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Newsflash…

Europe’s bosses cold-shoulder  
MSD Directive

Nine European employers’ associations 
have written to Commission Vice-President 
and Industry Commissioner Antonio Tajani, 
and Social Affairs Commissioner László 
Andor calling for European legislation on 
work-related musculoskeletal disorders 
(WRMSDs) to be dropped.

The new legislation is 'neither 
necessary nor desirable' says the employer 
lobbies including BusinessEurope. In their 
letter dated 26 March, Europe’s bosses 
trot out the same old refrain: the directive 
would put an unbearable administrative 
and financial burden upon companies, 
especially SMEs and microenterprises.

Europe’s employers argue that legis-
lation on MSDs would cost businesses the 
huge sum of 3.7 billion euros, 90% of which 
would fall upon SMEs. These figures are 
taken from an impact study done by the 
Matrix consultancy firm. However, it fails 
to mention the widely accepted fact that 
the human and economic costs of MSDs 
far outweigh the alleged costs of better 
prevention. The European Commission 
acknowledges that MSDs are the leading 
cause of absenteeism (half of all absences 
of over three days) and permanent incapac-
ity for work (60%). 

The Commission has been working on 
a draft directive for a good few years. The 
European Parliament asked the Commis-
sion to put up a proposed directive back 
in 2000, but progress is slow going. After 
years of laborious discussions, and two so-
cial partner consultations, the Commission 
finally drew up an initial draft directive in 
January 2010.

-----------------
Source : ETUI

The ETUC and IndustriAll campaign 
on REACH in workplaces

The European Trade Union Confederation 
(ETUC) and IndustriAll European Trade 
Union, the new European trade union that 
represents seven million workers across a 
variety of sectors, launched an information 
campaign on the REACH Regulation on 
26 June. The main aim is to make employ-
ers aware of their obligations under this 
European legislation which has governed 
trade in chemicals in the European Union 
since 2007.

The trade unions are concerned that 
"too many companies in the EU, especially 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), are not always aware of these obli-
gations and may end up being penalised or 
having some of their production lines shut 
down by the national supervisory authority 
if they do not comply in time".

To raise awareness among employers, 
members and representatives of the two 
trade unions are distributing a fact sheet in 
several languages in workplaces.

The campaign is being run in col-
laboration with the European Chemicals 
Agency and the European Agency for Safety 
and Health at Work.

To download the factsheet  
(available in various European languages)  
http://www.etuc.org/a/10087

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Diesel exhaust fumes cause  
lung cancer says WHO

Diesel engine fumes can cause lung cancer 
and belong in the same potentially deadly 
category as asbestos, arsenic and mustard 
gas, World Health Organisation (WHO) 
experts say. On 12 June 2012, the Inter-
national Agency for Research on Cancer 
(IARC), part of the WHO, reclassified die-
sel exhausts from its group 2A of probable 
carcinogens to group 1 - substances that 
have definite links to cancer.

The experts urged people worldwide 
to reduce their exposure to diesel fumes 
as much as possible. "The working group 
found that diesel exhaust is a cause of lung 
cancer and also noted a positive association 
with an increased risk of bladder cancer," 
an IARC statement said.

The IARC said large populations 
all over the world are exposed to diesel 
exhaust every day. In March 2012, a study 
carried out in the US mining sector found 
that the miners most heavily exposed to 
diesel exhaust had three times the risk of 
death from lung cancer compared to work-
ers with the lowest exposures.

-----------------
Source : IARC
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Restructuring: European Parliament 
urges Commission to take action

The European Parliament (EP) is expected 
to vote through a resolution this autumn 
asking the European Commission to 
present a draft directive on corporate 
restructuring.

If the resolution, drafted by Spanish 
Socialist MEP Alejandro Cercas is adopted 
by the EP, the Commission will have to 
come forward with a proposal for a direc-
tive within three months, as laid down in 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the Euro-
pean Union ("right of initiative of the EP"). 
The Commission may nevertheless refuse 
to present the legislative proposal sought, 
provided it informs the EP of the reasons 
for its refusal.

An annex to the EP resolution 
presents an outline for a directive that 
includes various measures to promote 
anticipation, preparation and socially 
responsible management of restructuring. 
If the restructuring results in reductions 
of the workforce, the EP text recommends 
measures to improve employability and 
facilitate a return to the employment 
market. Psycho-social counselling of 
employees affected by the restructuring is 
also planned, both for those who leave the 
company and for those who stay.

-----------------
Source : Liaisons sociales

Night shifts raise breast cancer risk 

Night work may increase a woman’s chanc-
es of developing breast cancer, according to 
two recently published studies. 

A study done in France among 
1,232 women diagnosed with breast cancer 
has found that night work may increase 
a woman’s chances of developing breast 
cancer by 30%. The association was 
stronger in women who worked at night 
for 4.5 or more years and among those who 
worked nights before their first full-term 
pregnancy. The findings of the study done 
by French health research body INSERM 
were published in June in the International 
Journal of Cancer.

These findings are consistent with 
research from Denmark on women who 
have worked in the country’s armed forces. 
A study by the Danish Cancer Society’s 
institute of epidemiology showed that 
night shift work was associated with a 40% 
increased risk of breast cancer. The women 
who had worked nights at least three times 
a week for at least six years were more than 
twice as likely to have the disease as those 
who had not. The results from the Danish 
epidemiologists were published on 28 May 
in the journal Occupational and Environ-
mental Medicine.

Both studies suggest that one of vari-
ous possible reasons may be the disruption 
to the biological clock caused by night 
work: exposure to artificial light at night 
may block the production of melatonin 
(the "sleep hormone") that protects against 
certain cancers by slowing the growth of 
tumour cells.

-----------------
Source : news agencies

Staff who fall ill on holiday  
entitled to extra paid leave 

Workers who fall sick during their annual 
leave have a right to take corresponding 
paid leave at a later date, according to a 
ruling given on 21 June by the European 
Court of Justice.

The decision comes in a Spanish trade 
union case brought against a department 
store chain, and is legally binding through-
out the EU.

In its ruling, the ECJ said: "The pur-
pose of entitlement to paid annual leave 
is to enable the worker to rest and enjoy 
a period of relaxation and leisure. The 
purpose of entitlement to sick leave is dif-
ferent, since it enables a worker to recover 
from an illness that has caused them to be 
unfit for work".

The judgment goes further than a 
previous ruling made by the court that 
workers who were unfit for work before 
they began their holiday were entitled to 
take that pre-booked leave at another time. 
Now, the court says that the point at which 
someone becomes sick is irrelevant. 

-----------------
Source : CJEU



autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #064 Newsflash… 3/3

United States and Australia 
acknowledge formaldehyde  
as carcinogenic to humans

Safe Work Australia, a government statu-
tory agency, has changed formaldehyde’s 
carcinogen classification from category 
3 (limited evidence of a carcinogenic 
effect) to category 2 (may cause cancer by 
inhalation), basing its decision on a 2006 
assessment by the National Industrial 
Chemicals Notification and Assessment 
Scheme (Nicnas). 

This change in classification follows 
updates to formaldehyde’s listing by 
other world agencies including the United 
States’ National Toxicology Program, an 
interagency program of the Department of 
Health and Human Services, which named 
formaldehyde as a known human carcino-
gen in its 12th Report on Carcinogens. The 
International Agency for Research on Can-
cer (IARC) has also classified formaldehyde 
as a human carcinogen (group 1).

Currently, formaldehyde is consid-
ered by the European regulations as a 

"suspected carcinogen", according to the 
criteria in the 2008 European CLP Regu-
lation on the classification and labelling of 
chemicals. In September 2010, a proposal 
prompted by the French authorities to re-
vise formaldehyde’s classification in order 
to place it in a more stringent category 
at European level was submitted to the 
European Chemical Agency (ECHA), the 
agency in charge of managing the technical, 
scientific and administrative aspects of the 
REACH regulation.

If formaldehyde were to be recog-
nised at European level as a proven car-
cinogen to humans, it would be subject to 
stricter regulatory measures, in particular 
the obligation to set up stronger prevention 
measures for occupational use.

Formaldehyde has come under in-
creased public scrutiny in recent years and 
is commonly found in the indoor environ-
ment due to its use in construction materials, 
building furnishings and some consumer 
products. Formaldehyde can cause both 
short and long term health concerns.

-----------------
Sources : www.environmental-expert.com, Anses

Lack of awareness on  
workers’ exposure to nanomaterials

There are serious gaps in our awareness 
of the potential risks involved in handling 
nanomaterials at work, and serious short-
comings in the way that those risks are 
communicated to workplaces, according 
to a literature review from the European 
Agency for Safety and Health at Work 
(EU-OSHA).

"Although health and environmental 
hazards have been demonstrated for some 
manufactured nanomaterials, they are used 
in food, cosmetics, textiles, paints, sporting 
goods, electronics, detergents, and many 
health and fitness products", says  
the EU-OSHA.

The European agency estimates 
that there are currently from 300,000 to 
400,000 jobs in the EU dealing directly 
with nanotechnology and manufactured 
nanomaterials.

In its review of current research on 
the subject, the EU-OSHA found that com-
munication of the potential risks posed by 
such materials is still poor, with a majority 
of Europeans (54%) not even knowing what 
nanotechnology is.

-----------------
Source : EU-OSHA

Reach copied by China and India

China and India have begun work on beef-
ing-up legislation on the production and 
marketing of chemicals. The scale of these 
legislative reforms is vast. The emerging 
countries (the BRIICS group, standing for 
Brazil, Russia, India, Indonesia, China 
and South Africa) now account for 28% 
of world chemical production, compared 
to 13% ten years ago. The health cost for 
their populations is immense. According 
to World Health Organisation researchers, 
mortality attributable to dangerous chem-
icals stands at about 4.9 million deaths per 
year worldwide. Both China and India have 
undergone huge increases in the numbers 
of cancer cases, with 1.5 million deaths per 
year in the former and 635,000 in the latter.

The planned reforms in India refer 
explicitly to the Community’s REACH Reg-
ulation. They seek to make it mandatory to 
register substances, to restrict or ban the 
use of the most dangerous substances and 
to create a national inventory to be man-
aged by a public authority. Public consul-
tation is underway, and the new legislation 
should be on the books by the end of 2012 
or early 2013.

In China, Decree 591 adopted in De-
cember 2011 sets out to harmonise and im-
prove a series of prior rules. It is based on 
principles akin to those in REACH in terms 
of the registration and evaluation of sub-
stances. It is still probably less ambitious as 
regards restrictions and prohibitions. The 
decree applies to both Chinese producers 
and foreign businesses importing their 
products onto the Chinese market.

CEFIC, which brings together the ma-
jor European chemical sector businesses, 
has spoken out against the planned reform 
in India, warning the Indian authorities 
against what it terms the "excessive costs"  
of REACH.

-----------------
Source : ETUI
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Editorial
Ringing the changes on working
conditions is a start to exiting the crisis

Working life has got worse in Europe of late. 
Greece is a graphic example, and a poster child 
for a wider rolling back of rights. Labour law 
reforms have watered down both individual 
and collective rights. Sackings have been made 
easier. There is enforced flexibility of working 
time with the amount of authorized overtime 
pushed up and payment for it forced down.

There is wholesale use of casual hire-
and-fire. In the Netherlands, new permanent 
employment contracts fell from 83 000 in 
2010 to 2000 the year after. In Spain, the re-
vamped sandwich training contract can now 
be extended... up to the age of 34. Collective 
rights are bypassed or cut back. The number 
of workers covered by collective agreements 
has gone down. In Estonia, only 6% of firms 
with five or more workers have collective 
agreements in force.

Social security is also affected. Most 
European countries have re-written their 
pension schemes to raise retirement age or 
increase the contribution record required for 
a full pension. Those who do physically gruel-
ling jobs are finding it harder to access early 
retirement. The picture for unemployment 
benefits is no brighter: eligibility require-
ments have been tightened, amounts too low 
to live on, a trend towards forcing claimants 
to take any job going.

Health care has so far been spared the 
general onslaught in face of the evidence that 
a health system based on strong social pro-
tection performs better than a private insur-
ance-based one like that of the USA. But a 
new tendency has emerged in different areas 
of labour law: special rules that are less good 
for workers are being brought in for smaller 
firms. The UK has led the way, and the Eu-
ropean Commission seems to have no gripe 
with the idea of a "two-tier" labour law. 

These "counter-reformations" of labour 
law are fuelling casualisation. The force of 
law is compounded by economic pressure: 
rising unemployment militates against the 
assertion of rights. Fear of being made un-
employed can combine with something akin 

to guilt-tripping: how can you demand your 
rights when others are out of a job?

These conditions have contributed to 
declining union memberships almost Eu-
rope-wide. In Sweden, a new breed of organi-
zation has popped up: a private firm that aims 
to replace the trade unions. It does some of a 
union’s job through individual case manage-
ment for its members, but is against any form 
of organized action, representation or collec-
tive bargaining – a form of "unionism-light" 
created in collaboration with an employment 
agency and an insurance company.

From the earliest days, discussions 
about the EU’s policy agenda have been tied 
into a social model which – even allowing for 
differences in countries’ industrial relations 
systems – was based on the idea of a Europe-
an capitalism that was distinctively different 
from other parts of the world.

The current crisis arguably challenges 
this basic given. For the first time, we are wit-
nessing employment standards being forced 

down at the same time in most EU countries. 
Some European institutions are trying to 
push down social/employment rights. The 
crisis interventions in Greece, Spain and 
Portugal have given the Commission a big-
ger whip-hand, with the bailout in each case 
made dependent on dismantling social and 
employment rights. The European Court of 
Justice has attacked the right to strike which 
is accused of hindering the free movement of 
businesses.

This bleak political context makes it all 
the more important to act on working con-
ditions. They stand at the interface between 
individuals’ activity and broader political, 
economic and social determinants. They 
translate the brutality of relations of power 
and subordination in society into people’s 
daily lives. The struggle to improve working 
conditions is also a learning experience in 
collective action. It is the stuff that dreams 
and the shaping of a different society are 
made of.•

Editorial 1/1

Laurent Vogel
Director, Working Conditions,
Health and Safety Department, ETUI

The crisis interventions in Greece, Spain  
and Portugal have given the Commission  
a bigger whip-hand, with the bailout in  
each case made dependent on dismantling 
social and employment rights.
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Changing work – working for change 
in and beyond the EU
Inquiries into working conditions have been done in many European countries 
since just decades into the Industrial Revolution. The first European survey only 
happened in 1990. Instigated by the Dublin Foundation for the Improvement of 
Living and Working Conditions, it has been repeated at five-year intervals and 
the number of countries surveyed has grown from 12 to 34. What key findings 
have they made?

European news 1/6

Laurent Vogel
Director, Working Conditions,
Health and Safety Department, ETUI

Manual workers aged 
50 and over think they 
are less healthy than 
white collar staff. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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been a key prerequisite to effective action: 
identifying in which circumstances, when 
and where a strike can bring an entire pro-
duction chain to a halt, knowing companies 
through the actual experience of people 
who work there, are key factors in develop-
ing bargaining power.

Two kinds of survey can be distin-
guished: qualitative, based on the observa-
tion of specific work situations and in-depth 
interviews with workers; and quantitative, 
a number-crunching exercise mostly on re-
plies to questionnaires distributed widely 
among a representative sample of persons. 
This article is confined to discussing only 
quantitative surveys.

The labour disputes of the late 1960s 
revived interest in national working condi-
tions surveys. The idea was to add to existing 
statistical data on economic sectors, work-
ing time, pay and employment through in-
dicators based on subjective perceptions of 
working conditions and their impact. In other 
words, traditional labour force surveys were 
to be topped up by surveys of working con-
ditions. That this was the right way to go was 
borne out over time. Workers’ insights into 
their own working conditions give a broader 
and deeper picture than just the measure-
ments or perceptions of outside observers.

What’s in the surveys?

Most surveys contain biographical data that 
position individuals at work (gender, age, 
marital status, etc.). They describe the em-
ployment conditions (type of employment 
contract, length of service, likelihood of be-
ing made unemployed, terms and amount of 
pay, etc.). They give information on the level 
of qualifications or education, occupation 
(based on categories that group occupations 
together within the stratification of job roles), 
sector of activity, company size, etc. They de-
scribe the working conditions relative to an 
often wide range of parameters (risk factors, 
levels of autonomy and control, working time, 
etc.). They usually address health issues, link-
ing them into the perceived impact of work.

Two areas are dealt with differently and 
often skated over: the conditions of unpaid 

Most of the physical and intangible proper-
ty in the world is the product of someone’s 
labour. Work is central to adult life. But the 
conditions in which it is done remain shroud-
ed in ignorance. Mexican sociologists Asa 
Laurell and Mariano Noriega describe the sit-
uation in the following terms, "Trapped with-
in the workplace walls, they are hidden from 
society’s view. Everyone knows – and bears 
the brunt of – their own working conditions, 
but knows nothing of those of others. They 
are situations experienced by all, but elude 
observation as part of everyone’s daily lot. 
They happen in confined spaces, where they 
are forever guarded as business secrets"1.

The interests of research driven in the 
main by a policy agenda of changing work 
have often concurred with workers’ efforts 
to organize independently on the basis of 
their collective experience. Investigations 
to understand and analyze working condi-
tions and gauge their impact on wider so-
cietal development predated the emergence 
of sociology out of economic and politics 
as a separate field of study. Some 19th cen-
tury investigators into the condition of the 
working class – like Louis-René Villermé in 
France – went on to become forerunners of 
statistical studies. For trade unions, know-
ing the specific work processes has always 

European news 2/6

Insecurity is arguably much  
less the product of individual 
career paths than the deepest 
social inequalities of our societies 
reflected in work and employment 
conditions.

1. Laurell AC, Noriega M. 
(1989) La salud en la 
fábrica, México, Ed ERA.
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main one is the rise in inequalities across 
the board: the rung on the job ladder, gender 
gaps, varying degrees of job insecurity, be-
tween sectors and countries.

The European survey quizzes workers 
on whether they think they will be able to do 
the same job when they are 60. In 10 years, 
the percentage thinking they will has stayed 
fairly unchanged, showing a slight improve-
ment from 57.1 to 58.7%. By contrast, the gap 
between the lowest-skilled manual workers 
and most highly-qualified non-manual em-
ployees has continued to widen from 20% in 
2000 to 27% in 2010. Simply put, this means 
that in every 10 skilled white-collar workers, 
seven think their working conditions will ena-
ble them to carry on until the age of 60; but in 
every 10 low-skilled blue-collar workers, only 
four think they will be able to hold out.

