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Preface 

A common approach to monitoring the quality of employment, or decent work, is to 
develop a system of aggregate indicators. Time series have been used to assess progress or 
an international cross-section of measurements has been developed to enable comparisons. 
An important shortcoming of such indicators is that they do not show the pattern of job 
quality at the individual level. Data might show, for example, that 20 per cent of workers 
have low pay and 20 percent have unsafe working conditions, but it is not clear to what 
extent these are the same people. Micro data, survey data at the individual level, are 
required to answer such a question. 

The European Survey of Working Conditions (ESWC) offers an unusual opportunity to 
address questions about a wide range of job characteristics such as workplace safety, 
stress, workplace relations and asocial hours. The survey covers 15 EU countries and it is 
carried out by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Standards, and it covers 15 EU countries.  

The objective of this study is to exploit this unusual data source and to determine how job 
characteristics are distributed among workers. Are there “hotspots” (industries or 
occupations) where workers experience serious decent work deficits on several dimensions 
simultaneously? A second objective is to explore the link between job characteristics and 
“outcomes” such as pay and other employment conditions. 

 

Peter Peek 
Manager 
Statistical Development and Analysis Unit 
Policy Integration Department 
 
 
May 2005 
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1   Introduction and Background 

It is a truism that work is a multi-faceted activity, yet labour force surveys around the 
world focus on only a few dimensions. Recently, however, the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) and the European Union (EU), among others, have undertaken to 
widen the public debate about work in general and employment in particular. The ILO, in 
fact, has made the promotion of “decent work” its guiding theme. As the ILO’s Director 
General said in his 1999 report to the International Labour Conference,  

“The primary goal of the ILO today is to promote opportunities for women and men to obtain 
decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human dignity.” 
(Somavia, 1999) 

One approach to monitoring quality of work/decent work is to develop a system of 
aggregate indicators, either time series that allow national assessment of progress or an 
international cross-section of measurements enabling international comparisons. The ILO 
has begun the development of a world-wide programme, as sketched by Anker et al. (2002, 
2003), but this effort is severely hampered by the limited availability and comparability of 
data, particularly from developing countries. More extensive and comparable indicators are 
possible with a narrower range of countries. 

An important shortcoming of aggregate indicators is that they cannot express the extent to 
which patterns in quality of work emerge at the individual level—the joint distribution of 
work attributes, in statistical terminology. For example, aggregate indicators might 
estimate that 20 percent of workers have low pay and 20 percent have unsafe working 
conditions, but they typically cannot reveal whether these are, by and large, the same 
individuals. The reason is that this kind of information can come only from micro data 
gathered from the same individuals. In principle, labour force surveys offer this micro data, 
but provide only a limited portrayal of work, even where micro data are readily available. 
Information about work attributes beyond what is contained in a country’s labour force 
survey is likely to be fragmentary, neglecting factors such as safety, workplace relations, 
and asocial hours. Nevertheless, whether jobs tend to be undesirable on multiple 
dimensions is clearly a critical piece of information for implementing effective policy 
responses. 

Micro data also makes it possible to establish linkages between measured characteristics of 
work and normative outcomes, to the extent that these are different. In some cases they are 
not different: Pay, for instance, is clearly both a measurable characteristic and a normative 
outcome of work. Safety, on the other hand, is often measured by subjective evaluation or 
by evaluating exposure to various risks, rather than outcomes such as injury rates. It is 
important to understand how the two are related. For example, it is known that exposure to 
loud noise can lead to hearing loss. But the claim that people who report exposure to loud 
noise in their workplaces are likely to suffer hearing loss is not equivalent. Analysis of 
micro data can establish the statistical links between items that form the basis of indicators 
and outcomes that motivate employers and policymakers. Establishing these linkages is an 
important component in using indicators for policy purposes. 

The European Survey of Working Conditions (ESWC), carried out by the European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (the Foundation), 
offers an unusual opportunity to address questions about the joint distribution of work 
attributes and outcomes. The third ESWC was carried out during 2000 in all 15 EU 
countries. The ESWC 2000 offers extensive coverage of topics normally neglected by 
labour force surveys—exactly the areas emphasized by the ILO and, evidently, by the 
Foundation. The survey is particularly extensive in the areas of occupational health and 
safety and workplace relationships. 
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The goals of the present work are, first, to exploit this unique resource to explore how 
quality of work attributes are related at the individual level in the EU, and second, to 
explore connections between measured attributes and several outcome variables. 

Although many people have strong opinions on the subject of how quality of work 
attributes are distributed, there is considerable uncertainty about overall patterns, largely 
because of limited data about many aspects of work. Two theoretical traditions bear on this 
issue. On the one hand, the theory of compensating wage differentials predicts that 
undesirable features of a job will be offset by improvements on other dimensions. Another 
analytical tradition, the theory of dual labour markets (e.g., Bulow and Summers, 1986), is 
based on the seminal work of Doeringer and Piore (1971). Dual labour market theory 
switches the focus from the worker to the employer and argues that structural features of 
employers, jobs, and labour markets are the main determinants of how workers are treated. 
Dual labour market theory predicts the existence of “good jobs” and “bad jobs,” though 
such a crude distinction masks many subtleties in the theory. In principle, however, the 
compensating differentials hypothesis can be consistent with a good jobs–bad jobs pattern 
in the data if workers’ view most job amenities (or absence of disamenities) as normal 
goods. In this case, more capable and productive workers will tend to have better jobs on 
all dimensions, although they must sacrifice on some dimensions to gain on others. These 
two views of the labour market are offered only as motivation; this report does not attempt 
to resolve the issue. 

A related empirical observation is that studies of job satisfaction using multiple satisfaction 
scales targeting different aspects of the job generally find strong associations among the 
different scales. For example, Ritter and Anker (2003) analyzing six job satisfaction scales 
(pay, nonwage benefits, nature of work, promotion opportunities, autonomy, and 
opportunities for skill upgrading) found a strong common factor in each of five countries. 
This evidence suggests clustering of quality of work attributes, but the subjective nature of 
job satisfaction scales lends itself to alternate interpretations. 

A confounding factor in understanding the distribution of decent work attributes is the 
regulatory and social protection environment. Internationally, there is enormous variation 
in this area. Relative to the United States, for example, workers in EU countries generally 
have stronger legal protections, and the social protection system is far more extensive. 
Within the EU countries, however, this factor is held relatively constant by the EU’s 
attempt to harmonize labour market regulation. The ESWC thus has the advantage of 
holding some dimensions of quality of work relatively constant, simplifying the analytical 
task at hand. 

The remainder of this section provides background about European labour markets in the 
year of the survey and introduces the ESWC 2000 data and methodology. Part 2 constructs 
scales that attempt to measure different dimensions of decent work. Parts 3 and 4 present 
results. 

1.1  The economic environment during 2000 

Table 1.1 summarizes the economic situation in the EU during 2000. As a whole, 2000 
was a year of good economic performance for the EU. Growth was strong and 
unemployment rates were generally below 1999 levels and considerably below their levels 
of five years earlier. 
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Measured in purchasing power parity terms, Greece, Portugal, and Spain had the lowest 
income levels per capita, as well as the lowest social protection expenditure. Luxembourg 
and Denmark had the highest income and the highest social protection expenditure. 

Labour force participation rates varied from 47.0 percent in Italy to 65.5 percent in 
Denmark. Women’s participation rates show a wide range, with Italy, Greece and Spain all 
having rates below 40 percent, while Denmark’s rate was 60.2 percent. 

