plant and machine operators and craft 
and related trades workers make up a group character-
ised by little use of ICT and extensive use of machinery. 
Managers, technicians, clerical support workers and 
professionals make extensive use of ICT, while exclusive 
use of machinery is almost negligible. Service and sales 
workers show an intermediate pattern in which machin-
ery, even coupled with ICT, does not play an important 
role, and ICT is not as important as for managers and 
professionals but is more important than for operators 
and elementary occupations. 

There are also important differences according to indi-
vidual characteristics such as sex and level of educational 
attainment. Use of ICT is higher for female workers while 
use of machinery is higher for men. Finally, the use of ICT 
increases significantly with the level of educational attain-
ment; however, for those with a low level of education the 
use of machinery and machinery with ICT is more prevalent. 
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Figure 41 : Technology use by sector, EU27 (%)
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Use of quality standards at work

Standardisation (see, for example, Pokinska, 2007) is a 
phenomenon linked to globalisation as it allows for easier 
coordination and control in the global market. Interac-
tion between organisations is made easier if they fol-
low the same standards and if products and processes 
are compatible with each other; moreover, the work of 
other organisations (general contractors, subcontractors) 
becomes easier to predict. From another perspective, the 
total quality management (TQM) approach emphasises 
standardisation as an important tool in achieving organi-
sational excellence. 

The impact of standardisation on working conditions can 
be positive or negative. For example, some argue that 
formalisation ensures that best practice (which can also 
be the safest) is the norm and that it reduces uncertainties 
and therefore stress, ultimately helping workers to perform 
better (as well as managers to supervise the quality of their 

work). However, it is also argued that standardised work 
is monotonous and may reduce the creativity and com-
mitment of workers as well as the potential for learning. 

The EWCS shows that more workers meet quality standards 
since 2000, while the practice of self-assessment of quality 
of work has remained stable. Assessing the quality of their 
own work (73% in the EU27) and meeting quality standards 
(72%) are common for workers in Europe, with slightly more 
men than women working in such ways. Assessing the 
quality of their own work characterises work in the educa-
tion (80%), health (79%) and construction (78%) sectors; 
meeting precise quality standards is particularly common in 
the construction (85%) and health (77%) sectors but also in 
industry (84%). Agriculture, wholesale and retail, and public 
administration report lower levels than average for both 
indicators. Assessing the quality of one’s own work is least 
common in the transport sector (63%), and the education 
sector has the lowest proportion of people whose work 
involves meeting precise quality standards (66%). 

Figure 42 : Technology use by occupation, EU27 (%)
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Occupations also differ in the extent of standardisation as 
well as how it is applied. Assessing the quality of one’s own 
work is most common for managers and professionals (84% 
for both occupations). Self-assessing quality is least com-
mon for plant and machine operators, as well as workers 
in elementary occupations (61% for both). Craft and trades 
workers most often meet precise quality standards in their 
work (89%). This is least common for service and sales 
workers, skilled agricultural workers, and those in elemen-
tary occupations (65%−68%). Employees with a temporary 
agency contract report the highest level of precise quality 
standards of work (80%), reflecting both the sectors that 
make most use of temporary agency work and the high level 
of standardisation of work offered in this market. 

Core dimensions of individual-level  
job design 

Because work organisation is mainly relevant for employ-
ees in workplaces where tasks need to be divided in 
a more or less formal way, the analyses presented in the 
remainder of this chapter cover only workplaces with 10 
or more employees. Workers in the armed forces are also 
excluded in the analysis.

Autonomy

As indicated in the section on psychosocial risks, the 
higher the level of autonomy, the better the resources 
available to workers to do their job. 

In general, about half of the EU27 workforce enjoys a high 
level of procedural autonomy, with 46% of workers able 
to control the methods, speed and order of their work. 
The levels of procedural autonomy differ greatly across 
occupations (Figure 43). The highest percentage is found 
among managers (76% of men and 73% of women), and 
the lowest percentage is found among plant and machine 
operators (24% of men and 17% of women). 

Differences between economic sectors are less pro-
nounced; the highest levels are in education (64%) and 
financial services (56%) and the lowest levels in transport 
(30%), agriculture (37%) and industry (41%). 

On average women report slightly more procedural auton-
omy than men; this is more pronounced for both younger 
and older workers. However, men aged 35–49 years report 
1 percentage point more procedural autonomy than their 
female counterparts. 

Figure 43 : Procedural autonomy, by gender and occupation, EU27 (%)
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Country differences are quite important, with the lowest 
prevalence of autonomy being reported in the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (24%), Greece (29%) and 
Bulgaria (31%), and the highest in Malta (80%), Denmark 
(69%) and Finland (64%). The prevalence of a high level 
of autonomy has barely changed over time.

Factors determining the pace of work 

A key element of job design is the pace or the rate at which 
people carry out their work. Several types of constraints 
can affect this:

 Ô ‘automatic’ constraints linked to the operation of 
a machine or to the position in the production flow;

 Ô ‘norm-based’ constraints relating to production or 
performance targets;

 Ô ‘hierarchical’ constraints linked to the direct control 
of a superior;

 Ô ‘market’ constraints linked to interaction with 
customers;

 Ô ‘horizontal’ constraints related to dependence on 
the work of colleagues. 

In order to capture the prevalence of the pace constraints 
determining the rhythm of work, respondents were asked 
whether the pace of their work is dependent on:

 Ô the automatic speed of a machine or movement of 
a product (reported by 21%);

 Ô numerical production targets or performance tar-
gets (47%);

 Ô direct control of their boss (43%);

 Ô direct demands from people such as customers, 
passengers, pupils or patients (64%);

 Ô work done by colleagues (45%).

The higher the number of pace determinants, the higher 
is the strain put on workers (Burchell et al, 2009). Workers 
not only have to cope with an increased number of con-
straints but are faced with the additional task of balancing 
them, while being limited in their capacity to anticipate 
their workload as well as to carry out their work safely.26 

Overall, 11% of employees report no pace determinants, 
53% report one or two pace determinants and 37% report 
three or more. It is the latter category in particular that 

can be expected to suffer the consequences: this group 
is most prevalent among managers (52%) and craft and 
related trades workers (55%), and smallest among pro-
fessionals (31%). 

Differences between sectors appear to be more important, 
with the proportion of workers faced with more than three 
pace determinants being highest in industry and construc-
tion (both 53%) and lowest in public administration (30%) 
and education (24%). 

Men (43%) more often report than women (37%) three or 
more pace determinants. The incidence and likelihood 
of facing three or more constraints decrease with age. 
Again, country differences are quite important, with the 
proportion of workers facing three or more pace constraint 
being highest in Greece and Ireland (both 56%), the UK 
(55%) and Hungary (54%), and lowest in the Netherlands 
(23%) and Denmark (25%).

In addition to this fairly objective indicator of work inten-
sity, respondents were asked to give a more subjective 
assessment through questions on the prevalence of work-
ing at high speed and to tight deadlines and of not hav-
ing enough time to get the job done at least half of their 
working time (Table 12). For these indicators, there are 
significant differences within occupations and between 
men and women. Overall, men are more likely to report 
working at high speed or having tight deadlines at least 
half of their working time.

Plant and machine operators and craft and related trades 
workers report the highest levels of working at high speed. 
Although these occupations also show a relatively high 
prevalence of working to tight deadlines, this factor is most 
common among managers. Managers, female profession-
als, technicians and associate professionals, and male 
skilled agricultural workers more often report not having 
enough time to get the job done.

Working at high speed decreases with age. Working to 
tight deadlines is most prevalent among 35–49-year-olds, 
and there is little difference between age groups in the 
extent to which they report not having enough time to 
get the job done. 

The construction sector has a comparatively high preva-
lence of working to tight deadlines (66%) as well as at 
high speed (61%). Tight deadlines are also very common 
in financial services (65%), while working at high speed 
occurs relatively frequently in industry (56%) and whole-
sale, retail, food and accommodation (58%). Education is 
the sector with by far the lowest prevalence of working to 
tight deadlines (27%) and working at high speed (27%). 

26 For example in times of emergency, a nurse will lift a patient rather than use the equipment designed to assist them, or, as a consequence 
of a change in route, a truck driver will lift a heavy load they might not have done had the goods been packed the best way for the route.
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Reports of rarely having enough time to get the job done 
are most prevalent in financial services (38%) and health 
(35%), and least prevalent in public administration (24%) 
and agriculture (24%).

Turkey has by far the highest level of subjective work 
intensity, ranking the highest on all three indicators. 
Other countries that rank high are Austria, Cyprus 
and Germany. Countries with relatively low levels of 
subjective work intensity are Albania, Bulgaria and 
Latvia.

Frequent disruptive interruptions 

When asked how often they have to interrupt work 
to take on an unforeseen task, 33% of respondents 
report this happens ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ often; 9% see these 
interruptions as positive, 39% say they have no conse-
quences, and 52% find them disruptive. This last cat-
egory is particularly interesting. Interruptions can be 
an inherent part of the job (for example, the health of 
a patient taking a turn for the worst), but can also be 
a sign of poor work organisation (having to deal with 
unplanned, tight deadlines) or mismanagement. Or they 
can be an indication of carrying out work as part of a 
network of relationships. 

The incidence of frequent disruptive interruptions has 
been increasing since 2000, when it was reported by 10% 
of workers. Overall in 2010 (as in 2005), 17% of employ-
ees report frequent disruptive interruptions: women (18%) 
are slightly more likely to experience them than men 
(16%). Managers (33%) report the highest levels, and 
plant and machine operators and skilled agricultural 
workers report the lowest (less than 10%). Relatively 
high levels are reported in health (27%) and financial 
services (24%), and low levels in agriculture (7%) and 
transport (11%).

‘Modern’ work organisation practices 

Over the past 15 years, a number of managerial practices 
and new modes of work organisation have been advo-
cated and promoted as instruments that could contribute 
to increased globalisation. They might also support the 
development of the so-called ‘flexible’ company presented 
as the answer to the mass production model, which had 
been shown to have serious drawbacks (European Com-
mission, 1997).

A number of models and practices are discussed under 
the terms ‘high trust’, ‘high skills’ and ‘high performance’. 
These new models of work organisation are expected to 
contribute to increased learning and the development of 
new skills, and lead away from the hierarchical way of 
organising companies. 

Task rotation

Task rotation in the EU27 is available to about half (51%) 
of the employees working in organisations with 10 or more 
employees. Task rotation covers a variety of situations: 

 Ô the tasks involved may or may not require different 
skills (the latter case is referred to as multiskilling);

 Ô the scheme may or may not be controlled by 
management (the latter case is referred to as an 
autonomous scheme). 

The most common scheme of task rotation is manage-
ment-controlled multiskilling (30%). The ‘innovative prac-
tice’ of autonomous multiskilling task rotation is practised 
by 10% of employees in European workplaces with 10 or 
more employees; management-controlled fixed task rota-
tion is practised by 8% of employees; and autonomous 
fixed task rotation is marginal (2%). 

Table 12 : Subjective measures of work intensity, by gender and occupation, EU27 (%)

High speed  
(at least half the time)

Tight deadlines  
(at least half the time)

Enough time to do job 
(sometimes, rarely or never)

Men Women Men Women Men Women

Managers 44 52 69 73 32 37

Professionals 39 34 51 43 28 30

Technicians and associate professionals 46 51 52 55 27 31

Clerical support workers 50 45 58 47 27 21

Service and sales workers 47 53 38 40 26 27

Skilled agricultural workers 51 48 44 39 34 10

Craft and related trades workers 57 67 60 66 28 20

Plant and machine operators 57 74 58 67 28 28

Elementary occupations 57 53 56 48 24 23
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It is argued that task rotation can increase productivity 
for at least four reasons: 

 Ô workers are able to carry out more tasks; 

 Ô coordination between workers is easier, as all 
workers know the tasks to be performed; 

 Ô workers can be allocated to different tasks accord-
ing to production needs; 

 Ô task rotation facilitates the regular maintenance of 
machines, which in turn reduces breakdowns. 

It has also been welcomed for its benefit to workers’ well-
being, as it can be a useful instrument in mitigating the 
effects of repetitiveness and can therefore be used in the 
prevention of repetitive strain disorders such as muscu-
loskeletal disorders. 

Task rotation is also useful in relation to the learning 
opportunities it provides or in preventing boredom and 
monotony when the tasks at hand are deemed to increase 
motivation. As such, it contributes to job enrichment and, 
when skills are transferable, possibly to employment secu-
rity. When task rotation schemes are implemented by an 
autonomous group, the multiskilling can go beyond task 
enrichment at the individual level and can address the 
whole production unit. 

Autonomous multiskilling task rotation systems are 
deemed to be associated with higher performance for 
companies as well as motivation for workers. Such 
schemes are slightly more common among the middle  
age group of workers (35–49 years) – 11% – and are prac-
tised by 18% of managers, 14% of professionals and 11% 
of technicians. They are also common in health (19%), 
education (12%), financial services and construction (11%) 
(Figure 44). Three countries are at the vanguard of this 

Figure 44 : Task rotation for workers in companies with 10 or more employees, by sector (%)
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practice: Denmark, where 35% of employees in organi-
sations with 10 or more employees work under this type 
of scheme, the Netherlands (25%) and Norway (18%). 
In 14 countries (Albania, Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech 
Republic, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Malta, Poland, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Turkey), these practices 
are marginal and cover less than 5% of the workforce, 
with the other countries lying in between. 

Management-controlled multiskilling task rotation (30%) 
is the most common form of task rotation; its incidence is 
slightly more common for men than for women (2 percent-
age points more) and decreases with age. It is practised 
by 41% of craft workers, 31% of technicians and pro-
fessionals, and least practised by managers (19%). It is 
practised by more than one-third of workers in the health 
sector (37%), and about one-third of workers in construc-
tion and industry (both 33%) (Figure 44). Incidence varies 
quite a lot across countries, with 65% in Slovenia, 46% 
in Bulgaria and 39% in Finland, compared with 18% in 
Hungary and Portugal. 

Management-controlled task rotation is practised by 8% 
of employed workers and decreases with age. It is slightly 
more common for elementary occupations (15%), plant 
and machine operators (14%), and among workers in the 
transport and wholesale, retail, food and accommoda-
tion sectors (12% for both sectors). Employed workers in 
Greece (20%), the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(16%), Portugal (15%), and Cyprus and Turkey (14% each) 
report the highest use of this practice.

Autonomous fixed task rotation is little seen as only 2% of 
employed workers (mostly workers in elementary occupa-
tions and service workers) in Europe work this way. It is 
slightly more common in Denmark, Sweden and the UK 
(4% each). 

The coexistence of different practices within countries 
illustrates how different modes of work organisation coex-
ist in one country and refutes simplistic explanations of 
a move towards a single best practice. 

Teamwork 

Teamwork is seen as an alternative way of working to a 
high division of labour as ‘business as usual no longer 
works’ (Applebaum and Batt, 1994). Teamwork is sup-
posed to lead to higher outputs, less absenteeism as well 
as a more committed workforce, to be associated with 
broader job content, less stressful work, and improved 
relationships at work. 

Teamwork can result in numerous positive benefits such 
as an increase in the expertise of the team members, an 
improvement of working processes through drawing on 

different skills and strengths, as well as increased crea-
tivity and collaboration. However, it can lead to higher 
work pressure in some instances (for example, in lean 
production).

Teamwork reflects a wide variety of practices. It also 
builds on different research traditions based on the 
sociotechnical model, which relies on significant team 
autonomy, or on lean production models, characterised 
by less autonomy. 

The EWCS found different types of teamwork, including 
cases where the team has little autonomy and resembles 
what is referred to as ‘low road’ teamworking and lean 
production, and cases of self-managed autonomous teams 
consistent with with the sociotechnical teams of the ‘high 
road’. Expectations in terms of benefit are different, in 
particular in relation to learning. 

Considering teamwork in general, nearly half of employed 
European workers (48%) always belong to the same team. 
Some (19%) work in several teams, while 32% do not work 
in a team or group.

Workers were asked to describe some characteristics of 
the team in which they work most of the time. This allows 
the following characterisation of teamwork in Europe for 
companies with 10 or more employees:

 Ô 20% of employees work in self-managed teams 
where the team can select its leader, the timetable 
of work and the division of tasks; 

 Ô 20% of employees work in teams with at least one 
positive answer on autonomy; 

 Ô 27% of employees work in teams where the division 
of tasks, the timetable of work and the team leader 
are decided outside the team; 

 Ô 32% of employees do not work in a team. 

Women report slightly more than men that they work in 
highly autonomous teams from the middle of their career 
onwards. Fewer women than men work in teams with no 
autonomy. The proportion of employees not working in 
teams increases with age by 4 percentage points.

Participation in autonomous teamwork follows the usual 
gradient by occupation: the higher the level of educational 
attainment necessary for the occupation, the higher the 
frequency of autonomous teamwork. It should be noted 
that there is a difference between the individual’s auton-
omy and that of the team. In this case, the autonomy of 
the team is measured and used to characterise the dif-
ferent types of teams. 
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Not working in a team is more frequent in sectors where 
people tend to work alone, such as transport (49%), other 
services and wholesale and retail (both 35%), At the other 
end of the spectrum, only 20% of employees in the health 
sector do not work in a team (Figure 45). Portugal and 
Turkey have the highest incidence of not working in a team 
(over 45%). About a third of managers, plant and machine 
operators, workers in elementary occupations and craft 
workers work in a team that does not have autonomy; 
this is the same proportion for those working in industry. 

A slightly above average frequency of teamwork with 
medium autonomy is reported in health (24%), public 
administration and financial services (both at 23%) and 
education (21%). Norway (32%), the Netherlands (31%), 

Sweden (28%), Denmark (27%), Latvia (26%), and Finland 
and Romania (25% each) report a higher-than-average 
incidence of such practices. 

Self-managed autonomous teamwork is most frequent 
for professionals (30%), managers (24%) and technicians 
(23%). Autonomous self-managed teams are more common 
in health (31%), education (28%) and public administration 
(21%), and are less prevalent in transport (9%). They are 
also more frequent in Denmark (38%), Sweden (34%), Fin-
land (33%), Norway (32%), Ireland (31%), Luxembourg (26%), 
and Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Lithuania and 
Germany (all 22%–23%). The lowest level of autonomous 
teamwork is found in Portugal where only 3% of workers 
report working in a team with a high level of autonomy. 

Figure 45 : Types of teamwork, by sector (%)
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Workplace innovation 

The fifth EWCS contains new questions designed to 
measure the participation of workers in work improve-
ment processes. These questions were inspired by the 
work of Dutch researchers and practitioners on social 
innovatie (workplace innovation) and cover a set of three 
practices (Table 13). 

A scale27 was produced to measure the implementation of 
this set of practices, which allow employees to contribute 
to improvements as well as setting performance targets. 
The scale ranges from 1 (none of the practices in use) 
to 5 (all of the practices in use). According to this scale 
(in which the EU27 scores 3.0 overall), male employees 
(3.0) are slightly more exposed to these practices than 
women (2.9). The practices are more frequent for older 
employees (3.6 for men and 3.5 for women). Managers by 
far report higher levels of being exposed to such practices 
(4.0); technicians (3.2) and professionals (3.1) also report 
higher-than-average levels of such practices. Workers 
in elementary occupations (2.3) and plant and machine 
operators (2.4) are least exposed to these practices, 
reflecting again the traditional gradient by occupation. 

In all but elementary and clerical occupations, women 
report lower levels of work innovation than men.

Education (3.5), health (3.2) and financial services (3.2) 
report higher-than-average levels of work innovation 
practices and transport and agriculture (both at 2.7), the 
lowest levels. 

Contractual status affects participation in workplace 
innovation: workers with a permanent contract report 
a higher level of such practices (3.1) than workers with 
a fixed-term contract (2.7) or workers with a temporary 
agency contract (2.5).

There are also important differences between countries. 
These practices are least frequent in Turkey (2.7), Greece 
(2.8), Italy (2.8), Bulgaria (2.8), Germany (2.8), France (2.8) 
and Spain (2.9). They are more frequent in Kosovo (3.8), the 
Netherlands (3.5), Norway (3.5), Ireland (3.5) and Finland 
(3.4). In a few countries (Austria, Bulgaria, Kosovo, Nor-
way, Slovakia and Sweden) women report being exposed 
to these types of practices more than men. A number of 
countries have developed programmes that support these 
practices (see Totterdill, 2009; Pot, 2011).

Table 13 : Participation in work improvement processes (%)

Response Always
Most of 
the time

Some-
times

Rarely Never

You are involved in improving the work organisation or  
work processes of your department or organisation

20 23 21 13 23

You can influence decisions that are important for your work 11 21 28 18 22

You are consulted before targets for your work are set 21 25 20 13 21

27 Cronbach’s α = .754. Cronbach’s α (alpha) is a coefficient of reliability, commonly used as a measure of the internal consistency of a set of 
items. A set of items needs to have a Cronbach’s α of at least .7 to be deemed sufficiently consistent to be combined into a reliable scale.
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Box 3 : Workplace innovation practices and selected working conditions: an empirical 
analysis 

In general, innovative workplace practices are associated with higher commitment and learning but often also with 
exposure to strenuous working conditions. 

Task rotation and selected working conditions 

Workers involved in management-controlled task rotation schemes report a higher exposure to tiring or painful 
working positions and to carrying heavy loads for at least a quarter of the time (Table 14) than those involved in 
autonomous task rotation schemes or not involved in task rotation schemes. 

In all cases, involvement in task rotation schemes is associated with a higher level of support by colleagues and 
managers.

Table 14 : Task rotation and working conditions (%)

Task rotation
Tiring or 
painful 

position** 

Carrying 
heavy load** 

Feel at home† 
Organisation 

motivates me†
Work well 

done† 

No task rotation* 40 25 65 56 80
Management-controlled fixed 52 38 62 56 76
Autonomous fixed 43 34 72 60 81
Management-controlled multiskilling 52 39 68 63 83
Autonomous multiskilling 41 31 78 65 88
Note: 
* Reference category
** At least a quarter of the time
† ‘Strongly agree’ and ‘Agree’
Bold indicates that the group was shown to significantly differ from the reference group in a logistic regression analysis controlling 
for age, gender, country, occupation and sector. 