Gender inequalities are rife. There is a 
gender chasm when it comes to unpaid work – 
still mainly women’s job – and the most 
highly repetitive tasks. A French survey even 
shows that having a child increases inequali-
ties and further undermines women’s labour 
market position2.

The European surveys point to a two-
fold trend in working time: a steady decline 
in working weeks of more than 48 hours – 
mainly benefiting men – and an increase in 

domestic work and the collective dimension 
of labour relations (collective labour disputes, 
forms of representation, consultation, cov-
erage by collective agreements, trade union 
membership, etc.). Most surveys are con-
cerned only with employees in the formal 
sector of the economy.

The big interest of surveys lies in ana-
lysing the interaction of different variables in 
sufficiently significant samples. No coherent 
understanding of workplace relations and 
working conditions can be had from just the 
raw data. Each question plays into building up 
profiles that may be expected, but can come 
as a surprise. Where the same questionnaires 
have been repeated over time, comparing the 
data allows developments to be tracked more 
closely. Between-country comparisons are 
also useful, although the understanding of 
certain questions in widely differing cultural 
contexts can be a minefield for interpretation.

Leaving aside the resources provided by 
statistical tools, what is needed to interpret the 
data is a theoretical framework. A question-
naire of a bare 50 questions with only three 
possible answers can yield an infinite number 
of cross-tabulations which will not identify 
causal links or an overall trend. Cross-tabula-
tion of data, however, does allow the relevance 
of a theoretical framework to be verified and 
opened up to new questions. The questions 
formulated and sample of respondents identi-
fied are also dictated by the prior choices made, 
and these a basis of theory.

Most recurring surveys are based on 
samples that vary over time. Only a hand-
ful of national surveys are cohort-based, i.e., 
following the same individuals over a period 
of several years in order to look at long-term 
changes in their working conditions. Such 
surveys are invaluable tools for a better un-
derstanding of changes in a working life, their 
health impacts, and the combined outcomes 
of working conditions on aging. At present, 
there are no such things at European level. 

Alarming rise in inequalities

Looking at all the available surveys in differ-
ent European countries, a number of worry-
ing common trends can be discerned. The 

European news 3/6

the percentage of wage earners working un-
der 20 hours a week. This latter trend mostly 
affects women and usually entails very low 
pay, more vulnerability to poverty, less in-
dependence than other family members and 
worse working conditions.

The gaps between the different EU 
countries are also very wide. On the ques-
tion of workplace democracy, the European 
survey finds that more than 80% of Finnish 
and Swedish workers have some form of rep-
resentation of their interests at work, while 
the corresponding percentage for Portuguese 
workers is below 25%. The European average 
is around 50%.

One of the main drivers of rising ine-
qualities is the growth of contingent work. 
It is a spreading, hydra-headed trend. Some 
manifestations are immediately visible in 
the employment figures: the growing share 
of fixed-term, temporary agency and part-
time work; the share of low-paid workers; the 
pressure of high unemployment. Other facets 
of casualisation are more difficult to grasp: 
coverage by collective agreements, the actu-
al exercise of rights, the fear of complaining 
and the fact of discrimination. Chain subcon-
tracting may be a big factor in the growth of 
casual-hire-and-fire with or without the use 
of temporary contracts.

2. Régnier-Loilier A. 
(2009) L’arrivée d’un 
enfant modifie-t-elle la 
répartition des tâches 
domestiques au sein  
d’un couple ?, Population 
et Société, 461.

One of the main drivers of rising 
inequalities is the growth of 
contingent work.
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From knowledge to policies

Working conditions surveys provide a par-
ticularly valuable basis from which to assess 
occupational health needs by going beyond 
the narrow confines of accident and occupa-
tional disease statistics which show only a 
small part of the picture through the distort-
ing lens of the compensation schemes that 
have been set up.

The debate on the quality of working 
conditions is not a recent thing in the Euro-
pean Union – it has been rumbling on since 
the early 2000s. As yet, it has produced no 
policy initiatives equal to the problems.

Where it features in Community policy 
documents, the quality of working conditions 
tends to be overshadowed by a host of other 
priorities with no discernible overall view of 
the objectives to be delivered. Lifelong learn-
ing, for instance, is a recurring objective, but 
the working conditions surveys suggest that 
there are big structural barriers to achiev-
ing it and that casual-hire-and-fire promotes 
forms of work that are not very "learningful" 
in the long term. Likewise active aging.

Improving working conditions crops 
up now and again, but the overall impres-
sion is of a policy mainly propped up on two 
foundations: one economic (with a debate 
on welfare benefits and pensions), the other 
demographic (with the misconception that 
automatically assumes that longer life expec-
tancy means wanting and being able to stay 
working longer).

Looking at outcomes over the past 
twelve years relative to the avowed objective 
of "more and better jobs", it is clear that the 
policy focus has been all on the "more" part: 
employment rates in the different EU coun-
tries shot up between 2000 and 2008. It may 
be wondered whether a policy that puts the 
number ahead of the quality of jobs will not 
ultimately fall apart at the seams. Are these 
jobs sustainable in the long term? Do they 
offer opportunities for development? Do sub-
standard working conditions not also pro-
duce substandard work?

Since the EU enlargements of 2004 and 
2007, and even more forcefully in the current 
crisis, other objectives have come front and 
centre in European policies: debt reduction, 

insecurity is arguably much less the product 
of individual career paths than the deepest 
social inequalities of our societies reflected 
in work and employment conditions. The 
scores achieved on the precariousness scale 
are higher for women than men, for man-
ual occupations than intellectual occupa-
tions for immigrants than nationals and for 
younger workers.

Spanish research has tried to give a 
weighting to these different factors so as 
to create a scale of insecurity3. It reveals 
a very clear link between casualised em-
ployment and declining health. But inse-
curity is about more than just precarious 
employment, and takes in a lesser degree 
of social support, less job satisfaction, less 
say in how the work is done. Furthermore, 

European news 4/6

3. Vives A., et al. (2010) 
The Employment 
Precariousness Scale 
(EPRES): psychometric 
properties of a new tool 
for epidemiological studies 
among waged and salaried 
workers, Occupational and 
Environmental Medicine, 
67, 548-555.

Having a child sidelines 
women in the labour 
market. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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the "golden rule" prohibiting national budget 
deficits, employment rates, privatisation of 
public services, free movement of business, etc.

Between September 2011 and June 2012, 
the European Commission sent out unclear 
and mixed signals about the prospects for a 
new Community health and safety at work 
strategy 2013-2020. It now seems (belatedly) 
to have finally decided to adopt that strategy 
which will likely be defined between Novem-
ber 2012 and March 2013. It is early days to 
know what might be in it. Available knowl-
edge would more than justify a much more 
far-reaching policy to address the various as-
pects of the quality of working conditions in a 
comprehensive approach that includes health 
and safety, reducing insecurity, skills devel-
opment, reduction of paid working time and a 
more equal share-out of unpaid work.

Working conditions surveys are use-
ful for identifying priorities, but policy de-
cisions are never taken simply on the basis 
of known facts. They are more about power 
relationships and the clash of blueprints for 
society. In the final analysis, a strong link is 
to be found between declining working con-
ditions and the erosion of the European so-
cial model. The debates on the new Commu-
nity health and safety at work strategy will 
gain in transparency by going getting away 
from a purely technical approach to particu-
lar specific risks and getting fully to grips 
with the casualisation of work and the many 
repercussions it has for individuals and work 
communities.•

Further reading

The European Trade Union Institute organized a 
seminar on working conditions surveys in March 
2012. Most of the seminar documents can be  
found on 
http://www.etui.org/fr/Evenements/Seminaire-
sur-les-enquetes-Conditions-de-travail

Coutrot T., Bué J., Puech I. (2005) Conditions de 
travail : les enseignements de vingt ans d’enquête, 
Toulouse, Octarès. 

Gollac M., Volkoff S. (2010) Mesurer le travail.  
Une contribution à l'histoire des enquêtes françaises 
dans ce domaine, Paris, CEE.

Parent Thirion A. et al. (2012) Fifth European 
Working Conditions Survey – Overview report Dublin, 
Eurofound.

Vendramin P., Valenduc G. (2012) Occupations and 
ageing at work. An analysis of the findings of the 
fith European Working Conditions Survey, Working 
Paper, 9, Brussels, ETUI. 

Vives A. (2011) A multidimensional approach to 
precarious employment: measurement, association 
with poor mental health and prevalence in the 
Spanish workforce, Doctoral dissertation, Barcelona, 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra.

It may be wondered 
whether a policy that 
puts the number 
ahead of the quality 
of jobs will not 
ultimately fall apart at 
the seams.



autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #0611 European news 6/6

Table 1 Job quality types on the Belgian labour market

Share in employment (%) Characteristics

Positive aspects Negative aspects

Saturated jobs 18% (mostly men) Autonomy, high pay, say Unusual working hours, flexibility

Full-time balanced work 13% Autonomy, career opportunities, regular 
work schedule

No teamwork

Work with limited career prospects 21% (mostly women) No speed pressure,  
regular work schedule

Part-time, low pay

Work on flexible and unusual hours 11% (mostly men) Good pay, full time work No autonomy, flexibility, no say

Emotionally demanding work 13% (mostly women) Complex tasks, training Emotional pressure, no social support

Heavy repetitive work 9% (mostly men) No emotional pressure, good pay Risky work environment, no say

Indecent work  14% (mostly women) Regular work schedule, no emotional pressure Very low pay, repetitive tasks, no autonomy

"Quality of 
employment" 
for older workers, 
a big ask for 
Belgium

Belgium was one of the very few European coun-
tries not to have a national working conditions 
survey. That omission was put right when the 
questionnaire for the 2010 European Working 
Conditions Survey was put to a sample of 4 000 
workers in Belgium (versus 1 000 in most other 
countries). 

Five teams of academic researchers analyzed 
the data against 22 key quality of employment 
indicators (earnings, risks, training, social 
support) and 10 indicators of quality of work 
impacts (job insecurity, job satisfaction, general 
health, etc.). The results, unveiled in a summary 
report released in September 2012, divide Bel-
gian workers into seven groups according to a 
particular "quality of work" type (see Table). 

The authors also looked at the "sustainabili-
ty of work", which is a big political issue for 
Belgium where the employment rate is 35% for 
55-64-year-olds but just 28% for women in this 
age group. When asked "Do you think you will 

be able to do the same job you are doing now 
when you are 60 years old?", 58% of men and 
53% of women workers replied "yes". Whether 
work is sustainable depends how high it scores 
for general health, physical health and psycho-
logical health. There is a correlation between 
work-related health risks and lower scores for 
this criterion. Job satisfaction also has a signif-
icant positive impact. A positive correlation is 
found between sustainability of work and virtual-
ly every selected indicator of job quality. 

The analysis shows that the gender gaps in work-
ing conditions are wider than average for work-
ers aged 50 and over. There is a very pronounced 
desire to work less among workers aged 50 and 
over, but at the same time, more women are 
found to be working part-time and wanting to 
work more hours.

The risk of being in a poor quality job is far from 
evenly distributed within the workforce. Gender, 
occupation, educational attainments, sector and 
company size are key determinants of the quality 
of workers’ jobs. 

The expected relationship between quality of 
employment and workers’ well-being and health 
is borne out. Ill health recurs more frequently 
in categories characterized by poorer quality 
working conditions. 8% believe their work has a 
positive impact on their health, while 22% rate 
it negatively. Musculoskeletal disorders are the 
most frequently reported work-related health 

complaint, followed by work-induced fatigue, 
sleep problems and headaches. The lowest scores 
for physical health are for manual industry and 
craft workers and all lower-skilled occupations.

The report’s authors find that company restruc-
turing within the previous three years increases 
rates of depression, fatigue and insomnia, and 
decreases job satisfaction. Higher job demands 
("working at very high speed" and "working 
to tight deadlines") were found among these 
workers while their job control (ability to choose 
or change "methods of work", "speed or rate of 
work") tends to decrease.

Unsurprisingly, the research shows that the cat-
egories most affected by job insecurity are wom-
en, young people, poorly educated or low-skilled 
workers, as well as workers in small and micro 
organizations, in agricultural and elementary 
occupations, and services workers. Also, there 
appears to be a negative correlation between 
the characteristics of insecure jobs and workers’ 
health, general well-being, job insecurity and job 
satisfaction. 

The policy conclusions seem plain enough. An ef-
fective strategy for health at work must reduce 
the risks of a poor quality or insecure job. More 
joined-up occupational health and employment 
policy actions should be put on the agenda. 

The full report can be found at: http://www.em-
ploi.belgique.be/moduleDefault.aspx?id=36688
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Discounting 
the workers:
conditions in 
the retail sector
This special report was coordinated
by Marianne De Troyer, ETUI.

Whatever lip-service may be paid to 
sustainable consuming, by far most 
European consumers still do their 
weekly shop in the big supermarket 
chains. A handful of groups have 
carved up this lucrative market and 
grown so powerful as to be able 
to drive producers’ selling prices 
steadily down. This is not to say 
that the customer always wins out 
in these price wars. And what about 
the workers? There are 19 million of 
them in Europe’s mass retail sector, 
many working in the mainly grocery 
store supermarkets looked at in 
this report. No doubting that the 
supermarket boom has given jobs to 

hundreds of thousands of Europeans, 
very many of them young people and 
women. This foothold in the working 
world, however, can now only be 
had by giving up some expectations 
about well-being at work, and even 
a home life. Contingent employment 
relationships have increased; flexible 
working arrangements – shift, 
evening and weekend work – are 
widespread; pay is stubbornly low; 
any thoughts of service or quality 
work are frustrated by productivity 
demands; and workers’ job discretion 
is wiped out by increasingly 
invasive management methods and 
technologies. 
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Marianne De Troyer
Senior researcher, ETUI

Radical changes in mass retailing 
are undermining workers
In customers’ eyes, the jobs, tasks and work activities done by supermarket workers 
(checkout assistants, self-service staff, food counter assistants, storekeepers, 
meat and fish counter cutters and wrappers, etc.) are the same in all stores. 
The appearances, however, conceal very different employment and 
working conditions...

There’s no "light work" 
in supermarkets. Not 
many workers get 
away without some 
musculoskeletal 
disorder.
Image : © Martine Zunini
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is very little in franchise stores. Hypermarket 
shelf-stackers not uncommonly work nights – 
not something the public thinks about.

Volume retailing is typified by the 
downgraded quality of the jobs on offer, fast-
er work paces, tighter work constraints, and 
a customer service ethos that demands ever- 
more flexible working practices (irregular 
hours, involuntary part-time, longer than 
9-hour working days). Work intensification is 
not an idle phrase, but even then many work-
ers report not having enough time to do their 
jobs and complain of chronic understaffing.

Whatever business reconfiguration the 
big retail groups decide on for their sales out-
lets, the workers are the ones picking up the 
tab: they are fragmented by their differing 
employment statuses and working conditions. 
Having switched much of the production and 
services that can be managed at a distance to 
countries where employment laws, the stand-
ard of working conditions and pay are lower 
than in Western Europe, the big groups are 
now "locally relocating" workers in the same 
sector of activity through sales, financial and 
workforce engineering.

Workers under pressure

More than half of supermarket workers work 
irregular or staggered hours, sometimes with 
wide seasonal variations, found researchers 
Anne-Françoise Molinié and Ariane Leroyer 
from an analysis of the Evrest data1. Over a 
third of self-service employees claim to work 
longer than their normal working hours be-
cause they are under a time squeeze while 
44% cited problems due to time pressure. 
More women work part-time, more often 
work as checkout assistants and so are more 
vulnerable to irregular working hours and 
split shifts. Work schedules can disrupt the 
work/life balance because checkout assis-
tants have to work from 9 to 12-hour days, 
their hours can vary and may not be the same 
two days running.

Work rostering is always a vexed is-
sue. On average, checkout operators only get 
their schedules 8 to 10 days ahead of time. 
But unpredictable busy and quiet times and 
staff absences may still mean them working 
overtime at short notice. Work schedule or-
ganization during the day differs even within 

The all-out pursuit of profits and increased 
sales has led the retail leviathans into a fren-
zy of business reorganization focused on sales 
outlets, either closing stores, selling them off 
to other groups, turning them into subsidiar-
ies, or franchising them out. The revamps pro-
duce hugely insecure retail jobs. Work sched-
ules are all over the place. Weekly working 
hours differ with the multiple, subsidiary or 
franchised store and part-time workers have 
no guaranteed minimum number of hours. 
Likewise pay and flexitime pay supplements, 
length-of-service-related extra days off, and 
access to union representation of which there 

the sector: split shifts seem more prevalent in 
supermarkets than in hypermarkets. Women 
who work split shifts in volume retailing, like 
women industrial cleaners, perform domes-
tic or family duties between two shifts. The 
non-working hours are rarely used as "me 
time". Even where collective agreements pro-
vide that Sunday work is voluntary, there are 
pressures on workers to do it2.

Relative to other employees, more su-
permarket workers complain that their work 
is constrained and unvarying, gives them no 
learning opportunities or freedom to decide 
how to do their job. Two thirds of checkout 
assistants feel they have no choice as to how 
to go about things; almost half their work is 
unvarying or gives them no opportunity to 
acquire new knowledge or skills; while a third 
feel that they get no recognition.

No escape from MSDs

Data from the French Evrest system suggest 
that physical stresses and strains are high 
in this sector: 93% of workers are subject to 
heavy lifting or carrying heavy loads, repet-
itive movements, prolonged standing (95%) 
and constant walking (76%). Other physical 
constraints are also found: working in the 
cold, in-store noise, eyestrain, etc.

One thing that typifies volume retailing 
is the amount of manual handling done: all 
shelf-stacking – dry goods, fruit and vege-
tables, fresh produce – and checkout assis-
tant jobs show that manual handling of loads 
counts for a big part of the daily activity of the 
different categories of workers and ends up in 
musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs)3.

What does the examination of the dai-
ly work activity of store employees show? 
Shelf-stacking starts well before stores open 
to customers. In some hypermarkets, it is even 
done overnight. Departments are replenished 
from stock and pallets delivered daily to stores. 
This activity goes on throughout the day to 
meet customer demands.

Broadly-speaking, the constraints 
produced are physical (handling boxes and 
their contents) and postural stemming from 
the pallets positioned in aisles, whether cus-
tomers are present or not, product display 
(arranging products on shelves, displaying 
labels, etc.).