Average labour cost was exceptionally low in Portugal, Greece, and Spain, but notably 
high in Sweden. 
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Table 1.1 : EU Background Data for the Year 2000 

 
Notes: 
(1) “Expenditure borne by employers in order to employ workers.” Data not available for Italy and Belgium; EU column is for 13 countries only. 
(2) Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) are Eurostat’s official purchasing power parities. 
Sources: 
Ana Franco and Sylvain Jouhette. “Labour Force Survey Principal Results 2000,” Statistics in Focus, Theme 3, No. 10; “Labour Costs Survey 2000 Member States” Statistics in Focus, Theme 3, No. 7, 2003; Roberto Barcellan, 
“Gross Domestic Product 2000” Statistics in Focus, Theme 2, No. 1, 2002; G´erard Abramovici, “The Social Protection in Europe,” Statistics in Focus, Theme 3, No. 3, 2003.  
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1.2  The ESWC 2000 data 

The third European Survey of Working Conditions was carried out during 2000 in each of 
the 15 EU countries. 1  In contrast to a labour force survey, the ESWC is a survey of 
employed individuals only. 

The overall sample size was 21,703. The 21,703 cases in the survey comprise 14 individual 
country samples ranging in size from 1496 to 1574, and a sample of 502 for Luxembourg. 
The individual country samples were designed to be representative of “persons in 
employment” as defined by Eurostat, that is, those who were either employees or self-
employed at the time of the interview. Family workers were included. A complete 
description of the sample design can be found in Paoli and Merllié (2001). 

Response rates by country varied from 39 to 76 percent. Paoli and Merllié’s (2001) 
observation is germane to the present work:  

“It is probable that workers with the worst working conditions, particularly those with 
‘unsocial’ working hours, are more difficult to contact and therefore less likely to be 
interviewed. If this hypothesis is correct – which has yet to be borne out – a low answer rate 
would produce an optimistic bias.” 

Except where noted, this report weights the samples relative to employment in the entire 
EU. That is, each of the 1540 German respondents has about ten times as much influence 
on EU-level results as each of the 1526 Austrians because total employment in Germany is 
about ten times higher than in Austria. 2  

The ESWC uses the same questionnaire in each country, translated into the appropriate 
languages, with a few country-specific items. 

1.3  Decent work indicators as calculated from 
the ESWC 2000 

Several of the decent work indicators proposed by Anker, et al. (2002) can be calculated 
from the ESWC 2000 data. Along with some minor variations, these are reported in Table 
1.2. 

The first three rows show the percentage of employees who received training provided or 
paid for by the employer during the previous 12 months (Q.29). By country the levels 
range from 12.4 percent in Portugal to 55 percent in Finland. The proportion of women 
with recent training is higher than the proportion of men in about half of the countries. 

In measuring excessive hours of work, Anker, et al. suggest the percentage of the 
workforce working 60 hours or more per week as an indicator. The ESWC 2000 hours 
question refers to usual hours. 3  The next five lines of the table show different perspectives 
on this standard. First, the overall percentages are low, with only Greece exceeding 10 
percent. Second, men are more likely to work more than 60 hours in nearly all of the 

 
1 During 2001, the survey was extended to the 12 EU candidate countries. 

2  The weights were supplied with the ESWC 2000 data. 

3  For further details on hours in the ESWC 2000, see section 2.4. 
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countries, though many of the differences are not statistically significant. 4  The difference 
between employees and the self-employed is much more pronounced. This is partly due to 
the nature of self-employment and partly due to the fact that the self-employed are exempt 
from the Working-Time Directive. In no country do as many as 3 percent of employees 
work 60 or more hours per week. Table 1.2 also shows the percentage working more than 
50 and 55 hours per week. 

The remainder of Table 1.2 concerns indicators of job security and stability. The 
percentage of employees with job tenure of a year or less ranges from 7.4 to 16.5 percent, 
with the rates generally being higher for women, though again many of the differences are 
not statistically significant. 

Anker et al. proposed as an indicator the percent of employees who classify their jobs as 
temporary. The categories offered on the ESWC survey were “unlimited permanent 
contract,” “fixed term contract,” “temporary employment agency contract,” and 
“apprenticeship or other training scheme.” The closest match with the proposed indicator is 
either those on temporary employment agency contracts or these people combined with 
some of those on fixed-term contracts. 

The percentage of respondents on temporary employment agency contracts is generally 
low, the highest fraction being 5.5 percent in Ireland. Combining those with respondents 
on fixed-term contracts of a year or less in duration results in much higher percentages—
up to a fifth of employees in Spain. It is not, of course, clear how many of the fixed-term 
employees are really temporary. 

 
4  With a sample size of 1500, about 40 percent women, and sample percentages in the 4 percent 
range, estimates need to differ by about two percentage points for the difference to be statistically 
significant at the 0.05 level. The gap must be about 3.6 percentage points for a sample size of 502 
(Luxembourg). 
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Table 1.2: Selected Decent Work Indicators for the EU (percent) 
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Table 1.2, continued 
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2  Dimensions of the analysis 

Based on the ESWC 2000 questionnaire, nine quality of work/decent work were measures 
developed to reflect different dimensions of work. These dimensions are: 

  Occupational safety 

  Stress 

  Pay 

  Excessive and asocial hours 

  Quality of workplace relations 

  Availability of training 

  Employment security 

Two approaches are taken to the measurements on these dimensions. For pay, excessive 
hours, recent training, and employment security an item from the ESWC 2000 is used 
directly or with a simple modification. The remaining dimensions are those where the 
ESWC is particularly deep, employing large numbers of questions that explore a given 
issue from several points of view. This depth enables the more sophisticated approach of 
constructing a scale from several items. Where possible, this scale is then checked for 
consistency with summary items. The rationale for developing scales is to incorporate 
information from multiple items in order to gain a more detailed differentiation of, say, 
workplace safety than is possible from a single question. 

Several aspects of decent work considered by the ILO (enumerated, for example, by 
Anker, et al., 2002)—employment opportunities, levels of unacceptable work, and social 
protection—are not a part of the analysis because they refer to country-level 
measurements. Some of these are included in Table 1.1 as background information, 
however. 

2.1  Occupational safety 

The ESWC 2000 contains a number of items measuring health and safety outcomes, but 
none is ideal for the present purpose. Most are binary outcomes, which provide little 
definition since the respondent can be in only two categories. For example, respondents 
were also asked about days missed from work due to workplace accidents or other work-
related health problems. However, even in unsafe environments a relatively small fraction 
of workers experience these outcomes, but as far as these data are concerned, all workers 
who did not miss days are equivalent. Overall only about 6 percent of respondents missed 
work during the preceding 12 months because of accidents and about 9 percent due to 
other health problems attributed to work. 
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To circumvent the problems with direct measurement of outcomes, an occupational safety 
risk scale was constructed based on a battery of questions about specific safety risks. The 
respondent is asked to rate exposures on the following scale: 

 All of the time 

 Almost all of the time 

 Around 3/4 of the time 

 Around half of the time 

 Around 1/4 of the time 

 Almost never 

 Never 

 Don’t know 

Ten items from the survey were used. 5  These were: 

1. Vibrations from hand tools, machinery, etc. (Q.11a) 

2. Noise so loud that you would have to raise your voice to talk to people 
(Q.11b) 

3. High temperatures which make you perspire even when not working 
(Q.11c) 

4. Low temperatures whether indoors or outdoors (Q.11d) 

5. Breathing in vapours, fumes, dust, or dangerous substances such as: 
chemicals, infectious materials, etc. (Q.11e) 

6. Handling or touching dangerous products or substances (Q.11f) 

7. Radiation such as X-rays, radioactive radiation, welding light, laser beams 
(Q.11g) 

8. Painful or tiring positions (Q.12a) 

9. Carrying or moving heavy loads (Q.12b) 

10. Repetitive hand or arm movements (Q.12c) 

The ten items were recoded as shown in Table 2.1. The numerical recoding of “almost 
never” and “almost all of the time” is somewhat arbitrary. An alternative is to combine 
these categories with the end categories, but the coding shown in Table 2.1 performed 
slightly better on the diagnostic procedures below. There were 441 cases in which the 
respondent answered “Don’t know” to at least one of the ten items. 