Multiskilling schemes (management-controlled and autonomous) are associated with higher motivation, a higher 
reported feeling of being at home in the company, and work well done. The associations remain only for management-
controlled multiskilling when logistic regressions controlling for occupation and sector are carried out. 

>>>
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Multiskilling in general and autonomous multiskilling in particular are associated with more learning and creativity, 
whereas management-controlled fixed task rotation is associated with a high level of monotonous tasks and a lower 
than average level of task variety (Table 15).

Task rotation systems differ in their incidence and their associations with working conditions, confirming that the 
different schemes should not be amalgamated. Multiskilling schemes, and in particular autonomous ones, are associ-
ated with more task variety, increased commitment and a middle level of exposure to strenuous working conditions. 

Table 15 : Task rotation – learning and task variety (%)

Task rotation
Apply own 

ideas

Solving 
unforeseen 
problems

Complex 
tasks

Learning new 
things

Monotonous 
tasks

No task rotation* 49 80 57 66 44

Management-controlled fixed 36 69 44 59 57

Autonomous fixed 47 82 50 64 52

Management-controlled multiskilling 47 87 72 82 48

Autonomous multiskilling 66 93 77 82 39

Note: 
* Reference category
Bold indicates that the group was shown to significantly differ from the reference group in a logistic regression analysis control-
ling for age, gender, country, occupation and sector.

Teamwork and selected working conditions 

The EWCS found a higher incidence of tiring positions and carrying heavy loads associated with teamwork. As the 
autonomy of the team increases, the exposure to strenuous postures decreases; the association persists when 
sectors and occupations are controlled for (Table 16). 

Table 16 : Teamwork and working conditions (%)

Teamwork

Strenuous postures Commitment
Work well 

done†
Tiring or 
painful 

position** 

Carrying heavy 
load** 

Feel at 
home in this 

organisation† 

Organisation 
motivates me† 

No teamwork* 41 27 63 53 79

Team with no autonomy 50 37 64 59 79

Limited autonomous teams 45 31 71 61 84

Self-managed autonomous teams 42 28 75 67 87

Note: 
* Reference category
** At least a quarter of the time
† ‘Strongly agree’ and ‘Agree’
Bold indicates that the group was shown to significantly differ from the reference group in a logistic regression analysis control-
ling for age, gender, country, occupation and sector.

>>>
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Teamwork is associated with having more say in the choice of working partners as the team’s level of autonomy 
increases. Workers involved in autonomous teams report a higher level of work well done and higher commitment. 
The relationship is weak but significant. Autonomous teamworking is associated with increased learning as well as 
more frequent use of quality standards (Table 17). 

Table 17 : Teamwork – learning and task variety (%)

Teamwork

Learning and task variety Meeting 
precise 
quality 

standards

Apply own 
ideas

Solving 
unforeseen 
problems

Complex 
tasks

Learning new 
things

No teamwork 45 78 53 62 71

Team with no autonomy 40 79 61 71 82

Limited autonomous teams 53 86 66 80 78

Highly self-managed autonomous teams 66 91 75 82 79

Note: 

* Reference category

Bold indicates that the group was shown to significantly differ from the reference group in a logistic regression analysis controlling 
for age, gender, country, occupation and sector.

Work innovation and selected working conditions 

At a first glance, the association between workplace innovation and working conditions (Table 18) suggests that it 
could be important to promote these practices at least to encourage better working lives. More detailed analyses 
and studies are needed to understand the conditions under which win–win agreements can be reached in the interest 
of both workers and companies. Adapting the EWCS’s design could help us to better understand the relationship 
between workplace innovation and companies’ performance and the improvement of working lives.

Table 18 : Workplace innovation – summary of EWCS responses 

Index of workplace innovation

Tiring or painful positions: Less than a quarter of the time 3.18
At least more than a quarter of the time 2.75

Carrying or moving heavy load: Less than a quarter of the time 3.11
At least more than a quarter of the time 2.71

I feel at home in this organisation: No 2.53
Yes 3.21

Work well done: Less often 2.5
Always or most of the time 3.10

Apply own ideas: Less often 2.42
Always or most of the time 3.57

Organisation motivates me to give my best 
performance:

Sometimes, rarely, never 2.57
Always/most of the time 3.28

Solving unforeseen problems: Yes 3.15
No 2.22

Monotonous tasks: No 3.20
Yes 2.74

Learning new things: Yes 3.22
No 2.39
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Quality of work 
and employment
Quality of work and employment remains high on the 
European policy agenda. Developing sustainable quality 
of work and employment is key to meeting the Europe 
2020 objectives with regard to smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth (European Commission, 2010a). 

Quality of work and employment has four dimensions: 

 Ô ensuring career and employment security;

 Ô maintaining and promoting the health and well-
being of workers;

 Ô developing skills and competences;

 Ô reconciling working and non-working life (Euro-
found, 2002). 

All four pillars need to be addressed if the EU aim of 
sustainable quality of work and employment is to be met. 

The EWCS gathers information on all these aspects, help-
ing to paint a picture of the quality of jobs in Europe. The 
survey findings give some clues on the areas or issues that 
require attention in order to develop good working condi-
tions for all workers. The findings highlight the importance 
of policies and actions at all levels (European, national, 
workplace and individual) in creating healthy working 
conditions. 

The first section of this chapter offers a global insight 
into satisfaction with working conditions, the intrinsic 
rewards the job can give, commitment to the organisa-
tion, and the factors that are important for a worker to 
be satisfied. 

One of the important contributors to the satisfaction of 
workers is having a balance between working time and 
family or private commitments. Work–life balance has 
gained even more importance in recent years as more 

women have entered the labour market. The increase in 
the number of dual-earner households poses challenges in 
balancing professional and household activities, and has 
an impact on the way men and women divide their time 
between their work and private lives. This is explored in the 
second section of this chapter, which describes both the 
state of play and the challenges men and women reported 
facing in 2010 when combining work and private life. 

Another important element for workers to be able to con-
tinue working is skills development throughout their working 
career. A long-standing European policy goal has been to 
move towards ‘the most competitive knowledge-based 
economy in the world’. Lifelong learning has therefore 
been extensively promoted as one means to achieve this 
ambitious goal. The changes in the content of jobs also 
require that workers learn new skills. The EWCS provides 
information on the possibilities for workers to develop their 
skills and expertise, the current balance between skills and 
duties, and the possibilities of receiving training at work. 
Training is only one part of lifelong learning but is neverthe-
less significant. For many, work is the main area for self-
development. The EWCS identified groups of lower-skilled 
workers with less access to a learning environment at work 
than higher-skilled workers. It also found that the culture 
of training is not spread evenly across Europe. The third 
section of the chapter explores these issues in more detail. 

Pay is an important element of quality of work and employ-
ment. Because the EWCS was carried out in the middle of 
the economic crisis, the 2010 survey included a new ques-
tion about changes in salary or income and working hours 
compared with the previous year (that is, January 2009). 
The section on financial security describes the earnings 
of individual workers and income at the household level. 
The picture of overall financial security is completed by the 
survey’s findings on workers’ perceptions of the possibility 
of losing their job and their prospects of finding a new job. 
The section ends with a discussion of households’ abilities 
to ‘make ends meet’.
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The final section of this chapter examines the health and 
well-being of workers. The EWCS includes a variety of 
indicators measuring health and well-being, such as physi-
cal and mental health, perceptions of the impact of work 
on health, sickness absence, presenteeism and workers’ 
assessment of the sustainability of their jobs.  Health and 
well-being indicators are then associated with a selec-
tion of working conditions known to impact on health 
outcomes. This selection of working conditions covers 
a wide range of domains, such as exposure to physical 
and psychosocial risks and work organisation features. 
Results indicate significant associations between certain 
working conditions and negative health outcomes, and 
confirm previous findings of other research. In addition, 
the health and well-being of workers differ substantially 
across occupations, sectors and countries.

Intrinsic rewards, 
commitment and satisfaction 
with working conditions

It is easy to recognise the value of feeling well when work-
ing. For some people, work can give a sense of meaning, 
for example, when performing tasks that are perceived 
as useful for a wider society, or when the tasks are done 
well and the objectives set for the work are met. At a more 
general level, many people spend a significant amount of 
time at work, and the feelings of work-related satisfaction 
or dissatisfaction also contribute to our overall quality of 
life (see, for example, Drobnič et al, 2010). Beyond the 
value of positive feeling for the individual, the benefits for 
organisations have been investigated widely, with several 
studies finding that job satisfaction can have an impact on 
productivity, absenteeism and turnover (see, for example, 
Furnham, 2005; Cabrita and Perista, 2006). 

Intrinsically rewarding work and job satisfaction are con-
sidered in the international policy debate where quality 
of work and sustainable working careers are promoted 
(see, for example, European Commission, 2010a). Job 
satisfaction has been promoted as a synthetic indicator 
summing up all individual preferences. This approach, 
however, has been shown to have limitations.  The EWCS 
measures job satisfaction with an overarching question 
on perceived satisfaction with working conditions,28 as 
well as specific questions on the intrinsic rewards of the 
job and commitment to the organisation. 

Reporting positive feelings related to work is common 
but some groups of workers report them more frequently 
than others. For example, self-employed workers stand 
out as a group who report high intrinsic rewards; almost 
all frequently feel that they are doing useful and quality 
work. Employees who work in teams whose members 
can decide how to organise the work report high levels 
of commitment to the organisation. 

The EWCS also investigates the complex relationship 
between job satisfaction and working conditions. The 
perception that health or safety is at risk because of work, 
bullying and verbal abuse, job insecurity or a high level 
of work intensity decrease the likelihood that workers will 
report a high level of satisfaction with work. By contrast, 
the perception of being well paid for their work, having a 
good fit between working time and private life, having good 
career prospects and, for employees, having good lead-
ership make it more likely that workers will be satisfied.

Intrinsic rewards

Most workers in the EWCS obtain intrinsic rewards from 
their work. Most say that they have a feeling of doing use-
ful work and that the job gives a feeling of work well done. 
For 84% of the workers in the EU27, the job arouses these 
feelings ‘most of the time’ or ‘always’. The self-employed 
stand out in this respect with over 91% reporting these 
feelings compared with 82% of employees.29 

Always having a feeling of doing useful work is reported 
most often by three occupation groups: managers, profes-
sionals, and skilled agricultural workers. With the excep-
tion of professionals, the two other groups also have the 
highest proportions of workers who always have a feeling 
of work well done. Technicians and associate professionals 
and craft and related trades workers also have these feel-
ings frequently. Conversely, there are some occupational 
groups where a notable minority have positive feelings 
‘sometimes’, ‘rarely’ or ‘never’. These include:

 Ô around a quarter of plant and machine operators 
and those in elementary occupations, who do not 
commonly express a feeling of doing useful work;

 Ô more than a fifth of service and sales workers, plant 
and machine operators, and those in elementary 
occupations, who do not often have the feeling of 
work well done. 

28 In addition to the question on satisfaction with working conditions, the EWCS contains other indicators for measuring well-being. Q75 asks 
if workers think they will be able to do the same job they are currently doing at the age of 60, and QEF4 provides information on general 
mental well-being in positive terms. These two variables are considered in the final section of this chapter.

29 The fifth EWCS also asks self-employed workers if they enjoy being their own bosses; 94% confirm that they do.



84

5TH EUROPEAN WORKING CONDITIONS SURVEY

In contrast, the EU27 average is 16% for both these 
indicators. 

Workers in the health, education and agriculture sec-
tors (93%, 92% and 89% respectively) commonly say 
that they frequently have a feeling of doing useful work. 
These three sectors, together with the construction sec-
tor, also have the highest proportions of workers who 
say that their job gives them a feeling of work well done 
(Figure 46). In contrast, the financial services sector has 
the smallest proportions of people who always have a 
feeling of doing useful work or work well done. How-
ever, overall the lowest intrinsic rewards are reported 
by workers in the transport and wholesale, retail, food 
and accommodation sectors. 

Commitment to the organisation 

Other and perhaps somewhat more tangible positive 
aspects of work (also from the organisation’s perspective) 
include feeling ‘at home’ in the organisation and being 
motivated in the organisation. These two indicators give 
an idea of the commitment to the organisation. 

Nearly all self-employed workers feel they are at home in 
the organisation (86%) and that the organisation motivates 
them to give their best job performance (79%). 

However, these indicators are more relevant for measur-
ing the commitment employees have to their organisa-
tion; 68% of them feel at home and 60% agree that the 
organisation motivates them to perform to the maximum. 

Having a permanent contract is associated with a higher 
level of commitment; 70% of those with an indefinite con-
tract feel at home in the organisation, compared with 62% 
of those with no contract, 61% of apprentices, 58% of 
employees with a fixed-term contract, and only 50% of 
those on a temporary agency contract. Furthermore, 61% 
of employees who have an indefinite contract agree that 
the organisation motivates them to give the best perfor-
mance, compared with around 55% with a non-permanent 
contract (all types).

Naturally the more years spent in the organisation, the 
more common it is to feel at home, as those workers who 
did not feel at home would probably look for another job. 
Yet it is as common for someone who has been in the 
organisation for a year or less to agree that it motivates 
them as it is for an employee who has been there for 5 
or 10 years. 

As indicated in the section on work organisation in Chap-
ter 2, workers who work in autonomous teams whose 
members can decide on the division of tasks, the timetable 

Figure 46 : Feeling of work well done, by sector, EU27 (%)
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for the work and the team leader report higher levels of 
commitment. In addition, workplace innovation practices 
and task rotation schemes where different skills can be 
used are positively related to a perception that the organi-
sation motivates workers to give the best performance 
and a feeling of being at home in the organisation. 

Satisfaction with working conditions 

Surveys consistently indicate that more than 80% of work-
ers are satisfied in their jobs. The EWCS specifically asks 
for a subjective evaluation of working conditions in the 
main paid job as a source of satisfaction. As in many 
other surveys, a majority of respondents in the fifth EWCS 
are positive about their working conditions, with 84% of 
workers in the EU27 saying they are either ‘very satisfied’ 
(25%) or ‘satisfied’ (59%). 

This high level of satisfaction has remained stable through-
out the past decade, with the economic downturn after 
the 2005 survey not appearing to have affected satisfac-
tion with working conditions. If anything, satisfaction with 
working conditions went up marginally by 2 percentage 
points between 2005 and 2010. Eurofound’s European 
Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) asks a related question on 

satisfaction with the present job in the context of satisfac-
tion with different life domains. The EQLS data show a 
slight drop in job satisfaction between 2003 and 2007, but 
from 2007 to 2009 (years in the middle of the economic 
crisis), the trend was stable (Eurofound, 2010b). 

In the EWCS, the only drop in satisfaction between 2000 
and 2005 was among skilled agricultural workers, although 
this had increased again by 2010 (Figure 47). Craft and 
related trades workers show a linear increase in satisfac-
tion over the 10-year period. For other occupations the 
levels remained stable. 

Figure 47 highlights the differences in satisfaction between 
occupations. The 2010 data reveal that 90% of manag-
ers, 89% of professionals, and 89% of technicians and 
associate professionals are satisfied with their working 
conditions whereas the percentages are below 80% for 
skilled agricultural workers, plant and machine operators, 
and those in elementary occupations. 

Less than 80% of workers in the agriculture and transport 
sectors are satisfied with their working conditions, leav-
ing more than a fifth of workers in these occupations and 
sectors not satisfied.

Figure 47 : Satisfaction with working conditions over time, by occupation, EU27 (%) 
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The self-employed (especially self-employed with employ-
ees) report the highest levels of satisfaction. Higher edu-
cated workers also tend to report a higher level of job 
satisfaction compared with workers with low or medium 
levels of educational attainment (Figure 48). 

The differences in satisfaction with working conditions 
for different groups of workers are largely in line with the 
differences for intrinsic rewards and positive elements 
of the job. The same groups of workers who commonly 
report high levels of intrinsic rewards and positive job 
elements often also have high levels of satisfaction with 
working conditions. However, there are some exceptions. 

For example, skilled agricultural and fishery workers and 
those working in the agricultural sector have high intrinsic 
rewards from their work but the lowest levels of satisfac-
tion with working conditions. While workers in the financial 
services sector report the highest levels of satisfaction with 
working conditions, the sector has the lowest proportion 
of workers who always have a feeling of work well done. 

Overall, intrinsic rewards and positive job elements are 
associated with satisfaction with working conditions. This 
means that a person who is satisfied with their working 
conditions also often has intrinsic rewards from their work 
and positive job elements. 

Figure 48 : Satisfaction with working conditions, by sector, employment status and educational attainment, EU27 (%)
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Factors related to satisfaction with 
working conditions 

Generally there is a consensus that job satisfaction is a 
multidimensional concept combining various aspects of 
working conditions, but also living conditions and per-
sonal dispositions (see, for example, Dorman and Zapf, 
2001). Because there are many simultaneous factors at 
play, there are no easy and straightforward answers to the 
question of what makes workers satisfied with their job or 
working conditions. 

According to Furnham (2005, p. 331), it is possible to divide 
the factors that contribute to satisfaction into three distinct 
groups. 

1. Organisational policies and procedures are impor-
tant. They concern aspects such as reward systems, 
supervision and decision-making practices, and the 
perceived quality of supervision. 

2. Specific aspects of the job such as workload, skill, 
variety, autonomy, feedback and physical nature of 
the work environment contribute to satisfaction. 

3. Personal characteristics or traits such as self-
esteem, ability to tolerate stress and general life 
satisfaction have to be accounted for. 

When investigating job satisfaction across countries, mac-
roeconomic and societal conditions can be added as a 
fourth group. These factors concern, for example, unemploy-
ment rate, degree of unionisation, average wage levels and 
the level of gross domestic product (GDP) (see, for example, 
Pichler and Wallace, 2009). 

The EWCS includes indicators for the first two groups of fac-
tors, which relate to the organisation and the job. It gathers 
information on the four dimensions of quality of work and 
employment. The first pillar of the theoretical model, health 
and well-being, includes for example risk exposure, work 
organisation and health problems. Reconciliation of work 
and non-work life encompasses working and non-working 
time as well as social infrastructures that help in the recon-
ciliation. Skills development concerns qualifications, train-
ing, learning organisation and career development. Finally, 
career and employment security covers employment status, 
income, social protection and workers’ rights. 

Although the survey includes questions that provide informa-
tion on all four pillars of quality of work and employment, 
it concentrates on those aspects where it is possible and 
where it enhances the analysis to collect cross-country 
comparable information from worker interviews. For example, 
‘career and employment security’ is a wide concept and is 
embedded in the labour marker context of each country. 

The dimensions also interact with each other; for example, 
skills development is also commonly regarded as contribut-
ing to career and employment security, where employment 
security rather than job security is the aim. 

Multivariate analysis of survey data is one way of shedding 
light on the interactions between several working condi-
tions variables and subjective feelings of satisfaction. In 
his analysis of the fourth EWCS data, Timming (2010) found 
that a number of determinants of satisfaction with working 
conditions were the same in most of the 31 countries he 
studied (EU27, Croatia, Norway, Switzerland and Turkey). 
Receiving support from superiors, job security, work–life 
balance, opportunities to learn and grow, and satisfaction 
with pay had a significant relationship with satisfaction with 
working conditions in most of the countries. Correlations with 
satisfaction were found in some countries but not in others 
for some other working conditions variables (for example, 
work intensity, ability to apply own ideas, monotony and 
autonomy). Finally, (high) job complexity and (long) working 
hours, for example, could have either a positive or nega-
tive relationship with satisfaction with working conditions 
depending on the country. 

Another study using International Social Survey Programme 
(ISSP) data from 21 countries (Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech 
Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, 
Japan, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, the Russian Federa-
tion, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the Netherlands, 
the UK and the USA) found that having an interesting job 
and good relations with management are the most impor-
tant determinants of job satisfaction across countries. Pay 
and job security were important in some but not in all the 
countries (Sousa-Poza and Sousa-Poza, 2000). 

The multivariate analysis using the fifth EWCS data, which is 
limited to work-related determinants of satisfaction, confirms 
some of these results (Table 19). Variables measuring all four 
pillars of the model of quality of work and employment are 
included in the analysis, together with some demographics. 
The analysis was performed separately for ‘all employees’ 
(that is, excluding the self-employed) and ‘all workers’ in 
order to include leadership in the model (only employees 
are asked the questions on leadership in the EWCS). 

To illustrate how to read Table 19, take the results for the 
health at risk variable as an example. The odds ratios for this 
health and well-being variable reveal how likely it is for work-
ers who say that their health is at risk because of work to be 
satisfied with working conditions compared with those who 
do not report this risk when the impact of the other working 
conditions variables listed in the first column are taken into 
account. The second column shows that employees who 
perceive that their health is at risk are clearly less likely 
(0.42 times) to be satisfied with their working conditions 
than employees who do not have the risk. 
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With the exception of the age of the worker, low education 
level, biological or chemical risks at work, part-time work, 
complex tasks, and low and high income, which are not 
statistically significant, all the other variables included 
in the model have a significant effect on the feeling of 
satisfaction with working conditions. The perception of 
having health at risk, having experienced bullying in the 
previous 12 months prior to the survey interview or verbal 

abuse in the previous four weeks when working, and the 
perception of the possibility of losing one’s job have the 
biggest negative impact. On the positive side, having a 
good fit between working hours and social commitments, 
the perception of being well-paid for the work, as well as 
good career prospects and good leadership (for employ-
ees) have the biggest positive impact.