1. Molinié A.-F., Leroyer 
A. (2011) (from the report 
by Dr. Jeancolas) Travail 
et santé des salariés de la 
grande distribution, Une 
exploration à partir des 
données 2008-2009 du 
dispositif Evrest, 2011, 4 p. 
http://evrest.istnf.fr. 
Evrest (EVolutions et 
RElations en Santé 
au Travail) is a French 
multiannual questionnaire 
monitoring system 
developed by occupational 
doctors to analyze and 
track different aspects 
of employees’ work and 
health.
2. On which, see La 
longue grève des caissières 
d’Albertville contre le travail 
dominical obligatoire, 
http://www.bastamag.net/
article1694.html.
3. For more information: 
Guide méthodologique 
pour la prévention des 
TMS dans la grande 
distribution (entrepôts et 
magasins), La prévention 
en action (2008), Direction 
départementale du Travail, 
de l’Emploi et de la 
Formation professionnelle 
du Var.
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(customers at 2-to-3 minute intervals), repet-
itive movements of the upper limbs (an item 
to handle every 3 seconds), repetitive foot 
movements for foot-controlled conveyor belts, 
manual handling of loads of up to 500 kg per 
hour, and bending and twisting of the torso for 
bagging operations.

In the late 1990s, a consortium of Que-
bec researchers did a study to identify risk 
factors not only for checkout staff but also 
other categories of supermarket workers5. 
Disregarding occupational injuries officially 
declared by workers (time off, compensation 
by an occupational diseases compensation 
body), the survey found that 83% of respond-
ents had suffered from pain, aches or discom-
fort in at least one part of their body during 
the previous 12 months, and that 55% of them 
had done so in the last seven days. Further-
more, 27% of respondents said that these 
problems had stopped them doing their nor-
mal work at the supermarket or at home.

Research coordinator Lina Forcier said 
the most decisive causes of the risk factors 
derive from spatial organization, be it the 
building design, layout or furniture which 
determine working positions, movement or 
effort. For new-build or renovated stores, er-
gonomic aspects (department design, aisle 
widths, etc.) are rarely given proper thought. 
The study also pointed to very high turnover 
of workers in this sector: one in four workers 
in all the stores of one large retailer left their 
job at the end of a year.

Have the occupational health and work-
ing conditions of the different categories of 
supermarket workers improved as regards 
musculoskeletal complaints? On the evidence 
of recent studies, plainly not.

There have been real changes, but they 
have moved the problems elsewhere rather 
than solving them. The positive developments 
include a number of design innovations like 
the design of new checkout station furniture 
(scanners, seats and footrests, conveyors, 
barcode displays, etc.), deeper and more an-
gled display shelves for fruit and vegetables, 
big investments in new equipment for easier 
movement of goods within stores.

Shelf-filling differs with the type of 
product being displayed. In fruit and vegeta-
ble sections, products are placed differently 
according to type: loose in bulk or in crates 
on display units harking back to the markets 
of yesteryear, pre-packed products arranged 
by weight and type in chiller cabinets. Before 
placing fruit and vegetables, the worker has 
to check their sell-by date or condition (sort-
ing out unsaleable items).

The pace of work which allows for no 
recovery time between movements is partly 
responsible for employees’ musculoskeletal 
complaints. Observations of supermarket jobs 
by ergonomists have helped objectively meas-
ure the repetitiveness of the work: the cycles 
of picking up, moving and placing a product 
or package are often very short (under 20 sec-
onds) during shelf-filling, product rotation 
and retrieving an item from a package. Also, 
each product has its own handling constraints: 
some are more easily-damaged while others 
can be damaged while being placed.

Pallets must be unloaded before the 
products can be put on display, but what they 
contain cannot always be identified, so the 
worker may have to remake some pallets for 
return to stock.

Where postural constraints are con-
cerned, the height and depth of display units 
and lack of any crate-lifting system often 
force workers to assume repeated awkward 
postures. Here again, the presence of cus-
tomers forces workers to make adaptations 
to what they are doing (pallet positioning, 
interrupted activities, interacting with cus-
tomers). There are also time constraints on 
shelf-stacking from early- or late-arriving 
deliveries, staffing levels at a given time, etc.

MSDs also exact a toll on checkout staff. 
A part-time checkout assistant handles around 
seven tonnes of goods a week, most often with 
minimum breaks and rising work intensity. 
France’s National Research and Safety Insti-
tute4 was condemning the working conditions 
of these workers as far back as 1994, having 
identified as risk factors: repetitive eyes and 
neck movements switching between custom-
ers, purchase items, the keyboard and printer 

4. Rocher M. (1994)  
Les "hyper" caissières,  
INRS, Paris, 38 p.
5. Forcier L. et al. (1996) 
La santé et la sécurité 
du travail dans les 
supermarchés, IRSST, 76 p.

A part-time checkout 
assistant handles 
around seven tonnes 
of goods a week.



17 autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #06 Special report 6/32

Customer self-bagging also takes some 
of the strain off checkout assistants. But a 
recent survey of occupational doctors in the 
Nord department of France6 found these pre-
ventive measures to have limited effective-
ness due to a worsening of work organization. 
Negative developments included increased 
time pressure mainly in relation to shelf-fill-
ing, downsizing or under-staffing.

Action-oriented research done in 2009-
2010 in the Charleroi region (western Bel-
gium) by FGTB union reps produced broadly 
similar findings7. The survey authors used 
the Nordic questionnaire to collect MSD- 
related complaints8 from different categories 
of workers for one volume retailer (see Table 1).

The visible biomechanical stresses 
aside, it is well established that factors origi-
nating in work organization and psychosocial 
factors combine to play a big role in the devel-
opment of MSDs.

Work-related mental stress and psy-
chological problems affect all categories of 
workers in the mass retail sector: checkout 
assistants have to concentrate hard to keep 
up the pace, be friendly and smiling, and stay 
alert under the customer’s watchful eye. They 
have little discretion because their activity 
is tightly controlled and the pace of work is 

dictated by customer throughput. Breaks de-
pend on customer throughput and manage-
ment whim. Department managers are under 
constant pressure from targets to be met and 
the need to incorporate the latest sales and 
marketing concepts to contend with fierce 
competition in the sector.

One possible improvement proposed in 
1994 by the INRS — French institute compe-
tent in the area of occupational risk prevention 

— was multi-tasking, including through work-
ing in different divisions of the store, to reduce 
repetitiveness, monotony and periarticular 
disorders. Multi-tasking has been introduced 
by some big multiples, but having been imple-
mented in a context of downgraded quality of 
employment, increased work rates and a dete-
riorated mental workload, has obviously failed 
to solve the problem of MSDs. This "pandemic" 
could in the coming years push a significant 
number of workers into an early exit from the 
labour market – a threat that so far seems not 
to be ringing alarm bells in the retail levia-
thans’ HR departments.•

Table 1 Musculoskeletal complaints in a Belgian volume retailer

Category of worker Musculoskeletal complaints 

Checkout assistant Neck, shoulders, elbows, wrists, fingers,  
upper back and hips

Shelf-stacker Neck, shoulders, elbows, wrists, fingers,  
upper back, knees and hips

Deli-counter sales assistant Elbows, fingers and lower back

Dairy department sales 
assistant

Wrists and fingers

Butcher Hips

Driver Neck

Department managers 
are under constant 
pressure from targets 
to be met.

6. Carsat Nord-Picardie/
Direccte Nord-Pas-de-
Calais (2012) La grande 
distribution : santé des 
travailleurs, risques 
professionnels et actions 
de prévention, La santé au 
travail dans le Nord-Pas de 
Calais, No. 6, June 2012, 
24 p. 
http://www.nord-pas-de-
calais.direccte.gouv.fr/IMG/
pdf/ETUDE_GRANDE_
DISTRIBUTION.pdf
7. "Recherche-
action" en pays de 
Charleroi, Les troubles 
musculosquelettiques 
(2010) FGTB Charleroi-Sud 
Hainaut, C-DAST et Atelier 
Santé Forum Social de 
Charleroi.
8. Discredit is often cast 
on studies that contain 
complaints reported by 
workers. Doubters may refer 
to: Forcier L. et al. (2008) 
Supermarket workers: Their 
work and their health, 
particularly their self-
reported musculoskeletal 
problems and compensable 
injuries, Work, 30, 1-18. 
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Staff well-being and 
storeperformance: get one, 
get the other free?

Protection of employees’ well-being at work is a legal right. But can it also be 
a key contributor to business performance and good for the employer? 
A survey done in two large Belgian retailers looked for the answer.

Career opportunities 
are limited in the 
supermarket sector. 
Some retailers favour 
multi-tasking to relieve 
the monotony of work. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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contracts (90%) and mostly longer than 
half-time working hours (66%). Some "hard 
discounter" chains and those that had un-
dergone recent downsizing were contacted 
but declined to take part in the survey. As a 
result, the findings probably paint a rosier 
picture than the reality in the sector. That be-
ing said, they provide interesting answers to 
three questions.

In 1996, Belgium introduced a Well-being at 
Work Act off the back of the EU Health and 
Safety at Work Directive1 requiring all em-
ployers to do an analysis and establish a plan 
for preventing work-induced psychosocial 
load. In the ten-plus years since this legisla-
tion came in, it is clear that standards of prac-
tices are very patchy and employers lukewarm 
at best. The causal link behind this reluctance 
may be that promoting employee well-being 
comes at a cost to the business, but is there 
any financial or other benefit to be had from 
it? In other words, is there a payback from 
investing in employee well-being? To get to 
grips with this recurrent question, Belgium’s 
central department for employment2 decided 
to look beyond the theory and received wis-
dom to investigate at the work face.

The increasingly competition-drive vol-
ume retail industry was chosen as the field of 
study partly for the ability to measure per-
formance indicators by business units and 
partly for being a sector where work-related 
physical and psychosocial load are more than 
just words. Productivity-chasing, flexible 
contracts and working time, "the customer 
is always right", all play into driving working 
conditions down.

The in-workplace survey3 quizzed 
945 employees working in 44 stores owned 
by two Belgian volume retailers that agreed 
to it. Both are among those pursuing a quali-
ty-of-service rather than a purely price-driv-
en strategy. This translates into working con-
ditions that are relatively better than other 
industry names, as reflected by the length 
of employees’ time-in-service (18 years on 
average), the predominance of permanent 

1. The European Framework 
Directive on Safety and 
Health at Work 1989 
(89/391 EEC) marks 
a turning point for the 
improvement of safety 
and health at work. It 
guarantees minimum 
standards of safety and 
health across Europe while 
allowing Member States to 
introduce more stringent 
measures.
2. The Federal Public 
Service (FPS) Employment, 
Labour and Social Dialogue 
(Belgian Ministry of Labour).
3. The Belgian Ministry of 
Labour had still not released 
the study at the time of 
going to press.

Decent support from a line 
superior can reduce stress and 
make work more enjoyable.
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What are the risks to well-being 
at work?

Incorporating the Work Abilities Question-
naire (VOW/QFT)4 into the survey enabled 
us to compare the risk factors reported by 
our respondents to those measured in a 
reference sample of 3714 Belgian workers. 
While 84% of our respondents reported be-
ing always or often stressed compared to 
28% of the reference Belgian workers, their 
levels of enjoyment of work, need for re-
covery time, and physical health indicators 
are nevertheless comparable to those of the 
reference sample. Department managers re-
port the highest levels of stress and recovery 
needs, but also enjoyment of and involve-
ment in work, while general assistants, who 
may work on the checkout or shelf stacking 
as needed, stand out as the best off for all 
indicators considered.

Where physical risks are concerned, su-
permarket workers are most affected by two 
things: repetitive movements – where there is 
double the incidence, and particularly affect-
ing checkout staff – and physical demands 
– especially on shelf stackers. By contrast, 
general assistants are significantly less ex-
posed to both categories of risk. Analysis of 
the factors that correlate most closely with 
well- being and health reveal that repetitive 
work has no impact on the indicators looked 
at, apart from the higher frequency of aches 
and pains in cases of repetitive work. The 
level of physical demands, by contrast, has a 
very significant impact on recovery needs, all 
indicators of physical health and, to a lesser 
degree, overall stress and loss of enjoyment of 
work. These analyses also show that employ-
ees who see their management actively intro-
ducing measures to protect physical safety at 
work also suffer less stress and burnout, re-
port better health and enjoy their work more.

4. The VOW/QFT 
(Vragenlijst over 
Werkbaarheid / 
Questionnaire sur les 
Facultés de Travail) is a 
diagnostic tool developed 
by FPS Employment, Labour 
and Social Dialogue to 
study workers’ feelings 
about the balance between 
their personal characteristics 
and the demands (physical 
strains and psychosocial 
load) of their job.

Table 1 Summary of indicators examined
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Store managers interviewed on their practices regarding:

1. Formalized personnel management practices
2. Recruitment and selection
3. Mobility, promotion, performance
4. Training
5. Pay and rewards
6. Job flexibility
7. Participation and communication
8. Prevention of psychosocial load and promotion of well-being

Store performance indicators provided by central services:

1. Employee performance: absenteeism and staff turnover
2.  Operational performance: scrap rate and stock control errors
3. Business performance: customer satisfaction (available in one chain only)
4.  Financial performance: productivity (= turnover / hours worked)
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A questionnaire survey of a representative sample of employees in each store on:

Physical risk factors:

—  harmful factors, danger, physical demands, repetitive movements, 
VDU work, accidents, safety policy and climate

Psychosocial risk factors:

—  speed and volume of work, learning opportunities, participation in 
decision making, role clarity, job control, job insecurity, social support 
and support from line superior, work skills

Perception of HR practices:

— fairness and support / organizational recognition

Indicators of psychological well-being:

— overall stress level
— need for recovery time
— enjoyment of work
— job satisfaction
— involvement in the organization

Indicators of occupational health:

— health concerns
— aches and pains (sleep disorders, musculoskeletal disorders, etc.).
— perceived health over the previous fortnight
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As to psychosocial risks, both chains 
fall within the Belgian average, although not 
all occupational categories are equally af-
fected. Checkout assistants have less say in 
decisions and less job control, but these risk 
factors are offset by greater solidarity and 
social support, less fast-paced work and a 
lighter workload, possibly from both super-
markets’ specific policy of minimizing cus-
tomer waiting time by opening extra check-
outs. Department managers are in the exact 
opposite situation – they suffer a faster work 
pace and higher workload and enjoy less 
social support than their colleagues, while 
having greater job control and a bigger say 
in decisions. In terms of impact on psycho-
logical well-being and health, the pace and 
volume of work, followed by in-service skills 
development opportunities and the ability to 
cope with changes in duties are clearly the 
parameters to be kept under review. By con-
trast, line manager support acts as a buffer 
to reduce stress and increase enjoyment of 
work.

Is staff well-being bound up with 
store performance?

The received wisdom is that a happy worker is 
a more productive, cooperative and involved 
worker. In fiercely cost-competitive sectors, 
however, productivity gains tend to be made at 
the expense of working conditions. Increased 
quantitative flexibility and work intensifica-
tion play directly into job insecurity, work pace 
and volume and indirectly into the quality of 
the worklife fabric. So it is not axiomatic that 
organizational performance and well-being at 
work go in hand. And what of our two survey 
retailers? As shown in Table 1, store perfor-
mance was conceived as a multidimensional 
concept that includes workforce, operational, 
commercial, financial and other indicators.

Our findings tend to support the conjec-
ture of a positive relationship between staff 
well-being and store performance. So, in one 
of the two chains, there is a very significant 
link between absenteeism and stress, the 
need for recovery and the lack of job satisfac-
tion and enjoyment felt by store staff. In both 
chains, however, a range of risk factors –  
especially pace and volume of work, a perceived 

lack of work skills and social support – appear 
to be factors in increased absenteeism. Oper-
ational performance is higher when each em-
ployee’s role and responsibilities are clearly 
defined; this holds true for both chains.

The really hard evidence of how a com-
pany benefits from a policy of promoting 
well-being at work comes from customer sat-
isfaction. For instance, 25% of between-store 
variations in customer satisfaction reflect 
the average degree of enjoyment of work ex-
pressed by the staff. More generally, custom-
er satisfaction is higher in stores where staff 
enjoy better physical working conditions, 
clearer role definition, good social support, a 
less intense pace of work, and come across as 
less stressed, happier and healthier.

Finally, the results for productivity 
used as an estimate of economic performance 
are puzzling. In one chain, lower stress and 
fatigue levels and greater enjoyment are as-
sociated with higher productivity, while in 
the other chain, the exact opposite holds true 
– the most productive stores are also those 

where staff have lower levels of psycholog-
ical well-being. The relationship between 
well- being at work and productivity is plainly 
a complex one and may depend on undeter-
mined threshold effects or third variables like 
retention rates.

What type of HR makes 
for happy staff?

In the volume retail industry, store managers 
are a key link in implementing the personnel 
management practices devised by central HR 
management. This produces between-store 
variations through which it can be examined 
whether some practices are more conducive 
to staff well-being than others. The tradi-
tional human resource management (HRM) 
literature argues that more elaborate and for-
malized practices which encourage skills ac-
quisition and employee motivation contribute 
more to both the psychological well-being of 
employees and organizational performance. 

Customer satisfaction is higher 
in stores where staff enjoy better 
physical working conditions.
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other hand, systematic use of annual per-
formance reviews tends to be beneficial to 
employees.

Turning to flexibility practices, flexible 
hours – which in this sector are mostly not 
voluntary – seem to reduce say in decisions 
and job control, and undermine physical 
health. Multi-tasking, however, is consist-
ently associated in this study with beneficial 
effects: increased use of multi-tasking cor-
relates to greater job control and social sup-
port, and good reported psychological and 
physical health. It may be that these effects 
reflect the conditions in which functional 
flexibility has been implemented in some 
stores in our study, on a voluntary basis and 
after a procedure carefully coordinated with 
the unions.

Does this template hold good for the super-
market sector? Also, do the working time and 
functional flexibility practices that are gain-
ing ground in the sector significantly impact 
employees’ well-being at work?

The answers given to these questions 
by our findings are somewhat unexpect-
ed. Ostensibly, many supposedly good 
HRM practices may actually have adverse 
well-being at work outcomes. So, stores 
that make more use of formal training 
provision, more sophisticated selection 
techniques, promotion plans and working 
atmosphere surveys provided by central 
services are also those where feelings of 
job security, social support, role clarity 
and the indicators of psychological and 
physical well-being are the lowest. On the 

In store that make more use of 
multitasking, employees have  
job control and social support,  
and report sound mental and  
physical health.

The relevance to HRM

More local, store manager-controlled and 
-implemented practices appear to be the 
most paying proposition, probably because 
they consolidate the manager’s role in sup-
porting and talking to his staff, and give a 
more personal slant to HR practices. This 
interpretation is borne out by our findings 
that these less paper-bound and centralized 
practices are perceived by staff as fairer and 
more fitting and play into an increased feel-
ing of recognition. The perceived fairness 
of personnel management practices and the 
feeling of receiving support from the organ-
ization are two key variables in promoting 
well-being at work.

