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Prevention of psychosocial risks: a long haul tast 

Since the 1980s, the increased pace of work, against a background of greater competition and 
growing demand from customers or users, has contributed towards an increase in psychosocial 
risks (PSR)1 in work organisations: stress, internal violence (committed within the organisation by 
employees) or external violence (committed against employees by persons from outside the 
organisation) and professional burnout etc.  
Public administrations are equally affected by this phenomenon. As explained on the dedicated 
website2 of the French ministry of labour, these risks are described as ‘psychosocial’ risks, since 
they occur at the interface between the individual and his/her work situation, even though ‘not all 
employees react in the same way to the same situation, which makes it difficult to determine the 
extent to which a psychosocial disorder may be attributed to work.’ 
The majority of industrialised countries have recognised the existence of this problem and have 
adopted preventive measures. Within the public sector, measures to combat PSR take specific forms 
depending on locally identified issues: violence in the USA, violence and burnout in Sweden, stress 
in France and Belgium, problems affecting the well-being of women in Spain etc. They are 
moreover aware that there may be interaction between the various risks (stress, for example may 
lead to violence between employees and that violence itself is a source of stress), which therefore 
demands an approach in which all those aspects are taken into account. According to Eurogip3, 28% 
of European workers are ‘exposed to at least one factor likely to have an adverse effect on their 
mental well-being’. At European Union level, there have been two consecutive ‘strategic plans’ for 
health in the workplace: that covering the period 2002-2006 and that covering the period 2007-2012. 
With some variations (the first plan was mainly concerned with the impact of chemical and 
physical risks), they both focussed on prevention.  Even though, as emphasised by the French 
Ministry of Labour4, ‘the new strategy does not propose any new legislation concerning the 
principal risk factors, for example the emerging risks such as stress and workplace violence etc., it 
nevertheless encourages the Member States to continue with their efforts to implement their own 
national strategies for health and safety in the workplace.’ 
So, what form are these preventive measures taking? The brief overview of the situation in various 
European and other countries which we are providing here, in addition to the fundamental role 
played by regulations and monitoring of their implementation, reveals some interesting points of 
convergence: the importance of having mediators (‘confidential counsellors’ in Belgium) within 
organisations; the role played by training and awareness-raising, by means of seminars or 
handbooks (especially in the English-speaking countries); and also the importance of management. 
On the other hand, we also find divergences in the coverage of the plans adopted. Whereas Sweden 
or Canada for example have opted for ambitious national policies, the USA has left the individual 
States and the various agencies considerable freedom to decide the type of action they wish to take.  
However, in the final analysis, the question we have to ask is to what extent the tools which have been 
deployed will be sufficient to curb the phenomenon. Although in fact stress has often been reduced as a 
result of the action taken, for its part violence still persists and, in some cases, has even got worse. The 
macro-economic conditions, the current crisis and the attendant social difficulties have made their impact 
felt in this area. This persistence also raises fundamental questions concerning how work organisations 
are run, a question moreover which is rarely addressed in many countries. Obviously, a great deal of 
thinking still needs to be done about the specifically organisational and even structural causes of stress 
and violence in the workplace, in order to ensure that prevention is even more effective.  
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1 The terminology varies depending on the country: some tackle the subject by placing emphasis on ‘well-being’ or ‘well-being in the 
workplace’ for example.  
2 http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/risques/psychosociaux.html 
3 Eurogip is a public interest grouping set up jointly by the CNAMTS (Caisse nationale de l'assurance maladie des travailleurs salariés 
[National Health Insurance Fund for Employees]) and the INRS (Institut national de recherche et de sécurité sur les accidents du travail 
et les maladies professionnelles [National Institute for Research and Safety concerning Industrial Accidents and Occupational Diseases]) 
in order to conduct studies on workplace risks at European level. Here it is citing Eurostat statistics for 2009: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KE-AG-10-001/EN/KE-AG-10-001-EN.PDF 
4 http://www.travailler-mieux.gouv.fr 
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In France, 
Greater emphasis on prevention 

 
 
From now on, preventing PSR will be a priority for 
the French public sector. 
 
France has for many years been looking at psychosocial 
risks (PSR) and how to prevent them, including within 
the public sector: public sector employees are equally 
exposed to these risks, especially as a result of factors 
such as restructuring and the ‘results-based culture1, 
but also other factors, which are described on pages 14 
and 15 by two researchers from Eurofound, in a survey 
to assess how France rates compared with Europe-wide 
levels of PSR. Other researchers highlight the role 
played by individual performance appraisals, which 
force employees to compete with each other 
(Christophe Dejours2) to the detriment of the team as a 
whole and the role it can play in prevention3 . 
Since the first European Union strategy for the period 
2002-2006, France has adopted an approach placing 
greater emphasis on prevention, to complement actions 
which were already in place thanks to organisations 
such as the INRS, which was set up in 1968. Prevention 
efforts are led by the Ministry of Labour, which makes 
various information and tools available on-line4. 
Within the public sector, discussions forming part of 
the ‘Public Service 2012 ‘ action in 2009, focussed on 
‘health and safety in the workplace’ and resulted in an 
agreement on ‘health and safety in the workplace in the 
public sector‘5. Signed by seven trade union 
organisations (out of eight), this agreement applies to 
the entire French public sector (Central Government, 
regional authorities, the public hospital service) and 
comprises fifteen actions, organised around the 
following three main themes: 

 Frontline agencies and players in the 
workplace health and safety field; 

 Objectives and tools for preventing 
occupational risks ; 

 Support measures for persons whose health 
has been affected. 

In November 2011, the ninth Professional Symposium 
held by the ‘Ecole de la GRH’ [Human Resource 
Management College], devoted to ‘the prevention of 
psychosocial risks’, reviewed progress with the 
implementation of that agreement. Participants 
concluded that there there was genuine awareness of 
the problem; above all, ‘people have moved on from an 
individual and ‘psychologising’ approach towards a 
collective approach, which takes account of working 
conditions and the importance of management’, said 
Yves Struillou, a member of the French supreme 

                                                 
1Highlighted by a Senate report, amongst others: 
http://www.senat.fr/rap/r09-642-1/r09-642-13.html 
2 http://sites.univ-
provence.fr/ergolog/pdf/bibliomaster/dejours.pdf 
3http://www.anact.fr/web/publications/NOTINMENU_affic
hage_document?p_thingIdToShow=2967052 (Yves Clot) 
4 http://www.intefp-sstfp.travail.gouv.fr/ 
5 http://www.fonction-publique.gouv.fr/fonction-
publique/modernisation-fonction-publique-43 

administrative court [Conseil d’État] and of the Court 
of Cassation, who in 2003 wrote a report on the 
relationship between the harshness of working 
conditions and retirement [Pénibilité et retraite] ‘, 
which was submitted to the Pensions Advisory Council 
(COR).  
 