 
5  An additional item concerning the wearing of protective equipment was not used because it is 
impossible to tell in any simple way whether the respondent ever needs protective equipment. In 
other words, it is not possible to tell (for example) why a respondent answers “never.” 
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Table 2.1: Recoding of Occupational Safety Variables 

 

The safety risk scale was formed by summing the ten recoded variables. The scale ranges 
from 1 to 10, and has an unweighted mean of 1.85 and standard deviation of 1.78. As one 
might expect, most of the distribution is near 0; the median is 1.3 and third quartile is only 
2.7. About 14 percent of respondents have a zero value on the safety risk scale. 

Several diagnostic procedures were performed to check on whether the scale performs as 
expected. The first is a simple statistic known as Cronbach’s alpha, which measures 
internal consistency. A value of Cronbach’s alpha exceeding 0.8 is generally regarded as 
indicating a highly coherent scale. For the entire sample, the value of alpha was 0.814. By 
country alpha ranges between 0.73 and 0.85. 

The second diagnostic procedure was to apply principal components analysis to the ten risk 
exposure variables. The result is that the first principle component has a correlation of 
0.994 with the safety risk scale and accounts for 39 percent of the variance in the ten risk 
exposure variables, three and a half times as much as the second component. 

Table 2.2: Safety risk scale means by safety outcomes 

 

Means are unweighted. 
*All p-values are less than 2.2 × 10−16. 

Finally, the relationship of the safety risk scale with several objective and subjective safety 
outcomes was checked. These outcome variables are (1) whether the respondent missed 
any days of work during the preceding 12 months due to a workplace accident, (2) whether 
the respondent missed any days of work due to other health problems caused by work, (3) 
whether the respondent missed any days of work due to workplace accident or other health 
problems caused by work, (4) whether the respondent believes her health or safety is at 
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risk because of work, and (5) whether the respondent believes she will be able to do the 
same job at age 60. 6  

Table 2.2 compares the means of the safety risk scale for the different values of the 
outcome variables. Since these comparisons are intended to be diagnostic, unweighted data 
were used. It is evident from the table that the safety risk scale behaves as expected and 
has considerable predictive power for each of these variables. In particular, the mean of the 
scale is much higher in each case for the outcome corresponding to a less safe workplace. 

2.2  Stress 

Stress is a difficult concept to define. At least two approaches are possible, in principle, 
using the ESWC 2000 data. One focuses on the respondents’ perception of stress and 
symptoms of stress. The second focuses on the structure of the job. The scale developed 
here is of the former type and is based on a battery of yes/no items about health 
consequences of work. In the literature on job stress, the latter approach measures 
“stressors,” while the former measures “strains.” Strains can be defined as “psychological, 
physiological, and behavioural reactions” to stressors (Kasl, 1998). 

The items selected come from a series of questions (Q.35) about how work affects the 
respondent’s health. They include the respondent’s own perception of stress and those 
generally regarded as symptoms of stress: 

1. Backache 

2. Headache 

3. Stomach ache 

4. Muscular pains in shoulders and neck 

5. Muscular pains in upper limbs 

6. Muscular pains in lower limbs 

7. Stress 

8. Overall fatigue 

9. Sleeping problems 

10. Anxiety 

11. Irritability 

 
6  In isolation, the latter question would seem confound health risks and economic risks, but since it 
is placed at the end of a lengthy series of questions about the health effects of work, this seems 
unlikely. 
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As an additive scale, these 11 items perform similarly to the safety risk scale. The value of 
Cronbach’s alpha for this stress scale is 0.80, with values for individual countries ranging 
from 0.73 to 0.84. Using other items from this battery of questions (that is, items not 
expected to be related to stress) lowers the value of alpha. One of these other items, heart 
disease, is known to have a connection to stress, but in many cases the respondent would 
not be aware of existing or latent cardiovascular problems. 

Some commentators (e.g., Kasl, 1998) have questioned the usefulness of measuring strains 
(that is, the approach used here). However, the criticism seems to centre not on the 
usefulness of strain scales, per se, but on their usefulness relative to measurement of 
stressors for the particular concerns of those studying job stress. Although this concern is 
irrelevant for the present study, a related concern is somewhat more pressing. None of the 
symptoms used in the scale is unique to stress, so does variation on the scale actually 
measure job stress, stress from other sources, or other health problems? The high alpha 
statistic points to a commonality among the responses to the various items, but beyond that 
there seems to be no way to discern directly that the scale measures job stress. Section 4.1 
demonstrates that whatever the scale measures is regarded as an undesirable feature of the 
workplace. 

Table 2.3: Stress scale means by outcomes 

 

Means are unweighted. 
*All p-values are less than 2.2 × 10−16. 

As with the safety risk scale, a principal components analysis was performed on the 11 
stress items. The correlation between the stress scale and the first principle component was 
0.998, and this component accounts for 34 percent of the variation in the 11 items. 

As shown in Table 2.3, the stress scale bears a strong relationship with relevant outcome 
variables. Since the stress and safety risk scales bear much the same relationship to the 
outcome variables, it is natural to suspect that they measure much the same thing. In fact, 
they are not. Multivariate analysis described in Section 4 points strongly to these variables 
having independent channels of influence on the outcomes. 

2.3  Pay 

The ESWC 2000 inquired about net monthly earnings on the respondent’s main job 
(EF21). At the time of the survey, the measurement of earnings required a system for 
dealing with monetary amounts expressed in different currencies. The approach taken was 
to design a separate set of 12 earnings brackets for each country in such a way that a 
harmonized scale could be constructed (Paoli and Merllié, 2001). The harmonized scale 
has four levels, which Paoli and Marlli´e refer to as “highest”, “medium-high”, “low-
medium”, and “lowest.” This harmonized scale is used for the present study. As is 
common with questions about income, the rate of refusals of all sorts was quite high—26 
percent for the entire sample. By country the refusal rate ranged from 4 percent (Finland) 
to 35 percent (Italy). The distribution of the harmonized variable within countries is shown 
in Table 2.4. 
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Table 2.4: Harmonized earnings scale, percent within country 

 

 

Table 2.5: Usual weekly hours on main job (percent) 
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2.4  Excessive and asocial hours 

2.4.1  Hours 

The ESWC 2000 inquired about the respondents’ usual hours per week at her main job and 
about the number of minutes per day spent commuting to and from work. The data do not 
include hours spent on other jobs. The distribution of hours data is summarized in Table 
2.5. Because of the very small number of people working high numbers of hours, these 
data are not used in subsequent analysis. 

Almost 15 percent of respondents report working more than 48 hours, the threshold 
specified by the Working Time Directive. To a large extent, this statistic simply quantifies 
the extent of exceptions to the Directive. Perhaps the largest exemption in the Directive is 
for self-employed individuals who make up nearly half of those working more than 48 
hours (and almost 60 percent of those working 60 hours or more), but only about a sixth of 
respondents. 

The commuting time data add a useful perspective on the work hours data. 7  Table 2.5 
indicates that when commuting time is included, there is a doubling of the number of 
people in the over 60 hours category. 8  To the extent that detrimental effects of excessive 
hours are consequences of time not spent with family, relaxing, sleeping, etc. (rather than a 
direct consequence of time spent at work), these data suggest work hours alone may not 
capture the extent of the problem. 

2.4.2  Asocial hours 

The ESWC 2000 tackles asocial hours from two directions. There are a number of 
questions about when the respondent works (nights, evenings, and weekends). There are 
also questions about the predictability of the respondent’s work hours, primarily in terms 
of schedule changes. 