This study of two particular Belgian 
supermarket chains confirms that it is both 
possible and profitable for the company to 
establish working conditions and manage-
ment practices that safeguard the well-being 
of employees. The lines of further inquiry, 
however, are arguably to move away from the 
bureaucratic, centralizing tendencies that 
are typical of the sector and instead towards 
encouraging more flexible and personal-
ized local management and job enrichment 
through a rediscovery of the ancient craft of 
the general grocer.•
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Denis Grégoire
Editor in chief

Workers feel used and abused
Stress, pressure from above, disregard, abuse from customers and more are 
all daily fare for most supermarket workers. Add in job insecurity across the sector, 
and it is small wonder that psychosocial risks are taking a toll on a growing 
number of employees.

Standardized work 
procedures lead to a 
loss of identification 
with work. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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"All staff have access to an onsite occupational 
health unit which offers massage and reflexol-
ogy. The company also subsidises gym mem-
bership for their staff," reports UK supermar-
ket chain Safeway, while its rival Sainsbury 
claims that "There is no stress here because 
we constantly listen to staff." These are ex-
tracts from press releases issued in 2001 as 
ripostes to a report1 criticizing British com-
panies for their failure to engage with the rise 
in work-related stress.

Eleven years on, has anything changed? 
Have supermarkets faced up to the scale 
of the problem and finally asked questions 
about their responsibility? Perhaps not, if 
a European report2 on the retail industry is 
anything to go by. Published in July, the re-
port by the Dublin Foundation for the Im-
provement of Living and Working Conditions 
finds a connection between the emergence 
of psychosocial risks and the growth of con-
tingent employment in the retail sector, and 
specifically the spread of fixed-term and part-
time employment (especially among women). 
Longer trading hours and more store opening 
days are also singled out as eating away at 
work/life balance.

Two epidemiological studies have looked 
at the mental health of workers in France’s 
mass retail industry. The Epigrandis study 
was launched in 1998 and involved 768 em-
ployees of supermarkets located in the Rhône 
department (Lyons region). Five years later, 
a new survey was done among 1002 employ-
ees of 86 supermarkets in the Centre region3. 
Both surveys were done using the same type 
of mental health assessment tool: the General 
Health Questionnaire4, which was adminis-
tered to the workers via occupational doctors.

The outputs of both reveal a concerning 
level of mental health problems among a sig-
nificant share of French supermarket work-
ers. 35.3% of participants in the Epigrandis 
survey display signs of psychiatric disorder 
and 10.7% signs of depression. The 2003 
survey in the Centre region found a quarter 
of supermarket workers were suffering from 
mental distress, rated as significant in 6.2% 
of cases.

The Centre region survey revealed 
a number of risk factors for work-related 
illness, they are: gender (30% of women ver-
sus 18% of men), age (31% of over-40s versus 
24% of under-40s), experience in the sector 
(31% of those with over ten years’ service 
with large retailers against 22% of those 

with under 10 years’ length of service), and 
store size (32% of hypermarket workers 
against 23% of supermarket workers). 

The study also provides a link between 
mental distress and work experience and 
work organization factors. The risk is higher 
among respondents who reported they have 
been or are being bullied at work, do not feel 
fulfilled, feel unfairly treated, see no career 
prospects, feel that their suggestions are dis-
regarded, feel that others (colleagues or oth-
ers) are unfairly treated, get no recognition 
from management, do not have enough time 
to do their job, etc.

Added to these findings are those of oth-
er smaller-scale surveys which reveal signifi-
cant levels of dissatisfaction with methods 
of work organization that put human factors 
second to productivity-chasing. Testimonies 
from workers and their union reps confirmed 
this groundswell of discontent in the sector.

Time pressure

The feeling of "forever rushing" is extremely 
widespread among supermarket workers. A 
2008 trade union survey of 782 workers in 
the Liège region (eastern Belgium) found that 
45% thought they did not have enough time 
to do their job during working hours and 70% 
thought that extra demands were forever be-
ing made of them5. Another survey funded by 
the French federation of retailers and super-
markets, and so not calculated to put a blot 
on the situation, actually found close to 80% 
of workers feeling that they had to rush their 
work and 47% were unable to stop and take a 
moment’s rest outside official breaks6.

A target of scanning 3,500-odd items 
an hour through a checkout (nearly one item 
a second!) would seem to leave the staff of 
hard-discounter Aldi little time for chatting 
over coffee and biscuits. "It’s a notional target 
set by head office and new employees tend to 
cotton on pretty quickly that it can’t be done," 
says Cathy, a shop steward in a southern Bel-
gium store. 

The health impacts of this maximum 
productivity demand are offset slightly by 
multitasking – Aldi’s other golden rule. All 
Aldi supermarket employees have to alternate 
between checkout operation, goods pallets un-
loading, shelf-stacking and even store clean-
ing. It is a way of avoid monotony and reintro-
ducing a form of freedom of job organization. 

1. Health and Safety 
Executive (2001) Tackling 
work-related stress – a 
managers’ guide to 
improving and maintaining 
employee health and well-
being.
2. European Foundation for 
the Improvement of Living 
and Working Conditions 
(2012) Working conditions 
in the retail sector. Available 
as a computer file on www.
eurofound.europa.eu. 
National reports can also 
be downloaded. They show 
that little is still being done 
to prevent psychosocial risks 
in the retail industry.
3. A region to the south 
of Paris comprising six 
departments: Cher, Eure-et-
Loir, Indre, Indre-et-Loire, 
Loir-et-Cher and Loiret.

Checkout assistants 
work only 25-hour 
weeks, but have to be 
available Monday 
to Saturday.

4. It is available in various 
versions, including GHQ-28 
and GHQ-12. GHQ-28 (28 
questions) covers four areas: 
severe depression, anxiety, 
social dysfunction and 
hypochondria, while GHQ-
12 (12 questions) returns 
information on perceived 
psychological difficulties. 
There is a 4 point scoring 
system for each question: 
terms 1 and 2 are scored 0, 
terms 3 and 4 are scored 1. 
Scores range from 0 to 12, 
and a score equal to or 
greater than 4 indicates the 
existence of a psychological 
disorder.
5. The full results of this 
“action-oriented research” 
survey (in French) are 
available at: www.
universitepopulairedeliege.
org > Observatoire du bien-
être au travail. 
6. Ergodistrib. Rapport 
final de l’étude : enquête 
et études de postes, Centre 
interservices de la santé et 
de la médecine du travail en 
entreprise (CISME), p. 18. 
Available at  
http://www.fcd.asso.fr
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"So that some of our colleagues who 
have bad backs can keep working and not 
get sacked on medical grounds, we arrange it 
so that one of us whose health will stand it 
will do more pallet unloading and give their 
checkout hours to their colleague," says the 
union rep. This way of reclaiming ownership 
of work time organization can obviously only 
happen where there is strong solidarity in the 
workforce, which seems to be the case in the 
German discounter’s Belgian stores (see Box).

Manuel has worked in volume retail-
ing for 36 years. He started out in a Belgian 
supermarket which was taken over in 2000 
by the French giant Carrefour. He sees the 
well-being of workers declining as a result of 
flexibility requirements and puts that down 
to the change in the company’s shareholder 
structure. "Checkout assistants work only 25-
hour weeks, but have to be available Monday 
to Saturday. You get very few breaks, and they 
aren’t paid now. It’s all about just in time and 
squeezing out any idle time," argues the un-
ion rep.

Relations with bosses and customers

Having work rosters set by management is 
a big stress point in supermarkets, because 
rostering can be used as a means of pun-
ishment. This is especially feared by women 
workers, not just for the personal inconven-
ience, but for the upset it can cause to family 
arrangements. 

"The schedule is a reward tool, but more 
often a punishment tool for the staff: employ-
ees who had taken a sick leave, vacations or 
dared to claim their rights are punished with 
unfavourable shifts and work days (for exam-
ple New year’s Eve)," complains a report by a 
Polish gender equality lobbying group7.

This relation of dependency on line supe-
riors is a clear breeding ground for high-hand-
edness and a sense of injustice for those who 
are not in their manager’s good books. Jobs 
may be standardized, but working conditions 
are clearly personalized. "The work is organ-
ized how managers want," as Marlene Benquet 
sums it up in her book on checkout operators, 
Les damnées de la caisse8.

What tips the balance of power even 
more against employees is the vulnerabili-
ty to poverty of a growing number of them. 
Low pay and the spread of short-time – very 
common among women workers – mean 
that even workers on permanent contracts 
find it increasingly hard to make ends meet. 
Françoise, a trade unionist in a store recent-
ly taken over by the Mestdagh-Champion 
chain, inveighs against the persistent and 
increasing burden of poverty among her 
colleagues, especially divorced or separat-
ed women who may also be lone mothers. "A 
growing number of women workers do cash-
in-hand cleaning to top up their pay-pack-
ets", she says. 

7. Situation of female 
employees in super- and 
hypermarkets (2008) 
Karat Coalition, Warsaw. 
Available at www.karat.org 
> Resources> Publications.
8. Benquet M. (2011) 
Les Damnées de la caisse. 
Grève dans un hypermarché, 
éditions du Croquant, p. 78.

the case: "I had to prove that I could be a union 
steward and manage the store and staff proper-
ly; there are certain subtle pressures; I was given 
to understand that I had to run a tight ship; 
I get the feeling that managers with union du-
ties have to be more on their toes than others."

As small – up to 15 employees – workplaces 
staffed mainly by youngish women with few 
formal qualifications, Aldi supermarkets do not 
look like naturally fertile ground for trade union-
ism. But appearances can be deceptive.

"The average union membership rate is close to 
80%, and most were already rank-and-file un-
ionists. As soon as they are hired, we organize a 
'union welcome day', and the union reps from the 
different stores meet monthly to swap informa-
tion. I also do a regular round of a dozen stores 
in the region to brief staff on new developments, 
especially in employment law, and give a run-
down on the discussions at the last works council 
and health and safety committee meetings."

It seems that the workers have every confidence 
in their "union rep-manager" because Marie-
Antoinette was re-elected in the May 2012 
workplace elections. 

"It’s a personal belief 
about what’s right 
and wrong"
Marie-Antoinette is the manager of an Aldi 
supermarket in a suburb of Liège. Manager 
and… union steward. Two hats which you might 
think couldn’t be worn together, but in the hard-
discounter’s Belgian stores they can, because 
they are managed by an employee without 
executive status, who can therefore stand as an 
employee rep in the workplace elections. 

"I’ve worked at Aldi for 28 years. I started as 
a checkout assistant, and then became an 
assistant/manager. I set up a shop stewards’ 
committee in the store. I became a manager 
afterwards, but kept on fighting the union fight. 
It’s a personal belief about what’s right and 
wrong!", says Marie-Antoinette. 

It’s an unusual situation, but not exceptional. 
Other Aldi store managers in Belgium are also 
union officials. But to see this as evidence that 
the famous German retailer looks benignly on 
this type of career path would be overstating 
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The Belgian volume retail industry is 
highly unionized, but trade union leverage 
in pay and work organization bargaining 
seems to be on the wane. Different forms of 
enforced competition between stores in the 
same group – some more blatant than others 

– can be a way of quietly brushing demands 
under the carpet. The option of choice in Bel-
gium is franchising. The chain contracts out 
the management of a store to a self-employed 
manager. He buys the brand’s products, but 
his staff do not come under sector collective 
agreements. It may be good news for custom-
ers, but not for the workers: the employees 
have no union representation, Sunday work is 
more common and not paid as overtime, and 
pay is often lower – up to 30% less. 

Customer-facing work can go either way: 
it can be a risk factor, or promote well-being at 
work. Many workers complain of abusive lan-
guage and behaviour by impatient customers, 
a commonplace occurrence at checkouts and 
service counters. "Customers want it and they 
want it now; they don’t want to wait. Irate cus-
tomers will also take it out on us if the promo-
tional products they came in specially for have 
run out," complains Manuel. 

Lack of social support 
at work breeds a sense 
of isolation. 
Image : © Martine Zunini

A growing number  
of women workers do 
cash-in-hand cleaning 
to top up their  
pay-packets.

Conversely, contact with customers can 
be sustaining, give value to work, be a means 
of reclaiming ownership of the idea of service 
that has been obliterated by work organiza-
tion methods designed to "squeeze out idle 
time" – read: waste the least possible time 
on customers. And where productivity de-
mands and the proliferation of control meth-
ods (computers, CCTV, etc.) virtually rule out 
conversations with colleagues, any opportu-
nity to interact with customers is valued.

"They are the last ones you can have a 
personal contact with. But it’s getting harder. 
Just enough time for a quick 'hello', and then 

you cut it short. We don’t like it, and nor do the 
customers, especially the older ones," reflects 
supermarket deli-counter worker Evelyse. 

New technologies

Élodie Montreuil9 is a consultant with Secafi, 
a workplace O&M consultancy for employ-
ee representative bodies. In 2009, she was 
called in by the Health, Safety and Working 
Conditions Committee of a big supermar-
ket chain that had just put in a bank of four 
self-service express checkouts. 

9. Elodie Montreuil is  
the author of Prévenir  
les risques psychosociaux. 
Des outils pour agir sur  
la pénibilité et préserver 
la santé au travail (2011) 
Dunod, 224 p.
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"The introduction of self-checkouts 
has radically changed the job; it has turned 
checkout assistants into customer assistants. 
Some workers felt at a loss to cope with situ-
ations they were unprepared for. Their job is 
actually now to handle four clients at a time 
instead of one, and deal with problems from 
the machines going wrong or mistakes by 
customers unused to them," says the expert 
on psychosocial risks. 

The stress of these situations was com-
pounded by the employee’s loss of the pro-
tective barrier provided by the conveyor belt. 

"They found themselves alone, standing face-
to-face with multiple customers and no alarm 
button to hand to call security staff," noted 
Élodie Montreuil. 

The whole industry is now computer-
ized, especially the distribution hubs where 
workers have become slaves to the machine. 

10. Davezies P. (2008) 
Enjeux de santé liés à 
l’utilisation de la commande 
vocale sur les plates-
formes logistiques, Institut 
universitaire de médecine et 
santé au travail-Université 
Claude Bernard-Lyon I, 47 p.

Order pickers no longer get their orders 
from a line supervisor but are computer-di-
rected via a headset and a speech synthesis 
voice-picking system that tells them where 
they should be and what to do at every mo-
ment. Pickers no longer manage orders or 
even goods – they respond to a sequence of 
coded instructions. 

"The two factors that shaped the job of 
order picking – responsibility for the order 
and the ability to plan ahead and reconfigure 
the flow system to put together a 'good pallet' 

– have gone (...) This purely reactive kind of 
behaviour is utterly abnormal both physiologi-
cally and psychologically. Only machines work 
like that," says Philippe Davezies, author of an 
enlightening report on the introduction of this 
new technology in distribution warehouses10.

"Because it is anathema to humans to 
be ordered around by a machine the whole 

day long, workers tend to react by speeding 
up the pace of the voice control," observes 
Davezies, a research-lecturer in occupational 
medicine and health at the Lyon 1 University. 
He explains the paradox: "The gap between 
the work done and what the worker aspires to 
creates major distress. Forcing themselves to 
work faster helps them to stop thinking. It is a 
defence mechanism common among workers 
in Taylorist-type work organizations."

The inroads made by these new tech-
nologies across the mass retail industry 
heighten the feeling of dehumanization, the 
impression that customers and workers are 
just ciphers. "Everything we do now is con-
trolled. You can’t talk with colleagues any 
more, and you’re scared to make a mistake 
because the computer system can directly 
identify the employee who made it", con-
cludes Evelyse.•

and 55 at Aldi compared to 34 at Delhaize 
and 25 at the Carrefour Market supermarkets). 
"Most are due to backache, tennis elbow 
(inflammation of the tendons located near the 
elbow, ed.) and stress. Colruyt complies with 
the statutory redeployment procedure, but 
the jobs offered are always at headquarters 
just outside Brussels, which effectively forces 
out those who live far away from the capital," 
complains Eric, a worker representative on 
Colruyt’s works council. 

The supermarket group recently replaced its 
shopping trolleys with models that can hold 
more. "Management found that even with 
bigger trolleys than before, customers still 
filled them to the top," says the union steward. 
The problem is that in Colruyt supermarkets, 
customers don’t put their items onto a conveyor 
belt; instead, the checkout assistant has to take 
the items out of one trolley, scan them, then put 
them in another empty trolley. They have to do 
this throughout the working day. 

"Even with the old-style trolleys, item handling 
was a cause of severe musculoskeletal disorders 
among staff; with the new ones, they have got 
many times worse because workers have to bend 
over further to get the items still at the bottom 
of the trolley," says Eric. 

Caring about the 
environment, but 
not its employees
Colruyt is a well-known and highly popular 
supermarket chain in Belgium. The family 
business, whose current CEO Jef Colruyt was 
knighted by King Albert II this July, wins good 
press coverage for its "green business" image. 
An early adopter in renewable energy, the group 
announced in 2009 that solar roof panels on 
its stores and its involvement in wind turbine 
projects near to its distribution centres and 
out in the North Sea would probably be able to 
supply 100% of its energy consumption by the 
end of 2011. 

But while the group is free with its figures and 
press releases about its carbon footprint, it is 
much more tight-lipped about its employment 
and working conditions.

For example: between 2008 and 2011, Colruyt 
reported an average of 65 employment ter-
minations a year for "frustration of contract" 
due to a worker’s permanent work incapacity 
on health grounds. This figure classes Colruyt 
with the "hard discounters" (75 cases at Lidl 
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Trading hours: it’s about 
the society we want
Shop opening hours are fundamental to society and how our daily lives are run. 
Even leaving work early, you always get home too late. There’s the school run 
to do, the post office to call in at, let alone the traffic jams. So when does 
the shopping get done? Supermarkets sympathise with their customers’ daily 
hassles: they want their staff to have to work unlimited flexitime.

How do you have a 
social life working late 
evenings, Sundays or 
weekends? 
Image : © Philip Wolmuth, 
reportdigital.co.uk
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Thirty million shopworkers in Europe, main-
ly women, are affected by the general trend 
for shops to open longer. Frantic profit-chas-
ing, the economic crisis and austerity policies 
implemented by Member State governments 
have brought the issue of working time front 
and centre. One of Mario Monti’s very first 
acts on being made Italy’s Prime Minister 
was to deregulate shop opening hours.

The evidence of empirical studies done 
in Germany by Professor Friedhelm Nach-
reiner1, borne out by the Deloitte consulting 
firm’s report to the Commission on the imple-
mentation of the Working Time Directive2, is 
that non-standard working hours which are 
out of sync with the tempo of society are bad 
for workers’ health and safety.