Table 19 : Some determinants of satisfaction with working conditions, EU27

Independent variables
Odds ratios for employees 

(EU27)
Odds ratios for all workers 

(EU27)
Demographics
Men (ref cat = women) 1.11 1.13
Low education N.S. N.S.
Medium education ref ref
High education 0.79 0.83
Self-employed (ref cat = employee) N.A. 1.36
Health and well-being (ref cat = not exposed/present)
Health at risk 0.42 0.43
Ergonomic risks 0.83 0.84
Biological or chemical risks N.S. N.S.
Ambient risks 0.82 0.78
Bullying 0.43 0.44
Verbal abuse 0.57 0.57
Good leadership 2.11 N.A.
Autonomy 1.39 1.45
Intensity 0.70 0.74
Reconciliation of work and non-work life
Working 34 hours or fewer N.S. N.S.
Working between 35 and 47 hours ref ref
Working 48 hours or more 0.85 0.87
Good fit between working time and private life (ref cat = poor fit) 2.27 2.31
Skills development
Employer-paid training (ref cat = no training) 1.25 1.29
Learning new things (ref cat = not learning new things) 1.08 1.19
Applying own ideas (ref cat = not applying own ideas) 1.44 1.58
Complex tasks (ref cat = no complex tasks) N.S. N.S.
Need for further training 0.75 0.78
Skills match duties ref ref
Skills to do more demanding tasks 0.82 0.79
Career and employment security (ref cat = not exposed/present)
Good career prospects (ref cat = poor career prospects) 2.28 2.40
Low earnings N.S. 0.87
Medium earnings ref ref
High earnings N.S. N.S.
Well paid for the work (ref cat = not well paid) 3.11 3.20
Might lose the job (ref cat = will not lose job) 0.55 0.51
Nagelkerke pseudo R2 0.37 0.35
Note:
The effect of the variables is expressed in odds ratios. The odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the probability of a phenomenon 
is the same for two groups. An odds ratio of 1 implies that the phenomenon is equally likely in both groups. An odds ratio greater than 1 
implies that the phenomenon is more likely for the group included in the model. An odds ratio less than 1 implies that the phenomenon 
is more likely for the reference group.
The effects are controlled for age and for variation between countries, sectors and occupations.
N.S. = not significant; all reported odds ratios are statistically significant (p<.05). N.A. = not applicable
The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 denotes the proportion of variance in the dependent variable that is explained by the independent variables 
in the model.



QuAlIty of Work And EmploymEnt

89

Arguably an individual’s evaluation of their satisfaction 
with working conditions in the present job is not made 
in isolation but takes into account not only the actual 
working conditions but also the norms and expectations 
concerning the job. 

Some of the effect of the norms has been taken into 
account in the analysis by including occupation, sector 
and the EU27 countries in the model as control variables. 
For employees, occupation and sector do not have a sig-
nificant impact on satisfaction but the country contexts 
do. For all workers, occupation does not contribute to the 
model, whereas sector and country specifics do impact 
on satisfaction with working conditions. 

The limited effect of occupation and sector shows that 
the indicators on health and well-being, work–life bal-
ance, skills development, and career and employment 
security capture the aspects of sectors and occupations 
that affect satisfaction with working conditions rather 
well. However, these indicators do not fully explain the 
variation in satisfaction across countries. Overall, the two 
models explain 35%−37% of the variance in satisfaction 
with working conditions. 

Because feeling satisfied with working conditions is influ-
enced by personal and cultural dispositions as well as 
by the objective working conditions, satisfaction cannot 
be treated as an indicator of good working conditions. It 
should be kept in mind that although good working condi-
tions positively affect satisfaction, high levels of satisfac-
tion do not necessarily imply good working conditions.

Work–life balance for men 
and women

Reconciliation of work and private life is a key element 
in the quality of work and employment, meriting a men-
tion in the Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission, 
2010a). It is an important element of gender equality and 
a pre-condition for increasing employment participation 
of men and women. 

The way people combine work with their private life 
depends very much on their personal circumstances, 
including their family situation. To work or not, how many 
hours someone is available to work, and when or how 
flexible they can be are often decided during discussions 
at home, in the sense that these issues depend on the 

household situation. The requirements for work–life bal-
ance also differ over the course of a person’s lifetime. It 
is therefore important to consider the situation of men 
and women at different ages as well as the possibility of 
transitions between circumstances. 

Cultural traditions (for example, the mother staying at 
home to take care of children or other dependants), social 
infrastructure (crèches, afterschool care), working hours 
(for example, the opening hours of shops) and the option of 
flexible working time arrangements impact on how and to 
what extent men and women can take up work. In addition, 
choices can be influenced by the social protection system. 

Employers can also play an important role in the sense 
that they may facilitate certain working time arrange-
ments (which suit the workers) or ask for more flexibility 
from workers in order to suit the company’s needs. Flex-
ibility can therefore be both positive and negative for the 
employer and the worker. For instance, the preference of 
some workers to work part time or flexitime to fit in with 
their private needs might require extra organisation by 
the employer or might simply not be possible. In other 
organisations, some jobs might be available only part 
time when workers are looking for a full-time job. This can 
also be true for other working time arrangements such as 
shift work or overtime, which may or may not suit work-
ers and companies depending on their circumstances 
or preferences. 

Household work arrangements differ across countries 
(see Chapter 1). Indeed, the male breadwinner model 
has been replaced in many countries by other household 
work arrangements. The most common arrangements for 
households in the EWCS where at least one person is 
working are the modified male breadwinner model (where 
the female partner participates in the labour market but 
to a limited extent) and dual-earner couples. This has 
important consequences for the organisation of work 
and private life and indeed the work–life balance of men 
and women. 

All these elements together have an impact on the 
work–life balance of men and women. Sen’s capabilities 
approach30 is a useful and interesting approach to looking 
at work–life balance, including the differences between 
men and women in various countries and situations. The 
combination of several elements and possibilities deter-
mines whether men and women do have a real choice and 
what people are effectively able to do and to be.

30 The articles in a special issue of Social Politics (Hobson et al, 2011) discuss the application of Sen’s approach to work–life balance across 
European welfare states and within work organisations. Sen’s capabilities theory is also used with regard to the reflections on working 
time in general by Lee and McCann (2006), who refer to two key features: institutional settings shape work and family options, and 
preferences are shaped by shifts in economic opportunities and cultural values. The capabilities approach asks about the opportunities 
for real choice.
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Juggling working time  
and private life 

Some 18% of workers indicate they have problems with 
their work–life balance. On average, men have more prob-
lems than women, particularly in the middle of their working 
career. Nearly a quarter of men (23%) aged 35–49 indicate 
that their working working hours fit ‘not very well’ or ‘not 
at all well’ with family or social commitments (Figure 49).

The presence of children or other relatives in the house-
hold has an impact on work–life balance, as does the 
gendered division of work in the household. Workers with 
children (particularly where both partners work) express 
more problems with work–life balance, although this is 
more the case for men than women (Figure 50). 

It is clear that a person’s work–life balance is a complex 
phenomenon that depends on their private situation, the 

Figure 49 : Poor fit of working hours with family or social commitments, by age and gender, EU27 (%)
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Figure 50 :  Poor fit of working hours with family or social commitments, by gender and household wage 
earner model (%)
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work situation (and number of working hours) of a partner 
and the presence of children in their household. 

Organisation of working time in the 
workplace 

The organisation of working hours can also play an impor-
tant role in work–life balance. For example, the number of 
hours worked has an impact on the perception of work–life 
balance. Part-time work can have a positive impact on 
work–life balance; less than 10% of the workers working 
34 hours or fewer indicate work–life balance problems, 
compared with over 20% of those working full time. Work-
ing long hours has a negative effect on work–life balance; 
38% of the workers working 48 hours or more per week 
report problems with work–life balance. 

Working time schedules and their regularity, variability 
or predictability also have an impact on the fit between 
working time and private time for workers, although the 
same issues do not apply to all workers. In some cases, it 
is more useful to know exactly when you are at work and 
when you are at home (for example, someone needs to be 
at home when children come home from school or have a 
free afternoon). In other instances, some flexibility might 
help the worker deal with unexpected situations or adapt 
to what is happening in their private life. For example, 
someone who encounters heavy traffic on the journey to 
work might benefit from flexitime or many workers might 
find it useful to be able to take some time off for private 
appointments like going to the dentist. 

Regularity of working time

Regular working hours can be useful for combining work 
and private life; it can also be better for employers. Women 
in all age groups have more regularity in their working 

hours (same number of hours every day, same number 
of days every week, same number of hours every week, 
fixed starting and finishing times) than men throughout 
their working life (Figure 51). This difference remains even 
when comparing men and women in the same occupa-
tions and sectors. For instance, more male managers 
(20%) have no regularity in their working hours than their 
female counterparts (16%). This difference between more 
regularity for women and less regularity for men remains 
very stable throughout life. 

Regularity has an impact on work–life balance. The less 
regular the working time scheme, the more problems 
with the balance between work and private life; 13% 
of workers with very regular schemes have problems 
compared with 28% of workers with no regularity in their 
working time. 

Setting working time schedules

Certain forms of flexibility can also be beneficial for 
work–life balance. Both flexitime and determining one’s 
own hours can be used to meet the requirements of both 
private life and the company should the need arise. The 
possibility to work flexitime and to determine freely one’s 
working time is more the case for men throughout all age 
groups (and gradually increases throughout life) than for 
women (Figure 52), and could entail the potential to be 
more flexible for one’s private life.

Looking at shift work, more women do permanent shifts 
than men, and more men do rotating shifts in the 50+ 
age bracket, although this is not true over their lifetime. 
Problems with work–life balance are stronger for those 
with alternating or rotating shifts (30%) than for those 
on permanent shifts (26%), and above average in both 
instances. 

Figure 51 : Regularity of working hours, by age and gender
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Note: Regularity of working hours is measured on a four-point scale, where 4 = very regular and 0 = very irregular. The index is built on 
four indicators: working the same number of hours every day, the same number of hours every week, the same number of days every 
week, and fixed starting and finishing times. The average score for each group of workers was calculated. 
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Knowing one’s schedule in advance, or predictability of 
working time, is another element in this; a majority of 
workers (65%) indicate they have no changes in their work 
schedule (63% of men and 67% of women). In cases where 
there are changes, more men than women know about 
these changes only on the same day (10% versus 7%) or 
the day before (10% versus 8%). 

Work schedule changes hamper work–life balance. Only 
14% of workers with no changes indicate having problems 
with work–life balance, compared with 35% who know 
about these changes only the same day, 30% who know 
about them the day before, 25% who know about them 
several days in advance and 21% who know about them 
several weeks in advance.

Emergency leave

Being able to take time off for emergency situations in 
one’s private life can be very useful for workers, although 
this is not possible in all companies or work situations. A 
total of 65% of workers report this is ‘not difficult’ (67% 
of men and 62% of women) and, for one worker out of 
three, it is ‘not difficult at all’. However, it is more com-
mon in some sectors than in others; it is not difficult for 
over 80% of workers in agriculture and 74% of workers in 
financial services and public administration (Figure 53). 

Factors contributing to a good work–life 
balance 

A number of elements play an important role in predicting 
a better fit between work and private life (Table 20). The 
relevant individual and household characteristics are age 
and whether there are children living in the household. 
In addition, several working time features are significant 

in determining whether the worker indicates a good fit 
between working and private life. Working part time sup-
ports a good fit compared to those who do not work part 
time, while working long hours halves the chance of hav-
ing a good fit between working and private life compared 
with those not working long hours. Autonomy is a second 
important determinant that can substantially improve the 
chances of having a good work–life balance. Those who 
determine their working hours themselves and who work 
flexitime are more likely to be satisfied with their work–life 
balance than those who have their working hours set by 
the company. Allowing the workers to take time off during 
working hours at short notice for private reasons has a 
very strong positive effect; having this type of flexibility 
nearly triples the likelihood of having a good work–life 
balance.

Regularity of working hours – working the same hours 
every day and having fixed starting and finishing times – 
contributes significantly and positively towards a good 
work–life balance. 

Atypical working hours make a significant difference but, 
when other factors are corrected for, their negative effect 
is not as strong as other working time features. 

Working outside of  
working hours 

Working in one’s free time to meet work demands has 
become more common, particularly because of the use of 
technological tools. One worker in three does this at least 
once or twice a month, 15% of workers once or twice a 
week and 7% nearly every day. Gender differences are 
small (6% of both men and women do it every day, and 
17% of men and 15% of women do it once or twice a week). 

Figure 52 : Freedom to set working time schedules, by age and gender (%)

Men Women

Under 35 35–49 50+

Men Women Men Women

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

set by company/organisation adaptable within certain limits

choice between several �xed working schedules entirely self-determined



QuAlIty of Work And EmploymEnt

93

Figure 53 : Difficulty of arranging time off for emergencies, by sector (%)
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Table 20 : Factors predicting an influence on a good work–life balance

Individual and household characteristics 
Age (continuous) 1.01
Women (ref cat = men) N.S.
Employees (ref cat = self-employed) N.S.
Single – no children 1.71
Single parent ref
Couple – no children 1.48
Couple – with children N.S.
Working time features
Working 34 hours or fewer 1.71
Working between 35 and 47 hours ref
Working 48 hours or more 0.41
Can determine working hours 1.65
Can choose between fixed schedules 1.14
Flexitime 1.38
Working hours set by company ref
Working the same hours every day (ref cat = not working same hours) 1.41
Having fixed starting and finishing times (ref cat = no fixed times) 1.44
Night work (ref cat = no night work) 0.69
Evening work (ref cat = no evening work) 0.59
Sunday work (ref cat = no Sunday work) 0.87
Saturday work (ref cat = no Saturday work) 0.67
Easy to take time off during working hours (ref cat = not easy to take time off) 2.97
Nagelkerke pseudo R2 0.26
Note:

The effect of the variables is expressed in odds ratios. The odds ratio is a way of comparing whether the probability of a phenomenon 
is the same for two groups. An odds ratio of 1 implies that the phenomenon is equally likely in both groups. An odds ratio greater than 1 
implies that the phenomenon is more likely for the group included in the model. An odds ratio less than 1 implies that the phenomenon 
is more likely for the reference group. Because age is a continuous variable, the odds ratio can be interpreted as the increase in the 
likelihood of having a good work–life balance for each year the worker ages. 

The effects are controlled for variation between countries, sectors and occupations.

N.S. = not significant; all reported odds ratios are statistically significant (p<.05).

The Nagelkerke pseudo R2 denotes the proportion of variance in the dependent variable that is explained by the independent variables 
in the model.
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Working in one’s free time has an impact on work–life bal-
ance. Whereas 13% of workers who never work in their 
free time indicate having problems with work–life balance, 
this proportion gradually increases with working more in 
one’s free time, and 27% of workers who do this every 
day say they have problems with work–life balance. The 
effect on work–life balance is stronger for men. 

Workers who work long hours more commonly work out-
side their working hours than those working fewer hours 
(Figure 54). Nearly 40% of workers working 48 hours 
or more per week work in their free time to meet work 
demands at least once or twice a week compared with 
about 20% of those working 41–47 hours, 9.5% of those 
working 35–40 hours, 12% of those working 21–34 hours 
and 11% of those working 20 hours or fewer per week. At 
the extreme, nearly 20% of those working 48 hours per 
week or more indicate that they work nearly every day in 
their free time to meet work demands compared with less 
than 4.5% among the other categories. 

Towards a good fit between working 
life and private life? 

Composite paid and unpaid working hours

Working time includes more than paid work. The huge 
amount of work people do in their private lives (see Fig-
ure 55) adds to their workload in general terms. Although 
this is usually not paid work but unpaid work carried out 
as part of their private lives, it influences how they work 
in paid work and counts towards overall working time. 
Domestic work, taking care of a dependant (children, 

grandchildren, elderly or disabled relatives), enrolling in a 
training or education course, and participating in voluntary 
or political activities all require time but are useful for the 
people involved, their families and, ultimately, for society. 

Men and women have a different commitment towards 
unpaid work. Overall, women take on the bulk of the 
unpaid work (whether they work full time or part time), 
and men work longer hours at their paid job (this is partly 
because there are more women working part time). Chil-
dren play an important role here, particularly for single 
parents (both men and women) and mothers (as part of 
a couple). Single parents and those in couples with chil-
dren report the most unpaid working hours, compared 
with those who are single or in a couple with no children. 
Nonetheless, women in a couple with children and single 
mothers work more unpaid hours than their male coun-
terparts with the same status, and this is mostly due to 
caring activities (Figure 55).

This time issue merits specific attention given the effects 
of long working hours and the EU aim to increase the 
participation of men and women in the labour market in 
a sustainable way (over their lifetime). 

Work–life balance and working time 
preferences

The fifth EWCS found that 33% of men would like to 
reduce their working hours compared with 29% of women. 
However, a more subtle picture is obtained when looking 
at the household situation. Where there are children in the 
household, more men and women would like to reduce 

Figure 54 : Working outside working hours, by length of working week (%)
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their working hours compared to those without children. 
When both partners work full time or when both partners 
work part time, the women are more likely to indicate they 
would like to reduce their working hours than the men. 

The more hours people work, the more they would like to 
reduce their working hours; 65% of those who work 48 
hours or more per week would like to reduce their work-
ing hours compared with 7% of those working 20 hours 
or fewer. Of this latter group, 43% would like to increase 
their working hours. Of those who indicate they would 
like to work less, 29% indicate they have problems with 
work–life balance, compared with 13% of those workers 
who would like to keep the same hours. (Working time 
preferences are also dealt with in Chapter 2.)

E-nomads

Technology that makes it possible to work remotely, either 
away from the office or main place of work, evolved at an 
unprecedented pace over the past two decades. These 
developments have not only reshaped the sectoral struc-
ture of most economies (the so-called tertiarisation phe-
nomenon and the growth of sectors related to the devel-
opment and production of ICT), but also the way in which 
countless tasks in many occupations are performed. In 
addition, the number of tasks that do not require a spe-
cific workplace for their performance is increasing every 
day due to technological developments, allowing easier 
detachment from a single permanent workplace. This 
means that the ways work is performed are changing as 
well for some occupations in a variety of sectors. 

The terms ‘telework’ or ‘telecommuting’ have been used 
for many years to designate the way of organising or 

performing work using ICT where work that could be per-
formed at the employer’s premises is carried out away 
from those premises on a regular basis. These terms are 
often used to refer to work performed at home or from an 
office (‘telework centres’) using a computer connected 
to the employer’s network. However, these arrangements 
essentially presuppose the replacement of commuting time 
between home and the workplace by telecommunication 
links, and do not take account of those people who do 
not necessarily work from home or an office using ICT but 
from clients’ premises or vehicles, or even outside sites. 

Based on the main place of work and the reported use 
of computers and the internet in the EWCS (which can 
be used as indicators of the use of ICT),31 it is possible 
to create an indicator that allows the characterisation of 
workers who do not work all the time at their employer’s 
or their own business premises and who use ICT for 
their work – known as electronic nomads or e-nomads.32 
E-nomads are people who do not work all the time at their 
employers’ or their own business premises and habitu-
ally use computers, the internet or email for professional 
purposes.

A quarter of the European workers are e-nomads. The 
incidence of e-nomads varies considerably between coun-
tries, ranging from just above 5% in Albania, Bulgaria, 
Romania and Turkey to more than 40% in the Netherlands, 
Denmark and Sweden, and 45% in Finland. 

Most of the e-nomads are men (65%), have tertiary edu-
cation (55.5%) and are 35–49 years old (45%). They are 
concentrated in certain sectors of economic activity and 
occupations. Financial services, other services, education, 
and public administration and defence are the sectors 

Figure 55 : Composite working time (in hours), by gender and family situation
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31 The section ‘Technology in the workplace’ in Chapter 2 addresses the evolution of the main technologies used in and for work.
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with the higher incidence of e-nomads, while managers, 
professionals, and technicians and associate profes-
sionals are the occupations in which more e-nomads are 
found (Figure 56). 

Apart from being a distinct group of workers in terms of 
place of work and use of ICT, e-nomads display patterns of 
working time that are quite distinct from those who mostly 
work at their employers’ or own premises. On average, 
e-nomads work longer hours, more often on Sundays and 
more often in the evenings than other workers. They also 
report having to work during their free time more often than 
the average; 1 out of every 10 e-nomads does so in order 
to meet work demands nearly every day, compared with 
only 3.7% of those working all the time in their employ-
ers’ or own premises. In addition, e-nomads (particularly 
men) experience changes in their working schedules more 
often than others. Almost 24% of e-nomads report having 

changes to their work schedule the day before or the same 
day compared with around 15% of others. 

Developing skills at work and 
access to training 

Developing skills throughout one’s working life has become 
increasingly important in the past 20 years. During this 
period, the proportion of workers working in agriculture 
and fisheries and in industry decreased and the propor-
tion of those working in services saw a corresponding 
increase (Eurofound, 2010a). A skills forecast made for the 
European labour market in 2011 (Cedefop, 2011) suggests 
that, as the industry structure changes and technological 
developments continue, the demand for skills (in terms of 
formal qualifications) will increase and people with high- 
and intermediate-level qualifications will be particularly in 

Figure 56 : E-nomads, by sector and occupation, EU27 (%)
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32 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, a ‘nomad’ is ‘a member of a people who travels from place to place to find fresh pasture for 
its animals, and has no permanent home. Also (in extended use): an itinerant person; a wanderer.’ For the construction of the concept 
of e-nomad, the aspect of travelling from place to place or being itinerant as part of a certain occupation has been kept and the prefix 
‘electronic’ added, representing an extensive use of ICT when at work. E-nomads include individuals who use ICT at least sometimes 
and do not have their employer’s premises (or their own premises if self-employed) as their main place of work, or, if they do, they have 
worked in another location in the three months prior to the survey.
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demand. According to the European Commission (2010a), 
having a highly skilled workforce helps adjust to changes 
and boosts Europe’s competitiveness. 

The European workers entering the labour market today 
are better educated than before. Nonetheless, regardless 
of their formal qualifications, most will still need further 
training in the course of their career. In addition, many 
learn the core skills for the job mainly through practical 
work experience. Workplaces are important arenas for 
self-development and for gaining professional experience 
and expertise. As indicated in the section on work organi-
sation in this chapter, modern forms of work organisation 
(workplace innovation) are associated with higher learning 
and task variety. 

Creative work and variety of tasks

Creative work and task variation contribute to self-devel-
opment at work, as well as being traditionally considered 
important for intrinsic work motivation when workers have 
the knowledge and skills to take up new challenges (see, 
for example, Hackman and Oldham, 1980). This theory 

still receives some empirical support 30 years after its 
publication as the fifth EWCS data show that creative and 
non-monotonous work are related to feelings of doing 
useful work and of work well done. 

