
Improving working conditions in
occupations with multiple disadvantages

Executive summary 

occupations with multiple disadvantages are at risk of

social exclusion, job insecurity and health problems,

improving the employment and working conditions of

this category of workers can contribute to achieving

more sustainable work and a more inclusive labour

market.

Key findings

Occupations with multiple disadvantages include

personal service workers (waiters, bartenders and

cooks), sales personnel (shop salespersons, cashiers

and ticket clerks), plant and machine operator jobs

(assemblers, machine operators and drivers) and

elementary occupations (mining, construction and

manufacturing labourers, refuse workers and food

preparation assistants).  

Most workers in these occupations are disadvantaged

in terms of being subject to high job strain, exposure

to health risks and difficulties in accessing training.

They also experience more job insecurity and poorer

career prospects than in other occupations. 

Experiencing multiple disadvantages can have a

detrimental effect on the careers of these workers and

ultimately on their participation in the labour market.

According to the research, a high proportion of

workers in most of these occupations reported that

they would not to be able to work when they were 60

years old.

There is a clear concentration of these occupations in

medium-to-low skilled occupations in the service and

manufacturing sectors, and low-skilled to unskilled

occupations in various sectors. Two occupations in

particular – drivers and refuse workers – endure very

poor conditions in most areas, with negative impacts

on work–life balance, ability to make ends meet and,

above all, health status. 

Introduction

Occupation is a critical element in the type of working

conditions experienced during a person’s working life, with

knock-on effects for their health and well-being, income,

working time, job security and career prospects. Based on

data from the European Working Conditions Survey 2010

and the EU Labour Force Survey 2013, this report

explores the working conditions of workers – particularly

the medium-to-low skilled and unskilled – in occupations

that are found to have low levels of job quality as

measured by four key indicators: earnings, prospects,

working time and intrinsic job quality. While the term

‘disadvantaged’ is quite new in work-related studies and

policies, it reflects the reality of a considerable proportion

of jobs in these occupations. 

Supplemented by information from across all 28 EU

Member States submitted by Eurofound’s network of

European correspondents, the report presents examples

of initiatives, policies and measures at national level

aimed at improving overall working conditions in these

disadvantaged occupations. 

Policy context

A key priority of the European Union’s employment

strategy and Europe 2020 is to create more and better

jobs in Europe, while improving their quality and ensuring

better working conditions. The Commission’s 2010

Agenda for new skills and jobs places an emphasis on

skills development to foster job quality and productivity.

The improvement of working conditions can ensure a

longer working life and more sustainable work and

employment, with positive effects on participation in the

labour market and on company productivity.

To achieve economic growth and job creation, the working

conditions of all workers need to be improved, through

higher standards of occupational health, safety and well-

being at work, as well as enhanced opportunities for skills

development and employment prospects. As workers in



A qualitative assessment of existing policies to

improve the working conditions in these

occupations should be further developed.

Future policy debates on working conditions both

at EU and national level and in social dialogue

should take the occupational perspective into

account. 

Initiatives from sectoral social dialogue to address

the occupational perspective could provide a

suitable framework for developing improvements

to working conditions since they can address the

issue from a holistic or multilevel standpoint.   

Governments and national-level social partners

(under intersectoral agreements) should develop

initiatives to address the poor working conditions

of all workers, regardless of their occupation or

membership of a trade union. 

As transversal policies normally target all workers

and focus on minimum standards, they can

contribute to improving of the quality of work of

employees in occupations with multiple

disadvantages in one or several aspects of

working conditions. In some cases, they may

address issues that are not tackled directly

through specific sectoral or occupational policies.  

Given that social policies target certain

disadvantaged groups in society based on

inequalities in relation to gender, income, housing

and health and the fact that disadvantages are

concentrated in some occupations, a

mainstreaming policy for these occupations could

be considered at different levels.

Improving the job quality of workers in these

occupations would contribute to the aims of

growth and job creation in Europe, and help meet

the challenge of increasing inequalities in

societies, including reducing the risk of

unemployment. The occupational approach can

be a major element in fostering inclusiveness in

the labour market and sustainable work.
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Some occupations with multiple disadvantages are

dominated by a specific social group: for example, a

high proportion of women work as cashiers and ticket

clerks, young workers as waiters, and people of

foreign origin as food preparation assistants.

The majority of the policies and initiatives designed to

improve working conditions in occupations with

multiple disadvantages are aimed at sector level

(negotiated through social dialogue and collective

bargaining), although there are a few examples

targeted at specific occupations: for example, berry

pickers, miners, domestic cleaners and drivers. 

Over half of the measures identified in the research

(54%) are aimed at improving working conditions

related to intrinsic job quality – such as skills,

autonomy, social and physical environment, risk

prevention and work sustainability – while 37% relate

to earnings, 25% to working time and 20% to

prospects.  

The study identified transversal initiatives and policies

targeting broader groups of occupations or even the

entire workforce, aimed at attaining minimum quality

levels for all occupations in one or several job quality

domains. These cross-cutting initiatives have been

developed by public authorities (in the form of

legislation), social partners or third parties (non-

governmental organisations) and include the

following: setting or raising of minimum wages,

reducing the duration of working hours or limiting the

presence of unsocial working hours, fostering skills

development and preventing social or physical

environmental risks.

The research pointed to the need to foster the

development of policies in specific occupations: for

example, initiatives in relation to working time in the

hotels, restaurants and catering sector and job strain

in manufacturing. One important issue for

policymaking is tackling undeclared work or illegal

employment, prevalent in several disadvantaged

occupations.

Policy pointers

Issues for further research include the

relationships between occupations with multiple

disadvantages and the prevalence of informal

economy practices.

Further information

The report Improving working conditions in occupations with multiple
disadvantages is available at http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications 

For more information, contact Oscar Vargas Llave, Research Manager, at
ova@eurofound.europa.eu. 
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