European partnerships 
Together with other public administrations from 
European Union Member States and public sector trade 
unions, the French public sector also took part in an 
experimental social dialogue launched in 2008, one of 
whose priorities was combatting stress in the 
workplace. Following the signature of a common 
position on 19 December 20086, in 2009 the partners 
worked on identifying ‘good practices’. In 2010, the 
DGAFP7 published the results of these exchanges, 
which reviewed the progress made with the European 
initiatives8. Following that publication, the DGAFP 
issued a call for tenders, which is currently in progress, 
for a report on the current state of play and research 
into the appropriate tools to be used for evaluation and 
prevention purposes. Statistical data are being 
compiled  
 
Box 1 
How is stress defined? 
Amongst the various psychosocial risks, work-related 
stress is currently defined as the effects of an imbalance felt 
by an employee between what is demanded of him/her 
and the means available to him/her to carry out his/her 
work. It is to the American sociologist Robert Karasek9 that 
that we owe this dual dimension of work analysis, which 
he introduced at the end of the 1970s, together with the 
concepts of ‘psychological demand’10 and ‘decision 
latitude’ (autonomy, room for manœuvre in carrying out 
tasks). The combination of high psychological demand and 
low decision latitude (a situation described as ‘job strain’) 
presents a risk to physical and mental health. Building on 
the work of Johnson, who introduced the concept of ‘social 
support’ provided by colleagues and management11, 
Karasek’s model was used as the basis for a questionnaire 

                                                 
6 http://www.fonction-
publique.gouv.fr/files/files/IMG/resolution_groupe_dialogu
e_social.pdf 
7 Directorate General for Government Administration and the 
Civil Service 
8 http://www.fonction-
publique.gouv.fr/files/Pratiques_europeennes_stress_2010.pd
f 
9 
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/pub
lications.html?refINRS=TC%20108 
10 Psychological demand is a key concept in Karasek’s model. 
It refers to the psychological demands of work: the amount of 
work, time constraints, conflicting demands, frequent 
interruptions etc. 
Source: INRS:  
www.inrs.fr/default/dms/inrs/CataloguePapier/DMT/TI.../frps2.pdf 
11 Some models add a fourth dimension, namely recognition at 
work.  

http://www.senat.fr/rap/r09-642-1/r09-642-13.html
http://sites.univ-provence.fr/ergolog/pdf/bibliomaster/dejours.pdf
http://sites.univ-provence.fr/ergolog/pdf/bibliomaster/dejours.pdf
http://www.anact.fr/web/publications/NOTINMENU_affichage_document?p_thingIdToShow=2967052
http://www.anact.fr/web/publications/NOTINMENU_affichage_document?p_thingIdToShow=2967052
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/publications.html?refINRS=TC%20108
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/publications.html?refINRS=TC%20108
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containing 26 questions1, used for the most recent SUMER2 
SUMER2 survey of French workers carried out in 2003.  
 
Box 2 
An ‘Observatory’ at France Télécom 
‘In the public sector, suicide is no longer a taboo’, said the 
Director General for Government Administration and the 
Civil Service in 2011. There is a significant problem in 
France, as evidenced by the wave of suicides at France 
Télécom, which led to the creation of an ‘Observatory on 
Stress and Forced Mobility’3 , bringing together trade 
union organisations within the company, occupational 
health specialists, researchers and legal experts in order to 
gather evidence about PSR and to prevent them. Set up as 
a non-profit organisation, its members develop tools for 
analysis, organise debates and training4, and build 
partnerships with professionals in the field. In June 2011, 
two training days were organised to address prevention, 
but also to examine the existing social legislation.  
 

Box 3 
A circular on gender equality 
On 3 October 2012, a circular was published setting out the 
focus of inter-departmental priorities for the lifelong 
training of public sector employees, which recommended 
‘demonstrating the State’s commitment to social 
responsibility by creating genuine equality between men 
and women in the workplace’. From now on, it will be up 
to the ministries and the PFRH (regional inter-
departmental platforms for human resource management) 
to provide training aimed at ‘raising awareness of 
workplace equality as a matter of priority amongst staff 
playing a key role in recruitment or employees’ career 
progression’: senior management, but also members of 
panels, members of Joint Administrative Committees, HR 
managers and career mobility advisers. 5 

                                                 
1 For further information on the different versions of the 
Karasek questionnaire, see: 
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/pub
lications.html?refINRS=FRPS%202 
2 For information on the SUMER (Surveillance médicale des 
expositions aux risques professionnels – Medical Surveillance 
of Occupational Risks) surveys, see: http://www.travail-
emploi-sante.gouv.fr/etudes-recherche-statistiques-
de,76/statistiques,78/conditions-de-travail-et-sante,80/sumer-
enquete-surveillance,1999/sumer,2013.html 
For information on the tools used to measure PSR in France, 
see: http://www.travailler-mieux.gouv.fr/Etudes-et-Chiffres-
Cles.html 
3http://www.observatoiredustressft.org/~observata/index.p
hp?option=com_content&view=category&id=36&Itemid=55 
4http://www.observatoiredustressft.org/~observata/index.p
hp?option=com_content&view=article&id=2006:prevention-
et-traitement-des-rpsn-les-slides-de-la-
formation&catid=38:assises-de-l-observatoire-du-
stress&Itemid=67 
5http://circulaire.legifrance.gouv.fr/pdf/2012/10/cir_35894.p
df 

http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/publications.html?refINRS=FRPS%202
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/produits/mediatheque/doc/publications.html?refINRS=FRPS%202
http://www.travail-emploi-sante.gouv.fr/etudes-recherche-statistiques-de,76/statistiques,78/conditions-de-travail-et-sante,80/sumer-enquete-surveillance,1999/sumer,2013.html
http://www.travail-emploi-sante.gouv.fr/etudes-recherche-statistiques-de,76/statistiques,78/conditions-de-travail-et-sante,80/sumer-enquete-surveillance,1999/sumer,2013.html
http://www.travail-emploi-sante.gouv.fr/etudes-recherche-statistiques-de,76/statistiques,78/conditions-de-travail-et-sante,80/sumer-enquete-surveillance,1999/sumer,2013.html
http://www.travail-emploi-sante.gouv.fr/etudes-recherche-statistiques-de,76/statistiques,78/conditions-de-travail-et-sante,80/sumer-enquete-surveillance,1999/sumer,2013.html
http://www.travailler-mieux.gouv.fr/Etudes-et-Chiffres-Cles.html
http://www.travailler-mieux.gouv.fr/Etudes-et-Chiffres-Cles.html
http://www.observatoiredustressft.org/~observata/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&id=36&Itemid=55
http://www.observatoiredustressft.org/~observata/index.php?option=com_content&view=category&id=36&Itemid=55


 

Canada woke up to the fact that there was a risk 
of an explosion in health costs if employees’ 
health continued to deteriorate. 

At the beginning of the 2000s, after Statistics Canada1 
had produced figures showing a sharp rise in stress (in 
1998, 35% of employees stated that they felt stressed), 
the Ministry of Health2, which was responsible for 
health and safety in the workplace, commissioned two 
university researchers, Chris Higgins and Linda 
Duxbury, to carry out a study. In order to refine those 
initial findings, the two researchers in turn conducted a 
survey of 31 571 private and public sector employees, 
the results of which were published in 20033. 

That survey confirmed the growing pressure exerted by 
work organisations on employees and the level of stress 
felt in coping with it, in particular as a result of the 
large-scale introduction of technology as part of the 
modernisation process. The authors also highlight the 
‘exponential intrusion of work into personal and family 
life‘4  and analyse the different types of ‘role overload’, 
in particular for the generation of people in their forties 
and fifties, nicknamed ‘the sandwich generation’5, who 
have to combine their work responsibilities with both 
bringing up children and looking after their parents. 
This research made a major contribution towards the 
development of the concept of work-life balance, the 
improvement of which is a factor in combatting 
stress.The fact that the public authorities had started to 
address this risk meant that both private companies 
and public administrations began to take a serious look 
at the problem. Despite the mechanical link established 
with the theme of work-life balance, this new 
awareness was immediately incorporated into public 
health policy. This is because there was a risk of a cost 
explosion within the public health sector if the health of 
individual workers did not cease to deteriorate and if 
this was not counteracted by stepped-up prevention 
efforts on the part of stakeholders. 
 
The cost of a lack of well-being in the workplace  
From the outset, the cost of stress and a lack of well-
being in the workplace provided the initial impetus. 