According to Schulte and Vainio (2010), the learning envi-
ronment can also be linked with increased motivation and 
performance. This suggestion seems to be supported by 
the survey data. Those who have creative and non-monot-
onous work are more likely to say that the organisation 
motivates them to give their best performance compared 
with individuals whose job does not include these aspects. 
Furthermore, having these elements present in the job is 
related to having a positive perception of career prospects. 

Most workers in the EU27 have a job in which they can be 
creative; 82% solve unforeseen problems and 75% apply 
their own ideas when working (Figure 57). Learning new 
things and having complex tasks are also common (68% 
and 58% respectively). In addition to creativity, task varia-
tion is important for a job to be challenging and motivating; 
55% of workers in the EU27 say they do not have monoto-
nous tasks and 60% say they do not have repetitive tasks. 

Figure 57 : Trends in creative work and task variation (%)
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Even though the majority of workers report possibilities 
for creativity at work and more than half say their job does 
not include monotonous or repetitive tasks, the general 
trends for the EU27 countries show only a slight change 
in these indicators over the past 10 years (Figure 57). 
Not having monotonous work has become less common, 
whereas not having repetitive tasks has become slightly 
more common. For other indicators, the trends are less 
clear. These developments are somewhat puzzling consid-
ering the prevailing European discourse which highlights 
the importance of learning throughout working life. 

Creativity and task variety are not equally present for indi-
viduals in different jobs and changing workplaces. Creativ-
ity at work is somewhat more common for men than for 
women. The gender gap is highest for having complex tasks 
(63% of men and 52% of women) and for solving unforeseen 
problems (85% of men and 79% of women), whereas men 
and women learn new things and apply their own ideas 
almost to the same extent. There is not much difference 
between men and women in terms of task variation. 

Workers in the middle age group (35–49 years old) most 
commonly solve unforeseen problems (85%) and have 
complex tasks (60%), whereas younger workers report 
most often that they learn new things in the course of 
their work (72%). Both middle-aged and older workers 
have somewhat more varied tasks than the youngest age 
group. The higher the level of educational attainment, the 
more creativity and task variation the work entails. 

More of the self-employed perceive their work as crea-
tive than employees. The margin is widest for applying 
one’s own ideas (95% versus 72%) and solving unforeseen 
problems (92% versus 81%). The self-employed report 
slightly more than the employed that their jobs do not 
involve monotonous and repetitive tasks.

Workers in higher-skilled occupations generally have more 
opportunities for being creative when working and for hav-
ing varied tasks. Almost all managers (96%) solve unfore-
seen problems and apply their own ideas. Managers also 
often undertake complex tasks as do professionals (76% of 
workers in both occupations). Learning new things is most 
common for professionals (90%) and for technicians and 
associate professionals (83%). Clerical support workers 
and craft and trades workers quite commonly solve prob-
lems (81% and 82% respectively); 70% of clerical support 
workers also learn new things at work and 67% of craft and 
trades workers undertake complex tasks – percentages 
that are well above the average. Skilled agricultural work-
ers commonly solve problems (83%), but it is even more 
characteristic for these workers to apply their own ideas 
(92%). Service and sales workers, plant and machinery 
operators and workers in elementary occupations rate 
lower than the average on all the indicators of creative work. 

The average is 55% for not having monotonous work and 
60% for not having repetitive tasks. Task variation is most 
common for professionals, with around 70% not having 
monotonous or repetitive tasks. Managers and technicians 
and associate professionals also often have varied tasks. 
Skilled agricultural workers rate well above the average for 
not having repetitive tasks (66%). The following occupa-
tions are below the averages:

 Ô 38% of workers in elementary occupations, 39% of 
plant and machine operators, and 49% of clerical 
support workers do not have monotonous tasks;

 Ô 47% of craft and related trades workers, 49% of 
workers in elementary occupations, and 53% of 
plant and machinery operators do not have repeti-
tive tasks.

Although some occupations clearly have much more crea-
tivity and task variety than others, the period between 
2000 and 2010 saw some changes. Three of the four 
indicators measuring creative work were included in all 
three waves of the EWCS in the 2000s. 

 Ô For solving unforeseen problems, the trends are 
quite stable for all occupations. 

 Ô Complex tasks have become more common in 
higher-skilled occupations such as managers, pro-
fessionals, and technicians and associate profes-
sionals, as well as for craft and trades workers. For 
other occupations no clear trends emerge. 

 Ô Learning new things at work shows a downward 
trend for clerical support workers as well as for 
plant and machine operators. A downward trend 
can also be seen for people in elementary occupa-
tions in 2010 after an increase from 2000 to 2005 
(Figure 58).

Overall, fewer workers reported having jobs that are not 
monotonous in 2010 than in 2000. Although the trend 
for the absence of repetitive tasks shows an increase 
between 2000 and 2005, most occupations experienced 
a small reversal in 2010. Only in higher-skilled occupa-
tions such as managers, professionals, and technicians 
and associate professionals did the proportions of those 
who do not have repetitive tasks slightly but constantly 
increase over the past 10 years. 

Other job characteristics such as use of technology and 
position in the workplace hierarchy play a role in offering 
possibilities for development opportunities. For example, 
using ICT or both ICT and machinery is clearly related to 
more creativity (Figure 59).
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Figure 58 : Learning new things at work, by occupation, EU27 (%)
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Figure 59 : Creative work, by use of technology, EU27 (%)
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Higher seniority is linked with creative work and task vari-
ation. Only for learning new things does seniority not seem 
to matter much. The relationship between creative work 
and task variety and supervisory roles is also straight-
forward; the higher the level of hierarchy, the more task 
variety and creativity. 

When a workplace has recently introduced new processes 
or technologies or has undergone restructuring or reorgan-
isation in the past three years, the cognitive dimensions of 
the work seem to increase at least temporarily. However, 
such changes seem to have an ambiguous impact on task 
variation. For example, in workplaces where new pro-
cesses or technologies have been introduced or restruc-
turing has taken place, slightly fewer workers report not 
having repetitive tasks. No clear differences emerge for 
the indicator of not having monotonous tasks.

In a workplace with only one person working (common 
for the self-employed), this worker will frequently solve 
unforeseen problems and apply their own ideas. However, 
the extent to which workers have complex tasks to under-
take and learn new things commonly increases with the 
size of the workplace. For task variation, the size of the 
workplace does not seem to make a difference (Figure 60). 

Working in a particular sector involves different kinds of 
creative work and task variety. The financial services sector 

rates highest for work including complex tasks (74%) and 
learning new things (83%). Learning new things is as com-
mon in education (83%) but it is particularly common in this 
sector for workers to also solve unforeseen problems (89%) 
and apply their own ideas (92%). The agriculture sector 
rates quite high for work that includes applying one’s own 
ideas (85%). Complex tasks are also relatively common for 
workers in the construction and the public administration 
and defence sectors (69% in both). The wholesale, retail, 
food and accommodation sector has the lowest proportion 
of workers who carry out complex tasks (42%). Learning 
new things is least common in the transport and agriculture 
sectors (51% and 54% respectively). The transport sector 
also has the lowest proportions of people who apply their 
own ideas at work or who do not have monotonous tasks 
(58% and 45% respectively). In the construction and indus-
try sectors, it is least common not to have repetitive tasks 
compared with other sectors (51% and 53% respectively). 

Skills and training

Matching workers’ skills with labour market needs is chal-
lenging. If not adequately addressed, a mismatch between 
skills and duties (created, for instance, by not providing 
further training or more challenging tasks) may become a 
source of dissatisfaction and reduced well-being among 
workers (see, for example, Green, 2011, p. 20). For compa-
nies, this may materialise in problems in recruiting workers 

Figure 60 : Creative work and task variation, by size of workplace, EU27 (%)
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with the adequate skills and qualities to perform the job. 
In the years of economic downturn, providing training for 
employees could equip companies to be better prepared for 
the upswing. However, this practice does not appear to be 
very common as the financial resources available (especially 
in smaller companies) are scarcer than before (Isusi, 2011). 

In the EWCS, 55% of workers say that their present skills 
correspond well to their duties. However, notable pro-
portions of workers report either needing more training 
or possessing the skills to cope with more demanding 
duties. For example, a considerable share of workers in 
the financial services, health and education sectors think 
they need further training to cope well with their duties 
(Figure 61). More than a quarter of the workers across all 
sectors report that they have the skills to cope with more 
demanding duties. 

Younger workers more often than older colleagues say 
they need more training to cope well with their duties 

(16% of people under 35 years old compared with 
11%–12% of older workers). A balance between skills 
and duties is more common for older workers. However, 
across all age groups, the same proportion of workers 
(32%) report having the skills to cope with more demand-
ing duties. 

Use of technology at work seems to challenge the bal-
ance between skills and duties; 17% of those who use 
ICT or ICT and machinery at work say that they need 
further training – almost twice as many as those who 
use machinery or whose work is not technology oriented 
(9%). These two latter groups most often say that they 
have a balance between skills and duties (59%–60%, 
compared with 48% of workers using ICT and machinery, 
and 53% of those working with ICT). Of those workers 
using ICT and machinery at work, 35% consider they 
have the skills to cope with more demanding duties 
whereas the percentage is lower for the other groups 
at 31%–33%. 

Figure 61 : Skills and duties match, by sector, EU27 (%)
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Access to employer-paid training is mainly relevant for 
employees as the self-employed are usually responsible 
for their own training. For employees, the responsibility is 
commonly shared between themselves and their employer. 
The many studies in this area have concluded that highly 
skilled employees receive the most training, giving them 
an even greater advantage over those with lesser skills 
(see, for example, Ward et al, 2009). The EWCS confirms 
this inequality, which has persisted since the question 
about participation in employer-paid training was first 
asked in the 1995 wave of the survey. 

The divide between clerical and manual occupations is 
very clear. In 2010, over 50% of managers and profession-
als and 48% of technicians and associate professionals 
received employer-paid training, compared with only 26% of 
craft and related trades workers, 28% of service and sales 
workers, 28% of plant and machine operators, and 33% 
of clerical support workers. However, receiving training is 
even less common for skilled agricultural workers (14%). It 
is also more common for employees working full time (38%) 

and with an indefinite contract (39%) to receive training than 
employees working part time (34%) and employees with 
a fixed-term (31%) or temporary agency contract (26%). 

Overall, participation in employer-paid training increased 
between 2005 and 2010 from 29% to 37%.33 However, it is 
not possible to identify what is behind this increase (which 
took place during the years of economic downturn) as 
the survey question does not specify the type of training 
undertaken by the worker. 

Employer-paid training is received to varying extents 
by men and women, and by young (under 35 years old), 
middle-aged (35–49 years old) and older (50 years old and 
over) workers. The highest proportion receiving training in 
2010 was men aged 35–49 (over 40%) followed by women 
aged 35–49 and men under 35 (Figure 62). The increase 
in access to training seems particularly strong for men; 
in 2005, 29% of both men and women had undergone 
employer-paid training, but in 2010, the proportion went 
up to 38% for men and 36% for women. 

Figure 62 : Participation in employer-paid training over time, by age group and gender (%) 
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33 Eurostat’s Labour Force Survey (LFS) has a question on participation in lifelong learning in the four weeks prior to the survey interview. 
The LFS trend does not show an increase in lifelong learning from 2005 to 2010 in the EU27. However, the EWCS and LFS questions on 
training and learning are conceptually different; the EWCS has a more narrow definition and the question refers to the 12-month period 
prior to the data collection. Furthermore, the two surveys have different methodologies. Nevertheless, the differences in the trends merit 
further investigation.
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The EWCS shows that, overall, 37% of employees receive 
training in the course of their work. This proportion has 
increased by seven percentage points since 2005. On-the-
job training is most common in higher-skilled occupations. 
Just over 45% of managers, professionals, and techni-
cians and associate professionals have had training in the 
course of their jobs, compared with only around 20% of 
employees in elementary occupations and employees in 
skilled agricultural occupations. 

Employer-paid and on-the-job training are most common 
for employees working in the health, education, public 
administration and defence, and financial services sec-
tors (Figure 63). These sectors are also the ones with the 
biggest proportions of workers (15%–20%) reporting that 

they need further training to cope well with the duties their 
job entails (see Figure 61). The EWCS training indicators 
on employer-paid training and on-the-job training are 
associated with each other, meaning that an employee 
who participates in one will probably also receive the 
other.

Employees do not commonly finance their own training to 
develop new skills; in 2010, only 6% did so (5% in 2005). 
Employed professionals stand out, as 15% of them had 
undergone some kind of training at their own expense 
in the 12 months prior to the survey interview. This is 
significantly more than managers (9%), technicians and 
associate professionals (8%) and employees in other 
occupations (less than 5%).

Figure 63 : Participation in employer-paid training and on-the-job training, by sector, EU27 (%)
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Over half of the employees in Finland, the Netherlands, 
Slovenia and Sweden had training over the previous 
12 months whereas fewer than one in five had done so 
in Bulgaria, Greece, Montenegro, Turkey and the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (Figure 64). In countries 
where a greater share of employees had received train-
ing in the previous 12 months, it was also often the case 
that more employees had asked for training but had not 
received it. In northern Europe and the Netherlands, work-
ers seem to have a more active role in requesting training 
compared with other countries; over 70% of employees 
in Denmark, Finland and Sweden and around 65% in the 
Netherlands and Norway either received employer-paid 
training or asked for it in the previous 12 months. 

Nearly 90% of employees who received employer-paid 
training in the previous 12 months agree that it has 
improved the way they work, and around 70% believe 
that, following the training, their job is more secure and 
their prospects for future employment are better. 

Development on the job often takes place in everyday 
work. The EWCS shows that the majority of workers can 
apply creativity in their work. This kind of informal learning 
is especially common for the self-employed and workers 
who use technology in their work. In many cases, the 
creativity is supported by participation in training, either 
as part of the job or provided by the employer.

The EWCS findings on development on the job and train-
ing give some clues to the current situation with regard 
to the aim of increasing the skills of the EU workforce. 

Overall, the trends in creative work and variety of tasks 
do not show much change in the past 10 years. However, 
there seems to be a small improvement in employees’ 
participation in training provided by their employer, which 
is good news even if this is just a small part of overall 
skills development. 

Possibilities for learning new things and applying one’s 
own ideas at work are markedly lower in lower-skilled 
occupations than in higher-skilled jobs. The same concern 
applies to participation in training.

Income and financial security
The spread of recession throughout most EU Member 
States in 2010 put particular emphasis on employment 
vulnerability, income insecurity and sustainability.

The financial element of work is a key feature of the 
employment relationship. The effort of work has to be 
compensated for by a price or wage. A wage is (legally) 
a constitutive element of the employment contractual 
arrangement. For employers, pay is the most significant 
part of labour costs, which on top of wages includes 
contributions to statutory social security schemes, allow-
ances, training and transport costs. The self-employed 
determine the price of their service/product, which estab-
lishes the income they will get from their work depending 
on market considerations. Wages, earnings and/or income 
from work are part of quality of work and employment.

Figure 64 : Employer-paid training requested and provided, by country (%) 
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Nonetheless, wages, earnings and/or income should not 
be seen as merely an individual characteristic but should 
also be analysed in relation to the workers’ household 
composition and nature. Household characteristics have 
consequences for the overall net revenue to which earn-
ings and other sources of income (for example, revenue 
from properties) can contribute. The global issue of income 
is a policy topic involving all social actors, business, trade 
unions, public authorities and workers.

Various elements have to be considered when examining 
the financial security of workers. Like other elements of 
precariousness, financial vulnerability is dependent both 
on multiple aspects and on their combination, including 
individual characteristics and more contextual ones.34

Having a job or not, receiving the minimum wage or more, 
working in the formal economy or not, having a standard 
(permanent full-time) contract or not (atypical or very 
atypical contractual arrangements) all make significant 
differences to financial security. But as noted above, the 
more global context in which the earning is embedded 
makes the most difference. The composition and nature of 
the household (with or without a partner and/or children), 
the various (if any) sources of revenue (partner’s work, 
second job, other types of revenue) contribute to the full 
picture of workers’ vulnerability. Moreover, security/vulner-
ability should be acknowledged over a lifetime perspective 
(including retirement), allowing an assessment of various 
elements such as the potential to change job, develop and 
change occupation. To complete the picture, the impact 
of social protection systems, the ability to escape ‘vulner-
ability traps’ and obtain sustainable work in the long run, 
all need to be taken into account. 

Assessing the financial vulnerability of workers in Europe 
is not a simple task. The first difficulty arises from the 
lack of reliable data. Also lack of information on wages 
or income has to be acknowledged. Talking about wages 
or income is something that people are reluctant to do, 
especially in an interview and particularly when the 
income/wage is considered relatively high or low com-
pared with others.

Furthermore, the nature of earnings can be particularly 
complex as earnings are made up of several elements, 
some of which might be flexible or variable depending on 
the company or group/individual performance. 

The background is important when assessing revenue as 
there are ‘fashion trends’ in income policies. For example, 
businesses can be spurred on to apply some variability 
in wages as part of a reward and/or motivation scheme, 
giving management more flexibility in pay monitoring. 
Income can also be part of national policies or measures 
aiming to implement aspects linked, for example, with 
flexicurity debates at European level. 

Finally, interpreting data on earnings/income vulnerability 
is far from straightforward. Evolution can be perceived 
either negatively or positively by workers depending on 
the proportion and nature of income, their personal cir-
cumstances and the economic context.

The overall complexity of the interactions and the fact that 
all these dimensions could not be examined extensively in 
one European survey means that our analysis has some 
limitations. The EWCS only marginally touches on the 
lifetime perspective and the link with social protection 
systems, and neither topic is developed here. 

However, regarding pay systems, an initial analysis of 
some data allows a discussion on the level of earn-
ings and the perception of workers’ purchasing power 
in Europe in 2010. Furthermore, the data allow for an 
analysis of some recent changes experienced by work-
ers in their employment relationship, changes leading to 
a reduction in resources and a decline in future potential 
evolution and on the issue of ‘making ends meet’ at 
a household level.

Pay components 

The EWCS asks workers about the components of the 
compensation they receive in exchange for their work. The 
questions cover traditional basic fixed salaries or wages 
and other components such as variable pay, compensa-
tion for extra hours of work and participation in profits. 
The survey captures the characteristics of the earnings 
of both employees and self-employed. 

Pay components of employees 

The vast majority of employees in the EU27 have a basic 
fixed salary or wage (approximately 96%). Piece rate or 
productivity payments are part of the earnings of about 
12% of employees – a level that has been relatively stable 
for the past 20 years.35

34 Guio (2005) discusses indicators and concepts such as poverty risk, relative poverty risk and how poor the poor are. The list of common 
indicators has a primary focus on indicators of relative income poverty, referring to individuals living in households where equivalised 
income is below the threshold of 60% of the national equivalised median income. Given the conventional nature of the retained threshold, 
and the fact that having an income below this threshold is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition of being in a state of poverty, 
this indicator is referred to as a measure of poverty risk.

35 See trends résumé and previous EWCS waves.
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Confirming the recent increasing trend in the use of vari-
able pay systems (see, example, Broughton et al, 2010), 
the 2010 EWCS data show that the proportion of individu-
als who receive at least one type of variable pay, apart 
from piece rate or productivity payment, increased over 
the past five years. In 2010, 63% of employees in the 
EU27 reported that their earnings included variable com-
ponents; this compares with 62% in 2005. These compo-
nents include extra pay for overtime (35% of total), other 
forms of extra pay (26%), extra pay for work on Sundays 
(15%) and extra pay compensating for bad or dangerous 
working conditions (8%) (Figure 66). 

Additional payments to regular income based on overall 
performance or profitability of the company in a given 
period were mentioned by 13% of respondents and income 
from shares in the company by no more than 3%. ‘Advan-
tages of other nature’ are part of the earnings of 17% of 
European employees. 

There are significant differences between countries in 
terms of the relative importance of basic fixed salary 
and piece rate or productivity pay (Figure 67). Of the 
EU Member States, only the Baltic countries (Estonia, 
Latvia and Lithuania) and Italy have more than 10% of 
employees without a fixed component of earnings. The 
relative importance of piece rates and/or productivity pay 
as components of pay varies greatly across countries. 
Italy and Slovakia stand out from the other countries 
in having considerably higher proportions of individu-
als reporting having such a component of pay in their 
earnings.36

When considering the ‘other components of pay’, the rank-
ing of countries changes again depending of the nature 
of the element considered.

Box 4 : Refusal to disclose earnings

As people tend to be reluctant to provide information about how much they earn, it is important to look at the level 
of non-responses to the question on earnings’ levels. This analysis shows that the percentage of people refusing 
to disclose their earnings varies more between countries (Figure 65) than with most of the other variables. Despite 
this significant variation, a binomial logistic regression found that employment type, occupation, age, gender, sector 
and reported capacity to make ends meet explain a significant part of the reluctance to disclose levels of earnings. 
The self-employed, managers and professionals, older workers, men and those reporting it being relatively easy 
‘to make ends meet’ are less likely to disclose their earnings than their counterparts.

Figure 65 : Non-disclosure of earnings, by country (%)
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Note: When calculating the percentages, only spontaneous refusals were taken into account as non-responses.

36 This was already the case in 2005 (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007).
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Figure 66 : Components of pay, EU27* (%)
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* Apart from the basic wage and piece rate/productivity rate, the question identifies whether respondents receive additional income by 
way of overtime, profit-sharing, employee share ownership programmes (ESOPs), anti-social working hour bonuses and benefits-in-kind 
(health insurance, other allowances, etc.). 

Note: Percentage of employees whose earnings from their main job include each of the mentioned components of pay; cases weighted 
for the EU27. 

Figure 67 : Basic fixed salary and piece rate/productivity pay, by country (%) 
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Compensation for additional hours of work or overtime 
is relatively important for most former EU15 countries 
apart from Greece, Portugal and Spain (Figure 68). It is a 
relatively common feature in Austria, the Czech Republic, 
Finland, Italy, Luxembourg and Sweden. Those countries 

in which the payment for overtime is less widespread 
joined the EU later: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania 
and Romania report this type of payment as representing 
less than a fifth of the total. 