Casualised working time arrangements 
(unpredictable on-call time, split hours, shift 
work, unsocial hours like night, weekend and 
holiday work) can push up stress levels, lower 
resistance to illness, and increase absentee-
ism from an acute sense of having no control 
or say over one’s work and life.

Such working time arrangements are 
one of the main causes of the growth of con-
tingent employment in Europe, especially 
where they prevent people working the hours 
they need. A growing number of workers have 
no other option but to look for a second job – 
often odd-jobbing – to top up their income, 
with harmful consequences for their health 
and personal lives.

Some half-hearted initiatives are 
emerging to address this worsening situation. 
Some big supermarket chains like Carrefour 
and Tesco have introduced arrangements 
that let checkout staff choose their preferred 
shifts on an in-store computer or over the In-
ternet, for example. But the choice is a very 
restricted one as it must always include a 
minimum number of late evenings, Satur-
days or even Sundays. Even so, it shows the 
glimmerings of worker-determined working 
time and pay, as some shifts are better paid 
than others.
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Quality jobs for a  
sustainable recovery

Many employers and politicians mistaken-
ly believe that longer trading hours will give 
a fillip to retail and the wider economy. But 
there is nothing in the facts to show that 
extended shopping hours boost economic 
growth. What it is, is a ploy by the big retail 
chains to stifle competition from small and 
medium-sized shops. Protecting small high 
street traders is not just a matter of cultur-
al heritage but also tourism (as with the 
Provence markets). Besides, if the cash in 
people’s pockets could stretch to spending on 
every shop opening day, some would likely be 
calling for an eight-day week…

Working times like these undermine 
social and cultural cohesion. A more sus-
tainable way of consuming is a goal that 
would benefit society as a whole. Opposing 
Sunday trading, late-evening opening and 
work on public holidays is a priority for UNI 
Europa Commerce, the European shopwork-
ers’ union.

1. Nachreiner F. et al. 
(2011) Working on 
Sundays-effects on safety, 
health and work-life 
balance, Chronobiology 
International, 05/2011, 
28 (4), 361-70.
Nachreiner F., Wirtz A. 
(2010) The effects of 
extended working hours 
on health and social 
well-being. A comparative 
analysis of four independent 
samples, Chronobiology 
International, 07/2010, 
27 (5), 1124-34.
2. European Commission 
(2010) Study to support 
an impact assessment on 
further action at European 
level regarding Directive 
2003/88/EC and the 
evolution of working time 
organisation, Executive 
Summary, 8 November 
2010. Downloadable from 
http://ec.europa.eu.

If the cash in people’s pockets 
could stretch to spending on 
every shop opening day, some 
would likely be calling for  
an eight-day week...
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"I’ve got nothing against those who come 
to work in the shop on a Sunday; they’ve got 
no choice. But when I come in on Monday, 
everything’s always all over the place and it 
takes me twice as long to put it all back in 
order, which means less time attending to 
customers", a UK clothes shop sales assistant 
told UNI Europa. Many jobs in the retail sec-
tor today (handling, distribution) are kept for 
students needing a few hours’ work to help 
pay for their studies. Aside from their equal 
right with any other to access the labour 
market and the issue of public funding of ed-
ucation, the question arises as to the value 
added by retailers in the production chain. If 
the retail sector does not provide added val-
ue to consumers through service, advice and 
meeting their needs, it will soon become an 
unnecessary middleman and bring about its 
own decline.

Also, late-evening, Sunday and holiday 
opening increase the use of public transport, 
lighting, heating, cooling and air condition-
ing, with negative repercussions on CO2 lev-
els and energy savings.

A pro-Sunday rest alliance

UNI Europa Commerce believes that the EU 
institutions and national authorities have 
a duty to protect workers’ health and safety. 
We are pressing them to entrench a ban on 
late-evening, Sunday and holiday openings. 
Any European initiative, national or local, 
that might undermine this principle should 
be scrapped.

UNI Europa believes that the Europe-
an Working Time Directive is not protective 
enough because it too easily allows excep-
tions to be made (see box).

Working Time 
Directive: tighten up 
the exceptions
Exceptions to the principle of evening, Sunday 
and holiday closing should always be based on 
at least the following rules:
—  exceptions should only be allowed on the 

basis of collective agreements between rec-
ognised social partners for the retail sector;

—  adequate notice must be given well ahead of 
any changes in workers’ working hours;

—  workers who work on Sunday, holidays or late 
evenings should get appreciable compensa-
tion, first and foremost by time off to ensure 
that workers’ health and safety are protected;

—  the number of shop openings and working 
hours should be limited to protect workers’ 
health and safety and their private lives;

—  all exceptions should be justified on objective 
grounds. An assessment of their social and 
environmental impacts should be done 
beforehand.

3. Tarren D. (2011) UNI 
Europa Commerce Sector. 
European Works Councils.

Shopworkers often work under harsh 
conditions characterised by work-related 
stress, physical and verbal abuse from cus-
tomers and frequently-changing working 
hours. Shopworkers need rest like any other 
worker. They also need to spend time with 
their families. They should be entitled to ben-
efit from work-life balance policies.

Late-evening, Sunday and holiday 
opening further blur the boundaries be-
tween leisure time and shopping time. The 
retail industry has responsibility to all parts 
of society. The more stores open on Sundays, 
holidays and late evenings, the more other 
sectors – including cleaning and security, 
transport and childcare workers – will have 
to fit in with this deregulation. Other sectors 
like hospitality, entertainment, museums, 
volunteer groups and sports clubs will suffer 
from losing custom or visitors.

One question that arises in the debate, 
especially in times of economic crisis, is 
whether to increase employment in the retail 
sector especially for young people through 
longer trading hours. The goal of new job 
creation is not set in a vacuum. The trade un-
ion movement wants to see quality jobs with 
decent working conditions and pay that can 
ensure a sustainable economic recovery. UNI 
Europa is against contingent employment, 
in-work poverty and jobs that upset the bal-
ance between work and workers’ family lives. 
However, a survey3 of a hundred-odd work-
ers’ reps on European Works Councils in the 
supermarket sector shows that some large 
retailers cut jobs in the two years following 
the onset of the financial crisis even though 
it had not yet spread to the sector, with the 
result that staff had to take on even heavier 
workloads and particularly punishing work 
schedules.
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As part of its programme of demands, 
UNI Europa with the backing of the Euro-
pean Trade Union Confederation has helped 
set up a European alliance to protect Sunday 
as a rest day. The Alliance aims to bring to-
gether all political parties, civil society and 
religious organizations, and trade unions 
that want at least one common weekly rest 
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4. For more information:  
www.europeansunday- 
alliance.eu.

day for all and respect for private life4. The 
organizations that support this action issued 
a statement which was handed in to Europe-
an Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion 
Commissioner László Andor. March 2012 
saw the Alliance’s first grassroots European 
action through its members staging 20 com-
munication and mobilization events or ac-
tivities in 14 countries aimed at setting the 
agenda of current and future European and 
national policies.

This is not about setting the interests 
of shopworkers and consumers at odds. That 
would have been a lost cause for shopworkers, 
because the shopowners’ constant mantra 
is: "the customer is king". It is more a case of 
thinking about other patterns of working that 
preserve the social fabric without undermin-
ing the economy.

Should stores stay open longer so that 
we can all work ever longer hours? Or should 
we actually be wondering about the already 
excessive hours that the vast majority work?

Could we not come up with different 
means of delivering the services in which two-
thirds of European workers are employed? 
Opening hours are also an issue for govern-
ment offices, public services and banks. But 
shops are not a public service, and most de-
velopments are taking place through automa-
tion (cash machines for banks and self check-
outs, hand scanners and electronic chips for 
shops) and e-services (doing all transactions 
over the Internet for bank and e-commerce 
customers, drive-ins for supermarkets).

The immediate challenge therefore is re-
deploying service workers into higher-skilled 
jobs to provide consumers, individuals and 
families with greater choice in organising 
their daily lives. That investment cost is the 
price of Europe’s economic recovery.•

Retail giants’ extended 
trading hours could 
squeeze local shops out 
of existence.
Image : © ImageGlobe
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Hard times: working conditions 
in Poland’s supermarket sector
The past ten years have seen some of Europe’s biggest volume retailers making 
huge inroads into the Polish market. Trade unions are finding it hard to gain a 
foothold in this new sector. Few employees are in a union, and social dialogue 
is limited, which clearly goes nowhere towards helping improve 
employment and working conditions.

Trade unions are 
unwelcome in Polish 
supermarkets. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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Working conditions in Poland’s big retail 
chains have never been especially good. In 
the mid-2000s, a new segment of the sector – 
grocery discounters – emerged and rapidly 
expanded on the market, spearheaded by the 
Biedronka chain owned and operated by the 
Portuguese-based Jeronimo Martins Distri-
bution (JMD). Media reports of unethical not 
to say illegal personnel management practices 
by the chain caused public outrage, however. 

The findings sparked an immediate re-
action, with the National Labour Inspector-
ate launching a targeted auditing drive at the 
big multinational retail chains. The public au-
thorities’ action was backed by trade unions, 
especially the NSZZ Solidarność (Solidarity), 
and voluntary groups, in particular, the "Stop 
the Exploitation – Biedronka Association". 
The organisation was originally founded in 
2002 as a self-defence group of the chain’s 
suppliers claiming for unpaid deliveries. 

In 2004, the Association re-organized, 
taking a more interest-based approach to 
provide representation both for the chain’s 
business partners and for employees involved 
in disputes with the employer. It enjoyed 
some success in representing former employ-
ees’ interests at law and gave effective legal 
support to employees claiming unpaid wages 
(especially overtime payments). Meanwhile, 
large retail networks also became a focus of 
organising activities for trade unions. 

Since 1998, the Solidarity union has 
managed to establish itself in most of the 
leading retail chains operating in Poland. 
As of 2012, it has branches in Auchan, Bie-
dronka, Carrefour, Decathlon, H&M, IKEA, 
Intermarché, Kaufland, Makro Cash&Carry, 

A brighter picture

The National Labour Inspectorate (Państwo-
wa Inspekcja Pracy, PIP) carries out routine 
inspections of working conditions in the big 
retail chains each year, publishing its findings 
in its Annual Report. A longitudinal analysis 
of the inspection data collected points to a 
continuous improvement in the working con-
ditions in big retail chains. That said, steady 
progress does not necessarily equate to "good" 
working conditions. The number of irregular-
ities and breaches of labour law found by in-
spectors has remained stubbornly high over 
the years.

The labour inspectorate’s targeted in-
spection drive on big retailers started in 1999. 
It was a two-pronged exercise: scheduled 

Praktiker, Real, Społem (domestic co-op net-
work), and Tesco. It has failed to gain a foot-
hold in two chains, however: Lidl, where the 
branch established in 2006 died out within 
five years, and Selgros, where initial attempts 
to fund a union failed due to the company’s 
intransigence. 

In four multinational networks (Auchan, 
Carrefour, Kaufland and Tesco), Solidarity 
successfully negotiated "partnership agree-
ments" with the employers. These are not on 
a par with the "Tesco partnership agreement" 
signed in the UK in 1998, as their content is 
relatively modest. No single-employer collec-
tive agreement has been signed in any of the 
major foreign-owned retail networks. Nor is 
there a sector-level collective agreement for 
the retail industry.

Table 1 National Labour Inspectorate (PIP) scheduled inspections of supermarkets, hypermarkets and 
discount stores

2000 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
Number of outlets 
inspected 

52 66 52 61 78 75 87 122 112

Number of employees 
in the outlets  
inspected

21 237 10 705 12 119 10 200 11 100 10 500 11 400 11 600 14 000

NB: only "rounded up" figures on the number of employees in the outlets inspected are available from 
2006 on. 
Source: Państwowa Inspekcja Pracy 



autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #0634 Special report 23/32

inspections supplemented by spot checks. 
Specific chains were also singled out for a 
particular focus each year. The overall pic-
ture of working conditions emerging from 
the annual reports reflects a steady improve-
ment in employment law observance and 
safety. Smaller-scale retail operations serve 
as a negative frame of reference for the big 
chains, as working conditions in traditional 
shops have been described as more prone to 
flouting the law and more dangerous. 

The most frequent types of infringe-
ments committed by big retailers are is rela-
tively constant. The most common violations 
of employment rights related to working 
longer than normal hours and overtime pay. 
Labour productivity in superstores is in-
creased through work intensification, i.e., in-
creasing the workload.

Where workplace safety is concerned, 
the most frequent types of offence by super-
markets stem from the specific business mod-
el, run on low profit margins. High turnover 
means high supply rate density, which may 
lead to a disregard of the rules on storage of 
goods, and obstruction of passageways in 
stores. Compliance with workplace safety 
rules in areas not strictly dependent on the 
mechanics of the supply chain, however, like 
provision of technical equipment (e.g., electric 
carts) or proper work clothing, can be effec-
tively enforced by the authorities, i.e., through 
labour inspectorate inspection and enforce-
ment.

The other side of the coin

The generally optimistic picture that emerg-
es from the official figures, however, must be 
offset by the findings of trade unions’ ongoing 
monitoring of retail industry working condi-
tions. In 2011, the Solidarity union launched 
a website called 'Hiperwyzysk' (Hyperex-
ploitation), with financial support from the 
EU (the project is co-financed by the Human 
Capital Operational Programme, a part of the 
European Social Fund). The site aims to give 
retail workers somewhere to blow the whistle 

on irregularities or breaches of law in their 
workplaces. Since being launched, the web-
site has clocked up more than 250 000 visi-
tors, its administrators report. Over 1 000 in-
cidents have been reported to date, mostly 
relating to overwork and stress management 
carried out in stores. 

Tesco received highest number of re-
ported incidents, followed by Carrefour, then 
Real, Biedronka, with Auchan and Kaufland 
in equal last place. The total number of inci-
dents reported for each chain must, however, 
be seen relative to the total number of shops 
operated by each chain in Table 2. With 380 
stores (hypermarkets and supermarkets), the 
incident ratio for Tesco is 0.46, and for the 
rest: Carrefour 0.38 (321 stores), Real 1.55 (54 
stores), Biedronka 0.03 (1 900 stores), Auchan 
1.25 (27 stores), and Kaufland 0.22 (154 stores).

The brands themselves dispute these 
findings. "Drawing conclusions based on the 

Table 2 Irregularities in working conditions 
documented by the Solidarity union

Retailer Incidents reported

Tesco 176

Carrefour 123

Real 84

Biedronka 63

Auchan 34

Kaufland 34

Source: ‘Solidarity’, based on data collected by the ‘Hiperwyzysk’ 

website as of June 2012

1. Two interviewees 
identified themselves as 
employed by Metro, hence 
the inclusion of the Metro 
Group.
2. The number of Auchan 
and Metro workers 
interviewed was too small 
for inclusion in the analysis. 

content of a website that collects anonymous 
claims appears quite unfair and unjust from 
the company’s point of view", a Tesco direc-
tor told the Rzeczpospolita daily newspaper. 
Even accepting some issues with verifying 
the accuracy of claims made to the website, 
however, its value as a whistle-blowing initia-
tive remains beyond doubt. 

Another more detailed insight into su-
permarket working conditions can be gained 
from the research done by Solidarity under 
another ESF-funded project "Fight for securi-
ty, retail with a human face". The survey done 
by the union in 2010 (n=407) in the six lead-
ing chains (Auchan, Biedronka, Carrefour, 
Makro Cash&Carry, Metro1, Real) further ex-
pands public knowledge about the quality of 
employment with the big retail distributors. 

The survey found2 that most staff in the 
outlets surveyed worked under employment 
contracts, as did 90% of interviewees (46% on 
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Carrefour 75% thought they were not (only 
20% agreed). 

Employment relations in the big distri-
bution chains are definitely hindered by lack 
of trust between employees and employers. 
Most (54%) of the employees asked wheth-
er there was trust in mutual relations in the 
sector in general replied 'no', whereas 40% 
believed there was trust between employees 
and employers. Real and Biedronka emerged 
as two chains whose employees were most 
positive in that respect: trust existed in the 
eyes of 50% of Real’s interviewees, and 45% 
of Biedronka’s. 

By contrast, 65% of Carrefour respond-
ents thought employees and employers did not 
trust each other. Furthermore, most (65%) 
employees did not believe that management 
was genuinely interested in developing dia-
logue at the workplace level. Biedronka staff 
seemed to be most optimistic in this regard 
(51% thought management was interested in 
dialogue with employees), while negative re-
sponses dominated in other chains, with Car-
refour employees the most disillusioned (72% 
claimed that management was uninterested 
in dialogue).

permanent contracts and 44% on fixed-term 
contracts), while just one in ten staff worked 
under a civil law contract3. In Makro, all the 
employees interviewed had regular employ-
ment contracts (84% permanent, 44% fixed-
term); in Real 98% of the respondents re-
ported having an employment contract (59% 
permanent, 37% fixed-term), with just 2% 
working under a civil law contract; in Carre-
four, while the majority (88%) were employed 
under Labour Code contracts, only 35% had 
a permanent contract and 53% a fixed-term 
contract, while one in ten employees worked 
under a civil law contract; the great majority 
(81%) of Biedronka’s workforce also had em-
ployment contracts, but only 27% enjoyed a 
stable employment relationship, while twice 
as many had fixed-term contracts. 

A large share (44%) of employees sur-
veyed judged working conditions in retail 
chains to be generally unsatisfactory; only 
13% thought them 'good' or 'very good'. The 
most favourable view of working conditions 
was found among Biedronka employees, 
where 28% of respondents expressed posi-
tive opinions; but even in that chain negative 
views (35%) prevailed. Carrefour employees’ 
views were the bleakest of all chains, with 
57% judging working conditions in the sec-
tor to be 'poor' or 'very poor'. Looking at their 
own workplace, half of respondents thought 
their working conditions were 'comparable' 
to other chains, but as many as 28% felt their 
working environment was below average, and 
only 9% judged it above average. 

Once again, Biedronka’s staff gave the 
most upbeat assessment of all chains, with 
20% judging their working conditions as 
above-average, while respondents in Carre-
four held the harshest views of their work-
place, with 43% claiming the company’s 
working conditions to be worse than other 
chains. Employees were generally sceptical 
about employers’ actions to improve work-
ing conditions: almost 70% saw no such at-
tempts, while 26% thought the opposite was 
true. Among Biedronka’s employees, 44% 
thought the chains were trying to improve 
working conditions (46% disagreed), but in 

3. Apart from the 
employment relationship 
regulated by the Labour 
Code, other forms of 
employment exist based on 
the Civil Code – known as 
civil law contracts. These 
give employers a freer hand 
to set the terms of the 
employment relationship. 
For example, there are 
no prescribed maximum 
daily or weekly working 
hours, no requirement to 
pay overtime, establish 
employment rules and 
regulations, and no social 
protection for the worker.