                                                 
1 The general social survey carried out by Statistics Canada in 
1998 revealed that 35% of Canadian male and female workers 
said that they felt stressed as a result of excessive workload or 
excessively long working hours, compared with 27.5% in 1991. 
These findings led to the introduction of a policy on protection 
of health in the workplace, particularly within the Federal 
Administration, in consultation with employee and employer 
representatives. 
2 http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/occup-travail/work-
travail/index-fra.php  
3 Work-Life Conflict in Canada in the New Millenium -: A 
Status Report’ Linda Duxbury, Chris Higgins,  Final Report, 
October 2003: http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/work-
travail/report2/index-fra.php  
4 Ibid. ‘Work  culture and work demands place employees at risk of 
role overload and of work interfering with family life.’ 
5 http://www.acsm-ca.qc.ca/virage/adulte-couple/la-
generation-intermediaire-prise-sandwich.html 

The study commissioned by the Ministry of Health 
contained the seeds of the dea that the overall cost of a 
lack of well-being in the workplace could only be 
reduced by prevention and by improving working 
conditions, in other words by:  
- quantifying the cost of conflict between work and 
personal life for employers, employees and their 
families;  
- quantifying the cost of that imbalance for the 
Canadian health service; 
- quantifying the benefits which could result from 
improving that balance;  
- helping public and private professional organisations 
to formulate appropriate strategies to reduce those 
imbalances. 

As a result, the government extended the scope of its 
policy on prevention and health and safety in the 
workplace, in which one of the strategies was aimed at 
containing and then reducing the costs of absenteeism, 
the cost of sick leave and costs arising from any fall in 
productivity. Ten years later, the Canadian Ministry of 
Health was able to state on its website that: ‘There has 
been a major decrease in industrial accidents and 
occupational diseases in Canada, thanks to efforts made 
by Health Canada and stakeholders in both the public 
and private sectors to create a ‘healthy and productive 
workforce .’ 

Enforceable legislation, appropriate regulations and 
tools  

Apart from the regulations contained in collective 
agreements for private and public sector employees, the 
general framework for policy on health and safety in 
the workplace is laid down in the Canadian Labour 
Code6. The Labour Code also applies to the public 
administration in the form of the obligation incumbent 
upon managers to take action to prevent health and 
safety risks in the workplace7. A framework for 
consultation between ‘bargaining agents’ representing 
trade union organisations and experts on ‘equality in 
the workplace ‘ (prevention of discrimination) and 
health and safety in the workplace enables the 
development of tools designed to improve ‘well-being 
in the workplace’. 

Managers as key players in risk prevention 

In 2002, the training centre for managers8 published an 
initial guide for managers, which summarised the tools 
available for better stress prevention. More recently, as 
part of the ‘Disability Management Initiative (DMI)’ 
run by the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, all the 
stakeholders involved (ministries, dedicated network 
and bargaining agents) produced a document entitled 
‘Managing for Wellness – Disability Management 
Handbook for Managers in the Federal Public Service’9. 

                                                 
6 Canadian Labour Code, Part II: Occupational Health and 
/Safety – website: http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/L-
2/page-53.html 
7
 http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/hrh/dmi-igi/wds-mst/disability-

incapacitetb-eng.asp 
8 The ‘Canadian Centre for Management’ used for 
management training is now the ‘Canadian School of Public 
Services’ and has been open to all employees since 2004. 

Canada: 
0rganising preventive measures and 

promoting well-being in the workplace 
 

http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/occup-travail/work-travail/index-fra.php
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ewh-semt/occup-travail/work-travail/index-fra.php
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/work-travail/report2/index-fra.php
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/work-travail/report2/index-fra.php
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Service’1. This handbook, which was published on-line 
(and which contains links to a multitude of on-line 
resources), offers heads of departments and team 
leaders information and tools for preventing lack of 
well-being in the workplace, in addition to its main use 
in providing support for managers of employees 
suffering from sickness or disability. 

This approach places managers in the front line in 
preventing lack of well-being and work overload and 
their effects on employees, requiring them to be 
‘proactive’ in providing support to enable employees to 
‘maintain their health and well-being’. With a leading 
role to play in prevention and as the first to be held 
accountable for their teams’ results – or ‘operational 
performance’- these managers should act as a local alert 
system to guard against any risk of a fall in team 
productivity.  It is therefore those managers who are to 
a large extent responsible for creating the right working 
environment for improved  well-being.

                                                 
 
 

 



 

Spain: 
Preventing gender violence and  

dealing with harassment 
 

 
In order to deal with violence against women, Spain 
has introduced an ambitious prevention plan, 
covering every aspect: education, health, victim 
support and protection and professional training, and 
also including preventive measures in the workplace. 
 
At the end of 2004, under José-Luis Zapatero’s first 
government, a prominent feature of which was the equal 
sharing of posts between men and women, Spain 
unanimously passed one of the most advanced laws 
against gender violence1. Spain, which has a serious 
domestic violence problem, was therefore one of the first 
countries to treat the problem of gender violence and 
sexual harassment as a single phenomenon. That law laid 
the foundations for a series of measures in the fields of 
education and prevention, health, victim support and 
protection and professional training etc. 

At central government level, this led to the drafting and 
approval of a ‘Plan for Gender Equality within the 
General State Administration (GSA)’. The measures 
were designed to promote gender equality in access to 
public sector employment, to improve career 
progression for female public sector employees, in 
particular to senior management and management 
posts, to promote a better work-life balance and to 
combat gender violence and sexual harassment. 

 
This plan, which was drafted in consultation with the 
trade union organisations representing Spanish public 
sector employees (UGT [General Union of Workers], 
Workers Commissions and the Independent Trade 
Union Confederation of Public Servants) led to an 
agreement on work-life balance2 which, amongst other 
things, provides for the ‘protection of victims of gender 
violence’.  

At the end of July 2011, during an election period and 
at the end of the government’s term of office, those 
same entities signed a Memorandum of Understanding 
specifically concerned with combatting sexual 
harassment3. One of the main aims of this action plan 
was to prevent sexist behaviour and to deal with any 
instances of such behaviour which might occur within 
the central government administration. In order to 
assist with prevention, awareness-raising and training 
programmes were set up to ensure that female 
employees are able to enjoy an equal working 
environment in which their dignity is respected. In 

                                                 
1 Ley de médidas de proteccion integral contra la violencia de 
généro: www.boe.es/boe/dias/2004/12/29/pdfs/A42166-
4219 
2 ‘CONCILIA -  Tu vida personal y laboral’ 
www.mpt.gob.es/areas/funcion_publica/iniciativas/mejora_
de_la_administracion_general_del_estado/funcion_publica/c
oncilia.html  
3 
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPren
sa/MAP/2011/270711ProtocoloAcosoAdmon.htm 

order to provide protection and assistance for victims, 
disciplinary measures against offenders were 
announced. A handbook setting out the procedure to be 
followed where cases of sexual harassment are reported 
was to be circulated to government departments. The 
post of ‘confidential counsellor’, to provide support for 
victims, was also created. 

Following the parliamentary elections in November 
2011, the new Rajoy government retained the issues of 
equality between men and women and combatting 
gender violence as one of its priorities. The first 
sectorial conference under the new Parliament relating 
to the promotion of equality between men and women 
was held in May 20124. One of the main items on the 
agenda concerned the resources to be allocated to 
assisting victims of gender violence, and a budgetary 
allocation of EUR 1 billion was earmarked for social 
welfare programmes. Two working groups were asked 
to come up with proposals for a national strategy and 
to draft a plan for its implementation. In addition, the 
Central Government and the Governments of the 
Autonomous Communities will work together to 
produce a ‘Comprehensive Plan to Promote Work-Life 
Balance and Shared Responsibility for Personal and 
Family Life and Work’. It therefore seems that 
continuity in providing assistance for victims of sexist 
violence is guaranteed.  