Separate questions were posed about evening and night work, and it would seem desirable 
to combine respondents’ incidence of evening and night work in some way to obtain a 
graduated measure of the impact of asocial hours. Unfortunately, the two questions are 
treated as independent queries with specific times of day attached to each (1800 to 2200 
hours for evenings, 2200 to 0500 for nights). For more than 600 respondents, the number 
of evenings worked plus the number of nights worked is greater than 30. The implication is 
that many respondents whose work time straddled the 2200 hours boundary answered yes 

 
7  The question about commuting time refers to minutes per day. As the ESWC 2000 did not 
inquire about work days per week, commuting time per day was converted to a weekly basis by 
assuming five days for full-time workers and assuming work days proportional to work hours for 
part-time workers. 

8  The large differences in the categories surrounding 40 hours are largely due to the heaping of 
work hours on 40 hours per week. 
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to both questions. It was therefore decided to use only the responses to the night work 
question. 9  

Table 2.6 indicates that the prevalence of night work is not particularly large and very few 
people work at night all the time. On the grounds of simplicity, responses to the weekend 
work questions are not used at this stage of the analysis. 

Table 2.6: Nights worked per month 

 

Table 2.7 tabulates the night work variable against a question that asks the respondent to 
assess how well “working hours fit in with your family or social commitments outside 
work.” It is clear that respondents tend to view night work as damaging to their social 
relationships; respondents who do more night work are much more likely to answer “not 
well at all” and much less likely to answer “very well.” 

Table 2.7: Night work and family/social commitments 

 
p-value for chi-squared test of independence < 2.2 × 10−16. 

 

Schedule change is also difficult to handle because schedules can change on at least three 
dimensions: hours scheduled each day, hours actually worked each day, and days of the 
week worked. In addition, changes in scheduled hours can be known well ahead or 
announced at the last minute. In the interest of simplicity, three yes/no questions were 
used. These ask whether the respondent works the same number of hours every day, works 
the same number of days every week, and has fixed starting and finishing times. Apart 
from what might be inferred from the frequency of Saturday and Sunday work, the survey 
does not provide any information about changes in which days of the week are worked. A 
changeability scale was formed by counting the number of “no” answers to these three 
questions, i.e., higher values correspond to more change. The responses are summarized in 
Table 2.8. 

 
9  Although night work is categorized as a issue of asocial hours, it is also known to be associated 
with higher rates of occupational injury. See, for example, Fortson (2004). The results of Section 
4.2 suggest that the link is not strong in the ESWC data, however. 
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Table 2.8: Schedule Changeability 

 

*Scale is number of “no”s to Q.18a1–Q.18a3. 

It is difficult to judge whether the aggregation of only three responses into a scale is 
meaningful, but Table 2.9 indicates that respondents view changeability in their schedules 
as damaging to their ability to meet family and social commitments; those with much 
change are far less likely to report a good fit and much more likely to report a poor fit. 

Table 2.9: Schedule changeability and family/social commitments 

 
*Scale is number of “no”s to Q.18a1–Q.18a3. 
p-value for chi-squared test of independence < 2.2 × 10−16. 

It should be noted that the night work and changeability variables measure the same thing, 
in part; a full-time worker who does not work nights every day, does not have the same 
starting and finishing times from day to day. Section 4.2 offers a detailed analysis of the 
connection between work schedules and respondents’ perceptions of balance between 
hours and family/social commitments. 

2.5  Quality of workplace relations 

Two aspects of workplace relations can be addressed with these data. On the one hand, the 
ESWC 2000 asks about consultation regarding workplace issues. On the other hand, it 
devotes fully 20 questions to various forms of violence, discrimination and intimidation. 

There are two general questions regarding consultation. These ask the respondent whether 
she or he is able to discuss “working conditions in general” (Q.30a.1) and “the 
organisation of your work when changes take place” (Q.30a.2). (Further questions about 
the nature of consultations are not used here.) The sum of these two items is used as a scale 
measuring workplace consultation. As Table 2.10 indicates, only 8 percent answered 
exactly one question in the affirmative, so the scale is not much different than either 
question used separately. (Goudswaard and Andries (2002) used the same scale.) The 
alpha statistic for this scale is 0.88. There is little variation in alpha among countries or 
industries. 
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Table 2.10: Distribution of consultation scale 

 

The questions about negative interactions are split into ten that ask whether the respondent 
has been subjected to various undesirable practices and ten that ask if the respondent has 
observed the same practices in the workplace. The reference period for these questions is 
the past 12 months. The ten items are: 

1. physical violence from people from your workplace, 

2. physical violence from other people, 

3. intimidation, 

4. sexual discrimination, 

5. unwanted sexual attention, 

6. age discrimination, 

7. discrimination linked to nationality, 

8. discrimination linked to ethnic background/race, 

9. discrimination linked to disability, and 

10. discrimination linked to sexual orientation. 

All 20 items were used to form a violence-discrimination-intimidation (VDI) scale, which 
can range, in principle, between 0 and 20. Table 2.11 reveals an important feature of this 
scale, that the data are heavily concentrated on small scale values (i.e., little violence, 
discrimination, or intimidation experienced or observed). Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84. 10  
The scale performs similarly within countries and industries, ranging between 0.78 and 
0.86 for countries and between 0.70 and 0.86 for industries. 

Table 2.11: Distribution of VDI scale 

 

 
10  Inclusion of the individual experience items increased alpha very little; using only the workplace 
items Cronbach’s alpha is 0.83. This is probably because, as one might expect, personal experience 
of these undesirable practices is fairly rare; intimidation had been experienced by about 9 percent, 
but the incidence was less than half that in every other case. Consequently, the personal experience 
items add little information to the scale. They were included because they do increase the alpha 
statistic, if slightly, and obviously they are conceptually relevant. 
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2.6  Availability of training and employment 
security 

In a rapidly changing economy and labour market, it is necessary in many skilled 
occupations to upgrade skills continuously in order to maintain one’s relative position. 
Thus the availability of training is seen as an important aspect of decent/high quality 
employment by both the ILO and the EU. 

Although the principle is readily apparent, measurement strategies are less so. Different 
countries, industries, and firms share the cost of training between employer and employee 
in different ways. For some jobs (e.g., university faculty) training is such an integral part of 
the job that it is not seen as a separate activity. In fact the ESWC 2000 data offer little 
flexibility in measuring the availability of training. There is a single question (Q.29) about 
the number of days of training the respondent has received during the previous 12 months 
that were paid for or provided by the employer. The question refers to the respondent’s 
main job. This is the training variable used in subsequent analysis. A summary is shown in 
Table 2.12. 

Table 2.12: Days of training during previous 12 months 

 

The ESWC 2000 offers two perspectives on employment security; it inquired about job 
tenure and about the terms of the respondent’s contract. Both refer to the respondent’s 
main job. Specifically, the tenure variable is based on Q.3a, which asks, “How many years 
have you been in your company or organisation?” For those with tenure of less than one 
year, data are coded in months, which have been converted to fractions of a year. The logic 
behind this variable as a measurement of job security is that those who have worked longer 
for an employer are more likely to have secure employment in the future. This is true on at 
least three counts. First, if employment does shrink, in many instances it is the employees 
with fewer years on the job who are asked to leave. Second, long tenure indicates that there 
is a good match between employer and employee. Third, the organization itself has been in 
existence for at least as long as the employee’s tenure, so that longer tenure means that it is 
more likely that we are observing an employee of a well established organization. 11  

In later analysis, distinctions are made among permanent employees and temporary 
employees. Temporary employees are those who are either “on a temporary employment 
agency contract” or on a fixed term contract. Anker, et al., (2002) suggest a threshold of 
three years on fixed-term contracts for this purpose, but in the ESWC 2000 data very few 
respondents report fixed-term contracts longer than three years. A small group of those “on 
apprenticeship or other training scheme” is excluded when these job security variables are 
used since the concept of job security is not relevant in this situation. 

