
111

STf,IHABY OT TXE C1)NT'OLII}ATE' BEEOBT

nienk Prirs
frans Verbqqn

rederlands Irstituut voor Arbeidsostadigheden (mAl

Amsterdam

October 1990



112



113

ST'ITTI{ARY OF THE CONSOLIDATED REPORT ON SYSTEMS F13R MONITORING

WORKING CONDITIONS REI,'\TING TO IfiALTH AND SAFETY IN E'UROPE

rntrodr.lcti-on
Adequate and up to date information on working conditions is
becominq more and more .important in the EC Member States. Public
authoritles, employers (organizations), eroployees (Iabour
unions), researchers and professionals show a girowing awaren€ss

and need for continuous information. Not only changing technolo-
gies and their consequences or requirements regarding the safety
and health of the work force stimulate the awareness and requeat
for regular and integral information. AIso high levels of work

incapacity or disability rates as well as changes in the demo-

graphic or q.ualification structures in the Labour force necessi-
tate an insight in the developments of the contents and conditi-
ons of work.
In the light of these developments it seems fruitful to compare

structure, output and utilization of those systems that, on a

more or less regular basis, attempt to provide lnformatj.on on

$/orking conditions.
So the European FoUndatlon fot the Improveutent of f,iving and

Working Conditions ln Dubl1n decj-ded to carry out a study in
the period urid 1989 mid L99O wlth the purpose of gathering
information on fiaIIl' existlng systems and instruments for
monitoring working conditions related to safety and health.
The sysCems and instruments included ln this project have been

studied in all llenber StaLes and in relevant international
organizations (wHO, EEC) .

The aims of the project were:
to make an overaLl assessrnent of the existing instruments
for identifying risk factors, and working conditi.ons in
general, in as far as they are creating rislc situations;
to contribute to the establishment of more conslstent
indicators at Conmunity leve];
to complement exlstlng Community data and filI possible
gap6 in Community knowledge.

The descrlptlons focus on three maJor dimensions:
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methodologies (sample applied, data collection, etc. ),'
objectives (specif ic Aloals) ,'

uses and end-users (intended and actual users),'

One of the products of the project is the consolldated report,
vhich gives an overview of the maln systems and their utillzatl-
on. This report discusses the methodologies, posslbilities of
rationalization, gaps between needs and avallable information,
developments and recommendations to improve monitoring systems

in the Community. Purthermore a catalogtue of systems has been

conceived, containing in a summa.rized way basic information
on objectives, content and use of the systerns'

A general-oyerview
It was clear from the onset that there is a great diversity
among the various Member Seates reqfarding number and scope of
the various systens. In some countries 'monitoringr is largely
liurited to the recording and reporting of occupational accidents
and diseases. In other countries more extensive rmonitoringtl

l"s conducted. by additional regular surveys on vorking conditions
or documentation systems of slubstances, certaLn sectors of
industry, etc.
Regardlng the focus of rmonitoring' it can be said that in
most countries the hain attention is griven to the measurement

and description of working place conditions or job characte-
ristlcs, while in a minority of the countries additional atten-
tion is given to the measurenent of the health situation of
the (working) population.

As far as instruments vith a supra-national character are

concerned, two instruments which meet the selection criteria
have been descrlbed. Firstly, in 1980 the t{HO Regional Comrnit-

tee for Europe adopted a regional strategy resulting in the

formation of 38 speclfic targets relating' to health. Several
of the targets are of direct relevance to the worlc environment.

The general aim is to asses the progress of the development

concerning these targets ln the Member Stateg.
Secondly we, included the EEC Eurostat Labour Force Survey.

This instrument is applled in a uniform way in all Member States
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and contains a limlted number of work.ingr conditions indicators

(workingtime,shift-work)'Themainu'serscanbefoundamong
governmental agencj.es dealtng with (internatlonal) Iabour market

lssues.

I.

The systeme coverod
types, which differ
a direct insight in
tions:

Other sYstems,
or linked to
This categorY
documentation
etc.