This framework of laws and statutes, action plans and 
measures which Spain has been implementing since 
2005 and the initiatives recently launched by the new 
Rajoy government show that the concepts of equality in 
the workplace (and/or gender equality), work-life 
balance and protection for victims of gender violence or 
harassment have been linked together and incorporated 
into an overarching policy which concerns society as a 
whole and the world of work in both the private and 
public sectors. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4
 

http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPren
sa/MinisterioSanidadServiciosSocialesIgualdad/2012/210512-
mato.htm 

http://www.mpt.gob.es/areas/funcion_publica/iniciativas/mejora_de_la_administracion_general_del_estado/funcion_publica/concilia.html
http://www.mpt.gob.es/areas/funcion_publica/iniciativas/mejora_de_la_administracion_general_del_estado/funcion_publica/concilia.html
http://www.mpt.gob.es/areas/funcion_publica/iniciativas/mejora_de_la_administracion_general_del_estado/funcion_publica/concilia.html
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPrensa/MAP/2011/270711ProtocoloAcosoAdmon.htm
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPrensa/MAP/2011/270711ProtocoloAcosoAdmon.htm
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPrensa/MinisterioSanidadServiciosSocialesIgualdad/2012/210512-mato.htm
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPrensa/MinisterioSanidadServiciosSocialesIgualdad/2012/210512-mato.htm
http://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ServiciosdePrensa/NotasPrensa/MinisterioSanidadServiciosSocialesIgualdad/2012/210512-mato.htm


 7 

 

United Kingdom: 
A long-standing concern 

 
The United Kingdom tackled the problem of stress in 
the workplace very early on. The studies which have 
been carried out since the 1960s are of profound 
importance in the current circumstances.  
 

In the United Kingdom, the health of public sector 
employees has been monitored for a relatively long 
time as part of the scientifically-based ‘Whitehall’ 
studies, the first of which was launched in 1967 and the 
second, which is still in progress, in 1985. These 
longitudinal studies cover a cohort of several thousand 
public sector employees and are designed to identify 
factors affecting their state of health. In particular, very 
early on they identified the role played by stress in the 
occurrence of chronic and cardiovascular diseases, a 
concern which is still very relevant today because of the 
restructuring taking place in government departments 
and the job cuts resulting from the ongoing budgetary 
reforms1. Amongst the most recent results, we would 
mention in particular the correlation established in 
January 2012 between ‘excessive workload’ and 
depression (although a potential causal link has still to 
be demonstrated): amongst the 2 000 employees 
monitored, those who work over 11 hours per day were 
found to have a two and a half times higher risk of 
suffering an episode of severe depression than their 
colleagues working a standard 7 to 8 hour day2. The 
measures taken to combat the phenomenon of 
workplace stress in the public sector have not always 
been welcomed. Conservative MPs criticised3 the fact 
that, in the midst of a crisis in public finances, a 
handbook could be issued to civil servants in the 
Treasury inviting them to combat stress, telling them 
that it was OK to make mistakes, to learn to say no, to 
get enough sleep or indeed, not to try to deal with 
problems before they had the resources necessary to 
deal with them correctly.  
 
Measures to promote well-being 
In Northern Ireland which, although part of the United 
Kingdom, because of its special status has devolved 
responsibility for managing its administration and 
public servants, a ‘Healthy Workplace Policy 

                                                 
1 Concerning the issue of stress in the UK public sector, see 

the Responsive Management issue of October 2011: 

http://www.institut.minefi.gouv.fr/sections/recherche_publica

tions/gestion-publique-a-l_internati/gpr/reactive-octobre-

2011---n38 
2 http://www.nhs.uk/news/2012/01January/Pages/overtime-

work-hours-depression.aspx 

Link to the results of the study itself: 

http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2F

journal.pone.0030719 

Moreover, these results were taken up in France by the INRS: 

http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/header/actualites/exces-travail-

depression.html 
3 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/7085247/Treasury-

employees-given-stress-advice-and-told-its-ok-make-

mistakes.html 

Statement’4  issued by the NICS5 in 1996 recognised the 
importance of physical and mental well-being in the 
workplace. This concern was subsequently translated 
into studies6 on public sector employees, the most 
recent of which (2005) revealed that 27.6% of them 
suffer from various psychological problems and that 
18.5% consider their work to be ‘very’ or 
‘extremely’ stressful. In 2009, a comparable study7 
indicated that, between 2005 and 2009, there had been a 
7.5 point increase in the percentage of employees who 
considered their work to be ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ 
stressful. As part of its prevention policy, in 2009 the 
NICS published a Charter8 containing 
recommendations and setting out objectives. It 
promotes actions undertaken by the NICS: information 
campaigns (discussion groups, seminars, awareness-
raising amongst employees and managers) proposed by 
the NCIS ‘Occupational Health Service’, and also an 
assistance programme, which allows employees and 
their families to have six free medical consultations per 
year. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Healthy Workplace Policy Statement – 1996: 

http://www.nicsohs.gov.uk/workplace_policy.pdf 
5 Northern Ireland Civil Service. 
6 NICS Workplace Health Survey 2000 and the NICS 

Workplace Health Survey 2005 carried out by the NICS 

Workplace Health Committee. 
7 Studies by the Universities of Nottingham and Ulster 

carried out in 2009: 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/2012/02February/Pages/stress-sick-

days-economic-downturn.aspx 
8 ‘Mental Well-Being at Work Charter’: 

http://www.nicsohs.gov.uk/mental_well-being_charter-2.pdf 

http://www.institut.minefi.gouv.fr/sections/recherche_publications/gestion-publique-a-l_internati/gpr/reactive-octobre-2011---n38
http://www.institut.minefi.gouv.fr/sections/recherche_publications/gestion-publique-a-l_internati/gpr/reactive-octobre-2011---n38
http://www.institut.minefi.gouv.fr/sections/recherche_publications/gestion-publique-a-l_internati/gpr/reactive-octobre-2011---n38
http://www.nhs.uk/news/2012/01January/Pages/overtime-work-hours-depression.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/news/2012/01January/Pages/overtime-work-hours-depression.aspx
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0030719
http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0030719
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/header/actualites/exces-travail-depression.html
http://www.inrs.fr/accueil/header/actualites/exces-travail-depression.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/7085247/Treasury-employees-given-stress-advice-and-told-its-ok-make-mistakes.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/7085247/Treasury-employees-given-stress-advice-and-told-its-ok-make-mistakes.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/politics/7085247/Treasury-employees-given-stress-advice-and-told-its-ok-make-mistakes.html
http://www.nicsohs.gov.uk/mental_well-being_charter-2.pdf
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In Sweden,  
a rigorous framework  

for prevention and monitoring 
 
Even with a healthy economy and a public 
administration concerned with performance, Sweden 
is not free from psychosocial risks and workplace 
stress and violence, in both the public and private 
sectors.  
 

Sweden has long been aware of psychosocial risks in 
the workplace and the tools to monitor them are well 
established. As early as 1989, Statistics Sweden carried 
out a study entitled ‘SWES’ (Swedish Work 
Environment Survey) on stress in the workplace. In 
2003, it was replaced and supplemented by a further 
study, ‘SLOSH’ (Swedish Longitudinal Occupational 
Survey of Health)1, which studied the impact of work 
organisations on working conditions and health, based 
on larger cohorts and covering longer periods. In 
addition, the ‘AV ‘2, the Swedish Work Environment 
Authority, has been carrying out work on these topics 
since 2003. All these surveys cover the private and the 
public sectors, the latter in the case of SLOSH in 
particular being represented by the cohort covered by 
the ‘Ten Town/Finnish Public Sector Study’, which 
surveyed staff in ten municipal authorities and twenty 
one hospitals.  
 