It should be noted that although many long-term employees are on repeated fixed term 
contracts, Goudswaard and Andries (2002) found that status as a permanent employee was 
associated with more desirable job characteristics on many dimensions. 

 
11  Davis, Haltiwanger, and Schuh [1996] discovered, using data from U.S. manufacturing, that a 
disproportionate share of job destruction was associated with the disappearance of relatively young 
establishments. 
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Although short tenure and temporary employment are both classified as indicators of job 
security/stability by Anker, et al., they are not very closely related, as indicated by Table 
2.13; Rank correlations between the columns are on the order of 0.2. 

Table 2.13: Rankings of countries by job security indicator 

 

Note: Higher ranks correspond to lower percentages. 
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3  Patterns in Work Attributes 

Part 2 selected variables or developed scales measuring various aspects of work for 
detailed analysis. These are: 

1. safety risk scale 

2. stress scale 

3. violence-discrimination-intimidation scale 

4. harmonized pay variable 

5. nights worked per month 

6. schedule change scale 

7. consultation scale 

8. days of training during preceding 12 months 

9. job tenure 

3.1  Relationships with worker and job 
characteristics 

This section discusses how the various measures relate to five worker characteristics: 
gender, type of employment, industry, country, and age. Except for training, there is little 
interesting variation by age. All results are weighted. 

3.1.1  Safety risk 

Figures 3.1 through 3.5 show the mean of the safety risk scale by the first four 
characteristics, together with 95 percent confidence intervals, which indicate the level of 
uncertainty about each estimated value. 12  Differences in the confidence intervals are due 
to variation within categories and different sample sizes for the categories. 

 
12  The industrial categories used in Figure 3.5 are the ones used by Paoli and Merllié (2001). In 
some cases, categories are collapsed because there were too few workers from the industry for 
reliable analysis. One such case was mining and quarrying. 
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Figure 3.1: Mean of Safety Risk Scale by Sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

Figure 3.1 shows that that men experience considerably higher exposure to the ten 
measured risk factors, averaging 2.2 compared 1.5 for women. There is almost no variation 
by type of employment (Figure 3.3). 

Although the means for most of the 15 countries show substantial variation (Figure 3.4), 
the variation by industry shown in Figure 3.5 is much more striking. Construction and 
agriculture, known to be among the least safe industries, are standouts, followed by mining 
and manufacturing (of which mining is a very small share). The financial and insurance 
sectors together with the public sector are safest by this measure. Among countries, Greece 
stands out, at least partly because of its high share of employment in agriculture. 

Figure 3.2: Mean of Safety Risk Scale by Age 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.3: Mean of Safety Risk Scale by Type of Employment 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
The self-employed category contains a small number of employers. 

 

Figure 3.4: Mean of Safety Risk Scale by Country 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.5: Mean of Safety Risk Scale by Industry 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 3.6: Mean of Stress Scale by Sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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3.1.2  Stress 

Figures 3.6 and 3.7 show that averages on the stress scale are almost identical for men and 
women, and differ only slightly among permanent employees, temporary employees, and 
the self-employed. 

Ireland, according to Figure 3.8, has exceptionally low stress workplaces. Average stress 
levels are much higher in Greece, Finland, and Sweden. 

Interestingly, there is much less inter-industry variation on the stress scale (Figure 3.9) 
than on the safety scale, though there is more inter-country variation on the stress scale 
than on the safety scale. 

Figure 3.7: Mean of Stress Scale by Type of Employment 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.8: Mean of Stress Scale by Country 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.9: Mean of Stress Scale by Industry 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 3.10: Mean of Violence-Discrimination-Intimidation Scale by Sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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3.1.3  Violence-discrimination-intimidation scale 

The levels of the VDI scale are low for all categories in all four classifications used in this 
section, generally below 1 (out of a possible 20). According to Figure 3.10, women fare 
worse on the VDI scale than men. Not surprisingly, as Figure 3.11 shows, self-employed 
individuals record much lower levels on this scale than employees. The average for 
permanent employees is slightly higher than for temporary employees. 

Countries and industries show considerably more variation. There is a more variation by 
country than on any other classification shown here (Figure 3.12). As Figure 3.13 shows, 
the average for agriculture is only about 0.2, while the average for most service sectors is 
more than four times as high. 

Figure 3.11: Mean of Violence-Discrimination-Intimidation Scale by Type of Employment 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
The self-employed category contains a small number of employers. 
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Figure 3.12: Mean of Violence-Discrimination-Intimidation Scale by Country 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.13: Mean of Violence-Discrimination-Intimidation Scale by Industry 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 3.14: Harmonized pay intervals, percent of women and men 
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Figure 3.14 illustrates that the harmonized pay scale captures the well documented pay gap 
between men and women. Figure 3.15 shows that temporary workers are represented 
disproportionately among the lower pay levels, while the largest fraction of self-employed 
workers can be found in the highest pay category. 

Figure 3.15: Harmonized pay intervals, percent of employment types 

 

 

Figure 3.16: Nights worked per month, women and men 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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3.1.5  Night work and schedule changes 

Figures 3.16 and 3.17 indicate that men are more likely than women to experience night 
work and irregular schedules, though the gap is much smaller for schedule changes. 

Figure 3.17: Schedule changes index, women and men 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 3.18: Mean of Consultation Scale by Sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

3.1.6  Workplace consultation 

Figures 3.18 through 3.21 share a common theme—relatively little variation in the level of 
consultation. 
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Figure 3.19: Mean of Consultation Scale by Type of Employment 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
The self-employed category contains a small number of employers. 

 

Figure 3.20: Mean of Consultation Scale by Country 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.21: Mean of Consultation Scale by Industry 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
 

Figure 3.22: Mean Days of Training by Sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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3.1.7  Training 

Figures 3.22, 3.23, and 3.24 reveal some interesting facts about recent training, particularly 
as a decent work indicator. First, women get somewhat more training than men on average. 
Second, training is heavily concentrated among younger workers. Third, temporary 
workers report much more training than permanent or self-employed workers. The latter 
two facts suggest that this training variable measures training for new employees more 
than it does ongoing training. 

Figure 3.23: Mean Days of Training by Age 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
 

Figure 3.24: Mean Days of Training by Type of Employment 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
The self-employed category contains a small number of employers. 
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Figure 3.25: Mean Days of Training by Country 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.26: Mean Days of Training by Industry 

 
Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

 

Figure 3.27: Percent with less than one year on the job by sex 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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3.1.8  Time on the job 

Figures 3.27 – 3.29 show that women are more likely than men to be new on the job and 
that short tenure can be found predominantly among the young and temporary employees. 
Among industries, hotels and restaurants stand out as having a disproportionate share of 
workers with short tenure. 

Figure 3.28: Percent with less than one year on the job by age 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
 

Figure 3.29: Percent with less than one year on the job by type of employment 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
The self-employed category contains a small number of employers. 
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Figure 3.30: Percent with less than one year on the job by country 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3.31: Percent with less than one year on the job by industry 

 

Note: I-bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals. 

3.2  Relationships among attributes 

The previous section demonstrated that the levels of the different decent work attributes 
vary substantially on some dimensions. An important question is whether this variation is 
similar for the different attributes, not only for groups, but also for individuals. For 
example, Figures 3.1 and 3.16 show that, on average, men face greater safety risks and, on 
average, work more nights per month. It is not evident from these charts, however, that 
men who work many nights also face higher safety risks. This section approaches that 
question in two relatively simple ways. First, it examines bivariate correlations among the 
scales developed in Section 2. Second, it simply counts the number of workers who fall on 
the undesirable side of fixed thresholds on the various scales. 