Figure 68 : Extra pay components, by country (%)
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Payment for work on Sundays is more common in the 
Nordic countries than in all other countries and less rel-
evant in the Baltic countries, Bulgaria, Cyprus and Por-
tugal (Figure 68). Extra payment compensating for bad 
or dangerous working conditions is much more frequent 
in Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovenia, and less 
widespread in Cyprus, Estonia, Ireland, Latvia and the UK. 

The picture for ‘advantages of other nature’ is much more 
diverse (Figure 68); these include for instance medical ser-
vices or privileged access to certain products or services. 
The range of employees reporting this sort of compen-
sation varies from 2.5% in Lithuania up to almost 72% 
in Finland, with no apparent pattern in how widespread 
this form of compensation is. The top five are Nordic and 
central European countries (Finland, Denmark, Belgium, 
Sweden and France). 

The EWCS also looked at the incidence of individu-
als participating in the company’s profits or shares 
(Figure 69). Profit-sharing schemes (where employees 
receive part of the profits generated by the company 

they work for) feature as one of the earnings’ compo-
nents for around one out of every five employees in 
Finland, France, Slovakia, Slovenia and Sweden, but 
are almost negligible in most Mediterranean countries 
(Cyprus, Greece, Malta and Portugal). Company shares 
(employees own part of their company and consequently 
receive some income) are much less common in Europe. 
Although they have some significance in Denmark, 
France, Luxembourg and Sweden, this form of financial 
participation is a rarely used form of compensation in 
comparison to others. 

Pay components of the self-employed

Taking into account the different nature of self-employed 
earnings, specific questions have been devised in the 
EWCS. To assess the self-employed compensation from 
work, the questions focus on the income related to a pro-
fession, business or farm, consider the possibility of self-
employed receiving payments based on the overall perfor-
mance of the company or partnership where they work and/
or income from shares in the company for which they work. 

Figure 69 : Employee participation in profit-sharing schemes and company shares, by country (%)
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Figure 70 : Pay components of self-employed, EU27 (%)
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Figure 71 : Characteristics of self-employed earnings from profit-sharing schemes, EU27 (%)
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Note: Figures represent percentages of total self-employed individuals reporting payments based on the overall performance of the 
company or partnership where they work.

Similar to the employees’ situation in which the basic sal-
ary is the most important component of earnings, more 
than 9 out of 10 self-employed people in Europe report 
that their earnings include income from the self-employ-
ment activity or business. The main difference between 
employees and self-employed is in the variable compo-
nents; profit-sharing schemes and shares in the company 
play a relatively more important role for the income of the 
self-employed than for employees (Figure 70). 

Self-employed receiving payments from profit-sharing 
schemes were asked whether these payments were cal-
culated according to a pre-defined formula and whether 
they were regular. No apparent pattern can be seen 

at European level. Slightly more than half of the self-
employed receive payments based on the performance 
of the company on a regular basis. A pre-defined formula 
to calculate the payments is also reported in half the 
cases. Considering those two dimensions altogether, it 
can be said that the earnings based on profit-sharing 
schemes are certain, that is they are regular and based 
on a pre-defined formula, for around one-third of the 
cases, whereas the earnings of this nature for the other 
two-thirds are subject to some uncertainty by being 
irregular, or calculated independently of any pre-defined 
formula, or both. The latter group, with a higher level of 
uncertainty associated with their profit-sharing schemes, 
represents almost one-third of the cases (Figure 71). 
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Earnings from work

One of the main determinants of financial security/inse-
curity is earnings from work. The EWCS tackles the issue 
from different angles. It starts by asking workers for the 
exact amount of earnings received from their (main) paid 
job (Q EF10). If they do not know the net monthly figure or 
decline to give it, they are asked to select an ‘approximate 
range’, from ranges that go from less than €25 to more than 
€1,001 per week. The answers are collated and presented 
through 10 bands of earnings calculated for each country. 

For the workers reporting their income in 2010, 86% are 
employees, 8% are self-employed with employees, 3% 
are self-employed without employees, and 3% belong to 
the ‘other’ category. Clearly the number of hours worked 
has a direct impact on earnings; more workers with part-
time jobs are found in the lower earning bands (49% of 
part-timers are found in the lower two earning bands) and 
more workers with full-time jobs are found in the higher 
earning bands (26% of workers in full-time jobs can be 
found in the highest two earning bands). 

Depending on the worker’s status, the earnings situation 
can be described by a particular pattern, with a clear split 
in the self-employed category (Figure 72). 

Employees are evenly spread between the earning bands. 
The self-employed without employees have a similar 

distribution, though with a concentration in the lowest 
and highest earning bands (almost 20% at each end). 
This suggests that the ‘self-employed without employees’ 
are a heterogeneous group in which some fare very well 
from work while others struggle to make a living from their 
professional activities.37

The self-employed with employees are concentrated in 
the highest income bands (more than 50% are in the two 
highest earning bands) while the proportion in the five 
lower earning bands is just above 20%. Conversely, more 
than half of ‘other’ workers are concentrated in the lowest 
earning band.

Women are more likely to be found in the lowest two 
earning bands and men are more likely to be found in the 
highest two (Figure 73). There are a number of reasons for 
this, including gender segregation in the labour market; 
differences in the number of working hours (women work 
more ‘shorter hours’ and men more ‘longer hours’; see 
section on working time in Chapter 2). The situation of 
women in the various earning bands can also be linked 
to the gender pay gap – the still ‘unexplained part’ of the 
earnings differences between male and female workers 
(see, for example, Aumayr et al, 2011).

As far as occupations are concerned, 57% of managers 
and 40% of professionals are found in the highest two 
earning bands, while 39% of workers in services and 

Figure 72 : Earnings by income deciles, by employment status, EU27 (%)
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37 See also section on ‘Self-employed workers’ in Chapter 1.
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sales, 21% of skilled agricultural workers and 37% of 
the elementary occupations are found in the lowest two 
earning bands. Despite some increase in the variable 
component of pay and in individual negotiations on pay, 
there is still evidence of earnings rising with seniority. 

In a further attempt to pinpoint the reality of what workers 
earn from their work, the EWCS asks if besides their main 
paid job workers have another paid job – occasionally 
or regularly (Q21). Up to 93% of workers state that they 
do not have any paid job besides their main job. For the 
few who do have one, it is mainly occasional; the highest 
percentages of workers working occasionally in another 
paid job are to be found among employees on ‘no or other 
contract’ and employees on ‘atypical contracts’. 

The amount of earnings is one aspect; the perception of 
what this amount allows a person to do is the other side 
of the coin. The EWCS has a series of questions dealing 
with the perception of what respondents can afford with 
the earnings from their job. 

With regard to the more subjective aspect, 41% of work-
ers say that they ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ with having a 
‘feeling of being well paid’ (Q77). There are no differences 
between full-timers and part-timers and women are slightly 
more dissatisfied with their pay compared with men. 

Turning to occupations, the answers regarding the ‘feeling of 
being well paid’ are consistent with the previously described 

respective positions on the earning bands. It is therefore not 
surprising that 55% of managers ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ 
with the statement (managers feature in the highest two 
income bands) while 55% of skilled agricultural workers, 
37% of service and sales workers, 37% of those in elemen-
tary occupations and 36% of plant and machine operators 
‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ with this statement. 

Overall, almost one-third of employees (31%) and self-
employed without employees (32%), ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly 
disagree’ with the statement compared with 20% of the 
self-employed with employees.

Changes in workers’ revenue

Whatever amount of earnings workers receive from their 
work, this financial element can be affected by various 
circumstances. The fifth EWCS includes a new question 
that asks for a comparison of working hours and salary/
income with the situation in January 2009 (that is, one 
year before the interview).

Workers mainly report no change since January 2009 
in the number of hours worked per week.38 This gen-
eral picture applies with some variations depending on 
the worker’s employment status: the divide is between 
employees on permanent contracts and all other workers 
(self-employed, employees on atypical contracts (fixed-
term and temporary agency) and employees with no or 
other contract). Just over three-quarters of employees on 

Figure 73 : Earnings by income deciles, by age and gender, EU27 (%)
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38 As seen in the section in Chapter 2 on working time, almost three-quarters of workers experienced no change (71%), while 18% saw an 
increase in their working hours per week.
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permanent contracts declared no changes (77%) while 
only 59% of the self-employed and employees on atypical 
contracts report being in the same situation compared 
with a year before. Following a similar pattern, around 
a quarter of self-employed and employees on atypical 
contracts said they had experienced an increase in the 
number of hours worked (24% for the former and 23% for 
the latter), while only 15% of employees on permanent 
contracts are in this situation.

The picture is slightly different for salary/income. The 
majority of workers report experiencing no change in their 
salary/income compared with the previous year but the 
proportion (58%) is lower than for the working hours and 
a quarter even experienced an increase. A clear distinc-
tion for income is seen between the self-employed and 
employees. The former seem to have experienced more 
difficulties maintaining their revenue, as less than half 
(47%) declared no change and more than a third (37%) 
indicated a decrease, with only 16% experiencing an 
increase. The situation of employees on atypical contracts 
is in between that of the self-employed and employees 
on a permanent contract; 53% declare no change (like 
the self-employed) but 30% indicate an increase in their 
salary, slightly more than employees on a permanent 
contract (28%).

To understand workers’ expectations and potential to 
change their financial situation, the EWCS looks at dif-
ferent characteristics of employment security that are 
directly linked to financial sustainability.

While the majority of the workers (almost 68%) ‘disagree’ 
or ‘strongly disagree’ with the statement ‘I might lose 
my job in the next 6 months’ (Q77a) around 16% still fear 
losing their job in the near future. The segregation of the 
labour market again applies as one young worker out of 
five and nearly half of those with a non-permanent con-
tract (53% of those with a temporary agency contract and 
39% on fixed-term contracts) fear losing their job. Like 
the self-employed, apprentices and employees with no 
contract do not express this fear. 

The feeling of precariousness is more or less present, 
depending on sectors and occupations, with 21% of 
workers in industry and 22% in construction fearful of 
losing their job. This fear is shared by 24% of workers in 
elementary occupations and 21% of plant and machine 
operators. 

Considering the more positive side of the changes, work-
ers were asked, in case they would lose (their) job, if ‘it 
would be easy for (them) to find a job of similar salary’ 

(Q77f). A high proportion of workers in the agriculture, 
industry, transport and public administration sectors 
disagree with the statement. The split is somewhat un-
usual in terms of employment status, as both categories 
– self-employed workers and employees on permanent 
contract – show great polarisation. While a majority 
‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’, around 30% ‘strongly 
agree’ this was a possibility.

Ability to make ends meet

In an attempt to capture directly the financial vulnerability 
of workers, the fifth EWCS asks whether the household 
can ‘make ends meet’. 

As described previously, the trend in Europe is for an 
increase in the number of dual-earner households. Many 
reasons can explain this trend such as the increased entry 
of women to the labour market, the systematic increase of 
young girls and women in education, and the need for more 
than one income per household in order to make a living.

The issue of ‘making ends meet’ is complex. Several ques-
tions have to be asked to assess someone’s potential to 
be living in a household that is making ends meet such 
as: Who contributes to the household income? Is there in 
the household, a single or multiple sources of income? Is 
the household income ‘sufficient’ to ‘make a living’? How 
‘sustainable’ is (are) the source(s) of revenue?39

The concept of making ends meet is clearly subjective; 
nevertheless the answers give an indication of the per-
ception of the purchasing power workers obtain through 
their work. Respondents were asked in the context of their 
household’s total monthly income to position their ability 
in making ends meet, on a six-step scale: going from ‘very 
easily’ to ‘with great difficulty’ (Q EF6).

For more than a half of households, the respondent is the 
main contributor to the household income. This is especially 
true when the respondent is self-employed with employees. 
Men are the most important contributors to the household 
income: 86% of men aged over 35 and 87% of men aged 
50+ contribute the most to the household compared with 
35% of women aged 35–49 and 46% of women aged 50+.

Overall, the fifth EWCS draws quite a positive picture. 
Around 62% of workers declare they have no problem 
making ends meet (answering ‘very easily’, ‘easily’ or ‘fairly 
easily’ to the question). Nevertheless, there is still over 
one-third (38%) who experience either ‘some’ to ‘great’ 
difficulty. Moreover, specific categories of workers face 
significant problems in this regard.

39 The focus here is on the collective element of household and household capacities to make ends meet and not on the capacity of the 
individual worker.
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Self-employed and employees on permanent contracts 
display the same pattern very similar to the EU average, 
with over 60% of them reporting no problem to make ends 
meet, while more than one-third declare having some to 
great difficulties. Among the self-employed, 11% even 
declare it is ‘very easy’ for them to make ends meet. Yet, 
not all self-employed are in the same situation: around 
40% of the self-employed without employees have dif-
ficulty making ends meet whereas only 25% of the self-
employed with employees report difficulties. 

When considering the situation of employees, again the 
type of contract makes a difference. More than half of 
employees on atypical contracts or with no contract report 
difficulties making ends meet. Furthermore, employees 
on fixed-term and temporary agency contracts (6%) and 
workers who have no contract (10%) report having ‘great 
difficulties’ making ends meet twice or three times as 
often as those on indefinite contracts (3%). There is little 
difference between full- and part-timers. 

Some sectors and occupations display a very different 
situation than the European average. For example, in 
the agriculture sector, 63% of the workers report having 
some to great difficulties making ends meet. And again, 
when turning to occupation, 65% of skilled agricultural 
workers and 58% of workers in elementary occupations 
report living in a household that has difficulties making 
ends meet. As mentioned previously, the household 
situation and the presence of children play an impor-
tant role too; 64% of single parents living with relatives, 
58% of single parents and 58% of couples with children 
report having difficulty or great difficulty making ends 
meet. 

Given the specific situation of the self-employed, the issue 
of income sustainability is studied more in depth via a 
proxy indicator – the proportion of revenue depending on 
‘the most important client’. The hypothesis is that when 
the self-employed are in a situation where there is only 
one buyer (monopsony), then the financial sustainability 
of the business can be questioned. 

Around 60% of the self-employed consider that their 
most important client represents less than 50% of their 
income. It could therefore be argued that, if this main cli-
ent fails, these self-employed will still be able to obtain 
some revenue and contribute to the household income. 
Nevertheless, some are really not ‘safe’ in this respect, as 
almost a quarter depend on their main client for more than 
75% of their income. Moreover, 61% of the self-employed 
consider they would not be financially secure in the event 
of long-term sickness (Q EF12a).

Considering the type of household, in a sign of the times, 
the ones that apparently find it easiest to make ends meet 

are those where the traditional breadwinner model has 
been modified or where both partners work (either full time 
or part time); 9%–10% of these households declare it is 
‘very easy’ for them to make ends meet and 50%–60% 
consider it is ‘easy’ or ‘fairly easy’ to do so. Confirming 
the importance of another contribution to bring more 
security to the household income, around half of more 
traditional breadwinner model households (that is, only 
one partner working) acknowledge ‘some’ or ‘great’ dif-
ficulty in making ends meet.

Again, the household’s breadwinner model seems to be a 
determinant in the (marginal) occurrence of workers report-
ing another paid job. Workers with a second paid job are 
found mainly in modified female breadwinner households 
(6.2% regularly and 7.4% occasionally) and in households 
in which ‘both partners work part time’ (4.6% regularly 
and 5.9% occasionally). 

These findings corroborate: the numerous studies on the 
gender pay gap and highly segregated labour market that 
show that, compared to men, women are still in ‘lower 
paid’ positions, occupations and sectors; earlier analyses 
of the difficulty in making a living through (some) atypical 
forms of employment. 

Protecting health  
and well-being

Preserving the capacity of all to work as well as ensuring 
that people of different capacity and health can engage 
in paid work was an objective set by EU Member States 
in the Lisbon Strategy and reiterated in the Europe 2020 
strategy (European Commission, 2010a). It is an essential 
dimension of quality of work and employment. 

The EWCS includes a series of indicators documenting 
the health of workers, sickness absence and presenteeism 
(that is, attending work when sick), and their assessment 
of the impact that work has on health (neutral, positive 
or negative). One indicator assesses the sustainability of 
work from the point of view of the worker. This section 
relates these indicators to a series of working conditions. 

European debate  
and policy relevance 

The European Treaties legislation and policy measures 
recognise the importance of preserving the health and 
safety of workers, protecting their health and maintaining 
their well-being. A key document is Directive 89/391/EEC, 
which states that ‘work shall be adapted to individuals and 
not individuals to work’ (European Commission, 1989). The 
Community strategy 2007–2012 on health and safety at work 
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restates the prime objective for ‘an ongoing, sustainable and 
uniform reduction in accidents at work and occupational 
illnesses’ (European Commission, 2007, p. 4). The recent 
increased attention to health inequalities is partly linked to 
the adoption of the Lisbon Treaty, which grants more com-
petence to the European Union on public health as well as 
guaranteeing the enforcement of the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights.40 Article 31 on fair and just working conditions states 
that ‘every worker has the right to working conditions which 
respects his or her health, safety and dignity’. 

Evidence at international level (CSDH, 2008) and national 
level shows clear inequalities in mortality across socio-
economic groups in all countries and over time. As health 
has improved, inequalities do not appear to have reduced. 
Alongside income and educational attainment, occupa-
tional status affects risk factors, health status and mortal-
ity. The relationship between health and socioeconomic 
status may be bidirectional: either health status influences 
socioeconomic position (selection) or social context leads 
to illness (causation). At times of serious economic crisis 
when concerns are voiced over rising inequalities, the 
issue of health (in)equalities is gaining more momentum 
and requires serious attention. 

As Europe develops competence in public health, a new 
issue is coming to the forefront – mental health. The Euro-
pean pact for mental health and well-being stresses that: 

‘Employment is beneficial to physical and mental health. 
The mental health and well-being of the workforce is a 
key resource for productivity and innovation in the EU. 
The pace and nature of work is changing, leading to pres-
sures on mental health and well-being. Action is needed 
to tackle the steady increase in work absenteeism and 
incapacity, and to utilise the unused potential for improving 
productivity that is linked to stress and mental disorders.’ 
(European Commission, 2008, Section III)

The pact invites ‘policymakers, social partners and further 
stakeholders’ to:

‘... take action on mental health in the workplace includ-
ing the following:

 Ô Improve work organisation, organisational cultures 
and leadership practices to promote mental well-
being at work, including the reconciliation of work 
and family life; 

 Ô Implement mental health and well-being programmes 
with risk assessment and prevention programmes 
for situations that can cause adverse effects on the 

mental health of workers (stress, abusive behaviour 
such as violence or harassment at work, alcohol, 
drugs) and early intervention schemes at workplaces;

 Ô Provide measures to support the recruitment, 
retention or rehabilitation and return to work of 
people with mental health problems or disorders.’ 
(European Commission, 2008, Section III)

Work and health:  
a complex relationship 

The relationship between work and health is complicated 
to study and to measure.

Workers’ health is affected by both their work and non-work 
activities, which in turn are to some extent influenced by 
the broader political and economic context. Redistributive 
mechanisms such as the extent of health insurance coverage 
as well as the existing care infrastructure or the introduction 
of prevention programmes impact on health outcomes and 
mediate the impact of social determinants of health. Fur-
thermore, regulations on the working environment (including 
collective bargaining) (see, for example, Bambra, 2011) have 
an impact on work and working conditions. Differences in 
employment structure between countries can also affect 
worker exposure to risks as well as health outcomes. 

Exposure to risk may have a direct impact on health; for 
example, exposure to high levels of noise may lead to 
(temporary or long-term) hearing problems. This is also 
true for work-related stress, which may have direct effects 
on health through biological as well as psychological 
pathways. Some of the negative effects of work on health 
may or may not be reversible, and may therefore affect the 
capacity of people to engage in paid work in the future 
and thus impact on their quality of life and work. 

Exposure to a specific risk may have an indirect impact on 
health; for example, studies have shown that, as part of 
collective defence strategies, male construction workers 
tend to drink alcohol to avoid experiencing fear all the time 
(Dejours, 1980). Work-related stress has been shown to 
impact workers’ health through both direct and indirect 
mechanisms (behaviours at risk). 

Many of the effects of exposure to risk factors differ and 
will have different impacts depending on a wide range of 
individual worker characteristics (genes, lifestyle, socio-
economic position, etc.)

A number of health problems are caused by more than one 
factor. The attributable fractions defined and calculated 

40 http://www.europarl.europa.eu/charter/default_en.htm
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by epidemiologists are important in this respect, as they 
allow the effects of occupational exposure to be distin-
guished from those of non-work factors. 

The ‘healthy worker effect’ means that workers who face 
the most difficult conditions and have frail health will either 
leave a job that places demands on their health or leave 
the labour market completely. 

This section describes differences in health-related 
answers in the EWCS and relates them to characteristics 
of the respondents’ work. As women and men differ not 
only in their biology but also in the roles and responsibili-
ties assigned to them by society, data are provided sepa-
rately for men and women. When interpreting the results, it 
is important to remember that the EWCS is cross-sectional 
while the state of a person’s health develops over time.

Data on health of European workers

The fifth EWCS collected information on self-reported health 
(Q68) and mental well-being (using the WHO-Five Well-being 
Index (WHO-5).41 Indicators on self-reported health and the 
WHO-5 index have been validated in previous research and 
are widely used in international studies. A number of studies 
have shown that self-reported health is a good predictor 
of mortality and functional ability even after controlling for 
other objective health factors. This predictive power may 
be related to its multifaceted nature whereby self-reported 
health incorporates multiple dimensions of health. However, 
caution is required in making cross-country comparisons of 
perceived general health since people’s assessment of their 
health is subjective and can be affected by their social and 
cultural backgrounds within and across countries. 

The method used is cost-effective as the alternative of 
either having every respondent examined by a doctor or 
gaining access to their medical records is not possible. 
It would also create harmonisation difficulties.

Information from the EWCS on the self-reported health and 
well-being of European workers also allows investigating 
to what extent people with a frailer health are included 
in the labour market. 