Stress levels are falling... 
Viewed from a distance of a few years, these studies 
show that levels of workplace stress – unlike levels of 
violence – are now falling, after showing steady 
increases between 1998 and 20033. In the public sector, 
this can no doubt be explained by two factors: firstly, 
the measures taken to ensure a better work-life balance 
(flexible working, various forms of parental leave etc.) 
and, secondly, the consequences of the ‘Satsa Friskt’ 
(‘Promoting Healthy Work ‘4) programme.  
‘Satsa Friskt’ was introduced in 2003 by the Partsrådet 
(Central Government Social Partners Council) with a 
budget of EUR 16 million, with the aim of reducing 
absenteeism and improving working conditions by 
taking action in five major areas: 
– organisation, management and participation; 
– information technologies; 
– rehabilitation; 
– threats and violence in the workplace; 

                                                 
1 Carried out by the Stress Research Institute 
(Stressforskningsinstitutet): 
http://www.stressforskning.su.se/english/slosh/slosh-
start/about-the-study/slosh-a-longitudinal-work-
environment-survey-1.51317 
2 Arbetsmiljöverketen, in English: SWEA (Swedish Work 
Environment Authority). It was set up in 2001 through the 
merger of the National Board of Occupational Safety and 
Health (Arbetarskyddsstyrelsen) and the ten regional Labour 
Inspectorate (Yrkesinspektionen) districts. 
3 Source: Eurofound, 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2006/98/en/2/
ef0698en.pdf  
Although stress levels remain higher for women than for men. 
4 The 2010 Report can be found on 
http://www.partsradet.se/3645 

- health and safety. 
Some fifty organisations (agencies, universities, prisons, 
tax offices, social welfare centres etc.) received 
subsidies for projects which they had submitted. Prison 
officers and driving test examiners, who are frequent 
victims of violence, were provided with new tools to 
assist them with conflict management (coaching, role 
play etc.); a handbook was produced and a website set 
up to combat ‘harassment, intimidation, violence and 
corruption’ with the emphasis on prevention, how to 
behave in an emergency situation and lastly, on 
monitoring and support. The police introduced 
coaching for officers returning to work after a health 
problem or after experiencing violence. 
 
In the universities, an area which is obviously 
particularly sensitive (‘a complex system of 
management and division of responsibilities and 
excessive workloads’, according to the report), several 
initiatives have been launched to reduce stress or even 
burnout, which is fairly frequent amongst both students 
and staff: role play,  seminars, electronic badges for 
clocking in and out in order to limit unpaid overtime 
(which for example was estimated at 89 hours per year 
at the University of Växjö5). Eight years later, according 
according to the report on Satsa Friskt, the programme 
was a success in various areas. In particular, the aim of 
reducing absenteeism was achieved. 
 
…But violence still persists 
On the other hand, the problem of physical violence 
and verbal abuse against public sector employees, 
together with that of burnout, still remains and is even 
getting worse. Violence particularly affects the staff of 
enforcementauthorities (police and the justice system) 
or social workers, but it also affects university staff and 
local authority employees, according to a recent report6. 
report6. The phenomenon is of concern to the 
Arbestgivarverket (SAGE – Swedish Agency for 
Government Employees), the Central Government HR 
agency, which regularly holds meetings for managers 
to exchange views on what preventive actions should 
be taken7. According to SAGE, the phenomenon is now 
spreading to other sectors. As a result of the crisis and 
demographic ageing, social services employees for 
example are now also under pressure. The spread of 
this abuse is moreover greatly facilitated by the 
explosion of social media, which provide a ready tool 
for users to make threats against public services. SAGE 
recommends long-term, systematic work to assess the 
risks and to introduce procedures which will be 
‘sustainable and not simply an immediate response to a 
particular event’. For their part, employers need to 
cooperate with employees, safety representatives and 
trade union representatives in order to ‘create a culture 
of safety in the workplace’, being aware that, even if it 
is not realistic to expect ‘zero violence’, they 

                                                 
5 
http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/SwedishcaseUniversity.pdf 
6 http://www.av.se/dokument/statistik/sf/Af_2011_03.pdf. 
A survey of 2 000 public sector employees. 
7 http://www.arbetsgivarverket.se/nyheter-
press/nyheter/2012/nolltolerans-mot-hot-och-vald-inom-
staten/ 

http://www.epsu.org/IMG/pdf/SwedishcaseUniversity.pdf
http://www.av.se/dokument/statistik/sf/Af_2011_03.pdf
http://www.arbetsgivarverket.se/nyheter-press/nyheter/2012/nolltolerans-mot-hot-och-vald-inom-staten/
http://www.arbetsgivarverket.se/nyheter-press/nyheter/2012/nolltolerans-mot-hot-och-vald-inom-staten/
http://www.arbetsgivarverket.se/nyheter-press/nyheter/2012/nolltolerans-mot-hot-och-vald-inom-staten/
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nevertheless need to apply the principle of ‘zero 
tolerance’. 
Some experts suggest other causes for the persistence of 
violence and burnout. The AV Report for example, (see 
Footnote 2), criticises ‘the relative failure of cooperation 
between central government bodies and local 
government’ and highlights the fact that ‘not much 
attention has been paid to the role played by 
organisations’. The Swedish Labour Court 
(Arbetsdomstolen), albeit indirectly, also emphasises 
the role played by the increase in ‘forced’ staff mobility, 
or even redundancies, as part of restructuring 
processes. Since the major reforms of the 1990s, which 
aligned public sector employees’ working conditions to 
those applying to all other sectors redundancy has 
become possible during departmental reorganisations, 
and there have certainly been plenty of those. However, 
according to the Swedish Labour Court, the terms and 
conditions under which staff mobility is to be 
implemented are not always clear. Recognising that 
there have been problems with the rules concerning the 
reassignment – or redundancy – of surplus staff in the 
event of a merger or reorganisation, and the differing 
interpretations of the Employment Code (LAS) given in 
the case-law, that Court recently had to point out that 
‘the employer should make every effort to reassign a 
member of staff before considering redundancy’ 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 http://www.arbetsgivarverket.se/nyheter-
press/arbetsgivarverket-informerar/2012/radgivning-
avseende-7-och-22-las 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In the USA,  
preventing violence 

 
Even more than stress, it is workplace violence – 
‘internal’ attacks, in which employees are the 
perpetrators or victims, and ‘external’ attacks, when 
they are perpetrated by customers or users – which 
concerns the managers of US agencies.  

 
‘Workplace violence is a serious public health problem 
in the USA’, according to OSHA (Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration), the division of the 
Department of Labor responsible for working 
conditions and health. ‘The total number of attacks of 
all kinds in the workplace – public and private sectors 
combined – is estimated at around 1.5 million per year. 
Violence in its most extreme form, homicide, is the 
fourth most common cause of work-related death in the 
USA1’.  In 2010, the Department of Labor Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, CFOI2, recorded a total of 4 547 work-
related deaths (accidents and homicides combined), of 
which 1 476 were in the public sector. Amongst the 
latter, 477 were at federal level3 (2 million employees4). 
For example, federal employees still remember the 
most spectacular attack they suffered when, in 
February 2010, a disgruntled taxpayer committed 
suicide by flying his aircraft into a tax office in Austin, 
Texas5.  
The situation is often difficult for the around 18 million 
public servants employed by the State administrations 
and local government. The number of ‘workplace 
homicides’ involving women is on the increase 
throughout the country: in 2010 they increased by 13% 
compared with 20096. Statistics for ‘non-fatal’ 
psychosocial risks in the public sector (work-related 
diseases and injuries) for their part unfortunately 
remain fragmentary: the most recent BLS study dates 
back to 20087. 
 
A complex risk-prevention system 
Whether they are working at federal, State or ‘local’ 
level, public sector managers are particularly aware of 
the need to prevent psychosocial risks, but the way that 
prevention is organised is somewhat complex.  
At federal level, an entire bureau of the Department of 
Health, the FOH (Federal Occupational Health), is 
devoted to the occupational health of federal 
employees. In all the Federal Departments and 
agencies, around 17 000 FOH representatives are 
available 24 hours a day as part of the ‘EAP’ (Employee 

                                                 
1 http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/workplaceviolence/ 
2 Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries 
3 http://www.bls.gov/iif/oshcfoi1.htm 
http://www.bls.gov/iif/oshwc/cfoi/cfch0009.pdf.  
4 http://www2.census.gov/govs/apes/10stus.txt - Figures for 
2010 published in 2012 
5 http://www.statesman.com/blogs/content/shared-
gen/blogs/austin/blotter/entries/2010/02/18/austin_police_
say_a_plane.html 
6 http://www.bls.gov/news.release/cfoi.nr0.htm 
7 http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2011/02/art3full.pdf. This 
study does not distinguish between industrial accidents and 
occupational diseases. 