3.2.1  Correlations 

Correlations provide a simple tool for addressing the question of individuals’ experience of 
work. Ordinary (Pearson’s) correlations are not ideal, however, because tests of their 
significance rely implicitly on the assumption that the distributions of the variables are 
approximately normal. This assumption is not valid for the variables used here. Therefore, 
a nonparametric statistic, Spearman’s rank correlation is used. 13  Spearman correlations 

 
13  Kendall’s rank correlations give qualitatively similar results for these data. 
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work as follows: First, rank each observation on each variable, then compute an ordinary 
correlation between the ranks. 

The scales analyzed in this section are safety risk, stress, VDI, pay, nights worked, 
schedule change, consultation, training, and tenure. The correlations among these variables 
for the sample as a whole are shown in Table 3.1. As the table indicates, every correlation 
above 0.02 in absolute value is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. 

Most of the correlations are small, however, raising the question of whether they are 
important. This is a difficult question to answer a priori. The next section attempts to 
provide a partial answer. It should be kept in mind, however, several of these scales are 
conceptually continuous, but measured at a small number of discrete values. This process 
usually reduces a measured correlation. 

The signs of the correlations are only partly what one would expect from the simple 
hypothesis that jobs tend to be good or bad on all dimensions at once. If one regards 
increased safety risk, stress, VDI, night work, and schedule change as undesirable and 
increased pay, consultation, training, and tenure as desirable, the hypothesis suggests 
negative correlations between items in different groups and positive correlations between 
items in the same group. Table 3.2 summarizes which correlations greater than 0.1 in 
absolute value are consistent with the good job/bad job hypothesis. 14  (Table 3.2 is meant 
only to describe the patterns of the correlations, not as any sort of formal test of the good 
jobs–bad jobs hypothesis.) 

Table 3.1: Correlations among scales 

 

Note: * Indicates correlation is statistically significant at the 1 percent level. 
 

 

14  The compensating differentials hypothesis predicts positive correlations between positive and 
negative attributes and negative correlations between two positive or two negative attributes, but 
only after conditioning on all other attributes. For details of this argument, see Brown (1980). 
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Table 3.2: Correlations consistent with good job/bad job hypothesis? 

 

Note: Only correlations greater than 0.1 are classified. 

Because of the large number of correlations involved in the analysis, a specialized 
graphical representation of the correlations was developed for studying whether the pattern 
of correlations differs by worker or job characteristics. In each small chart shown in Figure 
3.32 the slope of the coloured line is equal to the corresponding correlation from Table 3.1. 
The dotted 45-degree line indicates perfect positive correlation. 

Figures 3.33 – 3.37 show rank correlations separately by sex, age, type of employment 
(permanent, temporary, self-employed), industry, and occupation. Although it is certainly 
not true that there is no statistically significant inter-group variation, in every case the 
pattern of correlations by group is broadly similar to the pattern for the entire sample. In 
particular, correlations tend to be either modest or low and the same correlations are high 
for every group in each chart. 

One natural conjecture is that patterns are different at different pay levels. Figure 3.38 
therefore shows correlations among the other seven scales by pay level. A similar result 
obtains—the patterns of correlations are similar at each of the four pay levels. 
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Figure 3.32: Rank correlations among scales 

Safety

Stress

VDI

Pay

Nights

Sched. Change

Consultation

Training

Tenure
< 1 yr.

 
Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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Figure 3.33: Rank correlations among scales by sex 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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Figure 3.34: Rank correlations among scales by age 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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Figure 3.35: Rank correlations among scales by type of employment 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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Figure 3.36: Rank correlations among scales by industry 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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Figure 3.37: Rank correlations among scales by occupation 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. Armed forces excluded due to small sample size. 
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Figure 3.38: Rank correlations among scales by level of pay 
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Note: Slopes of coloured lines equal Spearman rank correlations. 
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3.3  Counting disamenities 

Rank correlations offer a conventional, but fairly abstract lens through which to view the 
data. A less abstract, but more idiosyncratic, perspective can be obtained by just 
calculating coincidences of undesirable scores (disamenities) on the different scales 
developed in Section 2. How many workers simultaneously have undesirable scores on 
safety, stress, consultation, etc.? 

Counting disamenities in this way seems sensible, but requires value judgements about 
what values of the scales should be classified as “undesirable.” Rather than making firm 
judgements on each dimension, this section slices the data in several ways with the hope of 
providing an comprehensive, if crude, overview of the data. Specifically it asks: 

 How many people have virtually no complaints on any dimension? 

 How many people have very bad scores on several dimensions? 

 How many people have moderately bad scores on several dimensions? 

 How are the disamenity counts related to worker and employer characteristics? 

These counts weight each scale equally—lack of training counts as much as substandard 
pay—so they should be interpreted only as suggestive. 

3.3.1  No problems and serious problems 

The first two questions in the list above were chosen partly because they are relatively 
unambiguous. Nine scales and indicators are used here. Table 3.3 shows the values used to 
operationalise “virtually no complaints” and “very bad scores”. 

Except for safety risk and training, the good scores are the extreme values. The variables 
on which the safety-risk scale is based allow for rather low exposure levels, so zero 
seemed to be an unreasonably low expectation. The value used is approximately how the 
author would rate his own job, which he subjectively views as very safe. Two weeks of 
training is arbitrary, but since two-thirds of the sample report no training, it seems 
generous. Because scores near the undesirable end of the range are extremely rare for the 
safety risk, stress, VDI, and nights variables, the values chosen are not near the end of the 
scale. 

The results of the calculations are reported in Table 3.4. Two important facts emerge from 
this table. First, the majority of EU workers experience no significant deficiency on several 
of the nine dimensions; only about 20 percent have nontrivial deficiencies on more than 
three dimensions. Second, the incidence of serious problems, although not trivial is not 
especially large; 95.3 percent report three or fewer serious problems (as defined in Table 
3.3). It is notable that than two-thirds of the sample reported no employer-provided 
training, which counts as a “serious problem” in the context of the right-hand half of 
Table 3.4. 
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Table 3.3: Very good and very bad scores 

 

Notes: Counts are unweighted and include only cases used in table 3.4. Due to missing data for one or more of the nine variables, 
the total number of cases is only 11,806. Most of the lost observations are due to gaps in the pay scale and temporary status 
indicators. 
 

Table 3.4: Respondents reporting no problems or serious problems 

 

Notes: Responses are weighted. Interpretation: The first entry in the “3” row (13.51), for example, is the percent of respondents 
who reported no problems on exactly 3 of the 9 dimensions, while the third entry in that row is the percent of respondents who 
reported serious problems on exactly 3 dimensions. 

3.3.2 Relationships with worker and job 
characteristics 

The results of the previous section imply that any “hotspots”—identifiable groups of 
workers who fare badly on many dimensions at once—are small if they exist at all. 
Nevertheless, some groups are likely to have more complaints about their jobs than others. 
This section again counts disamenities on the same nine dimensions, but uses moderate 
thresholds and cross-tabulates the incidence of problems with several worker and job 
characteristics. Table 3.5 shows the thresholds and counts. 

Tables 3.6 – 3.9 tabulate the number of disamenities against sex, occupation, industry, and 
country. The differences between women and men in Table 3.6 are not large and show no 
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easily interpreted pattern. Occupation and industry are more interesting. In Table 3.7, 
“legislators, senior officials, and managers” has, by a fairly wide margin, the largest 
number of people (58 percent) with two or fewer disamenities. On the other hand, nearly 
42 percent of “skilled agricultural and fishery” workers report five or more disamenities. 
Table 3.8 similarly shows two standouts: Nearly 62 percent of those working in “financial 
intermediation and insurance” report two or fewer disamenities, while nearly 45 percent of 
those in “hotels and restaurants” report five or more. The range of variation among 
countries shown in Table 3.9 is much smaller, as one would expect. 