Self-reported health 

Over three-quarters (78%) of workers in Europe report 
‘very good’ and ‘good’ health, 19% ‘fair’ health and 2% 
‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ health, that is, a total of 22% have a 
poor self-reported health. The proportion of women who 
report having (very) good health is 2 percentage points 
less than men. 

The proportion of respondents who report poor health (‘fair’, 
‘bad’ or ‘very bad’) increases with age. It is expected that 
workers who are not able to work due to frail health would 
have left the labour market and so only the healthier older 
workers remain (the so-called healthy workers effect). 

A report on the concepts and principles for tackling social 
inequalities in health prepared for the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) states that: ‘Three distinguishing features, 
when combined, turn mere variations of differences in 
health into a social inequality of health. They are “sys-
tematic”, “socially produced” (and therefore modifiable) 
and “unfair”. ... Mortality and morbidity increase with 
declining social position ... This social pattern is universal, 
though its magnitude and extent vary among countries’ 
(Whitehead and Dahlgren, 2006, p. 2).

Differences between occupations are important and reflect 
the traditional inequalities between socioeconomic groups 
described in numerous publications (see Table 21). In 
every country where health data are collected, rates of 
morbidity and mortality are found to be higher in groups 
with lower educational attainment, occupational status or 
income level. The proportion of workers reporting (very) 
good health is lowest in agriculture, transport, construc-
tion and industry (see Table 22). Differences between 
countries are also important. 

Mental well-being 

The five questions used by the WHO-5 index assess:

 Ô positive mood (good spirit, relaxation);

 Ô vitality (being active and waking up fresh and rested);

 Ô general interest (being interested in things). 

The answers score from 0 to 25. Levels below 13 indicate 
a poor mental well-being and show up the need to test 
for depression.42 As this goes beyond the scope of the 
survey, this further investigation did not take place. 

In the EU27, 20% of workers (18% of men and 22% of 
women) report a score below 13 which is referred to in 
this report as ‘mental health at risk’. This quite high level 
supports the growing need for attention to be paid to 
mental health in the workplace. 

The proportion of older workers (aged 50+) whose mental 
health is at risk is 7 percentage points higher than that 
for younger workers (aged less than 35). This is a smaller 
gap than the one for general health.

41 http://www.who-5.org
42 Evidence has shown the WHO-5 index to be a good screening instrument for the detection of depression in the general population.
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Table 21 : Prevalence of health outcomes, by gender and occupation (%)

Able to 
do job 
at 60

Poor 
general 
health 
(fair, 

bad, very 
bad)

Mental 
health 
at risk 
(WHO-

5)

Health 
and 

safety 
at risk 

because 
of work

Work 
affects 
health 

negatively

Work 
affects 
health 

positively

Absenteeism 
(>5 days)

Absenteeism 
due to an 

accident in 
work

Presenteeism

Managers men 75 15 15 17 21 7 13 12 57
women 62 20 24 13 17 7 18 5 56

Professionals men 78 14 12 18 19 8 19 9 46
women 64 19 21 21 25 8 23 10 47

Technicians 
and associate 
professionals

men 69 16 18 20 19 9 26 12 37

women 68 17 19 18 19 7 26 9 41

Clerical support 
workers

men 66 21 18 17 17 8 31 12 30
women 71 17 21 9 13 5 28 9 38

Service and sales 
workers

men 54 19 18 22 22 7 18 17 34
women 50 22 20 16 20 6 23 12 38

Skilled agricultural 
workers

men 53 34 23 48 46 11 18 27 38
women 48 51 35 46 50 11 15 25 45

Craft and related 
trades workers

men 49 24 19 40 37 7 26 22 31
women 51 31 28 27 31 8 28 11 34

Plant and machine 
operators

men 47 30 23 45 40 7 27 21 37
women 38 38 35 37 43 2 36 11 35

Elementary 
occupations

men 41 22 20 28 25 9 22 21 34
women 39 34 29 24 26 6 22 11 37

Table 22 : Prevalence of health outcomes, by gender and sector of activity (%)

Able to 
do job 
at 60

Poor 
general 
health 
(fair, 

bad, very 
bad)

Mental 
health 
at risk 
(WHO-

5)

Health 
and 

safety 
at risk 

because 
of work

Work 
affects 
health 

negatively

Work 
affects 
health 

positively

Absenteeism 
(>5 days)

Absenteeism 
due to an 

accident in 
work

Presenteeism

Agriculture men 58 31 22 42 40 12 16 25 37
women 47 42 30 41 46 8 15 20 44

Industry men 58 22 20 31 32 6 28 17 35
women 55 26 28 21 26 5 29 7 34

Construction men 46 24 18 42 38 7 23 21 33
women 73 12 22 7 11 4 31 8 42

Wholesale, 
retail, food and 
accommodation

men 55 17 16 19 21 7 21 16 38

women 53 21 21 14 18 6 21 9 40

Transport men 55 26 24 42 35 8 26 18 38
women 59 24 23 23 22 6 28 18 41

Financial services men 75 15 15 11 16 5 21 14 41
women 69 17 21 9 17 4 28 6 41

Public 
administration and 
defence

men 60 21 17 29 24 8 28 20 32

women 67 24 21 17 20 5 30 9 45

Education men 72 16 12 17 18 10 22 9 46
women 60 22 22 18 23 9 21 10 45

Health men 69 20 15 31 26 8 21 10 42
women 61 22 20 29 28 8 29 11 43

Other services men 68 17 16 20 18 9 17 14 44
women 57 21 21 14 17 8 20 11 40
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Countries differences43 are important with highest level of 
low mental well-being reported in Lithuania (41%), Albania 
(39%), Turkey (37%), the Czech Republic (32%) and Latvia 
(32%) and the lowest in the Netherlands, Norway and 
Spain (10%), Ireland (9%), and Denmark (7%). The high-
est gender gaps are reported in Portugal (14%), Romania 
(13%) and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(11%) (Figure 74). There is almost no gender gap in the 
Netherlands. Men report on their mental well-being at 
risk more often than women in Albania, Austria, Kosovo, 
Montenegro, Slovakia and Turkey. 

Higher levels of ‘mental health at risk’ are found among 
the elementary occupations, plant and machine opera-
tors, and skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery work-
ers. However, the level of mental health at risk reported 
by female professionals and managers is quite high and 
higher than that reported by their male equivalents.

An above average level of poor mental health is reported 
in the agriculture (30% for women and 22% for men), 
industry (28% for women and 20% for men), transport 
(23% for women and 24% for men) and education (22% 
for women) sector. 

Main health problems reported

Respondents were asked whether they had suffered over 
the last 12 months from any of a list of 14 health problems 
(Q69). Nearly equal proportions of men and women had 
suffered from the seven most common problems (Table 23). 

Prevalence varies considerably between occupations. 
Skilled agricultural workers, craft and machine opera-
tors, and those in elementary occupations report more 
symptoms than those in other occupations, as well as 
the highest prevalence of muscular pains. It varies also 
by sector. The highest levels of self-reported muscular 
symptoms are reported in the agriculture, transport and 
construction sectors. Workers in the health and education 
sectors report the highest incidence of stomach aches, 
insomnia and headaches/eyestrains. 

Attendance at work and health 

The EWCS provides information on self-reported absence 
from work due to health reasons and due to accidents at 
work, the duration of such absences as well as on pres-
enteeism. Although data are available from the European 
Statistics on Accidents at Work (ESAW) project, the Euro-
pean Occupational Diseases Statistics (EODS) project and 
the 2007 ad hoc module of the Labour Force Survey, none 
of these sources covers presenteeism. Controlling both 
absence from work and presenteeism is beneficial for a 
number of reasons for all parties (workers, colleagues, 
companies and society).

Previous studies, which have related sickness leave to 
various aspects of the work situation, have highlighted 
the combination of work-related, personal and institu-
tional factors. 

Figure 74 : Mental health at risk, by country and gender (%)

men women
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43 Evidence has shown a clear relationship with GDP, with mental well-being increasing uniformly with an increase in GDP.
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Absence from work due to health reasons

More than two-fifths (43%) of European workers report 
having been absent from work because of health problems 
for at least one day within the past 12 months and 23% 
for more than five days. 

The average duration of absence for health reasons is 14 
days per year for those who took health-related leave. 
Nearly half (46%) of those absent from work for health-
related reasons in the past 12 months had been absent 
for fewer than six days, 42% for 6 to 21 days and 13% 
for 21 days or more. 

Of the sectors, agriculture reports the lowest prevalence 
of absence from work for health reasons for both men 
and women (24% each). For men, the highest levels 
are reported in public administration (48%) and indus-
try (46%). For women, the highest levels are reported in 
public administration (56%) and financial services (52%). 
The longest absences are reported by plant and machine 
operators as well as clerical workers. Skilled agricultural 
workers and managers report the lowest levels of absence 
due to health reasons. 

National differences in the prevalence of health-related 
absence from work are widely reported in the literature. 

Absence from work due to a work accident

Six per cent of male European workers and 3% of female 
European workers report having been away from work 
because of a work accident within the previous 12 months. 
Accidents are more frequent for younger male workers. 

Male craft and related trade workers, male plant and 
machine operators, and male and female skilled agricul-
tural workers report higher proportions of absence due 
to an accident at work. 

Male workers in the construction, industry and pub-
lic administration sectors as well as all workers in the 

transport sector report higher than average levels of 
absence due to an accident at work. Female workers 
in the transport, agriculture and health sectors report a 
higher than average prevalence of work accidents. 

For nearly half (45%) of the cases, the absence from work 
lasts for fewer than six days. For 37%, it is 6–20 days. 
In 18% of cases, the absence lasts longer than 21 days. 
On average the mean duration of absence due to a work 
accident is 17 days. 

The lowest levels of absence due to a work accident are 
reported in Bulgaria and Romania (about 1%) and the 
highest levels in Belgium, Finland, Kosovo and Slovenia 
(7% in all countries). The highest levels for male work-
ers are reported in Germany, Kosovo and Slovenia (all at 
9%) and for female workers in Finland (8%). The order 
of countries changes for the duration of absence, partly 
reflecting differences in reporting on accidents at work 
already documented in a previous study. 

‘Presenteeism’ in the workplace

Presenteeism refers to a phenomenon whereby ‘employ-
ees go to work despite feeling so sick that they should 
have stayed at home’ (Heponiemi et al, 2010, p. 830). 
Presenteeism can have serious negative consequences 
for health as well as loss of productivity. 

Thirty-nine per cent of workers in the EWCS report having 
worked when they were sick (women: 41%, men: 38%); 
62% of these report having worked while sick for fewer 
than six days during the previous 12 months, 33% between 
six and 20 days, and 5% more than 20 days. 

The prevalence of reported presenteeism does not vary 
much with age.

Managers (57% of men and 56% of women) and profes-
sionals (46% of men and 47% of women) report the highest 
level of presenteeism, whereas male craft workers (31%), 
male clerical staff (30%), female craft workers (34%) and 

Table 23 : Health problems in the past 12 months (%)

Women Men

Backache 47 46

Muscular pains in shoulders, neck and/or upper limbs 45 41

Headache/eyestrain 46 33

Muscular pains in lower limbs 30 30

Insomnia or general sleep difficulties 21 16

Stomach ache 15 12

Injury 6 11
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female plant and machine operators (35%) report below 
average prevalence. The physically demanding character 
of some occupations may prevent presenteeism as workers 
might not be able to carry out their work when sick. 

Above average levels of presenteeism are reported in edu-
cation (46% of male workers and 45% of female workers), 
other services (44% of male workers), health (42% of male 
workers) as well as public administration for female workers 
(45%). Less than average prevalence is reported in public 
administration, construction, agriculture and industry. 

Does your work affect your health? 

The perception of the relationship between work and 
health is not at all obvious (Q67). Overall, two-thirds of 
workers report that there is no relationship, one quarter 
that their work affects their health mainly negatively and 
7% that it improves it positively.

The direction and strength of the relationship is influenced 
by the level of scientific evidence available, cultural and 
country norms and stereotypes, as well as gender, occu-
pational and other differences. Answers to this question 
are clearly subjective. But although self-reported, these are 
important data that should be further analysed as well as 
triggering debate and policy actions. It is particularly impor-
tant to learn more about the working conditions of those 
who report that their work affects their health negatively and 
those who report that work actually improves their health. 

Differences by countries are significant. The lowest propor-
tion of workers reporting that work does not affect their 
health are found in Latvia (39%), Estonia and Slovenia (both 
41%), Norway and Sweden (both 46%) and the highest 
proportion are reported in the UK and Ireland (both 78%), 
Italy (77%), Germany (74%) and the Netherlands (72%). 

The proportion of women reporting that work does not 
affect their health is higher than for men in Bulgaria and 
Kosovo (both 12%), Malta and Poland (both 11%), Portugal 
(10%), and Spain and Turkey (both 9%). The proportion 
of men reporting that work does not affect their health 
is higher than that of women in Denmark (7%), Norway 
(6%) and Finland (3%). 

The proportion of workers who report that their work 
affects their health negatively is highest in Latvia (53%), 
Slovenia (45%), Estonia (44%), Greece (41%) and the for-
mer Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (41%). In contrast, 
Finland (29%), Sweden (28%) and Norway (25%) report 
the highest proportion of workers stating that their work 
improves their health. Interesting, the gender gap is 
reversed in these three countries and women report more 
often than men that work affects their health positively 
(around 3 percentage points more). 

Skilled agricultural workers and plant and machine opera-
tors report a higher than average perception that their 
work affects their health negatively (over 40%). Women 
in these occupations report more often negative health 
effects than men. 

Men report that their work affects their health most in the 
agriculture (40%), construction (38%), transport (35%) and 
industry (32%) sectors. For women, it is the agriculture 
(46%), health (28%) and industry (26%) sectors. 

On the positive side, 12% of male workers in agriculture, 
10% of male workers in education, 9% of male workers in 
other services, 9% of female workers in education and 8% 
of female workers in agriculture, health and other services 
report that their work improves their health. 

Working conditions and health 
outcomes: an empirical analysis

Eight indicators on health outcomes were selected for 
analysis: 

 Ô poor health;

 Ô mental health at risk;

 Ô my work affects my health negatively;

 Ô my work affects my health positively;

 Ô my health and safety is at risk because of work; 

 Ô absence from work due to health reasons;

 Ô absence from work due to a work accident;

 Ô presenteeism.

The following indicators of working conditions known to 
be associated with health outcomes were selected based 
on a review of the literature: 

 Ô exposure to physical risks;

 Ô work–life imbalance;

 Ô posture-related risks;

 Ô psychosocial risks;

 Ô job insecurity;

 Ô reward and cognitive dimensions of work;

 Ô workplace innovation. 
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Bivariate analyses were performed for each health out-
come indicator and logistic regression models controlling 
for country, occupation and economic sector were run to 
confirm the selection of indicators. The fit of models was 
adequate (less so for work affects health positively as well 
as absenteeism/presenteeism). Most working conditions 
that in the literature are categorised as resources or strains 
behave as expected. These associations are in general 
confirmed by logistic regression models. 

Workers experiencing more physically demanding working 
conditions report a higher prevalence of negative health 
outcomes (see Table 24). This is true for most types of 
risks on most outcomes except for ‘my work improves 
my health’ and presenteeism. Analyses with individual 
physical risk factors are in line with these results. Posture-
related risks as well as biochemical risks are associated 
with the highest probability of negative outcomes such as 
‘my health and safety is at risk’ and ‘my work affects my 
health negatively’ and absenteeism, in particular related 
to a work accident.

Negative health outcomes are reported by workers expe-
riencing discrimination, verbal abuse, threats and humili-
ating behaviour, physical violence, bullying and sexual 
harassment. The strengths of the effects are very high 
in particular in association with health and safety at risk, 
presenteeism and ‘work may affect my health negatively’, 
indicating that dealing with these abusive situations is a 
priority (see Table 24). 

Work–life imbalance is associated with negative health out-
comes but not with higher reporting of sickness absence. 

Furthermore, work–life balance has a very strong protec-
tive effect in most models of poor negative health out-
comes. Long hours are also associated with a higher 
prevalence of negative health outcomes. 

Job insecurity and the absence of career prospects are 
associated with negative health outcomes but do not 
seem, at first glance, to have much relationship with 
absence from work. Further analysis indicates the effect 
is moderate. 

Being well paid (a dimension of reward) is associated with 
a lower prevalence of negative health outcomes. Levels 
of earnings matter, especially for low earners who report 
higher levels of poor health. 

Workplace innovation is associated with more positive 
health outcomes but the effect is generally weak. 

Having a good manager plays its expected protective 
role. Learning and training are also associated with better 
health outcomes. However, the effects are rather small. 

The analysis highlights the importance of distinguishing 
between men and women as the strength and number of 
significant working conditions vary when they are con-
sidered separately. Age matters for predicting negative 
health outcomes but the effects are weak. Countries, 
occupations and sectors make a difference. 

Further work is needed on this topic. It will also be relevant 
to study the interaction with national systems. 

Box 5: Karasek job demand and job control model 

Theoretical models are important as they provide an explanation of associations between work and health. They 
select the relevant component from the complex reality and allow for generalisations beyond single observations. 
The job demand and job control model of the American sociologist, Robert Karasek, explains stress at work and 
links it to the interaction of psychological demands from work, with the degree of control or decision latitude 
with the worker (Karasek, 1979). Although the model has attracted some criticism (see, for instance, Mansell 
and Brough, 2005), it is widely used. A review of epidemiological studies (Niedhammer et al, 2011) confirms the 
validity of the Karasek model in predicting an association between certain characteristics of work organisation 
and an increase in cardiovascular disease as well as mental health problems. 

The model hypothesises that job strain (work-related stress) is highest when workers are put under high work 
demands while being limited in the extent to which they control the way in which they carry out their job. Figure 
75 shows a simplified version of the model. This representation was introduced in the overview report of the 
fourth EWCS (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007) and is based on indices for job autonomy and work intensity only.

>>>



124

5TH EUROPEAN WORKING CONDITIONS SURVEY

Workers in services and sales are in the bottom left quadrant of Figure 75. These workers are predominantly in 
‘passive’ jobs, characterised by relatively low levels of intensity and relatively low levels of autonomy. Work-
ers in these types of jobs are not very much at risk of work-related stress, but are at risk of frustration and low 
motivation as their jobs are not sufficiently challenging and they are not in the position to change much about 
what they do in their job and how they do it. 

Workers in the agriculture, education and public administration sectors (top left quadrant), as well as skilled 
agricultural workers in general, are predominantly in ‘low strain’ jobs, characterised by relatively low levels of 
work intensity and relatively high levels of job autonomy. These workers are at low risk of stress, and are not 
as likely to suffer from frustration and loss of motivation as those in passive jobs. However, their jobs might not 
challenge them to realise their full potential. 

The top right quadrant contains workers in the financial services, other services and construction sectors, as well 
as professionals, technicians and managers. Workers in these sectors and occupations tend to be in ‘active’ jobs 
with relatively high levels of work intensity but also with relatively high levels of job autonomy. Although their jobs 
can be very demanding, they have sufficient discretion to choose the way in which they do their job as well as to 
develop coping strategies through active learning and are challenged into developing their potential to the full. 

Finally, the most problematic category is ‘job strain’ in the bottom right quadrant with workers in the transport, 
industry, wholesale and retail and, but less pronounced, health sectors, and plant and machine operators, craft 
and trades workers, workers in elementary occupations and clerical support workers. Their jobs are character-
ised by higher than average levels of intensity as well as lower than average levels of autonomy. These workers 
therefore run the risk of accumulating high levels of unresolved strain, which can cause unhealthy stress levels 
and consequently a range of stress-related illnesses such as cardiovascular disease and mental health problems. 

Exposure to psychosocial risk tends to coincide with exposure to physical risks. Those exposed to job strain 
also report the highest level of exposure to ergonomic, biological and chemical and ambient risks. Workers in 
active jobs report superior to average levels of exposure to physical risks. 

As expected from the literature, workers in the job strain category report more negative health outcomes. Low 
strain jobs (low demands and high latitude) report the more favourable health outcomes with the exception of 
sickness absence. Workers in active jobs present a mixed picture in terms of health outcomes and are associ-
ated with the highest level of presenteeism.

Table 25 : Health outcomes and Karasek model (%)

Able 
to do 
job 

at 60

Poor 
general 
health 
(fair, 
bad, 
very 
bad)

Mental 
health 
at risk 
(WHO-

5)

Health 
and 

safety 
at risk 

because 
of work

Work 
affects 
health 
nega-
tively

Work 
affects 
health 
posi-
tively

Absen-
teeism  

(>5 days)

Absen-
teeism 

due to an 
accident 
at work

Presentee-
ism

Passive  
(low intensity, 
low autonomy)

Men 58 18 17 24 21 6 24 13 29

Women 57 18 21 15 17 6 23 9 34

Low strain  
(low intensity, 
high autonomy)

Men 70 17 14 19 18 9 18 12 37

Women 67 18 18 13 16 8 23 9 38

Job strain  
(high intensity, 
low autonomy)

Men 46 26 22 40 38 7 31 22 36

Women 47 30 27 29 34 5 30 11 44

Active  
(high intensity, 
high autonomy)

Men 63 19 16 30 31 9 20 16 48

Women 65 23 20 19 23 8 27 9 52

>>>
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Figure 75 : Work intensity and job autonomy, by sector and occupation, EU27
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Note: The dashed lines indicate the EU27 median levels of work intensity (vertical) and job autonomy (horizontal).

Both indices range between 0 and 1 and are constructed by calculating the average of a number of variables. The index for work 
intensity was based on Q45a and Q45b, asking whether the respondents work involves working at very high speed and working to 
tight deadlines, and Q51g asking whether the respondent has enough time to get the job done. The index for job autonomy is based 
on Q50a, Q50b and Q50c, on whether the respondent can change his or her order of tasks, methods of work and speed or rate 
of work, question Q51e on having a say in the choice of working partners, and Q51f on being able to take a break when desired.
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Sustainable work:  
an empirical analysis 

If the European Union is serious about meeting the objec-
tives in its Europe 2020 strategy, sustainable work and 
employment should be given high priority as this is a pre-
condition for meeting the objective of high employment. 
Understanding the role that work plays over a person’s 
career is an important dimension of this issue as it will 
impact on their decision to retire early or to continue to 
work until retirement age. 