Assistance Program) network8. They provide 
personalised counselling in the event of a personal 
crisis, bereavement, depression, addiction, accident, 
harassment, stress etc.  In the event of a ‘critical 
incident’ – in a crisis situation –, the EAP also offers 
support for managers via its ‘Critical Incident Stress 
Management Services’. These services explain how to 
give psychological support to employees after ‘the 
death or suicide of a colleague or a person close to 
them, an attack or a natural disaster’, they organise 
seminars and training and produce reports on their 
activities, which unfortunately are not available to the 
general public. Every month, the EAP publishes a 
brochure devoted to a single topic. The April 2011 
edition was devoted to stress management9, but based 
on a strictly personal approach (stress due to family 
reasons, for example). 
 
In addition, each agency may introduce its own 
measures. The USDA (Department of Agriculture) for 
example has since 1998 published an extremely 
comprehensive handbook on the prevention of violence 
in the workplace10. As part of its ‘EAP’ programme, the 
Department of Homeland Security’ set up after 11 
September 2001, also provides assistance for war 
veterans. The problem is a crucial one for several 
Departments (Defense, Homeland Security etc.), since 
war veterans (from Iraq and Afghanistan etc.) who are 
given priority in many public sector recruitment 
programmes11 – they accounted for a quarter of civilian 
federal staff recruited in 2010, and out of that number 
8% were disabled –, often suffer from Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD).  
 
The situation varies from State to State 
OSHA issues recommendations, but each individual 
State is free to decide whether to adopt Article 18 of the 
1970 Occupational Safety and Health Act, which 
provides that, where a State introduces a workplace 
risk prevention programme, it must include not only 
the private sector, but the public sector as well. Out of 
the fifty States, only twenty five (plus Puerto Rico and 
the Virgin Islands) have introduced such plans. Some of 
them are given as examples on the OSHA website12. In 
Indiana, a report published in 2006 showed that there 
was a marked decrease in acts of violence in the 
workplace between 1997 and 2006 (private and public 
sectors combined), thanks to the preventive measures 
which had been introduced: ‘environmental designs’ 
(precautions in which money is kept under lock and 
key in workplaces where cash is exchanged for goods 
and services, for example), ‘administrative controls’ 
(ensuring that a sufficient number of staff are present 
when offices are opened and closed), ‘behavioural 
strategies’ (training in conflict resolution and crisis 

                                                 
8 http://www.foh.hhs.gov/services/eap/eap.asp 
9 http://foh.hhs.gov/whatwedo/eap/EAPInformation.asp 
10 http://www.usda.gov/news/pubs/violence/wpv.htm 
11 
http://www.fedshirevets.gov/hire/hrp/reports/Employmen
tOfVets-FY10.pdf 
12 http://www.osha.gov/dcsp/osp/work_violence.html 

http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/workplaceviolence/
http://www.bls.gov/iif/oshcfoi1.htm
http://www2.census.gov/govs/apes/10stus.txt
http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2011/02/art3full.pdf
http://www.usda.gov/news/pubs/violence/wpv.htm
http://www.osha.gov/dcsp/osp/work_violence.html
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management)1. In New York State, measures have been 
been introduced specifically for public sector 
employees: identification of risk factors, 
implementation of preventive measures (audits of 
organisation, working practices audits and protective 
equipment), risk reporting, training and agreements 
with the police and the Public Prosecutor’s Office to 
ensure that complaints will be investigated without 
delay2 etc. In Oregon, a resource centre offers on-line 
videos on how to manage harassment, violence and 
conflicts3.  
In addition, the various federations of governors and 
local managers, such as the National League of Cities, 
are also launching initiatives4. 
However, the crisis has sometimes threatened some of 
these programmes: in order to save costs, Michigan has 
just abolished several hundred safety measures (for 
example, the requirement to specify the weight 
supported by scaffolding, much to the displeasure of 
the experts5). 
 
In the final analysis, all these measures, however varied 
they may be, all essentially place emphasis on the role 
of management, the need to raise awareness amongst 
managers and to provide training; questions concerning 
the way work itself is organised seem to be addressed 
less frequently – except in New York State –, and it 
seems that no consideration has yet been given to 
evaluating the cost of prevention.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1http://www.in.gov/dol/files/INdiana_Labor_Insider_Nove
mber-December_2010.pdf 
2http://www.labor.state.ny.us/workerprotection/safetyhealt
h/PDFs/Workplace_Violence_Final_Regs_May09.pdf 
3http://www4.cbs.state.or.us/ex/osha/film/av/index.cfm?fu
useaction=search&category=175 
4 http://www.nlc.org/find-city-solutions/iyef/violence-
prevention 
5http://www.mlive.com/business/index.ssf/2012/03/post_4.
4.html 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www4.cbs.state.or.us/ex/osha/film/av/index.cfm?fuseaction=search&category=175
http://www4.cbs.state.or.us/ex/osha/film/av/index.cfm?fuseaction=search&category=175
http://www.mlive.com/business/index.ssf/2012/03/post_4.html
http://www.mlive.com/business/index.ssf/2012/03/post_4.html
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Belgium, 
A pioneer in this field 

 
Belgium is one of the pioneers in health and safety in 
the workplace. As early as 19921 it transposed into 
national law Directive 89/391/EEC which establishes a 
very broadly based principle of risk prevention, 
including both organisational and social aspects.  
 
The complete transposition of the risk prevention 
directive into Belgian law, which started in 1991, was 
effected in several stages. There was a gradual shift 
from the concept of safety, to that of health and finally 
to that of ‘well-being in the workplace’. Belgium’s 
voluntary contribution to the 2010 Eurofound2 survey, 
which enabled 4 000 employees to be surveyed 
(including 300 in the public sector), out of a total of 
43 000 for the whole of Europe3, is evidence of the 
country’s ongoing interest in this issue. 
 
The legal framework relating to stress in the workplace 
The 1996 Law ‘on the well-being of workers when 
carrying out their work’4, forms the legal basis for 
health and safety in the workplace in Belgium5. 
Although its provisions mainly contain preventive 
measures relating to the physical and technical 
environment, they nevertheless for the first time6 refer 
to the concept of ‘psychosocial burden’ as one of the 
factors affecting well-being in the workplace. The Law 
of 10 January 20077 and the Royal Decree of 17 May 
2007 then provided a definition of psychological 
burden and also of violence in the workplace and of 
sexual harassment and bullying, which are components 
of that burden.  
In 1999, a national collective labour agreement8 
introduced measures designed to combat stress in the 

                                                 
1 For the chronology of transposition measures in Belgium, see: 
http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:71989L
0686:EN:NOT#FIELD_BE  

2 Eurofound, the European Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions is a European Union body. It 
was set up by Regulation (EEC) No 1365/75 of the Council of 
26 May 1975, to contribute to the planning and design of better 
living and working conditions in Europe. 