Systems directly describing actual working conditions of

the work force in a country, region' sector' etc' The

instruments farling into this category are surveys and

(micro-) census;

Sygtemsbasedupon(socia}securlty)dataonreported
occupatlonal accid'ents and diseases' ds we1I as work

incapacity (sj.ckness absence) are the major elements of

this category. These systems generate information on

outcomes of certain working conditions'

in the lngulry can be cLasslfled into three

vis-A-vls the degree ln whlch they provide

safety and health aspects of working condi-

containing indirect data to be processed

gather information on working conditions'

comprises data bases, registers as well as

systems on substances, exposures, tools.'

z.

3.

In rnany count.ries some information based upon census-data is

available.However,itwasgenera}Iyfoundthatinformation
on vror)<ing conditions is very poor. Furthermore this informa-

tion is produced with rather long i.ntervals. In concrast' worlc

force Eurveys or general health status inquiries show already

many advantages, and a lot of valuable information on working

conditions can be obtained'
In general it may be statred that surveys conducted directly

amongemployeescontainmostinformationonhealthandsafety
aspects of working conditions. Despite the risk of subjecti-

vityofanswerstoaurveyquestS'one,ourinquiryindicated
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that this type of survey can provide most detailed informati-
on as to work places, sectors, physical and socj-o-psychologi-
cal risk factors, oT perceived conseqnlenaes. FUrthermore it
alIows accounting for confoundlng factors, as also person-
related aspects maY be measured.

The use of the information lies in the descript.ion of the state
of affairs and d.evelopments in working conditions, the identifi-
cation of sectors, jobs or work places with certain health
risks, and the availablllty of 6ome "standardsrr which can be

used as a reference for specific studies.

Systems based on social-. security data
Most widespread are those systems which deal with the outco-
mes of unhealthy and unsafe working conditj.ons: i.e. data
sources comprising inforrnatlon on occupational accidents, disea-
ses and work incapacity (sicliness absence, disablement). the
available information can partly be seen as the by-product of
the ad.ministration of social insurance progrrammes. In e;ome

caSes, however, these systems function, sometirneE through
samples, os major provlders of information for Preventive
actl-ons -

Statistlcs on occupational accidents are nainly used fot de-
scriptive purposes, for greneratlng hypotheses or the detection
of high-risk jobs, sectors or work places. Utilization for
preventive actlon, deeign of safety regulations and evaluation
(of safety programmes) ar€) g€)nerally reported goals.

Thie most widespread type of monitoring systern, however, shows

uany restrlctlons. Work place characteristics are measured

tndirectly, partia).Iy, and only for a non-rePresentative sample

of the work force ("victims"). In general these systems on

itself therefore do not always provide adequate information
on potential risk categories.
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other systems: registers and documentatlon svstems
Our thlrd category of sy6tems, which in a rather indirect way
provides lnsight ln worklng condltions, sholrs a very hetero-
geneous composltlon. eoth Itraditional" tools as occupational
mortality statistics (e.9. Unlted Klngdom) and a modern data
base of exposed persons are included (e.S. Denmark).
These systems, dealing vith discerned aspects of working condi-
tions often show serious limitations as to risks covered,
sector, region, or intended users (experts). Some of these
systems are rather poor regarding information on working condi-
tions, ds the (most recent) job or profession of an employee
ie the only characterietlc covered (e.9. mortality, cancer
registers, Iead exposuree). Data from such systems seem to be

used ln partlcular for research purposes.

Other systerns have been developed,
for preventive action. Product and
bases have come lnto development
Denmarlc and Ge,rmany. They intend
users: labour inspectors, employers,
occupational health servl-ces, etc.
These systems have expllcit preventlve purposes, not only on

nationaL or sectorial, but in particular on work place level.
Therefore, much attention has been paid to the accessibility.

Conc].us j.ons

Systems entirely related to social securlty data (accidents,
diseases, sickness absence) are very limited regarding the
measurement of vorking conditions, population covered, recent-
ness, reliability (under-reporting) and speclflcity of lnforma-
tion.
Some interestlng developments i{ere noted, as in some countri-es
(e.g Germany) sick funds, occupational associations and re-
searchers design data bases, vrhich integrate vrork incapacity
data and work place information for epidemiological research
and in-company prev€ntlve actions.