Finally, Table 3.10 treats type of employment as a classification variable rather than a 
disamenity. Temporary employees are noticeably more likely than permanent employees to 
report large numbers of moderate disamenities and less likely to report small numbers. The 
most striking results are for self-employed workers, who are only half as likely as 
permanent employees to report two or fewer disamenities. This is somewhat startling in 
light of the fact that nearly identical percentages (85–86 percent) of self-employed 
individuals and permanent employees report that they are fairly or very satisfied with their 
working conditions (Q.38). 

Table 3.5: Intermediate disamenity thresholds 

 

Notes: Counts are unweighted and include only complete cases. Due to missing data for one or more of the nine variables, the 
total number of cases is only 11,806. Most of the lost observations are due to gaps in the pay scale and temporary status indicator. 

 



 

Working Paper No. 51  53 

Table 3.6: Disamenities by sex, intermediate threshold (percent) 

 

Neither the correlations nor the simple counting exercise presented in this section portray 
the EU labour market as one where a significant share of workers are burdened by serious 
difficulties with many aspects of their work. Thus, although many European workers say 
they face problems in the workplace, serious problems tend to be limited to one to three 
aspects of their jobs. Low inter-attribute correlations support this view. As mentioned 
earlier, the details of this conclusion are sensitive to the thresholds chosen for either 
exercise, but its broad outlines appear to be quite robust. 
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Table 3.7: Disamenities by occupation, intermediate threshold (percent) 
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Table 3.8: Disamenities by industry, intermediate threshold (percent) 
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Table 3.9: Disamenities by country, intermediate threshold (percent) 

 

 

Table 3.10: Disamenities by employment type, intermediate threshold (percent) 

 

4  Links with outcomes 

A different way to conceptualize relationships among decent work attributes is to ask how 
they coalesce to generate overall outcomes. This section studies the relationships between 
the decent work scales and three sets of outcome variables: workers’ overall satisfaction 
with their working conditions, incidence of missed days of work, and workers’ views of 
how well their work hours fit with family and social commitments. 

4.1  Satisfaction with working conditions 

How do these different dimensions of decent work influence workers’ own views of 
working conditions? The ESWC 2000 included an item that asks the respondent to rate his 
or her satisfaction with the working conditions on his or her main job on a four-point scale 
ranging from “not at all satisfied” to “very satisfied”. The distribution of this satisfaction 
variable is shown in Table 4.1. 
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Table 4.1: Satisfaction with working conditions 

 

An ordered probit analysis was conducted using satisfaction with working conditions as a 
dependent or response variable. Ordered probit analysis takes account of the ordering of 
the outcomes, as well as the discrete nature of the variable. The analysis serves two 
functions. First, it serves to validate or invalidate the assumptions made about the 
desirability of “improvements” on the decent work scales. For example, do workers 
themselves view night work as an undesirable feature in a job? If so, the experience of 
night work should be tied statistically to workers’ opinions about working conditions. 
Second, the analysis provides further guidance about the importance of variation along 
these synthetic scales. 

The explanatory variables for the ordered probit included seven of the decent work scales 
as well as controls for sex, age, employment type, industry, occupation, and country. 15  
The regressions also include dummy variables encoding responses to a question (Q.13) 
about whether the respondent is well-informed about “risks resulting from the use of 
materials, instruments or products” on the job. These variables are intended to complement 
the safety-risk scale. The pay scale was not included on the presumption that most 
respondents would exclude it from “working conditions” in considering their response. 

Table 4.2 reports the marginal effects for the variables of most interest. The 11 industry 
controls (not reported in Table 4.2), which are based on the same groupings as used in 
earlier sections, are collectively statistically significant at the 1 percent level. The country 
controls are also were statistically significant at the 1 percent level. Age and its square 
were not statistically significant. 

The marginal effects are interpreted as follows. Each row of the table adds to zero. 
Because more than 80 percent of the observations are “fairly satisfied” or “very satisfied” 
outcomes, all of the switches in sign occur between these two columns. Thus, for example, 
increases of safety risk decrease the probability of “very satisfied,” but increase the 
probabilities of the three other outcomes. 

The marginal effects within each column should be interpreted with respect to the 
probability of the outcome shown at the top of the column. Thus increases of safety risk 
have a proportionately larger effect on the predicted probability of “not at all satisfied” 
than on the probabilities of “not very satisfied” or “fairly satisfied.” 

The magnitudes of the marginal effects are largely captured by the “very satisfied” 
column. An increase of one unit on the safety risk scale (one of the ten exposures going 
from “never” to “all of the time” or a combination of several less extreme shifts) decreases 
the probability by about 6 percent (100×(0.0169/0.28). 16  An increase of one unit on the 
stress scale (one item switching from no to yes) decreases the probability by 17 percent. 

 
15  For simplicity, consultation is entered as a single dummy variable, which is 1 if the respondent 
answered “yes” to both questions. See the discussion in section 2.5. 

16  The marginal effects are not linear, so the effect of, say a three unit change can be greater or less 
than three times the effect of a one unit change. 
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Ability to consult also has a substantial effect, increasing the probability of the most 
desirable outcome by 41 percent. Self-employment increases the probability of being very 
satisfied with working conditions by 38 percent and reduces the predicted probability of 
the least desirable outcome by nearly two-thirds. 

Table 4.2: Marginal effects of decent work scales on satisfaction with working conditions 

 
Notes: 16,074 observations. Marginal effects evaluated at means. Analysis also includes controls for age, occupation, industry, 
and country. 
Significance levels: **** = 0.1%, *** = 1%, ** = 5%, *= 10%. 

 

The respondents’ perceptions of how well-informed they are about safety risks has a 
startlingly large influence on satisfaction with working conditions: The difference between 
“very well informed” and “fairly well informed” lowers the probability of being “very 
satisfied” by half. The magnitude of this effect seems implausible, suggesting that this 
variable proxies for more pervasive workplace problems. 17  

4.2  Absences 

Measures of absence due to injury, work-related and non-work-related illness provide a 
more objective outcome than job satisfaction, although the attribution of illness to work is 
certainly partly subjective. One would not expect these variables to be related to all of the 
decent work scales. About 6 percent (weighted) of respondents reported missing work due 
to accident during the previous 12 months, while 9 percent reported missing work due to 
work-related illnesses and 33 percent due to non-work-related illness. Marginal effects for 
probit analyses are reported in Table 4.3. The dependent variable in each case is binary: 
Did the respondent miss any days of work for the specified reason? 

 
17  That these variables do not help to predict the incidence of absence due to accident or work-
related illness supports this point of view. See Section 4.2. 
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The pay scale is included in these analyses (with the lowest level as reference category), 
but otherwise they use the same set of explanatory variables as the ordered probits above, 
including controls for age, industry, occupation, and country. 

The dummy variables concerning whether the worker feels well informed about safety 
risks do not contribute significantly to predicting absence. 18  Therefore the following 
discussion refers to the columns that do not use these variables. Table 4.3 indicates that 
safety risk and stress are important predictors of whether an accident caused a worker to 
miss at least one day of work. Again, the marginal effects should be interpreted relative to 
the probability shown in the first row. An increase on the safety risk scale raises the 
probability by 0.6 percentage point against a base probability of only 4.6 percent. A one 
point increase on the stress or VDI scale raises the predicted probability of absence by 
about the same amount. Men are 2.6 percentage points more likely to experience absence 
due to accident than women. It seems likely that this reflects occupational segregation not 
adequately controlled for with only ten occupational categories. 