 
3http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/meth
odology.htm 
4 http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/loi/loi.htm 
5 For more information on the legal framework, see: 
http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-etre/bien-
etre_au_travail/ 
6 
http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/
oss_1634-8176_2006_num_5_2_1136 
7 To access copies of this legislation, go to: 
http://www.psytrav.ulg.ac.be/WOCCQ/pages/francais/legi
slation.htm 
8 Collective Labour Agreement (CCT 72 of 30 March 1999, 
which was made binding by the Royal Decree of 30 March 
1999, published in the Moniteur belge [Belgian Official Gazette] 
of 9 July 1999 

workplace, which was seen as a collective phenomenon 
(affecting groups of workers), linked to an excessively 
demanding work situation. In such circumstances, it is 
the responsibility of the employer to take measures to 
prevent or remedy it. This agreement may be seen as 
the precursor to the European Framework Agreement 
on Work-Related Stress of 8 October 2004. The 1999 
agreement was extended to public administrations by a 
decree of 2007, which required employers to identify 
and analyse any situation likely to give rise to 
psychosocial tensions, including stress.9 

Within the federal administration, the prime reason for 
sick leave is stress10. However, a survey by DiRACT 
(Directorate for ‘Research and Improvement of 
Working Conditions’ within the FPS11 responsible 
for ‘Employment, Work and Social Dialogue’) covering 
over 40 000 Belgian workers between 1999 and 2007, 
showed that, overall, public sector employees 
considered themselves less subject to stress than 
employees in the private sector12. On the other hand, 
they saw their jobs as involving more emotional 
constraints and were less satisfied with their pay. The 
survey showed slight differences in the amount of time 
worked (slightly lower amongst public sector 
employees) and involvement in the organisation 
(slightly higher amongst public sector employees, with 
the corollary that they enjoyed their work more, but 
that more concerns about work intruded into their 
private life13).  

The players involved in prevention 
The 1996 Law made it compulsory for employers to set 
up an internal workplace prevention and protection 
service, with at least one prevention counsellor, and 
covering five areas of expertise: ergonomics, 
psychosociology, occupational health, safety and, lastly, 
occupational medicine/toxicology. If the internal 
service does not have the necessary expertise, it must 
supplement it by using an approved external service. 
The prevention counsellor, who must be a specialist in 
the psychosocial aspects of work, may also be assisted 
by confidential counsellors. Within the public 
administration, the governing principle is that it should 
be an internal prevention and protection service 
established at the highest level and modelled on the 
remit of the trade union organisations (consultative 
committee), where they are present. The obligations 
regarding the type of expertise that needs to be 

                                                 
9 
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/charge_psycho
sociale/ 
10 
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/actualites/2012/20120201
_medex_absenteisme.jsp 
11 Federal Public Service, equivalent to a ministry 
12: 
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=289
90 p. 31 
13 Research by DiRACT on the experience of working in the 
public sector compared with other types of work: 
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=759
6 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:01975R1365-20050804:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:01975R1365-20050804:EN:NOT
http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/loi/loi.htm
http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-etre/bien-etre_au_travail/
http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-etre/bien-etre_au_travail/
http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/oss_1634-8176_2006_num_5_2_1136
http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/oss_1634-8176_2006_num_5_2_1136
http://www.psytrav.ulg.ac.be/WOCCQ/pages/francais/legislation.htm
http://www.psytrav.ulg.ac.be/WOCCQ/pages/francais/legislation.htm
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/charge_psychosociale/
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/charge_psychosociale/
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/actualites/2012/20120201_medex_absenteisme.jsp
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/actualites/2012/20120201_medex_absenteisme.jsp
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=28990
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=28990
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=7596
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=7596
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available internally vary depending on the size of the 
workforce in each public sector agency.1 

Within the federal administration, employers in all the 
FPS (see Footnote 1) and a certain number of other 
public sector organisations have decided, in 
consultation with staff representatives2, to set up a 
common service3 comprising a central unit (Empreva4, 
located within the FPS responsible for Public Health) 
and all the internal services of the affiliated 
organisations. That decision was endorsed by a Royal 
Decree dated 11 March 20055. The Empreva unit 
consists of a medical department (doctor specialising in 
the prevention of work-related health problems, 
responsible for monitoring staff health), a 
multidisciplinary department (ergonomics, 
occupational health, psychosocial aspects, safety in the 
workplace), and an administrative department. In the 
case of the psychosocial aspects, the unit provides 
support for the prevention counsellors and the 
‘confidential counsellors’.  
These ‘confidential counsellors’ (CC) play an informal 
but essential role in the Belgian federal administration6. 
administration6. They act as the first point of contact 
and register complaints from their colleagues who 
consider that they have been victims of violence or 
harassment, before any attempt is made to initiate the 
mediation process. The service they provide has proved 
to be more effective than formal procedures, which are 
a source of further stress and, as a general rule, 
employees tend to prefer these internal procedures. The 
key word is ‘confidential’ and confidential counsellors 
never act without the consent of the complainant.  
Problems in the workplace are therefore dealt with outside 
the direct line management structure and, for this part of their 
duties, confidential counsellors come under the Complaints 
Management Service and not their usual line manager.

                                                 
1 For more information on the organisation of prevention and 

protection services, see: 
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/defaultTab.aspx?id=567 
2 
http://www.fonctionpublique.gouv.fr/files/Pratiques_europ
eennes_stress_2010.pdf p. 12 
3 
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/organisation_d
u_bien_etre/services_du_bien_etre/service_interne_commun_
pour_la_prevention_et_la_protection_au_travail/ 
4 The Empreva website is: 
http://www.health.belgium.be/eportal/Aboutus/relatedinsti
tutions/EMPREVA/index.htm 
5 For the text of the Decree, see: 
http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi/api2.pl?lg=fr&pd=2005-
03-18&numac=2005022259 
6 http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-
etre/harcelement/plaintes/personnes_de_confiance/ 
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/detailA_Z.aspx?id=1366 

 

 

http://www.emploi.belgique.be/defaultTab.aspx?id=567
http://www.fonction-publique.gouv.fr/files/Pratiques_europeennes_stress_2010.pdf
http://www.fonction-publique.gouv.fr/files/Pratiques_europeennes_stress_2010.pdf
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/organisation_du_bien_etre/services_du_bien_etre/service_interne_commun_pour_la_prevention_et_la_protection_au_travail/
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/organisation_du_bien_etre/services_du_bien_etre/service_interne_commun_pour_la_prevention_et_la_protection_au_travail/
http://www.fedweb.belgium.be/fr/bien_etre/organisation_du_bien_etre/services_du_bien_etre/service_interne_commun_pour_la_prevention_et_la_protection_au_travail/
http://www.health.belgium.be/eportal/Aboutus/relatedinstitutions/EMPREVA/index.htm
http://www.health.belgium.be/eportal/Aboutus/relatedinstitutions/EMPREVA/index.htm
http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi/api2.pl?lg=fr&pd=2005-03-18&numac=2005022259
http://www.ejustice.just.fgov.be/cgi/api2.pl?lg=fr&pd=2005-03-18&numac=2005022259
http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-etre/harcelement/plaintes/personnes_de_confiance/
http://www.belgium.be/fr/emploi/sante_et_bien-etre/harcelement/plaintes/personnes_de_confiance/
http://www.emploi.belgique.be/detailA_Z.aspx?id=1366


 

Psychosocial risks (PSR), some 
points from Europe-wide surveys 

 

Source: Eurofound Working Conditions Survey; it was launched in 1990/91 and updated in 1995/96, 2000, 2005 and 
2010 and has been regularly extended to cover additional countries and new topics (for example, the introduction of a 
gender criterion). The 2010 survey covered 44,000 workers, of which around 10% were public sector employees, in the 
EU27 and the following countries: Albania, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM), Croatia, Kosovo, 
Montenegro, Norway and Turkey. 

 
The impact of work/lack of work on the physical and mental health of workers (direct effect) and their families (indirect 
effect) is now generally recognised. As stated in the Analysis Report1 on the data from the European Working 
Conditions Survey (EWCS)2, the risk factors examined during the course of successive surveys have been progressively 
expanded in order to take account of various aspects, such as the wide range of risks to which workers are exposed, 
physical and psychosocial aspects and also the concepts of health and well-being in the workplace. 
Taking its inspiration from the classification developed by the Expert Group set up in France to carry out statistical 
monitoring of work-related psychosocial risks3, in 2010 the EWCS adopted several indicators, divided into six groups for 
the purposes of analysis: 
-level of demand and work intensity, 
-emotional demands, 
-lack of autonomy, 
-quality of social relationships, 
-ethical conflicts, 
-job and work insecurity. 