Surveys carried out by interviewing employees or based upon
employers' r€ports, seem to be a major step forward. Despite

providing more information
substance registers or data
in the 19B0rs in France,

to inform a wide range of
employees, social partners,
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the extensive research and financial- support required, systems
based on these instruments show several advantages compared
to the instrurnents based on social security data. Many more
sectors and enployees may be covered, and more specified infor-
mation on workingt conditlons can be obtained. Also relationships
with experienced health or safety can be studied.

Data bases compri-sing information on exposures, too1s, sub-
stances and hazards, specifled for jobs and sectors, were shown

to be the most recent type of monitoring systems. Many systems
started beinqr built up for reetricted types of hazards and

exposures, and for a Iimited number of sectors. Ihe data compri-
sing the core lnformation of the system nay originate from a

variety of Eources: occupational disease benefit claims. Iabour
inspectorate reports, epidemiological studies, risk analyses,
etc.

only in very felr countries system outcomes and their utiliza-
tion have been evaluated systematically. Much more was known

on the groals intended than regarding the goals reached. only
for some syetems (e.9. in Germany and the u.K. ) lnformants or
literature lndicated serious reflection on the accuracy of
systems vls-A-vls the realization of the goals (orlginally)
lntended.
Furthermore it was indicated that information directly related
to (the measurement of) working conditions (surveys) finds
its major use more in research and epidemiological purposes,
r,rhereas the systems measuring a very litnited aspect of working
conditions (exposures, hazards) are more frequently used for
preventlve and inspectlon activities.
The highest accessibillty t"ras found in data bases on hazards,
tools, and substances, Systems based on information collected
by surveys or frorn Eoclal security administrations generally
showed som€ more restrictions aE to availabillty of informa-
tion.

The ideal use and interaction of systems international).y ls
stiLl far from reality. Harmonization and integration already
seem to state a problen within many countries themselves. rn
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no country Juse sne 6ingle eystem was in operation. Some limita-
tions often found, regardlng existing systems, concern the
lack of integration <>r the absence of a specific design of a

permanenb informatlon system-
overlap of information is sometimes a serioug problem. The

collection of the same information by different systems g'ives
redundancy or contradictions, and does not contribute to a

deeper insight or a wider scope. Some few examples could be

found (Germany, U.K. ) trhere projects are carried out to integra-
te systems within one country, but so far results are only
1 imited.

Finally, technical linkage of systems seems to be obtainable
nowadays. But, given the variety of systems and their contents,
we are not very optimistic about the actual realj-zation. Some

promisinq prospects seem however apparent in the field of
linkage of technlcal data bases (too1s, substances etc. ) .

Recommendations

First1y, the availabllity of a Communlty-wide overview can be

se€n as an lmportant preregulslte for cooperation and exchan-
ge of information. So the catal"ogue of monltoring systefts,
of whj-ch the first edition will shortly be published, wil}
need a regular update.

Secondly, it was shown that most monitoringr systems main).y
focus on the technical and physical aspects of vorking life
(hazards, machines, occupati.onal hygiene, etc. ). Vis-&-vis
the changes in technology other potential hazards need to be

included more satisfactorily (e.g. me,ntal strains, q.ualifi-
cation, feelings of job uncertainty, etc. ) .

Thirdly, it has become clear that desplte the developments
going on in severaL countries, in other Member States infor-
mation on working conditlons is stlll quite poor.
To that end j.t would be very informative to investigate expe-
rienced workingr conditions ln the Communlty eountries ln a

standardized uay (e.9. survey). Apart from the provision of
recent and detailed Community-based information, such an inquiry



120

may have a stimuratlng lnfluence on nat,lona] research and
prevention programtnes .

Finally, international cooperation and network lntegration
should be extended. International cooperation may be stj.mula-
ting as it gives inslght in how one's neighbours are dealing
with the same problems- System holders could benefit from
foreigrn experiences regarding the use of information for preven-
tive, research and declsion making purposes.