No single-employer collective 
agreement has been signed in 
any of the major foreign-owned 
retail networks. 
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Almost half of interviewees did not see 
supermarkets as workplaces where work-
life balance was regarded as a priority: 29% 
described them as supportive to employees 
with children, while 48% thought otherwise. 
The Real workers’ assessment was the most 
appreciative, as 44% of interviewees took the 
view that supermarkets were parent-friendly 
employers, whilst 37% expressed the oppo-
site opinion. In the other chains, however, 
the share of interviewees who thought super-
market/hypermarket chains were a working 
environment unhelpful to employees with 
children exceeded the share of those thinking 
otherwise.     

Labour relations 

Employment relations in the big retail chains 
can only still be described as strained. Bilat-
eral relations between organised labour and 
management may have improved over the 

for collective labour relations purposes an em-
ployer is any entity (legal person or individual) 
who employs staff. As a result, the manage-
ment of a single establishment can also act 
as the employer via employee representation 
provided the organisational structure of a 
multi-establishment company allows it. 

The inconsistency between the two 
sources of data may, however, be mislead-
ing, as the weak position of works councils 
means that they have only formal existence, 
taking no real action. As a result, their exist-
ence goes unperceived in the company as no 
activities may ever follow its establishment. 
The retail sector is clearly a flashpoint for in-
dustrial unrest, as evidenced by the wave of 
protests seen over the past two years affect-
ing the big retail brands, including: protests 
by Solidarity in summer 2010; a nationwide 
work-to-rule in autumn 2010; protest actions 
initiated by Solidarity in Carrefour through-
out 2011; union protests against alleged an-
ti-union practices by Biedronka in early 2011; 
and protests in Carrefour outlets in 2012.

Significantly, even in Tesco – for many 
years the prime example among the major 
chains in Poland of a company willing to 
engage in social dialogue (manifested, for 
instance, by transposition of the "employee 
forum" concept from the UK to local outlets) 

– the "social partnership" model of industrial 
relations is under severe strain following the 
company’s decision to make substantial lay-
offs announced in May. The unions protest-
ed against the way in which the decision was 
made, claiming it was taken without proper 
consultation with them.•

years, as clearly evidenced by the widespread 
recognition of trade unions’ right to carry out 
their workplace activities, but no significant 
progress has been seen in the institutional-
ization of industrial relations. No collective 
bargaining is taking place; and the position 
of organised labour remains weak. And it is 
not just trade unions, but works councils, too, 
that have been unable to build their capacity 
over the years. 

Where the latter bodies are concerned, 
a telephone survey of the leading chains in 
Poland in 2011 found that no works councils 
existed. These findings, however, are at odds 
with the authors’ own research done on the big 
three chains in 2010-2011 which found that 
both Carrefour and Real did have works coun-
cils. Carrefour was found to have one works 
council for the entire company, while Real 
had an unspecified number of works coun-
cils operating at individual store level. This 
is enabled by the 'management' concept of an 
employer found in Polish labour law, by which 

Most employees did not believe 
that management was genuinely 
interested in developing dialogue 
at the workplace level.
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Young Italian shopworkers: 
sick of insecurity
One in five young workers in Italy works in retailing. Ten years of strong growth 
in this sector has given many young people a job. The downside is that most are 
casualised with few prospects and little task discretion; the work is both 
physically and psychologically draining, and accident risks are very high.

Young workers are not 
always safe in retail 
industry jobs. In Italy, 
more are injured in 
shopwork than on 
building sites. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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During the 2000s, expansion in Italy’s re-
tail sector drew in large numbers of young 
workers. The retail trade now provides em-
ployment for some 20% of young people, in-
cluding students working their way through 
college. But the stark fact is that the sector’s 
young workforce is suffering a high accident 
rate and a rise in occupational diseases.

In 2010, there were 29 000 occupation-
al accidents among shopworkers aged 17-34, 
even more than in the building trade. Most 
(61%) occurred in high street shops, most 
of which are smaller businesses where safe-
ty is harder to ensure. The accident rate for 
workers aged under 34 is 26 accidents per 
1000 workers, which is above the industry av-
erage of 20 accidents per 1000 workers.

Where occupational diseases are 
concerned, retailing comes second only to 
building. The incidence of occupational dis-
eases among shopworkers aged 17-34 has 
risen steadily to stand at 185 cases in 2010. 
Besides hearing damage, most of these are 
musculoskeletal disorders caused by repet-
itive limb movements and biomechanical 
strain. Psychological disorders are also on 
the rise, but the causal relationship with 
work remains elusive.

The retail sector is also characterised by 
widespread fixed-term employment across all 
age groups, but especially at the younger end: 
among workers aged under 24, fixed-term 
contract workers accounted for 44% of the to-
tal and self-employed workers 12.5% in 2010; 
among workers aged 25-34, 17% were fixed-
term workers and 25% self-employed; among 
workers over 34 years of age, just 4% were on 
fixed-term contracts, but the proportion of 
self-employed workers was 48%.

So, while expansion in the retail sector 
has opened up many job opportunities for 
young people, those jobs are often insecure 
and unstable with no guaranteed effective 
protection of health and safety. So a better 
knowledge of young people’s working condi-
tions is essential to risk prevention.

This article takes a more detailed look 
at 147 questionnaires answered by young 
people working in the retail sector excluding 
ancillary activities like transport and com-
munication to highlight the singular charac-
teristics of the sector.

The greater health risks that young 
workers run are often explained away as due 
to lack of experience. But there is no good le-
gal reason for this: the law sets a high level of 
protection for all workers through appropri-
ate training and prevention. On top of which, 
research shows that the high occupational 
accident and disease rate in retailing stems 
from a work organization that exposes them 
to a large number of risk factors.

Shopworkers’ physical fatigue is often 
downplayed, even though the research finds 
that many young people report working in 
awkward positions (42%), doing heavy lifting 
or having to strain (41%).

An organizational analysis of workload 
shows the very high speeds at which both 
manual work and brainwork have to be done: 
nearly two in three workers report having to 
work excessively fast (60%), and nearly half 
of respondents do not have enough time to 
finish their work (44%). Shopworkers also re-
port some of the highest levels of repetitive 
and boring work (68%).

Where working time is concerned, the 
retail sector is characterized by the "open all 
hours" syndrome: weekend work is common-
place (75% of respondents at some time) as 
is working on public holidays (60%); two in 
three workers have "occasionally" been re-
quired to work extra hours.

The findings also point up the low de-
gree of discretion young people are allowed 
both in terms of working hours and processes. 
Working hours are dictated by employers and 
customers: two in three workers on flexible 
hours had no freedom to choose their work-
ing hours (63%) nor even decide their own 
holiday dates (65%). Work organization is 
also rigidly disciplined: two in three workers 

1. Di Nunzio D. (ed) (2011) 
Rischi sociali e per la salute, 
Roma, Ediesse.  

Fixed-term workers 
pay little attention  
to health conditions 
and risk factors,  
being more concerned 
with having a job 
and keeping the pay 
coming in.

Work organization is the culprit

The Institute of Economic and Social Re-
search (IRES, Istituto di Ricerche Eco-
nomiche e Sociali) carried out a question-
naire-based survey of young people’s working 
conditions in 2011 among a representative 
sample of 1000 young Italian workers aged 
15 to 341. The research found that most young 
people had extremely arduous working condi-
tions: workloads are heavy and line relations 
authoritarian to the point of sweatshop work. 
The outcome of these difficult working con-
ditions is that the majority of young workers 
suffer both physical and psychological health 
problems.
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cannot change their working methods (59%) 
and half of those questioned could not change 
their pace of work (52%).

For each factor that demonstrates a de-
gree of autonomy, fixed-term contract work-
ers have much less discretion than workers 
on permanent contracts. As a result, the 
spread of forms of fixed-term employment in 
retailing is coupled to a high degree of control.

These gruelling working conditions 
are taxing for health to the point where they 
cause physical and psychological ill-health 
in a large portion of respondents. Upwards 
of two in three workers (69%) report having 
experienced work-related health problems in 
the past year – above the overall average for 
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The retail sector 
in Italy
The Italian retail sector consists of 1.5 million 
businesses which make up 25% of the national 
business fabric and give work to some three 
million people, about half as employees. The 
sector has expanded substantially over the past 
decade, posting employment growth of 57% 
with a corresponding increase of nearly 4% 
in the number of companies, adding up to an 
increase in average company size. The sector 
has undergone major restructuring with a big 
increase in the supermarket sector. Employment 
in big firms (more than 250 workers) rose by 
39% between 2001 and 2009 accounting for 
approximately 20% of the sector workforce.

Despite this trend, the share of workers em-
ployed in big companies is one of the lowest 
in Europe, along with Poland and the Czech 
Republic: as a result, the share of these kinds of 
firm, which can compete strongly on the mar-
ket, is forecast to increase. But also, the retail 
fabric as a whole – mirrored in the wider Italian 
economy – is small-business-based: over half of 
all employment is in firms with fewer than 10 
workers, while sole trader firms currently make 
up 64% against 16% for joint stock companies. 
The diversification of production structures 
challenges the protection of workers’ health 
and safety on many fronts, engaging trade 
unions with widely varying production settings.

Table 1 Work-related health problems – workers aged 15-34 (%)

Retail Inter-industry average 

Backache 41 29

Headaches 39 30

Stress 22 26

Muscle pain (shoulders, neck, arms, legs) 20 18

Fatigue and weakness 14 13

Eye / vision problems 6 10

Nerves (irritability) 5 9

Anxiety or depression 3 4

Skin problems / allergies 1 4

Stomach ache 1 2

Hearing problems 1 5

Breathing difficulties 1 2

Insomnia 1 4

Physical injuries 0 1

Others (specify) 0 0

No problem 31 37

Source: IRES, 2011

all sectors combined (62%). More specifically, 
8% reported experiencing only physical prob-
lems, 39% only psychological problems and 
22% both physical and psychological prob-
lems. A more forensic analysis finds young 
shopworkers reporting a higher incidence 
than the average for all sectors combined of 
backache (41%), headache (39%) and muscle 
pain (20%). In addition, one in five workers 
(22%) suffer from stress, 5% from nerves and 
3% anxiety or depression. 14% of respondents 
reported feeling tired or weak.

Counter-intuitively, more permanent 
than fixed-term workers report health prob-
lems despite the latter’s higher incidence of 
poor working conditions. This bears out the 
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findings of other research that fixed-term 
workers tend to pay scant regard to their 
health and risk factors because they are more 
concerned with having a job and keeping the 
pay coming in. What is more, safety train-
ing is poor in the retail sector, especially for 
fixed-term workers: 30% of these were only 
given the mandatory training when they were 
set on – an even lower average than for per-
manent workers (48%).

Broadly speaking, workers pay scant 
regard to health protection or trade union 
activities: nearly half of respondents "do not 
know" whether the workers’ safety represent-
ative2 had been elected in his own company, 
and only 12% are involved in union activities. 
This results in a high degree of worker isola-
tion accompanied by widespread individual-
ism: most young workers (66%) consider that 
the best way to get benefits is to "negotiate in-
dividually with management". And yet health 
protection needs highly democratic and par-
ticipatory collective prevention systems, al-
though obstacles abound when trying to get 
them applied in the retail sector.

The analysis of risks faced by young 
workers gives insights into general sector 
trends which pose new challenges that must 
be addressed to uphold the dignity of all 
workers.•

Table 2 Discretion as to working hours and working methods by contract type 
in the retail sector – workers aged 15-34 (%)

Permanent contract 
(CDI)

Temporary 
contract

Total

Cannot set or change the order of tasks 49 88 70

No discretion to set own holiday dates 57 72 65

No discretion to decide whether to do shift work 57 71 63

Cannot set or change working methods 39 75 59

Cannot set or change the speed at which work is done 35 66 52

Cannot take a break when needed 17 19 18

Source: IRES, 2011

Union initiatives in 
the retail sector
"Holidays are not up for grabs" is the title 
of a campaign by the shopworkers’ unions 
(Filcams Cgil, Fisascat Cisl and Uiltucs Uil) 
against the deregulation of working time and 
shop trading hours which culminated in two 
one-day strikes in 2012 on 25 April (Liberation 
Day) and 1 May (Labour Day). The unions have 
long called for trading hours and shift work 
rostering to be regulated through collective 
agreements (see article p. 28).

"Dismember!" is the name of the national 
campaign run by Filcams Cgil and Nidil Cgil 
against the misuse of joint venture agreements 
(www.dissociati.it) – one of the many forms of 

casualisation that abound in the sector. These 
schemes allow many retail chains to take on 
workers as so-called "members" in the business 
when in fact they are really employed workers. 
A worker hired as a "member" gets paid less 
than an employed worker and is not eligible for 
unemployment benefits if he loses his job. The 
real benefits accrue to the company in the form 
of cost-savings.

"Assembly of workers’ health and safety 
reps": the first national assembly of workers’ 
health and safety reps (WSRs) in the retail sector 
made up of Filcams Cgil union members was held 
in 2011 to compare experiences and plan strategic 
actions. At a time when the retail sector is in the 
grip of fast, far-reaching changes, WSRs have a 
crucial role in improving not just national industry, 
but also company and group agreements.

2. The workers’ safety 
representative (WSR) is 
a union representative 
appointed by the workers 
with a remit for the firm, 
district or production site. 
The appointment of a 
WSR is a worker’s right 
established by the single 
health and safety act 
(Legislative Decree 81/08).
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Mathieu Strale
Free University of Brussels (ULB) – Institute of 
Environmental Management and Planning

The logistics revolution 
in volume retailing
Volume retailing has revamped its goods supply and distribution system 
in line with the increase in trade in the wider economy. The change has been 
going since the early 90s, and workers are feeling its effects.

The growth of 
supermarkets has 
led to a boom in big 
distribution centres. 
Warehouse workers run 
a wide range of risks. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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The mass retail sector’s provision of a wide 
range of goods was marked early on by great-
er centralization than high street shops. This 
was needed because sales were bigger in vol-
ume and made from bigger selling spaces. 
Supermarkets established central purchasing 
divisions to source products from wholesal-
ers and producers and set about establish-
ing depots to stock them prior to shipping 
to stores. The flow of goods through these 
depots was minimal, however, since most 
were shipped directly from the wholesaler 
or producer to the supermarket. Despite this 
greater centralization, the different stores 
organized their own goods inward deliveries. 
Each outlet maintained its own storage area 
as a buffer between sales and supplies, and 
was largely responsible for its own stock and 
order control. Similarly, volume retailers had 
little interest in producing goods or creating 
own brands.

This organizational set-up has under-
gone a radical shake-up in the past twenty 
years. Supply and distribution chains have 
been centralized in regional or national dis-
tribution centres in which almost all goods 
are stored and reorganized before being 

shipped on to stores. Central purchasing di-
visions have become large retailers’ real de-
cision-making centres. They are responsible 
for sourcing from suppliers all goods sold in 
supermarkets, distribution centre stock con-
trol and organizing deliveries to outlets on 
the basis of information feedback on their 
product sales.

For stores, these changes have meant 
losing some or all individual storage space as 
stocks are increasingly pooled in distribution 
centres. Supermarkets’ purchasing discretion 
has been lost and its place taken by comput-
erized systems for the direct transmission of 
sales information to central purchasing so as 
to rationalize deliveries and avoid stockouts. 
Stores receive multiple deliveries a day from 
the company’s distribution centres.

Middlemen wholesalers have largely 
been cut out in favour of direct relationships 
with producers. Most-valued suppliers may 
be integrated into retailers’ computerized 
stock control systems so as to supply dis-
tribution centres according to sales of their 
product. Mass retailers are also now increas-
ingly self-producing their own-brand goods 
in an ever-widening product range.

Just in time and flexibility

This development was underpinned by many 
factors. The original aim was to regulate 
and streamline goods flow in a just in time, 
flexible supply and sales set-up, i.e., one re-
sponsive to customer demands, delivering 
at short notice, avoiding both stockouts and 
overstocking. To do this, volume retailers are 
increasingly refining their supply chains in 
order to better control product flows.

But it was also driven by the profit motive. 
Revamping the supply chain through central-
ized storage, supplier involvement in replen-
ishment and engagement with self-produc-
tion addresses several issues:
1. Order consolidation improves negotiating 
power with suppliers through larger volume 
sourcing. It also widens the scope of supply, 
in terms of both product range and origins, 
generating a critical mass;
2. Integrating related industry sectors 
through involvement in producing or or-
dering goods sold under the retailer’s brand 
name is another means of gaining a stronger 
bargaining position and better flow control. 
By offering products that compete with and 
complement branded goods, volume retailers 
can force buying-in prices down. Also, sell-
ing goods under their own brand gives large 
retailers more leverage over their contract 
suppliers: any change of supplier will not be 
immediately noticeable to customers, unlike 
where a branded product goes off the shelves.

The big distribution centres place a brick wall 
between suppliers and stores. Suppliers no 
longer have a direct view of how their prod-
ucts are selling from the volumes they deliver 
to outlets. These warehouses can also be used 
to build up speculative stocks. If a supplier 
offers a price discount on an item, the retailer 
can buy up large quantities of it to be filtered 
into its stores over time.

Central purchasing divisions 
have become large retailers’ real 
decision-making centres.
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Finally, centralization of stocks allows 
stores’ own storage spaces to be turned into 
additional sales areas without the need for 
costly investments in buildings and without 
having to apply for – and perhaps be refused – 
planning permission.

In the final analysis, the strategy is one 
of maximizing profits through better flow 
control, pressure on buying-in and possibly 
selling prices, and additional customer ap-
peal through a wider product range and as-
sured supply. This reshaping of the organiza-
tion of volume retailing also reflects a similar 
trend among industrial suppliers, i.e., busi-
ness concentration to increase market con-
trol and bargaining power, centralization of 
distribution, and a comprehensive flow man-
agement strategy.

The consequences for workers

These changes give large retailers extra com-
petitive muscle relative to producers and other 
retail industry players. Many suppliers to large 
retailers report that their selling prices are 
being forced downwards. Also, this restruc-
turing of the distribution system helps large 
retailers gain a foot in the door of high street 
retail by opening smaller stores. Flexibility 

and increased efficiency reduce the financial 
disadvantage of supplying smaller supermar-
kets. This trend is also a potentially useful tool 
for online retailing. While this is still often or-
ganized via the bricks-and-mortar outlets, in 
the longer term orders could be made up in the 
distribution centres from where they would be 
shipped out on delivery rounds, cutting out in-
store delivery of these goods.