The European surveys provide data on the state of health of workers in each of the countries participating in the survey; 
however, more specific national analyses are required in order to provide a full explanation of the context to the figures. 
As far as public administrations are concerned, a survey of PSR confined to the public service alone4 has yet to be 
conducted at European level: the data currently available in fact relate to particular occupational sectors. For example, in 
the trade sector (retail trade, industry), the proportion of workers reporting that they only ‘rarely’ or ‘very rarely’ feel 
that their work is useful is five times higher than in the health and education sectors, when they are in a comparable 
situation. Ethical conflicts seem to cause more problems in the construction sector and are less prevalent in industry and 
education. Sectoral characteristics also play a major role in the emotional demands connected with certain occupations 
and professions: the proportion of workers reporting that they had to ‘hide their feelings’, for example, is particularly 
high in the health professions (41% of men - 37% of women), in the education sector (34% of men - 30% of women) and, 
more generally, in the public administration (30% of men - 32% of women).  

The profile for France in terms of workers’ health which emerges from the EWCS data is somewhat complex. On the one 
hand, France is not in a particularly good position when it comes to physical risks (a high proportion of workers 
reported that they were exposed to such risks), mental health problems and the perception of work-related health risks5. 
On the other hand, in the case of PSR, depending on the parameters studied, the situation in France varies from 
‘marginally positive’ to negative. In several areas, the situation in France is very close to the European average. For 
example, the figure for workers reporting that they usually know ‘what is expected of them at work’ is the same for 
France as it is for the European Union (EU), at around 94%. The proportion of workers reporting that they were helped 
by their colleagues at work has shown an upward trend since 2005, again as in the EU. Similarly, France finds itself at the 
European average for the proportion of workers reporting they had received help from their line manager (58.5% of 
respondents in France, the European average being 59%)6 .  

                                                 
1
 Eurofound (2012), Fifth European Working Conditions Survey, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg  

2 EWCS, European Working Conditions Survey, http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/index.htm 
3 The ‘Expert Group for the statistical monitoring of work-related psychosocial risks’ (Collège d’expertise sur le suivi statistique des 
risques psychosociaux au travail) was set up in 2008 at the request of the Labour Minister (at the time Mr Xavier Bertrand). It is run by 
the INSEE, the French National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies.  
M. Gollac and M. Bodier (2011). Mesurer les facteurs psychosociaux de risque au travail pour les maîtriser. [Measuring work-related 
psychosocial risk factors in order to control them]. Report by the Expert Group for the statistical monitoring of work-related 
psychosocial risks, following a request from the Minister for Labour, Employment and Health. 
http://www.college-risquespsychosociaux-travail.fr/site/Rapport-College-SRPST.pdf 
4 The term is used here in the sense of a specific employment segment within the ‘public administration’, which is the sector covered by 
the EWCS and, more generally, within the public sector. The concept of  the ‘Public/Civil Service’ as such, that is to say, covered by 
specific Regulations and statutes, does not exist in every European Union Member State. 
5 The 5th EWCS is a collection of data on health as described and perceived by workers themselves and on ‘mental well-being’, 
produced using the ‘WHO-Five Well-being (WHO-5) index’. These indices have been validated by extensive research work and are 
used in many studies, including international ones. 
6 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/smt/ewcs/ewcs2010_10_05.htm 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/ewcs/index.htm
http://www.college-risquespsychosociaux-travail.fr/site/Rapport-College-SRPST.pdf
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However, France shows a high level of ‘exposure to violence in the workplace’ (verbal and physical abuse, insulting 
behaviour, denial of the quality of work, humiliating abuse1). The proportions of men and women exposed to such 
violence in France are very similar, at around 18%, whilst the European average is close to 15% for women and 13% for 
men. In this area, France is slightly behind Finland and Austria and well ahead of Italy and Portugal.  It is important to 
emphasise that these figures need to be viewed against very different cultural contexts, particularly as regards the 
perception and tolerance of such behaviour.  
In any event,  PSR seem to be on the increase in parallel with an increase in work intensity, which is not offset by greater 
autonomy. Despite a significant increase in the amount of information available on work-related risks, efforts still need 
to be continued to combat the adverse effects of certain working conditions.  

Isabella Biletta, Research Manager, Eurofound 
Agnès Parent-Thirion, Coordinator for the ‘Working Conditions’ Survey, Eurofound 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 The index formulated by Eurofound was composed as follows: a score of 1 was assigned to anybody who was subjected to bullying, 

(in other words violence and/or sexual harassment) during the year preceding the interview, or verbal abuse, humiliating behaviour 
and ‘unwanted sexual attention’ during the month preceding the interview. Respondents who were not subjected to any of those forms 
of violence in the workplace were assigned a score of 0.   
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Country First initiatives Current priority areas Initial results Points of note 

France Creation of the 
INRS, 1968 

- Frontline agencies and players in 
the workplace health and safety field 
- Objectives and tools for preventing 
occupational risks 
 - Support measures for persons 
whose health has been affected 

Agreement of 20 
November 2009 on 
workplace health and 
safety in the public sector  
 
Circular on gender 
equality of 3 October 
2012 

European partnerships 
 
Stress monitoring ‘Observatory’ 
at France Télécom 

Canada Stress survey in 1998 
and new survey 
launched in 2002 

- quantifying the cost of conflict 
between work and personal life for 
employers, employees and their 
families  
- quantifying the cost of that 
imbalance for the Canadian health 
service 
- quantifying the benefits which 
could result from improving that 
balance  
- helping public and private 
organisations to formulate 
appropriate strategies to reduce those 
imbalances 
 

Reduction in industrial 
accidents and 
occupational diseases 

Emphasis placed on the role of 
managers following the 
publication of the first guide for 
managers in 2002 

Spain 
 

- A law to combat 
‘gender violence’ 
passed in 2004 
-  Plan for gender 
equality within the 
General State 
Administration 
(GSA) in 2004 

Emphasis on reducing violence 
against women and promoting equal 
opportunities in employment 

Agreement specifically 
designed to combat 
sexual harassment signed 
in 2011, together with 
awareness-raising 
campaigns 

Action continued by the new 
government (first conference on 
promoting equality between men 
and women held in May 2012) 

United 
Kingdom 

First statistical 
survey in 1967 

Continuing with statistical surveys Ad-hoc measures within 
government departments 
(for example, guide 
issued to Treasury civil 
servants to help them 
combat stress) 

In 2009, Northern Ireland 
published a charter designed to 
combat the increase in work-
related stress 

Sweden First statistical 
studies in 1989 
 
Massive programme 
to combat work-
related stress in 2003 
(‘Satsa Friskt’ ) 
 

Actions started in 2003 continuing in 
five areas: 
- organisation, management and 
participation  
– information technologies  
– rehabilitation  
– threats and violence in the 
workplace  
– health and safety 

The ‘Satsa Friskt’ 
programme enabled the 
reduction of stress and 
absenteeism 

Sweden still faces problems with 
violence against public sector 
employees 

USA 1970 Occupational 
Safety and Health 
Act 

Combating stress and industrial 
accidents, but also addressing the 
serious problem of violence against 
public sector employees (homicides) 

- 17,000 representatives 
available 24 hours a day 
as part of the ‘EAP’ 
(Employee Assistance 
Program) network within 
the federal 
administration 
- The situation varies 
considerably between 
individual States 

The stress suffered by war 
veterans is a major aspect of the 
problem 

Belgium Directive 
89/391/EEC, which 
established the 
principle of risk 
prevention, 
including 
organisational and 
social aspects, 
transposed as early 
as 1992 

Addressing all situations likely to 
give rise to psychosocial tensions, 
including stress 

The 1996 Law ‘on the 
well-being of workers 
when carrying out their 
work’ 
Employers required to set 
up an internal workplace 
prevention and protection 
service and to have at least 
one prevention counsellor 

The public sector has an ad-hoc 
service common to all agencies 
(Empreva). It has ‘confidential 
counsellors’ who are able to deal 
with workplace problems outside 
the direct line management 
structure 
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