The EWCS has monitored for the past 10 years the extent 
to which people believe they would be able to do the same 
job when they are 60 years old. Respondents are offered 
three alternatives: ‘yes I think so’, ‘no I don’t think so’ and 
‘I wouldn’t want to’ (Q75). 

On average, well over a half (59%) of European workers 
responded positively to the question. Positive answers 
increase with age (73% of men and 70% of women aged 
over 50). A quarter of workers in Europe think they would 
not be able to do the same job when they are 60 years 
old and less than a fifth (16%) of all workers report they 
would not want to. 

There are important differences between countries. Over 
70% of workers in Germany and the Netherlands feel they 
would be able to do their job at 60 compared with 26% of 
workers in Slovenia. The percentage of workers believ-
ing they would be able to do their job at the age of 60 
corresponds closely with the actual percentage of older 
workers in their country’s workforce. Out of the 10 Member 
States with the lowest percentage of workers expecting 
to be able to do their job at age 60, seven are also in the 
bottom 10 in terms of the proportion of workers aged 50 
and older in the workforce. The percentage of workers 
believing they would be able to do their job at age 60 is 
also close to the actual percentage of older workers in 
their country’s workforce. 

The perceived sustainability of jobs varies considerably 
between sectors. Particularly in sectors where work tends 
to be physically demanding, workers commonly think they 
would not be able to do their current job when they are 60. 
Only in the financial services sector does the percentage 
of workers who think they could continue working in the 
same job until a late age exceed 70%. In contrast, only 
slightly more than half of the workers feel the same way 
in the agriculture, wholesale and retail, food and accom-
modation, industry and transport sectors. 

With regard to perceived sustainability, occupations can 
be roughly divided into two groups: 

 Ô managers, professionals, technicians and clerical 
support workers;

 Ô service and sales workers, skilled agricultural and 
fishery workers, craft and trades workers, plant 
and machine operators, and workers in elementary 
occupations. 

Workers in the second group are much less positive about 
their job sustainability than workers in the first group. In 
general, men and women in the same type of occupa-
tion do not differ much in terms of their perception of job 
sustainability. However, there are some exceptions with 
male managers, professionals and plant and machine 
operators being more positive about being able to do 
their jobs at 60 than their female counterparts. 

The conclusions from the results shown in Table 26 are 
summarised below.

 Ô Autonomy plays a protective role and work intensity 
a deterrent role. Workers in low strain and active jobs 
report higher levels of sustainability than others.

 Ô Work–life balance is important and positively asso-
ciated with sustainability of jobs. 

 Ô Working time duration seems to have a limited 
impact: levels of reported job sustainability remain 
the same in the case of long working hours. Being 
able to take some time off as well as having some 
autonomy in relation to taking break, etc. are posi-
tive resources. 

 Ô Experience of discrimination, violence, abuse, 
bullying or harassment are associated with lesser 
levels of job sustainability.

 Ô Less physically demanding working conditions 
are associated with higher prevalence of job 
sustainability.

 Ô Social support from colleagues and managers 
plays the expected role. High support is associated 
with a higher proportion of positive answers to this 
question.

 Ô Job insecurity is associated with lower levels of job 
sustainability. 

 Ô Not having monotonous task is assessed positively 
in terms of job sustainability as well as cognitive 
dimensions of work. 

 Ô The highest levels of workplace innovation 
are associated with higher reporting of job 
sustainability.

 Ô Intrinsic rewards are associated with higher levels 
of job sustainability. 
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Running a series of logistic regression models confirmed 
the importance of the following: work–life balance, job 
strain and active jobs, harassment, exposure to ergo-
nomic risks and ambient risks, workplace innovation 
which is associated with the say of the worker, having 
career prospects as well as being well paid, and ability 

to do quality work. It is clear that health matters in the 
issue of sustainable work and is a major pre-condition. 
It is also noticeable that favourable working conditions 
increase the level of reported sustainability of work. 
Human resources policies that develop workers are also 
key in this respect. 

Table 26 : Relationship between working conditions and sustainable work (%)

Able to do job at 60

men women

Self-employed employee 57 57

self-employed 70 66

Working hours 34 or less 54 60

35–47 60 58

48 or more 59 52

Exposure to posture and movement-related risks low 73 69

high 47 46

Exposure to biological and chemical risks low 66 62

high 52 52

Exposure to ambient risks low 71 64

high 52 49

Having been subjected to discrimination at work no 60 59

yes 47 48

Having been subjected to bullying or harassment no 61 60

yes 45 47

Working hours fit with family or social commitments no 47 42

yes 62 62

Easy to take time off for private matters no 50 50

yes 64 64

Received training paid by employer no 56 56

yes 64 63

Good career prospects no 54 55

yes 67 66

Job insecurity no 62 61

yes 43 47

Well paid for job no 52 52

yes 68 69

Earnings from main paid job low 49 53

medium 53 61

high 66 62

Level of workplace innovation low 49 52

high 67 64

Having a good manager no 52 54

yes 66 67

Receiving social support from colleagues no 53 51

yes 59 59

Job gives feeling of work well done no 36 36

yes 60 59

Job involves learning new things no 51 50

yes 63 62

Applying own ideas at work no 46 48

yes 63 62
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Conclusions 
Smart, inclusive and cohesive growth requires that some 
policy attention is given to work and working conditions, 
and the impact of growth on quality of work, employment 
of workers and companies’ performance. 

Work is an activity fundamental for the achievement of the 
European Union’s goal ‘to promote economic and social 
progress and a high level of employment’ (Article 2 of the 
Treaty on European Union). The renewed attention to the 
measurement of well-being has demonstrated again the 
importance of work to well-being at individual level but also 
at societal level, in the sense that work as an activity and 
its quality will impact on the quality of our lives, our cities, 
and many more dimensions of existence. 

The evolution of work will be a key activity allowing Europe 
to meet its objectives, in particular in relation to increas-
ing participation rates, as more people will have to work in 
the productive system longer. Workers will need different 
abilities and skills for new activities, many of which analysts 
say do not even exist yet. 

Work is already a relevant concern and object of interest in 
many European policies, such as policies on gender equal-
ity, social cohesion, education, public health, business, and 
research and development. It may be key in contributing 
to their success.

Analyses of the European Working Conditions Survey 
(EWCS) series and of its fifth wave give some insights into 
the efficiency and design of these policies and their impact 
on work. 

Evolution of work
Changes in the employment structure of our economies are 
well known: increased employment in the service industry, 
upskilling of occupations, increased participation of women 
in the labour market, and the development of non-permanent 
employment. These changes have been an important con-
cern in employment policy and may have eclipsed attention 
to transformations in work itself. 

Describing changes of work over time is not easy. It would 
be misleading, for example, not to take account of changes 

in the employment structure, or to aggregate data into aver-
ages that disguise developments in different directions and 
differences between EU Member States. Yet as European 
integration has advanced over the last 20 years and Mem-
ber States have followed common policies that impacted 
on work, it is interesting to be able to assess what global 
changes have taken place and whether they have been in 
line with European policy goals. 

The fifth wave of the EWCS was conducted in 2010; some 
changes between 2005 and 2010 may be related to the cri-
sis, and long-term trends may resume once growth returns 
to normal. Alternatively, these changes may represent an 
enduring break with previous trends. Future waves of the 
EWCS will tell. Looking at changes in work over time, as 
measured by the EWCS series, shows limited changes glob-
ally, and the overview results do not fully reflect the empha-
sis in (European) policymaking over the last 20 years. They 
reveal also contrasting situations across Member States. 

The first finding, indeed, is that on most indicators, average 
change has been limited at European level. The second 
is that changes may not be converging in the same direc-
tion, indicating that changes for some workers have gone 
in the opposite direction to changes experienced by other 
workers. 

Working time: Briefly, work has become more intense, but 
workers work fewer hours. The extent of atypical working 
hours, such as night work, shift work and weekend work 
at least once a month, has decreased. At the same time, 
workers who work long hours also tend to work more 
intensively. 

Work organisation: Work has become more collabora-
tive as employers’ clients exert greater influence on work, 
and workers take more responsibility for the coordination 
of tasks. The social dimension of work, as illustrated, for 
example, by the high level of social support from colleagues 
and managers, remains very important. Developments such 
as the increase in variable components of employees’ pay, 
however, suggest that employment relationships may have 
become more individualised. 

Quality of work: Work has become more reliant on tech-
nology, especially on computer use. Limited changes over 
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time in the cognitive dimensions of work and in the experi-
ence of learning new things at work defy the idea of rising 
skill demands and present a more nuanced picture of the 
evolution of work. Autonomy indicators, too, show limited 
changes and trends in contradictory directions, but the 
autonomy of low-qualified blue-collar workers has increased 
slightly over time. 

Risk: Work has remained very physical. Psychosocial risks 
have probably increased as work intensity has increased 
and is not compensated for by an increase in autonomy. 
Certainly awareness of risk has increased. At the same 
time, workers report less that their health and safety is at 
risk because of work; they also report a high level of avail-
ability of information on health and safety risks associated 
with the performance of their work. 

Employment status: A blurring of the frontiers between 
different employment statuses – which occurs when consid-
ering, for example, the distinction between self-employed 
workers without employees and employed workers, the 
definition of care as employment or not, the place and tim-
ing of work, as well as the incidence of work during free 
time – suggest that some of our descriptive categories may 
reflect differences in level rather than of kind. 

Gender equality: Progress in achieving gender equality 
at the workplace has been rather slow. Women still bear 
much of the burden of care activities and the impact of 
those activities on both their private and professional lives. 
Labour market gender segregation remains. Men report a 
higher level of combined exposure to physical, posture-
related and ambient risks. 

Job satisfaction: The previously high level of satisfac-
tion of workers with their working conditions has declined 
slightly, as has the high level of balance between work and 
non-work. However, the proportion of workers who report 
that they would like to do their job at the age of 60 has 
increased slightly. 

Inequalities in working 
conditions

Differences between countries in working conditions are 
important: they reflect a whole range of social and cul-
tural differences and, most notably, differences in working 
arrangements. They also suggest different policy answers. 
In general, northern European countries and the Netherlands 
fare better on many indicators, but the extent of differences 
varies according to which dimension of work is considered. 
A better understanding of factors leading to this situation 
continues to be necessary and is useful for improving work-
ing conditions throughout Europe. 

For many working conditions, the findings reveal that 
important differences between workers’ characteristics, 
sectors, occupations and countries are lost at the aggre-
gate level. In addition, when differences, for example, 
by gender may appear to be small, the analysis by full-
time and part-time status and occupational group may 
show that these additional factors can reinforce risks or 
disadvantages, and interact to create high-risk groups 
(Burchell et al, 2007). This reinforces the need to develop 
gendered analysis and policies in relation to the develop-
ment of working lives. As women continue to bear most 
of the caring and domestic tasks, such policies need to 
consider actions to contribute to a better sharing of the 
load between men and women.

Male and female blue-collar workers continue to be exposed 
to the highest levels of combined risks. This is reflected 
partly in differences in life expectancies. Actions that can 
improve their working conditions may need to target these 
groups as a priority. Policies supporting structural changes, 
for example towards the greening of the economy, may 
integrate these concerns. 

Differences between sectors are important, with some 
sectors presenting a number of unfavourable working con-
ditions. Survey results on this concern may assist in the 
development of sectoral policies. 

Unfavourable working conditions tend to cluster dispro-
portionally in some groups. Actions to address social 
inequalities need to integrate and address inequalities at 
the place of work, as the cost of no work or bad work is 
high for workers, the households they belong to, compa-
nies and society. Such actions can be justified on cost-
efficiency grounds. 

Addressing unfavourable 
working conditions 

Evidence presented in this report confirms that efforts 
need to be continued in relation to addressing unfavour-
able working conditions. It suggests that action in this 
respect would benefit from the involvement of all con-
cerned, as the meeting of different perspectives and pos-
sibly diverging opinions is important. 

Policy instruments to address these challenges are numer-
ous: legislation limiting externalities (activities that have 
negative side effects on workers) and promoting collective 
and individual rights, collective bargaining and agreements 
at all levels, financial support, and awareness-raising. 
Evidence on what works and has made a difference will 
continue to be collected and analysed, so that good prac-
tice can inspire future actions by all concerned. 
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As unfavourable working conditions tend to cluster among 
certain groups, policies should be multidimensional, 
incorporating lifelong learning, working time and work–
life balance, health and safety, remuneration and work 
organisation practices, to name just a few factors to be 
considered. Consultation and employee representation 
is key to the effectiveness of these policies. 

Furthermore, a more global reflection on the real ‘capabili-
ties’ of workers, analogous to Sen’s capabilities theory 
(Hobson et al, 2011), is needed to reach the policy goal 
of an inclusive labour market. Indeed, whether and how 
men and women, with their different backgrounds, in a 
wide sense, participate in work and what kind of work they 
can engage in depends not only on their choice but also 
on the following: possibilities that are embedded in the 
institutional setting (for example, the educational system 
and opportunities for vocational training throughout their 
lives, social protection measures, social infrastructure, 
and private arrangements that allow them to organise 
working life and private life) and (access to) the concrete 
workplace arrangements in companies. These structural 
elements of work are not static but can change over time, 
and all actors can play a role in this reflection. 

Towards win-win 
arrangements 

Analysis of the survey data shows that a number of work-
ing conditions are associated with better well-being among 
workers, including: 

 Ô creating a positive working climate that has no 
tolerance for discrimination, violence and bullying, 
and encourages social support by colleagues and 
managers;

 Ô giving a say to workers, enabling them to be heard 
and to make improvements that clarify their roles 
and tasks;

 Ô good job design;

 Ô creating a safe working environment;

 Ô encouraging collaborative work;

 Ô addressing job insecurity;

 Ô taking steps to improve workers’ career develop-
ment and their participation in work over the life 
course;

 Ô ensuring that workers are able to do quality work;

 Ô facilitating a good work –life balance;

 Ô developing approaches that address both collec-
tive and individual needs;

 Ô emphasising gender mainstreaming and integrating 
the different circumstances that men and women 
face in relation to their participation in the labour 
market.

These factors are also associated with high motivation, 
engagement and willingness to remain in the labour mar-
ket (sustainable work). At workplace level, many of these 
actions may not be easy to implement, but not all of them 
are costly and could in theory be implemented even in 
times of economic downturn. Evidence from other research 
suggests that they may also have a positive impact on 
companies’ results (Pot, 2011), and could constitute a 
productive factor contributing to the objectives and val-
ues embedded in the European social model. Analyses 
of the EWCS series demonstrate that in order to increase 
trust and confidence, which are important ingredients of 
flexicurity, management policies are central to the solu-
tion. Best practice in this respect will be key to achieving 
quality of work and employment.

Evidence shows that progress in this direction has been 
made in some instances, and some countries have pro-
moted models of work that incorporate workers’ well-
being. Reflecting on our political willingness as well as 
the policy mix to meet these objectives is important and 
may be essential for the future development of Europe. 

Making work visible in 
European policies

Current employment policy priorities to increase employ-
ment levels, prolong working life, increase the participation 
of women, and increase flexibility and productivity depend 
for their success not just on changes in the external labour 
market but also on the successful management of life at 
work and at home, by all parties concerned (Morley, 2010).

The analysis of working conditions in Europe suggests 
that a stronger integration of work and quality of work in 
the setting of the policy agenda would be beneficial for 
the effectiveness of this policy goal. Policies improving 
the quality of work and employment might need to be 
strengthened, as the improvement of working conditions 
is not automatic and needs to be supported. The number 
of policy actors involved is considerable, and their actions 
may need to be supported. 
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A narrow approach to health and safety may no longer 
be sufficient: increasing concern over psychosocial risks 
suggests that prevention of risks should take account 
of organisational factors. This may lead to different 
approaches in research, integrating corporate govern-
ance questions. The issue requires more debate between 
all social actors concerned on the actions to be taken and 
policies to be implemented, including those that support 
learning on prevention and intervention that works.

The increased incidence of cardiovascular diseases, 
musculoskeletal diseases and other diseases, and their 
association with prior exposure to unfavourable working 
conditions suggest that a dual approach aimed at prevent-
ing negative outcomes but also promoting well-being of 
workers is required.

Differences in exposure to unfavourable working condi-
tions matter from a cost-efficiency perspective, as they 
are likely to lead to further costs in absenteeism and, 
in some cases, early exit from the labour market. They 
also matter from an equity perspective. The debate on 
social inequalities in health has already recognised and 
acknowledged the existence of structural and repeated 
differences in relation to health outcomes by occupation. 
This point has been part of the debate on the extension 
of working life in some countries. 

Many proposals have been made to encourage lifelong 
learning and to enable workers develop their employability. 
Changes over time show limited progress and inequali-
ties in access to learning opportunities. This calls for 
monitoring and understanding of the impact and limits of 
our current efforts in this field. Policies to make work pay 
should also be reviewed, as a significant but noticeable 
proportion of workers report experiencing great difficul-
ties in making ends meet. The current context of high 
job insecurity and unemployment levels calls for a review 
of policies on fighting poverty in work, promoting social 
inclusion, and supporting upward mobility and career 
progression. 

The definition of care as paid employment or an unpaid 
activity compels policies to go beyond the narrow view 
of current employment policies to deal with access to 
social services and to acknowledge the economic role 
of care activities. Ensuring an adequate work-life bal-
ance requires policymakers to consider issues of gender 
equality, company practices and agreements on working 
time flexibility. 

The policy agenda should promote sustainable work 
over the entire length of careers: in other words, the abil-
ity for all involved in paid employment to maintain their 
engagement in paid work over their professional career. 
Such an agenda could be narrow (for example, focusing 

just on health) or comprehensive (focusing on key fac-
tors affecting participation in paid employment, such as 
health, training, lifelong learning, availability of a care 
infrastructure, marketable skills or motivation). The scope 
of this agenda and the policy mix of instruments should 
be elaborated further.

In terms of objectives, that agenda may focus on pre-
venting the premature exclusion of workers from the 
labour market due to health incapacity. It could also 
address the causes of and ways to deal with specific 
working conditions, such as those that are compatible 
only with abilities of the fittest, often the ‘average 30- to 
40-year-old male worker’. The solution could be an over-
all improvement of working conditions or a limitation of 
exposure to unfavourable conditions. This agenda might 
also consider the effect of various working careers on the 
lives of workers after retirement: the so-called pénibilité 
(hardship) agenda in France, which questioned fairness 
in pension reforms. 

Limited progress in the development of smart working 
reinforces the need for a better knowledge of the inter-
actions among work, working conditions, quality of work 
and employment of workers as well as work organisation, 
human resources policies and practices, and company 
results. The slow pace of change also indicates that policy 
instruments should be elaborated to support progress 
towards this objective. 

Changes over time suggest that a range of European poli-
cies might not have operationalised work in their content. 
Future reviews of whole policies, such as those on fiscal 
matters (and the taxation of labour costs), industry, educa-
tion and green growth, may benefit from mainstreaming 
work. 

Future political choices on international labour standards, 
as well as the development of international regulation of 
the financial market, will strongly influence the future of 
work (De Balathier-Lantage et al, 2011). 

A number of recent initiatives have started measuring 
societal progress in Europe going beyond the traditional 
methods of national accounting. A better understanding of 
the role of work in shaping the well-being of workers and 
contributing to societal progress is useful in this respect. 
These initiatives, in part, are based on the premise that 
citizens and workers should be encouraged to achieve 
their full potential. Transforming this agenda into action 
will require the development of trust and confidence in 
all people and in all aspects of their lives, something that 
seems difficult in this time of economic crisis. This is an 
important challenge for Europe, which must avoid seeing 
economic issues, social protection and industrial relations 
as separate domains (Morley, 2010). 
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Transforming this agenda into action may require promot-
ing the principle of capabilities at the heart of our policies. 

Further debate and research is also needed on how all 
relevant actors, from a multilevel perspective (workers and 
the households they belong to, company actors, social 
partners, labour market institutions and national actors), 
influence quality of work and employment. 

Indeed, many goals are assigned to quality of work and 
employment, including well-functioning labour markets, 
good matching between workers’ preferences and qual-
ity of jobs available, preparation for future labour market 
needs, productivity and innovation for companies, and 
provision of earnings, security and fulfilment for workers. 

Tensions between conflicting views need to be made 
explicit and addressed. Ultimately actors’ roles will need 

to be embedded in existing European, national and sec-
toral frameworks, and assessed against the success of 
their policies and actions in relation to the multiple goals 
assigned to quality of work and employment. This calls for 
debate among social actors at all levels in order to identify 
priorities and discuss actions so that a coordinated and 
coherent strategy can be elaborated. 

Changes over time show that considerable progress has 
been achieved on quality of jobs when one considers a 
longer period of time (Kalleberg, 2011). The economic 
crisis may be an enabler in addressing the challenge of 
good work as we rethink many important policies.

Eurofound will continue to monitor and analyse changes 
in work over time and debate these with European policy 
actors and its tripartite stakeholders. Good work may well be 
one of the keys for smart, inclusive and sustainable growth.
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Further tables of results by isco, age and gender, NACE 
etc. are available on the Eurofound website at http://www.
eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/index.htm

The questionnaire used in the fifth Working Conditions 
Survey is available for download on the Eurofound web-
site as well as a statistical annex which provides a more 
complete breakdown of key demographic indicators.

Methodology
Conducting an international survey in many different 
countries and languages is very demanding in terms of 
organisational planning and procedures. In order to ensure 
that the survey is carried out to the highest specifica-
tions and scientific standards, a detailed methodological 
framework has been put in place. More information on 
the quality assurance and the methodology is available in 
the Quality Assurance Report and the Technical Report, 
both prepared by Gallup Europe and available on the 
Eurofound website. 