The results for absence caused by work-related illness are broadly similar—large and 
highly significant effects of safety risk, stress, and VDI. The notable differences are at the 
bottom of the table. First, differences between men and women are not significant for 
work-related illness. Second, self-employed workers are significantly less likely to report 
days missed due to work-related illness. At least part of this difference is likely the 
consequence of no paid sick leave. 

The strong effect of being self-employed is also present for non-work-related absence, 
along with a similar effect for temporary workers. Sensibly, safety risk does not seem to 
influence non-work-related absence. Stress and VDI remain highly statistically significant. 
The magnitude of their marginal effects relative to the baseline probability is much smaller 
than for work-related absence, though roughly similar in absolute size. Men are 
significantly less likely than women to report non-work-related absence. 

The importance of the VDI scale, which exhibits a large and highly significant effect on all 
three types of absence deserves additional comment. First, however this effect operates, for 
accidents it is certainly less direct than changes in safety risks, yet the magnitude of the 
effect is comparable. Second, a priori one would expect that an important channel for 
violence, discrimination, or intimidation to affect the incidence of accidents and illness 
would be through the increased stress associated with negative workplace relations. One 
interpretation, therefore, is that the stress scale fails to capture dimensions of actual stress 
that are correlated with the VDI scale. 

 

 
18  This conclusion is borne out for each type of absence by tests of the hypothesis that the three 
coefficients are jointly zero. 
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Table 4.3: Marginal effects of decent work scales on probability of absence 

 
Notes: Marginal effects evaluated at means. Controls included for age, occupation, industry, and country. 
Significance levels: **** = 0.1%, *** = 1%, ** = 5%. 
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4.3  Asocial hours 

As mentioned earlier, the ESWC 2000 used several questions intended to address the issue 
of asocial hours from different points of view. There is also a separate question asking how 
well working hours fit with “family and social commitments outside work.” It is important 
to know which of the objective characteristics of their work schedules actually matter to 
individuals and how much. These objective characteristics are Saturday and Sunday work, 
part-time work, night work, number of days the respondent works more than ten hours, the 
number of schedule changes per month, and the changing pattern of hours measure used in 
earlier sections. 

The subjective measure of how well work hours fit with family and social commitments is 
a four-level scale with responses ranging from “very well” to “not at all well.” The 
distribution of this variable is shown in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4: Fit of work hours with family and social commitments 

 

In addition to the objective characteristics of the respondent’s schedule, the ordered probit 
analysis shown in Table 4.5 includes the consultation variable and whether the respondent 
is self-employed or temporary. The rationale for including these variables is that they may 
indicate flexibility in work scheduling. The analysis includes demographic variables that 
may alter the personal cost of asocial hours: sex, dummy variables for number of children, 
age and its square, and marital status. The regression also includes controls for occupation 
and country. 

Since most of the respondents placed themselves in either the “fairly well” or “very well” 
categories, the following discussion concentrates on that margin. In almost all cases, signs 
and statistical significance of the effects are consistent with expectations. (The main 
exception is the indicator for having four or more children at home, but only 1.2 percent of 
respondents fall in this category.) The size of the effect of number of schedule changes at 
first seems surprisingly small—one schedule change per month decreases the predicted 
probability of “very well” by only about 2 percent. In fact, however, more than 5 percent 
of the sample reported ten or more changes. The effect of an extra night of work is only 
slightly larger, but again a significant fraction (6 percent) of the sample works ten or more 
nights per month. Part-time work increases the predicted probability of “very well” by 
nearly half. Presumably this is partly because part-time work simply leaves more time for 
family and social commitments, but also people who place high value on work flexibility 
self-select into part-time work. The marginal effect of ten-hour days is also substantial, 
since a person working 50 hour weeks would typically report 20 or more. 
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Table 4.5: Marginal effects on fit of work hours with family and social commitments 

 

Notes: 19,166 observations. Marginal effects evaluated at means. Controls included for age, occupation, industry, and country. 
† per month. 
Significance levels: **** = 0.1%, *** = 1%, ** = 5%, *= 10%. 

These results confirm the notion that several objective characteristics must be measured to 
capture the idea of “asocial hours.” The effects of consultation, age, and number of 
children also suggest that whether a given pattern of hours is “asocial” may depend on an 
individual’s situation. The fact that country and occupation controls were statistically 
significant reinforces this caveat. 

5  Conclusions 

The central question for this report concerns the joint distribution of decent work attributes 
among workers in the EU. Are there “hotspots” (industries, occupations, etc.) where 
workers experience serious decent work deficits on several dimensions simultaneously? 
The answer suggested by this analysis with these data is no and comes from two closely 
related results. 

First, the correlations among decent work scales are weak, although many are statistically 
significant. It should be kept in mind that even important correlations, such as between 
years of education and earnings, are not high, at least for industrialized countries. This is 
because of the enormous amount of idiosyncratic variation that can be found at the 
individual level, which washes out when the data are aggregated in some way. Thus a 
small correlation can indicate an important pattern in the data. 
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One aspect of this idiosyncratic variation is in the scales themselves. Although the scales 
perform well in a statistical sense, in most cases they do not directly measure the 
underlying concept. Night work, for example, does not fully capture the idea of asocial 
hours. Thus there is an additional source of individual variation associated with how well 
or badly the synthetic scales measure the underlying concept. 

The parallel exercise in Section 3.3 is to count how many disamenities (i.e., bad scores on 
different dimensions) each individual experiences. This exercise was intended to give a 
sense of the practical importance of the low correlations. Three results stand out. First, on 
most or all dimensions, most EU workers report no problem at all. Second, less than 5 
percent report a serious problem on more than three dimensions. Third, individuals in 
certain occupations and industries report notably higher numbers of disamenities (defined 
in an intermediate way). Finally, self-employed workers are only half as likely as 
permanent employees to report two or fewer moderate disamenities. Given self-employed 
respondents’ high levels of satisfaction with working conditions, this result suggests that 
self-employed workers make tradeoffs and sacrifices in the workplace that they view as 
worthwhile. 

The results of the disamenity-counting exercise need to be qualified in two ways. First, of 
course, there are value judgements implicit in defining words like “hotspot”: What value of 
a scale implies a decent work deficit? Indeed, because several of the scales are hard to 
interpret except as an ordinal ranking, it is difficult to feel this judgement is not arbitrary—
one cannot be sure the choice reflects even one’s own values. One implication is that 
thresholds for some dimensions may be more rigorous than others. 

Second, the ESWC 2000 is not an especially large dataset. Labour force surveys for 
industrialized countries are typically much larger. The degree of disaggregation—by 
industry, for example—is severely limited by the available data. It is certainly conceivable 
that more detailed analysis would find more dramatic patterns in some industries or 
occupations. 

A different way to conceptualize relationships among decent work attributes is to ask how 
they coalesce to generate overall outcomes, such as lack of satisfaction with working 
conditions and absenteeism. Part 4 takes this approach. It finds first that the decent work 
scales derived from the ESWC 2000 are statistically significant predictors of workers’ 
satisfaction with their working conditions. 

Using more objective outcomes—days missed due to accidents, work-related illnesses, or 
non-work-related illness—it was found that only a few of the decent work scales are 
statistically significant predictors of absence. Safety risk, stress, and the VDI scale are 
statistically significant and important in predicting whether a worker missed days due to 
accident or work-related health problems, while only the stress and VDI are significant 
predictors of non-work-related absence. Temporary or self-employed status is an important 
predictor for non-work-related absence. 

Finally, in a broader context the results of this study support the feasibility of using survey 
data to construct statistically valid scales measuring aspects of decent work that are not 
addressed by standard data sources. In particular, it appears that at least some aspects of 
workplace safety, stress, workplace relations, and asocial hours can be measured using a 
relatively compact survey instrument. 
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