Customers now have access to a wider 
range of goods, particularly fresh produce, 
which are now brought by efficient transport 
and supply chains from the world over. For 
fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG), own-
brands have brought new price categories 
into being. This is apt to increase consumer 
dependence on the supermarket chain.

The consequences for workers are many 
and complex. Large retailers’ more flexible 
supply chains extend working hours as distri-
bution centres work virtually round-the-clock. 
This can put added pressure on workers to 
meet deadlines. Better organized deliveries, by 
contrast, can reduce the time wasted by driv-
ers or warehouse workers by doing away with 
dead heads and optimizing delivery itinerar-
ies. Away from volume retailing, the trend is 
stoking competition for the other retail indus-
try players, and piling on the pressure on pay 
and jobs in supplier firms.•
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These warehouses can also be used 
to build up speculative stocks.
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Something in the air at 
Copenhagen airport
Copenhagen Airport is leading the field in bringing down workplace air pollution. 
The local branch of the United Federation of Danish Workers has played a key role 
in keeping air pollution a live issue. Unremitting pressure, alliances with experts, 
and social dialogue have been key in setting the agenda.

From the unions 1/4

Airport tarmacs are 
not deserted spaces. 
Ground crews especially 
are exposed to 
extremely high levels of 
fine particles. 
Image : © ImageGlobe

Morten Torbjørn Andersen
Journalist



autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #0645 From the unions 2/4

First contacts

This was not in fact the first dialogue initiated 
by 3F Kastrup with Copenhagen Airport over 
the air pollution threat to the health and safety 
of airport workers. What triggered it was some-
thing of a coincidence. As far back as 2004, 3F 
Kastrup had contacted Copenhagen Airport for 
the first time on the issue of air pollution.

"We had been getting complaints for 
many years about the airport air having an 
odd taste and a rash of people suffering the 
same illnesses", says Janne Hansen. "We 
asked the airport whether they had any 
knowledge of problems with air pollution and 
whether they had acted on it. They told us 
that they complied with all regulations. But 
back then, all measurements of air pollution 
were taken out at the airport perimeter fence, 
well away from the actual aircraft and those 
working near them", explains Lars Brogaard.

The problem with measuring air pollu-
tion only at the airport perimeter fence is that 
the readings are not the actual air pollution 
values that the airport workers are exposed 
to. A later report on an Italian airport3 which 
came into 3F Kastrup’s hands found that "air-
port workers working in close proximity to 
the aircraft had damage to their DNA which 
could result in cancer", says Janne Hansen. 
3F Kastrup alerted Copenhagen Airport to 
the report, and the Airport Operators Com-
mittee began looking into the issue. At first, 
however, this did not include taking pollution 
readings at Copenhagen Airport. 

Regulation is not enough

After the headline-grabbing media attention 
that the recognition of the occupational dis-
ease received, 3F Kastrup was officially invit-
ed to join work on air pollution at Copenha-
gen Airport.

"It’s important for us to be there where 
the decisions are actually taken in order to 
make sure that the workers’ voice is heard", 

The concentration of ultrafine particles in 
some parts of Copenhagen airport is now 
known to be three times that of Copenhagen’s 
most heavily trafficked street during rush 
hour. A fact uncovered only through persistent 
pressure from the Kastrup1 branch of the Unit-
ed Federation of Danish Workers (3F Kastrup).

3F Kastrup’s two Health and Safety Ad-
visors, Lars Brogaard and Janne Hansen, had 
long suspected that the air pollution at Co-
penhagen Airport was putting airport work-
ers’ health and safety at risk. 

But mere suspicion is not good enough 
for an airport that is a workplace for 5,000-
6,000 people and a monthly throughput of 
more than 1.9 million passengers (April 2012 
figures).

In early 2008, however, the suspicions 
turned into certainties for the two Health and 
Safety Advisors and the Danish general public.

For that was when the first case of blad-
der cancer from air pollution at Copenhagen 
Airport was recognized as an occupational 
disease. The case concerned a baggage han-
dler referred by his GP to an occupational 
medicine clinic. Its recommendation was 
what prompted the Danish National Board of 
Industrial Injuries to recognize the illness as 
an occupational disease2. 

News of the recognition of the bladder 
cancer spurred media interest in air pollution 
at Copenhagen Airport.

The baggage handler’s case was widely 
reported across Danish media, first making 
headlines in one of Denmark’s heavyweight 
newspapers, Politiken, and thereafter as the 
top story in both the main broadcast news 
programmes.

"Happily, the baggage handler was quite 
willing to talk to the press about his condi-
tion, not least from concerns that his work-
mates might develop the same disease", says 
Janne Hansen.

The news broadcast was instrumental 
in Copenhagen Airport’s Vice-President for 
External Relations getting in touch with Lars 
Brogaard and promising action on the matter.

1. Kastrup is a suburb of 
Copenhagen, best known 
as the site of Copenhagen 
Airport. Danes commonly 
refer to the airport as 
Kastrup Lufthavn (Kastrup 
Airport).
2. An occupational 
medicine clinic is a semi-
governmental agency 
which, among other 
things, investigates links 
and causations between 
illness and exposure to air 
pollution.
3. Cavallo D. et al. (2006) 
“Occupational exposure 
in airport personnel: 
characterization and 
evaluation of genotoxic 
and oxidative effects”, 
Toxicology, 223(1-2), 
26-35.

At peak times in 
the airport, 
measurements 
recorded 
concentrations of 
five and six times 
the most heavily 
trafficked street.
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Janne Hansen says. "The social dialogue is 
important. Denmark has a long tradition of 
dialogue and collaboration on labour issues. 
Trade unions and employer organizations 
often work out an agreement so that in fact 
the politicians often have no need to regulate 
labour issues in detail", argues Lars Brogaard.

Copenhagen Airport management, a 
broad section of airport workers and 3F Kas-
trup agreed to start by measuring the air pol-
lution within the airport. An outside agency, 
Eurofins, was commissioned to take readings 
over a period of months.

The readings found that Danish Health 
and Safety at Work Act requirements were be-
ing met. But while the air pollution was within 
the limit values, there was a clear issue with 
ultra fine particles. There was not then – and 
still is not – a fixed limit value for ultrafine 
particles. But the finding was that there was a 
massive air concentration of ultrafine particles. 
In such a case, the precautionary principle has 
to apply, and the Danish Health and Safety at 
Work Act requires exposure to be limited as 
far as is technically and economically possible.

On basis of this report, 3F Kastrup de-
veloped a wide range of suggestions on how 
to reduce the emission of ultrafine particles 
at the airport. One of these was to replace 
diesel-powered vehicles and ground power 
units – two of the main sources of ultrafine 
particles – with electric ones.

Another suggestion was for landed air-
craft to kill their engines and be pulled by land 
vehicles. "The main thing done was to mount 
a campaign with the slogan 'Turn off Your En-
gine'. It’s a very good idea, but I just don’t think 
it goes far enough if you want to really bring 
down emissions", says Lars Brogaard.

Setting the agenda

In 2009, 3F Kastrup, the local branch of the 
Danish Metal Workers’ and the Guard and 
Security Employees Trade Union, launched 

the Clean Air campaign aimed at reducing air 
pollution in Copenhagen Airport.

The campaign is also working with a civ-
il engineer, Kaare Press. "When dealing with 
health and safety issues, it’s important to have 
someone who really understands the more 
technical side of things in detail, and can ex-
plain it – not just to us, but to the media as 
well. Having a promoter you can rely on is cru-
cial", argues Lars Brogaard. He continues: "At 
the same time, it gives us the freedom to do 
our job as a union. We don’t have to act as an 
expert capable of explaining the details of how 
the air pollution is emitted, so we can focus as 
a trade union on safeguarding the health and 
safety interests of the airport workers".

A big part of the Clean Air campaign 
was to brief and regularly update the work-
place health and safety reps on how the cam-
paign was progressing. This was mainly done 
over the web. "It’s vital that the members be 
involved in a campaign like this. Informing 
the health and safety representatives meant 
we were able to keep up the pressure on the 
companies", argues Janne Hansen.

The campaign managed to drive the 
agenda through 2009, and in late 2009 Co-
penhagen hosted the UN Climate Summit 
COP15, which attracted widespread attention 
both at home an internationally. 3F Kastrup 
was quick to see how this could work to their 
advantage. "We developed a Climate Risk 
Assessment which was mainly directed at re-
ducing the climate impact, but which we also 
used to focus attention on how companies can 
improve the work environment, while saving 
money", Janne Hansen explains.

The Climate Risk Assessment grabbed 
the morning headlines, and during the sum-
mit 3F Kastrup also hosted a conference at 
Copenhagen Airport where European Union 
officials discussed the challenges of lowering 
the air pollution concentration with Europe-
an climate NGOs and trade unions. "What we 
did during the summit kept up the focus on air 
pollution and made it clear to us that the me-
dia and other stakeholders had begun taking 
us more seriously", argues Janne Hansen.

2010: the momentum picks up

In 2010, further investigations were set in 
motion at Copenhagen Airport. The Dan-
ish Centre for Environment and Energy was 
commissioned to do wider-ranging research 
to show the scale of air pollution in the air-
port, including ultrafine particles. 

The interim report showed a massive 
concentration of ultrafine particles in the 
airport of up to four times the concentration 
of Copenhagen’s busiest main road in rush 
hour4. The issue of air pollution at the air-
port was thrust back into the national media 
headlines aided by the strong image created 
by the comparison between the airport and 
the city’s most heavily trafficked street. In 
summer 2010, another case of bladder cancer 
was recognized as an occupational disease.

The wife of a retired catering driver had 
read an article about air pollution at Copen-
hagen Airport in the local newspaper, and 
found the similarities with her husband’s 
case striking. Together they contacted 3F 
Kastrup, and the job of getting it recognized 
as an occupational disease was set in hand. 
This case was more complex than the earlier 
one. For one thing, the driver had spent less 
time in close proximity to the aircraft, in-
curring a lower level of exposure to ultrafine 
particles than the previous case. Also, he had 
previously been a smoker for a short period of 
time, which can also result in bladder cancer. 
Neither fact prevented it being recognized as 
an occupational disease. This story, too, hit 
the front page of the Politiken newspaper.

Using the big focus given by both the in-
terim report and the recognition of the blad-
der cancer, 3F Kastrup set a series of meet-
ings in motion at which union members were 
able to meet and discuss in the local office 
with airport representatives and a wide range 
of experts. It was at one of these gatherings 
that a representative of Copenhagen Airport 
first acknowledged the problem with ultra-
fine particles.

Leveraging the high profile given to the 
issue, 3F Kastrup took the agenda-setting to a 
new arena. MPs and MEPs raised the issue in 
both the Danish and European Parliaments5 
and wanted to know what was being done to 
bring down the air pollution in the wake of 3F 
Kastrup’s investigations. This again kept up 
the public focus on the issue.

600 000 Europeans 
die before their time 
every year due to 
air pollution.

4. An abstract is available 
on www.projektcleanair.dk/
Målinger-CPH/documents/
Partiklerengelsk.pdf.
5. A group of MEPs visited 
Copenhagen Airport in 
June.
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Hard fact: air pollution is massive

The Danish Centre for Environment and 
Energy published its final report in 20116. 
This concluded that point concentration of 
ultrafine particles in Copenhagen Airport 
was three – rather than 4 as in the interim 
report – times the concentration on Copen-
hagen’s most heavily trafficked street in rush 
hour. At peak times in the airport, measure-
ments recorded concentrations of five and six 
times the most heavily trafficked street for 
intervals of half an hour.

With these facts to hand, the airport 
and 3F Kastrup began jointly testing ways of 
bringing down the concentration. At the same 
time the Turn off Your Engine campaign was 
stepped up. Lars Brogaard stresses that the 
actions taken were down to good social dia-
logue: "The interests of Copenhagen Airport 
and 3F Kastrup coincide on many points. We 
both want to develop, not restrict, the air-
port, so jobs can be created and secured. At 
the same time, we both want workers to be 
healthy and productive. These common inter-
ests should be the starting point for a profita-
ble social dialogue".

With a grim inevitability, however, the 
story is now starting to repeat itself. On the 
basis of the report’s findings, 3F Kastrup 
hosted another conference to play up the is-
sue of air pollution and the consequences for 
airport workers. This conference was again 
splashed all over the media – not least in view 
of the upcoming elections for parliament. 
And once again, the wife of a former airport 
worker read about it in the local newspaper 
and noted striking similarities to her hus-
band’s case. They contacted 3F Kastrup and 
shortly thereafter the third case of air pollu-
tion-related bladder cancer was recognized 
as an occupational disease.

An international issue

The Copenhagen summit on climate change 
was the first occasion on which 3F Kastrup 
pushed the issue of air pollution at airports 
onto the international stage. Where air travel 
is concerned, issues must inevitably be seen 
in an international context. "The final report 
gave us what we needed to make our effort 
international. We contacted the trade unions 
for workers in Arlanda Airport in Stockholm, 
and Gatwick and Heathrow Airports in Lon-
don as well as the European Transport Work-
ers Federation", explains Lars Brogaard.

By November 2011, the European Un-
ion’s Social Fund had granted 1.3 million 
DKK (approximately 175,000 Euros) to a so-
cial dialogue project aimed at spreading the 
experience of bringing down ultrafine par-
ticle concentrations in Copenhagen Airport 
to all other European airports. Air pollution 
in airports is a big issue in a European con-
text. There are more than one million airport 
workers, approximately 20% of whom are ex-
posed to massive air pollution. 600,000 Eu-
ropeans die before their time every year due 
to air pollution7. 

In January 2012, the BBC ran a feature 
on the air pollution at Copenhagen Airport. 
Both Lars Brogaard and the civil engineer 
Kaare Press were interviewed for the feature. 
Two months later, the social dialogue project 
initiated a debate with the Airports Council 
International – the global trade representa-
tive of the world’s airports. In June 2012 this 
was followed by a visit to Copenhagen Airport, 
by a number of European parliamentarians. 
The Social Dialogue Project has high expec-
tations of the conference on air pollution and 

ultrafine particles in European airports to be 
held in Brussels on 31 January 2013.

The next step at national level is to look 
into the links between exposure to air pol-
lution and a wide range of illnesses. In 2011, 
3F Kastrup and Copenhagen Airport began 
working more closely with the occupational 
medicine clinic at Bispebjerg Hospital and 
the Department of Public Health at Copen-
hagen University. "Besides bladder cancer, 
workers at Copenhagen Airport have suffered 
from lung cancer, cardiovascular diseases, 
clots and chronic obstructive lung disease. 
We suspect that those conditions may be 
linked to working at the airport. But, as I said 
before, we can’t act on suspicion. We need sol-
id proof", concludes Janne Hansen.•

Further reading

Clean air campaign website, www.projektcleanair.dk

BBC on Air Pollution, http://youtu.
be/3ri4WGc7MeM 

Since 2009, the "Clean 
Air" union campaign 
has been trying to 
get pollution down 
in Denmark’s main 
airport. It is now 
heading abroad. 
Image : © ImageGlobe

6. Downloadable on 
http://www.projektcleanair.
dk > Malinger i CPH > 
Endelig rapport fra DCE. 
Summary in English 
pp. 9-12.
7. In June 2012, workers’ 
exposure to ultrafine 
particles was put into the 
public arena by the World 
Health Organisation’s 
recognition of diesel engine 
exhaust as carcinogenic  
for humans.
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Road haulage in Australia: 
keeping vulnerable workers safe 
and sound

Despite the dominance of neoliberal ideology and policies, organised labour 
can mount campaigns to confront their adverse effects on the safety, health 
and wellbeing of workers, especially those in precarious work arrangements. 
A campaign by the Australian transport workers’ union shows that it is possible 
to regulate supply chains.

International news 1/4

Michael Quinlan
School of Organisation and Management – University of New South Wales

Australian unions aim 
to cut road haulage 
accidents through 
enhanced customer 
responsibility. 
Image : © ImageGlobe
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Traditionally, regulation of the industry 
has focused on road safety and fatigue provi-
sions. In Australia and many other countries, 
the maximum hours apply to all drivers irre-
spective of employment status, but where this 
isn’t the case self-employed drivers can be 
used to undermine the effectiveness of work-
ing/driving hour regimes.

Importantly, the traditional regula-
tion of truck driver safety based on trans-
port legislation focuses on driver behaviour 
rather than the power structures that shape 
it. It fails to adopt a more comprehensive 
approach to occupational health and safety 
(OHS) that recognises the supply chains and 
commercial practices underpinning driving 
risks. 

It has also been difficult for unions to 
address these issues because many drivers, 
especially self-employed drivers, do not be-
long to unions and neoliberal policies under-
mine efforts to set minimum standards at 
national level and essentially result in a race 
to the bottom. 

In Australia, the Transport Workers 
Union of Australia (TWUA) and community 
groups (most notably a national body repre-
senting the families of truck drivers) have 
waged a long-term campaign to address these 
issues at both the industrial and political lev-
el. This campaign has gained traction and 
provides a model for addressing poor OHS 
arising from supply chains not only in truck-
ing but elsewhere.

Recognising the powerful interest 
groups it would confront, the union adopted 
a strategic and long-term approach to secur-
ing change. 

The "chain of responsibility"

In 2001 it secured a government inquiry into 
safety in the long haul trucking industry that 
examined whether commercial pressures 
from clients/shippers and use of subcontract-
ing were undermining safety. The inquiry 
confirmed this association, arguing that 
these pressures drove unsafe practices as 
well as undermining the efforts of regulators 
to address hazards such as fatigue/excessive 
hours of work. 

The Inquiry report2 recommended a 
regulatory approach which made parties 
higher up the supply chain (including clients) 
responsible for the safety implications of the 
conditions their contracts with transport 
operators imposed. The report also recom-
mended the establishment of minimum "safe 
rates" of remuneration to apply to both em-
ployee and self-employed drivers to prevent 
payment levels and systems (such as kilo-
metre-based pay rates) undercutting safety.

Central to these recommendations was 
the notion of "chain of responsibility" (COR). 
What this means is that supply chains were 
not meant to be just ways for a more powerful 
party to obtain a good or service at the ex-
pense of less powerful ones without assuming 
some responsibility for the health and safety 
consequences of these contractual arrange-
ments.

In Australia, COR was gaining traction 
at state and federal level, being incorporat-
ed into road transport standards and laws 
governing issues like fatigue/driving-hours, 
speeding and overloading. 