Quality assurance report: http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/
surveys/ewcs/2010/documents/qualassurance.pdf

Technical report: http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/
ewcs/2010/documents/technical.pdf

Survey mapping tool
Eurofound’s Survey Mapping Tool (SMT) allows you to 
create graphical representations of the survey findings. 
For every question presented, you can:

 Ô view the 2010 data on the map or in bar charts or 
tables;

 Ô click on a country to see the data for this country 
compared with EU averages;

 Ô view EU level trend data in bar charts and national 
level trend data in tables

 Ô explore the 2010 figures and the trends broken 
down by gender, age, employment status, activity 
of the organisation or type of occupation;

 Ô download the data as an .xls or a .csv file.

The SMT can be found on the Eurofound website at http://
www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/results.htm

Datasets
The Eurofound datasets and accompanying materials 
are stored with the UK Data Archive (UKDA) in Essex, UK 
and promoted online via the Economic and Social Data 
Service (ESDS) International at http://www.esds.ac.uk/.

The data is available free of charge to all those who 
intend to use it for non-commercial purposes. Requests 
for use for commercial purposes should be forwarded to 
Eurofound for authorisation.

Additional 
resources

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/documents/qualassurance.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/documents/qualassurance.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/documents/technical.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/2010/documents/technical.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/results.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/results.htm
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Annex 1: Survey 
methodology
The fieldwork for the fifth European Working Conditions 
Survey was carried out between 23 January and 27 June 
2010.44 A total of 43,816 face-to-face interviews were carried 
out with workers in 34 European countries (all EU27 Member 
States plus Croatia, Turkey, the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia, Albania, Montenegro, Kosovo and Norway) 
answering questions on a wide range of issues regarding 
their employment situation and working conditions.

Gallup Europe was contracted by Eurofound to carry out 
the fieldwork. Preparation for the survey included a review 
of the EWCS statistical production process and design of 
a strict quality assurance framework.

The target population was all residents of these countries 
aged 15 or older (aged 16 or older in Spain, the UK and 
Norway) and who were in employment at the time of the 
survey. People were considered to be in employment if they 
had worked for pay or profit for at least an hour in the week 
preceding the interview (ILO definition). 

Previous European Working Conditions Surveys were 
carried out in 1991 (Paoli, 1992), 1995 (Paoli, 1997), 2000 
(Paoli and Merllié, 2001) (with an extension to the then 
candidate countries in 2001 and 2002; Paoli and Par-
ent-Thirion, 2003) and 2005 (Parent-Thirion et al, 2007). 
The range of countries covered in the EWCS reflects the 
expansion of the European Union. The first wave, in 1991, 
covered only 12 countries; the second wave in 1995 cov-
ered 15 countries; and from the third wave in 2000–2001 
onwards, all 27 current EU Member States were included, 
plus Turkey (in 2002, 2005 and 2010), Norway and Croatia 
(in 2005 and 2010), Switzerland (in 2005) and Albania, 
Montenegro, Kosovo and the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia in this most recent wave.

The number of questions and issues covered in the survey 
has expanded in each subsequent wave. The survey allows 
for comparison over time by retaining a core of key ques-
tions and for comparison across countries by using the 
same questionnaires in all countries.

Questionnaire design and 
translation process

The questionnaire has been updated with a view to:

 Ô maintain the balance between the different topics;

 Ô retain core ‘trend’ questions to ensure continuity;

 Ô identify new and emerging areas of interest;

 Ô ensure gender mainstreaming. 

The main topics covered in the questionnaire for the fifth 
EWCS are: 

 Ô job context;

 Ô working time;

 Ô work intensity;

 Ô physical factors;

 Ô cognitive factors;

 Ô psychosocial factors;

44 The fieldwork period had to be extended in Belgium where the extended sample size of 4,000 required a slightly longer fieldwork period 
than foreseen (until 17 July 2010), and in Norway where organisational issues resulted in the finalisation of fieldwork being delayed until 
29 August 2010.



142

5TH EUROPEAN WORKING CONDITIONS SURVEY

 Ô violence, harassment and discrimination;

 Ô work organisation;

 Ô skills, training and career prospects;

 Ô social relationships;

 Ô work–life balance and financial security;

 Ô job fulfilment;

 Ô health and well-being.

The questions on household characteristics were expanded 
in the fifth EWCS to find out more about the other members 
of the respondent’s household (age, gender, economic 
activity, whether working full time or part time). New ques-
tions were introduced to enable more in-depth analysis 
of psychosocial risks, workplace innovation, precarious 
employment and job security, place of work, work–life bal-
ance, leadership styles and health. It also included new 
questions addressed specifically at self-employed workers 
(for example, financial security). 

Gender mainstreaming was an important concern when 
designing the questionnaire. Attention was paid to devel-
oping gender-sensitive indicators as well as ensuring that 
the questions capture the work of both men and women.

The questionnaire was developed by Eurofound in close 
cooperation with a questionnaire development expert group. 
The expert group included members of Eurofound’s Govern-
ing Board, representatives of the European social partners, 
other EU bodies (European Commission, Eurostat, Euro-
pean Agency for Safety and Health at Work), international 
organisations (OECD, ILO), national statistical institutes and 
leading European experts in the field. The expert group met 
twice during the preparation phase.

Where possible the survey questionnaire makes use of 
internationally validated questions or questions used in 
other international or national surveys. The English master 
questionnaire and its French translation were also pre-tested 

in two countries: France and the UK. The aim was first to 
assess whether the questionnaire was relevant to and easily 
understood by the respondents in terms of the concepts and 
the way they were phrased in the questions, and secondly 
to assess the technical functioning of the questionnaire. 
Based on the results of the pre-testing, the final version of 
the survey questionnaire was compiled.

The development of a valid and reliable measurement instru-
ment that is internationally comparable required a series of 
steps and contributions from a team of experts to translate 
the English master questionnaire into the other languages 
used in the fifth EWCS. For each version:

1. two independent experts translated the question-
naire into their language;

2. these versions were combined into one version by a 
third person;

3. this version was translated back into English;

4. a final version was validated by experts on work-
ing conditions research (members of the European 
Working Conditions Observatory, EWCO).

As several waves of the EWCS have been carried out, differ-
ent procedures were followed for existing questions (trend 
questions) and new questions. To maintain the consistency 
of the data over time, the translations of trend questions 
(some of them dating back as far as 1991) were changed 
only in case of serious discrepancies between the English 
master and the translation.

The fifth EWCS questionnaire was translated into 32 lan-
guages (Table A1) including the key minority languages of 
the surveyed countries. Nine of the languages were used in 
more than one country and adapted to the cultural context 
when necessary.

The questionnaire has been published separately and is 
available on the Eurofound website (Eurofound, 2012). For 
more information about the translation process see Euro-
found 2011.
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Table A1 : Survey languages

Country Language Country Language

Austria German Malta Maltese, English

Belgium French, Dutch Netherlands Dutch

Bulgaria Bulgarian Poland Polish

Cyprus Greek Portugal Portuguese

Czech Republic Czech Romania Romanian

Denmark Danish Slovakia Slovakian

Estonia Estonian, Russian Slovenia Slovenian

Finland Finnish, Swedish Spain Spanish, Catalan

France French Sweden Swedish

Germany German United Kingdom English

Greece Greek Croatia Croatian

Hungary Hungarian Turkey Turkish

Ireland English
Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia

Macedonian, Albanian

Italy Italian Albania Albanian

Latvia Latvian, Russian Kosovo
Albanian, Serbian (Latin and 
Cyrillic)

Lithuania Lithuanian Montenegro
Montenegrin (standard and 
Ijekavski dialect), Serbian (Latin 
and Cyrillic)

Luxembourg
Luxembourgish, French, 
German

Norway Norwegian

Sampling design
The sample used in the EWCS is representative of those 
aged 15 years and over (16 and over in Spain, the UK 
and Norway) who are in employment and resident in the 
country being surveyed. In each country, a multistage, 
stratified random sampling design was used.

In the first stage, primary sampling units (PSUs) were 
sampled, stratified according to geographic regions (NUTS 
2 level or below) and level of urbanisation. Subsequently, 
households in each PSU were sampled.45 In countries 
where an updated, high-quality address or population reg-
ister was available, this was used as the sampling frame. 
Registers of individuals were used for sampling in Den-
mark, Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Poland, Slovenia, Sweden 
and Norway, and registers of residential addresses were 
used in Bulgaria, Ireland, the Netherlands, Spain and the 
UK. A random route procedure was used if such a register 
was not available. For the first time in the fifth EWCS, the 
enumeration of addresses through this random route 
procedure was separated from the interviewing stage. 
Finally, a screening procedure was applied to select the 
eligible respondent within each household.

The target number of interviews was 1,000 in all countries 
except Slovenia (1,400), the UK, Italy and Poland (each 
1,500), Germany and Turkey (each 2,000), France (3,000) 
and Belgium (4,000). The Belgian, French and Slovenian 
governments took up the option offered by Eurofound to 
pay for an addition to the initial sample size. 

The number of interviews completed in each country is 
summarised in Table A2. For more information on the 
sampling design, see Gallup Europe (2010a).

Fieldwork outcome and 
response rates

The survey interviews were carried out face-to-face at 
respondents’ homes (so outside the workplace). The aver-
age duration of the interviews was 44 minutes. The overall 
response rate for the fifth EWCS was 44%, though there 
was considerable variation in the participation rates in 
the different countries (Table A3).

45 Apart from Denmark and Finland where the Population Registry Office sourced a stratified random sample of individuals for the EWCS 
without any clustering.
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Table A2 : Number of interviews

Austria 1,003 Germany 2,133 Netherlands 1,017 Croatia 1,100

Belgium 4,001 Greece 1,037 Poland 1,500 Turkey 2,100

Bulgaria 1,014 Hungary 1,006 Portugal 1,000
Former Yugoslav 
Republic of 
Macedonia

1,100

Cyprus 1,000 Ireland 1,003 Romania 1,017

Czech Republic 1,000 Italy 1,500 Slovakia 1,002 Albania 1,000

Denmark 1,069 Latvia 1,001 Slovenia 1,404 Kosovo 1,018

Estonia 1,000 Lithuania 1,004 Spain 1,008 Montenegro 1,041

Finland 1,028 Luxembourg 1,000 Sweden 1,004

France 3,046 Malta 1,000 UK 1,575 Norway 1,085

Box A1 : Calculation of outcome rates

Outcome rates are calculated by applying the formula recommended by the American Association for Public 
Opinion Research (AAPOR) standard definitions to the information recorded on the contact sheets. The abbre-
viations used are as follows:

 Ô I = complete interview

 Ô P = partial interview

 Ô R = refusal and break-off

 Ô NC = non-contact

 Ô O = other

 Ô UH = unknown eligibility, household

 Ô UO = unknown, other 

 Ô e = estimate for each country of the proportion of eligible respondents based on the proportion of non-
workers in those contacted households where employment status could be obtained.

The cooperation rate (COOP) is the proportion of all cases interviewed of all eligible units ever contacted. 
To calculate the cooperation rate, both refusals by a member of the household and refusals by the potential 
respondent have been taken into account.

COOP= I
(I+P)+R

Those unable to do an interview are defined as incapable of cooperating and are excluded from the base (COOP3). 

The contact rate (CON) measures the proportion of all cases in which some responsible member of the hous-
ing unit was reached by the survey.

CON = (I + P)+ R+O
(I + P)+ R+O + NC + e(UH +UO)

>>>
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Table A3 : Response rates (%)

 Cooperation rate Contact rate Refusal rate Response rate

All EWCS 60 76 30 44

Austria 40 84 49 32

Belgium 50 70 34 34

Bulgaria 77 88 20 66

Cyprus 80 85 17 66

Czech Republic 62 78 29 47

Denmark 71 84 23 58

Estonia 67 84 27 56

Finland 63 77 28 47

France 66 55 18 34

Germany 61 96 36 56

Greece 58 76 28 40

Hungary 57 84 35 47

Ireland 67 79 25 50

Italy 43 82 46 34

Latvia 86 86 13 74

Lithuania 59 92 37 54

Luxembourg 56 73 32 40

Malta 74 72 18 52

Netherlands 45 87 46 37

Poland 57 78 33 44

Portugal 53 84 39 44

Romania 67 89 29 59

Slovakia 82 70 12 57

Slovenia 51 84 41 42

Spain 43 74 42 31

Sweden 53 69 32 35

The refusal rate (REF) is the proportion of all cases in which a housing unit or respondent refuses to do an 
interview, or breaks off an interview of all potentially eligible cases.

REF= R
(I+P)+(R+NC+O)+e(UH+UO)

Finally the response rate (RR) is the proportion of complete interviews of all potentially eligible cases in the sample.

RR= I
(I+P)+(R+NC+O)+e(UH+UO)

The base for the contact rate, refusal rate and response rate includes the potentially eligible cases. These are 
the estimated eligible cases among the undetermined cases (AAPOR formulae CON2, REF2 and RR3).
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Table A3 : Response rates (%) (continued)

 Cooperation rate Contact rate Refusal rate Response rate

UK 66 59 19 37

Croatia 66 67 22 43

Turkey 68 85 27 56

FYROM 82 84 15 68

Albania 71 83 24 58

Kosovo 76 83 20 63

Montenegro 72 83 23 59

Norway 50 66 33 32

Coding
The fifth EWCS included three open-ended questions 
in order to record the respondents’ occupation and the 
economic activity of the organisation or company they 
work for. After the data were collected, the answers were 
coded according to international classification systems 
for occupation (ISCO-88 and ISCO-08) and the activity 
of companies and organisations (NACE Rev. 1.1 and 2.0). 

For both ISCO and NACE, the answers were coded using 
the current and the previous version of the classification 
system. The coding using the previous versions is needed 
to make comparisons with previous waves of the EWCS. 

For the fifth EWCS, ISCO coding was carried out at the 
four-digit level to allow for very specific distinctions 
between occupations. This was partly done to enable an 
appropriate transition from the old ISCO classification to 
the more recent one.

Not only open-ended questions require coding. The 
question about the respondent’s level of education was 
recoded into International Standard Classification of Edu-
cation (ISCED) categories in order to make the country-
specific education categories internationally comparable. 

The income questions referred to the national currency 
in each country, which was subsequently converted into 
euros according to the exchange rates at the time of con-
version (1 March 2010).

For more information on coding, see Gallup Europe 
(2010b).

Weighting
As in previous waves of the EWCS, three types of weights 
were applied to ensure that results based on the fifth EWCS 
data can be considered representative for workers in Europe.

Selection probability weights

Because of the way the sampling process is designed, peo-
ple in households with fewer workers have a greater chance 
of being selected into the sample than people in households 
with more workers. For example, within a household with 
one person in employment, the probability of this person 
to be selected is 100%, whereas it drops to 50% for people 
in a household with two people in employment. Selection 
probability weights (or design weights) are constructed to 
correct for this.

Post-stratification weights

Because of differences in the willingness and availability to 
participate in the survey, certain groups are overrepresented 
and other groups are underrepresented in the EWCS sample. 
To ensure that the results accurately reflect the population 
of workers in each country, post-stratification weighting 
is applied. The weights are calculated by comparing the 
EWCS to the Labour Force Survey (Eurostat) with regard to 
the gender, age, region, occupation and sector of economic 
activity of the respondents. 

Because Eurostat only provides Labour Force Survey 
statistics for EU Member States, EFTA countries (includ-
ing Norway) and EU candidate countries (Croatia, Turkey 
and to some extent for the former Yugoslav Republic of 
Macedonia), national LFS statistics were used as post-
stratification weighting targets in Albania, Montenegro, 
Kosovo and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. 
Because of issues with the comparability of these national-
level statistics and the target population of the survey, the 
weighting strategy had to be adjusted in some of these 
countries. Most importantly, the information on sector 
(NACE) was not used in the former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia and the information on occupation (ISCO) 
was not used in Albania. In Kosovo, the national LFS 
statistics referred to the active population (including the 
unemployed) rather than the working population. As a con-
sequence, care is needed when interpreting the weighted 
results (particularly for Kosovo).
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Supra-national weights

The differences between countries in the size of their work-
force are not (fully) reflected in the sample size in each 
country. To ensure that larger countries weigh more heavily 
in the EU-level results, supra-national weights have been 
applied when performing analyses on the European level.

Quality assurance
To ensure high quality of the fifth EWCS data, each stage 
of the survey was carefully planned, closely monitored and 
documented, and specific controls were put in place (Gal-
lup Europe, 2010c). 

When designing the fifth wave, close attention was paid to 
information gathered in a data user survey on satisfaction 
with the previous wave and on future needs. In addition, an 
assessment was made of how the survey can better address 
the topics that are central to European policymaking. 

Questionnaire development meetings were held with experts 
on survey research as well as with experts on working con-
ditions from several European countries and international 
organisations to identify emerging topics and to ensure 
that the questions were relevant and meaningful for both 
stakeholders and respondents in all European countries. 

The findings from the user survey and a review of the rel-
evance of the EWCS for policymaking, as well as the sug-
gestions and recommendations from the experts, were taken 
into account when drafting the tender specifications for the 
fifth EWCS, when compiling the draft questionnaire and when 
planning the management of the survey. The quality report 
of the fourth EWCS (Petrakos Agilis, 2007) provided recom-
mendations for further improving the survey methodology. 

Quality control mechanisms were included in the tender 
specifications to ensure the survey was implemented in 
accordance with best practice and that the various stages 
were documented in detail. 

After the fieldwork, an external quality assessment of the 
fifth EWCS analysed to what extent the quality criteria out-
lined in the European Statistical System (ESS) had been met 
(Ieromnimon et al, 2011).

Limitations of the survey
 Ô Indicators are self-reported by the respondents. 

Although this method has limitations, it is particu-
larly appropriate for those indicators (mostly psy-
chosocial) that cannot be observed by an external 
observer. The method is also cost-effective.

 Ô The questionnaire design makes use of questions 
that have been validated and/or used in other sur-
veys. However, some questions are unique to the 
EWCS and extensive testing of these questions in all 
the surveyed countries was not possible. 

 Ô The survey is cross-sectional and, even if the survey 
allowed investigation of the relationships between 
the different working conditions indicators, causal 
relations cannot be drawn based on the data. Par-
ticularly in analysing work and health, the EWCS 
can point out relationships between work and health 
but it does not include workers who have exited the 
labour market for health reasons. 

 Ô As the survey is highly harmonised, it allows com-
parisons across countries. However, differences 
between countries may be a result of cultural differ-
ences in the interpretation of certain concepts, mak-
ing it impossible to translate a question completely 
equivalently. 

 Ô The results are based on a sample and not on the 
whole European population. As a consequence, 
small differences between countries and over time 
can be observed as a result of sampling rather than 
reflecting real differences. This needs to be taken 
into account when looking at the tables and graphs 
in the reports. Whenever findings are discussed in 
the text, differences have been statistically tested to 
ensure they are not a result of sampling error. Where 
deemed necessary or interesting, multivariate tests 
have been carried out to control for the effects of 
other relevant variables.
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Annex 2: Network 
of national fieldwork 
institutes
Coordination of the fieldwork was carried out by Gallup Europe. The team was directed by Robert Manchin and coor-
dinated by Agnes Ilyes and Gergely Hideg.

Code Country National fieldwork partner
AT Austria SPECTRA Marktforschungs GmbH
BE Belgium IRB Europe and Fieldforce
BG Bulgaria Vitosha Research 
CY Cyprus Cymar Market Research Ltd
CZ Czech Republic FOCUS Centre for Social and Market Analysis
DK Denmark SFI Survey 
DE Germany IFAK Institut GmbH & Co.
EE Estonia SAAR POLL Ltd
EL Greece Metron Analysis S.A
ES Spain Simple Logica
FI Finland TOY 
FR France EFFICIENCE3
IE Ireland RED C Research & Marketing Ltd
IT Italy Demoskopea S.p.A
HU Hungary The Gallup Organisation Hungary
LT Lithuania Baltic Surveys Ltd
LU Luxembourg Gallup Luxembourg SA and Fieldforce
LV Latvia Latvian Facts Ltd
MT Malta Misco International Ltd
NL Netherlands MSR Consulting Group
PL Poland The Gallup Organisation Poland
PT Portugal INTERCAMPUS
RO Romania The Gallup Organisation Romania
SI Slovenia Valicon
SK Slovakia FOCUS Centre for Social and Market Analysis
SE Sweden IMRI AB – International Market Research Institute
UK UK ICM Research
HR Croatia Hendal Market Research
TR Turkey Konsensus Research and Consultancy
MK Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia Strategic Puls Research 
NO Norway Synovate
AL Albania Strategic Puls Research
XK Kosovo Strategic Puls Research
MO Montenegro Strategic Puls Research
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Annex 3: Expert 
questionnaire 
development group
An expert questionnaire development group was set up in order to discuss the questionnaire of the fifth European 
Working Conditions Survey. The group was composed of national experts, along with representatives of the European 
Commission and international organisations.

Advisory Committee 
The Advisory Committee is composed of representatives 
of Eurofound’s Governing Board and follows the devel-
opment of the survey from the questionnaire design to 
analysis.

Governments

Michel de Gols
Ministry of Labour and Employment
Belgium

Constantinos Petinis
Ministry of Employment and Social Protection
Greece

Employers

Heitor Salgueiro
Confederation of Portuguese Industry (CIP)
Portugal

Maria Angeles Asenjo
National Construction Federation (CNC)
Spain

Trade unions

Herman Fonck
ACV – Dienst Onderneming
Belgium

Erik Pentenga
FNV Beleidsmedewerker arbeidsvoorwaarden
Netherlands

European Commission

Guido Schwarz
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Overview report

5 European
Working
Conditions
Survey

Work plays a pivotal role in people’s lives, 
in the functioning of companies and in 
society at large. Improving the quality of 
work and working conditions has long 
been at the forefront of EU policy, most 
recently in the Europe 2020 Strategy towards 
‘Smart, inclusive and cohesive growth’. 
The fifth European Working Conditions 
Survey (EWCS) explores topics as diverse 
as physical risks, working time, gender 
segregation, work–life balance, employee 
representation, work organisation, stress at 
work, skills development and pay, as well 
as health and well-being. The survey charts 
trends in working conditions, identifies 
major risk factors and highlights issues 
meriting policy attention. Based on interviews 
with 44,000 workers across 34 European 
countries, the fifth EWCS represents a rich 
store of information and analysis on work 
in all its dimensions in Europe today.
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