Government agencies responsible for 
OHS in most Australian states3 also took a 
more active role in road transport safety in 
response to union and other pressures. Like 
many EU countries, OHS laws in Australia 
have supply chain provisions because they 
impose duties on parties other than employ-
ers, like suppliers. 

The largest Australian state – New 
South Wales – introduced a road transport 
fatigue regulation into its OHS legislation in 
2005 that imposed explicit responsibilities 
on clients, brokers and other parties in the 
transport supply chain. 

The TWUA was also able to extend sup-
ply chain provisions through a claim to the 
New South Wales Industrial Relations Com-
mission in 2006 that resulted in a mandat-
ed set of working conditions (called awards) 
for drivers. In other words, it secured supply 
chain provisions through collective 'bar-
gaining' for long haul drivers (a similar set 
of award provisions was established for ar-
moured-car cash-in-transit drivers who had 
also been contracted out).

The TWUA had also secured minimum 
payments regimes for owner/drivers in short 

In Europe, North America and Australa-
sia1 the road transport industry is marked 
by intense competition and powerful client 
pressures on drivers and operators that have 
resulted in cost-cutting practices such as 
elaborate subcontracting chains and evasion 
of regulatory requirements (relating to pay, 
hours of work and safety). 

The resulting combination of low 
pay and long hours for both employee and 
self-employed drivers – often competing for 
the same jobs, has had serious negative con-
sequences on the health and safety of drivers 
but also other road users. 

Truck driving remains one of the most 
dangerous occupations in terms of work- 
related fatalities – both in terms of overall 
numbers and incidence/frequency. The in-
dustry is marked by unhealthy and danger-
ous practices such as excessive hours of work, 
speeding to meet tight schedules, drug use to 
combat fatigue, overloading and inadequate 
maintenance. For example, legally permissi-
ble working hours for truck drivers in many 
countries are around 72 hours per week, 
about double that of most other workers and 
often exceeded by drivers in practice.

International news 2/4

1. Australasia is a region 
of Oceania comprising 
Australia, New Zealand,  
the island of New Guinea, 
and neighbouring islands  
in the Pacific Ocean.
2. Quinlan M. (2001) 
Report of Inquiry into 
Safety in the Long Haul 
Trucking Industry, Motor 
Accidents Authority of 
New South Wales, Sydney. 
Downloadable at http://
eprints.mdx.ac.uk/7234
3. OHS legislation in 
Australia remains largely  
a matter for the states.
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haul trucking in some states as well as supply 
chain provisions in an award governing ar-
moured car drivers engaged in cash delivery. 
In both cases this was a response to the wide-
spread subcontracting of transport activities 
including the 'conversion' of employee drivers 
into self-employed drivers to evade regulato-
ry protections applying to the former.

Remuneration and safety 

Given the interstate nature of much long haul 
truck driving, covering similar distances to 
the USA and comparable if not longer dis-
tances than across Europe, the remuneration 
issue raised in the 2001 safety inquiry could 
only be dealt with at federal level.

In 2008 the recently elected federal La-
bor government had the National Transport 
Commission – the federal transport body re-
sponsible for coordinating safety – to review 
the evidence linking remuneration to safety 
in the heavy vehicle industry.

Drawing on evidence from Australia, 
the US and other countries, the review found 
strong evidence that both low remuneration 
and payment by results (i.e., trip- or kilo-
metre-based pay rates) resulted in poorer 
OHS outcomes in the heavy vehicle industry. 
It was recommended that a legislative frame-
work should be established with a tribunal to 
set minimum "safe rates" of remuneration to 
cover all truck drivers – whether they be em-
ployees or self-employed.  

The review rejected employer and 
supplier arguments that fatigue provisions 

should be the sole focus of regulatory inter-
vention, arguing that it was essential to ad-
dress the underlying causes of work practices 
that led to fatigue and that payment systems 
were critical in this regard. It also rejected re-
liance on unfair contract provisions as these 
were based on individual complaints, risked 
discriminatory responses (such as blacklist-
ing of drivers) and failed to set a wide-rang-
ing standard. 

A tripartite committee was established 
to consider the best mechanism for introduc-
ing the regime. Following this and intense lob-
bying by the union and public demonstrations, 
federal legislation – the Road Safety Remu-
neration Act – was enacted in March 2012.

The legislation established a new in-
dustrial tribunal for road transport which 
effectively extended the coverage of the exist-
ing federal industrial relations tribunal, Fair 
Work Australia, which can both set minimum 
wages and conditions and also ratify collective 
agreements between employers and unions, 
to include remuneration-related issues affect-
ing both employee and self-employed drivers 
of heavy vehicles. The tribunal will include a 
number of industry members and is to com-
mence operations from 1 July 2012.

Remuneration is defined widely: it in-
cludes not only direct payment for driving but 
reimbursement for other transport-related ac-
tivities such as costs imposed on a driver as a 
result of being kept waiting for an unreasonable 
time in order to load or unload at a warehouse. 

The role of the tribunal is to ensure that 
drivers do not have pay-related incentives 
or pressures to work in an unsafe manner, 

including being paid for waiting time. The 
tribunal can develop and apply enforceable 
standards (including sector specific stan-
dards like livestock and agricultural produce 
for example) throughout the transport supply 
chain to ensure the safety of drivers. It is also 
to ensure that all participants in the supply 
chain take responsibility for maintaining 
those standards. The tribunal can inquire 
into particular sectors or issues and can also 
resolve disputes between parties in the sup-
ply chain about remuneration-related safety.

While the tribunal can consider urgent 
issues from July 2012 onwards, its main ac-
tivities will commence in January 2013. Un-
der the Fair Work Australia legislation, in-
spectors will be able to ensure compliance 
with tribunal determinations. Union officials 
also have the right to enter workplaces to 
identify suspected breaches of determina-
tions (they have the same rights with regard 
to OHS legislation).

The TWUA is currently preparing a log 
of claims to go before the Road Safety Re-
muneration Tribunal. In some areas such as 
waiting times sector-wide determinations 
agreed to by industry associations are pos-
sible. Some employers and industry associa-
tions have supported the legislation though 
bodies like the Australian Trucking Associ-
ation and the Australian Logistics Council 
(which represent transport clients) remain 
implacably opposed. 

The union is also continuing to mount a 
public campaign regarding the impact of sup-
ply chains on driver health and safety, press-
ing regulators to prosecute major clients/
shippers (under OHS legislation) for placing 
transport operators and drivers under undue 
pressure (and in breach of their general duty 
obligations under OHS laws). 

It is important to note that in addition 
to the Road Safety Remuneration Act, the 
Australian government also recently enact-
ed similar supply chain legislation to protect 
predominantly immigrant women working 
at home or in small workplaces in the cloth-
ing industry. The federal government’s OHS 
agency SafeWork Australia has also iden-
tified supply chains as a key element in its 
strategic agenda. 

Legally permissible working hours for  
truck drivers in many countries are around  
72 hours per week.
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4. Like the anti-sweating 
campaigns relating to 
exploited clothing workers 
in sweatshops or working 
from home.
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In Europe and elsewhere

Given the rapid changes in work organisa-
tion and business practices, government 
OHS agencies in Europe and elsewhere 
should recognise that they must target sup-
ply chains or risk critical OHS standards 
simply being bypassed. 

Labour inspectorates in Europe are not 
unaware of the problems posed by changes 
in work organisation but, like their counter-
parts elsewhere, are often hamstrung by a 
combination of limited resources and the dif-
ficulty of taking actions that may be viewed 
as inconsistent with the dominant neoliberal 
policy discourse. In 2010-11, at the behest of 
the body representing chief labour inspectors 
in Europe, the European Commission funded 
a report into how inspectorates were meeting 
the challenges of new and emergent risks at 
work. This report focused heavily on changes 
to work organisation as the prime driver of 
new and emergent risks. 

Both the European Occupational Safe-
ty and Health Agency and the Foundation 
for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions have addressed changes in work 
organisation though not specifically supply 
chains. The connection between subcontract-
ing/supply chains and safety has not received 
detailed consideration from the European 
Transport Safety Council.  

It is critical that the recent road trans-
port regulatory developments in Australia 
should not remain isolated. The TWUA and 
several other transport unions are push-
ing, with some success, for the Internation-
al Transport Federation (ITF) to see supply 
chains as a critical safety issue in road trans-
port as is already the case with maritime 
transport. Thus, for example, supply chain 
regulation was one of the issues addressed at 
an ITF conference on commercial driver OHS 
held in San Francisco in November 2011. The 
next step will be to initiate active campaigns 
on the issue. In the USA, the Teamsters Un-
ion has recently secured legislation in the 
state of Illinois making public safety a critical 
element in tendering for school bus contracts. 

Taken as a whole, the Australian devel-
opment in road transport raises four impor-
tant points:
1. Safe remuneration for all drivers irre-
spective of their employment status is an es-
sential part of a strategic response to unsafe 
and exploitive practices in the transport sup-
ply chain. 
2. Worker and public safety can be a sig-
nificant mobilising point for unions as it mat-
ters to their members, other workers and the 
community at large. 
3. The "safe rates" initiative can be seen 
as part of a broader effort to develop effective 
social protection responses to the regulatory 

evasion practices of corporate business. The 
succession of contracts upon which supply 
chains are based need to incorporate parallel 
sets of minimum labour standards and con-
tractual tracking devices so they cannot be 
used to evade minimum community stand-
ards. In policy terms it can also be portrayed 
as the logical response to liberalized markets 
in transport and elsewhere because it does 
not prevent competition amongst transport 
operators but does establish a floor of sub-
stantive conditions to protect workers and 
the community from exploitive, dangerous/
health diminishing, unsustainable and so-
cially corrosive practices. 
4. Over 100 years ago union and communi-
ty mobilisations in Europe, North America 
and Australasia on behalf of vulnerable 
workers4 helped to initiate minimum wage 
and more effective OHS laws. There was 
widespread legislative 'borrowing' where 
even gains in remote countries like Austral-
ia and New Zealand could exert a wider in-
fluence. There are important lessons here for 
the current context. The campaign on behalf 
of vulnerable truck drivers and the resulting 
supply chain regulation should be viewed in 
this light.•

Further reading

National Transport Commission (2008) Safe Pay-
ments: Addressing the Underlying Causes of Unsafe 
Practices in the Road Transport Industry, Melbourne.
http://www.ntc.gov.au/filemedia/Reports/Safe-
PaymentsFinalReportNov08.pdf

Rodriguez D., Targa F. and Belzer M. (2006) Pay 
incentives and truck driver safety, Industrial and 
Labor Relations Review, 59 (2), 205-225.

Williamson A. (2007) Predictors of Psychostimu-
lant Use by Long Distance Truck Drivers, American 
Journal of Epidemiology, 166 (11), 1320-1326.

Road Safety Remuneration Bill, Parliamentary 
Library Report.
http://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/
Bills_Legislation/bd/bd1112a/12bd088

The review showed that it 
was essential to address the 
underlying causes of work 
practices that led to fatigue 
and that payment systems were 
critical in this regard.
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A comparative look at 
labour inspection
A labour inspectorate emerged in most indus-
trialised countries during the 19th century. 
While national reports and case studies on 
this vital piece of the labour relations jigsaw 
abound, comparative studies are scarcer. In 
this comparative analysis, various interna-
tional experts in workplace health consider 
the development of inspection systems in five 
countries or regions – Australia, Sweden, the 
United Kingdom, Quebec and France – in 
terms of one central question: how to ensure 
effective public intervention for occupational 
health in times of change?

This book came out of a decade of meet-
ings between experts. It is a working method 
that has avoided ending up with a jumble of 
individual studies which, however merito-
rious in their own right, can be frustrating 
when lumped together as an assemblage with 
no unifying thread.

The authors see inspection as an es-
sential link between the rules and their en-
forcement in the workplace. They show how 
both sides of this equation have undergone 
profound changes in recent decades. The 
regulation of health and safety at work has 
focused on organizing the processes of anal-
ysis, debate and decision-making that were 
meant to steer business in the right direction. 
Dutch expert Ton Wilthagen talks of "regu-
lated self-regulation" in the sense of prompt-
ing companies to make the right decisions 
at the right time while setting objectives to 
be delivered, and to varying degrees putting 
structures and means in place (prevention 
services, health and safety committees, risk 
assessment documents).

Regulation may have changed, but 
work, too, has moved on. One of the most 
challenging trends is the growth of chain 
subcontracting which precludes complete 

control over the real work process purely in 
terms of what businesses as separate legal en-
tities do. The situation is further complicat-
ed by changing expectations. Prevention has 
overwhelmingly focused on the aim of reduc-
ing work accidents. But workers, society and 
public authorities are now looking more at 
the preservation of health, including against 
the long-term health damage of work. Be it 
cancer prevention or reducing psychological 
risks, the traditional approaches need to be 
looked at in a new critical light.

The most common public policy re-
sponse has been to develop comprehensive 
management processes. These may stem from 
two types of regulation: prescriptive public 
regulation, or standards organizations. In the 
latter case, workplace risks are managed in 
accordance with voluntary benchmarks, pos-
sibly coupled to certification by private pro-
viders. The distinction between the sources 
and mandatory or voluntary nature of these 
management systems is less clear-cut in prac-
tice where the labour inspectorate favours ad-
vice and persuasion, and views sanctions as a 
last resort.

The Quebec approach differs with the 
sector of the economy. An organized pre-
vention system is compulsory in only 10 of 
30 sectors. Also, some requirements – in-
cluding setting up a health and safety com-
mittee – apply only to companies with more 
than 20 workers. This piecemeal approach 
should have been replaced by a more com-
prehensive system but never has been due 
to a lack of consensus between unions and 
employers. As a result, Québec companies 
have for over thirty years been labouring un-
der different seemingly stereotypically "low 
risk" regulatory regimes. Stricter rules apply 
in the chemical and metallurgical industries, 

whereas the textile industry, agriculture and 
social services have a "lighter touch" regime. 
Just a quarter of all Quebec workers are cov-
ered by a prevention system, and the percent-
age is even lower for women.

In two Australian states (Victoria and 
Queensland) and the United Kingdom, the em-
ployer’s duty of care has been extended to the 
impact of his activities on all those affected, be 
it members of the public, workers of compa-
nies operating on the same production sites, or 
those in a subcontracting relationship.

This collection of essays shows the lim-
its of the reforms engaged in recent years. 
It highlights the inconsistency in mainly 
cost-cutting public policies. Properly-re-
sourced inspection systems are essential to 
the credibility of any public policy for occupa-
tional health. The authors emphasize that the 
new approach seems to work only in compa-
nies where there is a labour organization able 
to influence the organization of work. They 
express concern about many governments’ 
waning interest in inspection systems.

— Laurent Vogel

Regulating Workplace 
Risks. A Comparative 
Study of Inspection 
Regimes in Times of 
Change
by David Walters, 
Richard Johnstone, Kaj 
Frick, Michael Quinlan, 
Geneviève Baril-Gingras, 
Annie Thébaud-Mony, 
Cheltenham, Edward Elgar 
Publishing Limited, 2011, 
378 p.
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These books are available 
in the ETUI's 
Documentation Centre.
www.labourline.org
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What makes people 
unhappy with work?
The veil of silence over work-related psycho-
social risks has been lifted for good. News 
reports – often of tragic events (France Tele-
com, Renault, etc.) – have turned floodlights 
onto the dark side of today’s working world. It 
is a world where growing numbers of workers 
suffer from stress, burnout, physical or men-
tal bullying; where some workers at the end 
of their tether put an end to their lives. The 
literature on this subject is growing.

The bookshelves on these so-called 
emerging occupational risks now groan with 
tomes of all kinds and all views: analytical re-
ports, whistleblowing pamphlets on degrading 
managerial practices, satirical challenges to 
the link between mental stress and the world 
of work, handbooks on "new" good manage-
ment practices to limit the fallout from obses-
sive-compulsive productivity-chasing, etc. A 
real curate’s egg, in other words.

Amongst this outpouring of writings, 
Vincent de Gaulejac’s latest book Travail, 
les raisons de la colère (Why work makes us 
rage) stands out. The author cuts right to the 
chase, delivering a lucid critique in layman’s 
terms of the changing world of work, why 
workers are increasingly unhappy in it, and 
the multiple (economic, political and scientif-
ic) issues that play into it.

Its big merit is surely the convincing way 
it lays to rest various misconceived and point-
less arguments that currently muddy the wa-
ters of most debates on ill-being at work. The 
author rejects the pseudo-psychological anal-
ysis which dismisses the fact that work makes 
people ill and lays all the blame for individuals’ 
unhappiness at their own door.

Vincent de Gaulejac argues that the 
scale of unhappiness alone gives the lie to 
this approach and that instead of individual 
solutions (e.g., stress management courses) 
which are as much use as plasters on a wood-
en leg, we should be attacking the real causes 
of ill-being, the reasons for healthy rage.

Or again: de Gaulejac counters the pos-
itivist dogma that there is no such thing as 
ill-being because there is no agreed "objec-
tive" way of measuring it with the pragmat-
ic question of whether the tragedies that are 

being played out make it futile and irrespon-
sible to simply "wait and see" due to quibbling 
over the "figures". Is improvement possible 
unless it is first accepted that subjective di-
mensions exist and are affected by the in-
creasing demands made on them (the author 
moots the concept of "psychological abuse") 
from the post-Fordist experience of work?

Changes in work organization and 
management since the 1980s have radical-
ly transformed all three dimensions of the 
work experience: doing, getting and being. 
Production conditions and the nature of work 
(doing) have been transformed by automa-
tion, industrialization and the service orien-
tation. The guarantees of getting – i.e., the 
financial but also symbolic rewards received 
for work – have been eroded by the flexibility 
agenda and the battering taken by employ-
ment law and social protection. Finally, the 
being aspect is also altered by the abusive and 
self-interested managerial ideology which 
claims that personal fulfilment is bound up 
with how much the individual puts into the 
organization. Having identified the origins of 
ill-being at work, Vincent de Gaulejac offers 
instructive illustrations of the harm done in 
both the private and public sectors through 
detailed case studies.

While this thought-provoking work 
leaves one in no doubt that the rage welling 
up from the shopfloor is justified, the need 
is now to go beyond analysis and work out 
the mechanics of collective action to halt the 
trend and restore to the many the assurance 
that work and well-being can go together. At a 
time when European governments are calling 
for people to stay working longer, redefining a 
sustainable work experience is a challenge as 
ambitious as it is essential. So – to work!

— Fabienne Scandella

Travail, les raisons  
de la colère
by Vincent de Gaulejac, 
published by Editions  
du Seuil, 2011, 335 p.

autumn-winter 2012/HesaMag #0653



HesaMag
#07
Standardisation 
and worker 
participation
www.etui.org


