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ABSTRACT

Work-related psychosocial hazards are recognised as a key priority in the future of work. Even though European
Union (EU) legislation requires employers to assess and manage all types of risks to workers’ health and safety
associated with all types of hazards in the work environment, it does not include clear reference to psychosocial
risks and work-related stress. In several EU member states, there is now more specific legislation on psychosocial
risks that clarifies employer responsibilities. The aim of this study is to explore whether the introduction of
specific legislation on psychosocial risks and/or work-related stress is related to organisations implementing
action plans to prevent work-related stress, and in turn, better psychosocial working conditions (job demands
and resources), and less reported work-related stress in the workforce. It does so by comparing EU member states
and candidate countries that have introduced more specific legislation to those that have not, conducting
multilevel modelling analysis by linking two representative European-level datasets, the 2014 employer Euro-
pean Survey of Enterprises on New & Emerging Risks and the 2015 employee European Working Conditions
Survey. Findings indicate that the presence of specific national stress legislation is associated with more enter-
prises having a work-related stress action plan. The existence of action plans was found to be associated with
increased job resources but not decreased job demands. Furthermore, only in those countries with specific na-
tional legislation on stress, job resources were found to be associated with less reported stress through the ex-
istence of organisational action plans. Findings lend support to the argument for more specific legislation on
psychosocial risks/work-related stress in the EU. However, they also raise questions on whether current in-
terventions implemented at organisational level to deal with work-related stress may be geared more towards the
development of individual resources and less towards better work organisation and job design.

1. Introduction

model (Demerouti et al., 2001) which consider the influence of job de-
mands, job resources (such as control/autonomy at work), and rewards

Work-related psychosocial hazards are recognised as one of the key
concerns to be addressed in modern working life across the world
(Schulte et al., 2020). They refer to unfavourable working conditions in
terms of the way work is organised and managed (e.g., high workload,
long working hours, lack of autonomy and support at work, harassment
and bullying at work) (Leka et al., 2015). There are several established
theoretical models on the psychosocial work environment, such as the
Job Demands Control model (Karasek, 1979), the Effort Reward
Imbalance model (Siegrist, 1996) and the Job Demands Resources

on various individual and organisational health outcomes.

Studies based on these theoretical models have resulted in a wealth
of evidence on the relationship between psychosocial hazards and
negative outcomes such as work-related stress (see ILO — International
Labour Organization, 2016; WHO, 2010), cardiovascular disease (e.g.,
Eller et al., 2009; Kivimaki et al., 2012), depression and anxiety (e.g.,
Madsen et al., 2017), and mortality (e.g., Taouk et al., 2020; Tsutsumi
et al., 2006). Furthermore, psychosocial hazards have been found to be
related to sickness absenteeism (e.g., Russo et al., 2021) and
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presenteeism (e.g., Navarro et al., 2018) as well as early exit from the
workforce due to disability (e.g., Leineweber et al., 2019). To address
challenges posed by psychosocial hazards, several policy responses
(both regulatory and voluntary) have been implemented at the inter-
national, regional, and national levels (ILO - International Labour Or-
ganization, 2016).

In Europe, European Union (EU) legislation, and more specifically
Council Directive 89/391/EEC of June 12, 1989 on the introduction of
measures to encourage improvements in the safety and health of
workers at work (referred to as the framework directive on safety and
health at work), requires employers to assess and manage all types of
risks to workers’ health and safety associated with all types of hazards in
the work environment, including psychosocial risks. However, even
though employee and employer surveys in Europe indicate high concern
about these risks (Eurofound - European Foundation for the Improve-
ment of Living and Working Conditions, 2017; EU-OSHA—European
Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 2010; 2015, 2019), they also
highlight that only about 20% of European enterprises inform their
workers about them, let alone take any action to address them. This is
disappointing given the investment at European level to raise awareness
and provide appropriate tools to assist employers in preventing the
potential negative impact of psychosocial hazards on their workers, in
terms of poor physical and mental health and well-being, and organi-
sations, in terms of their survival and sustainability.

There have been calls from several stakeholders for European Union
legislation, and corresponding national law to be more specific in this
area by including clear reference to psychosocial risks and work-related
stress, since these terms are missing in the 1989 European framework
directive (e.g., Ertel et al., 2010; ETUC - European Trade Union
Congress, 2020; Leka et al., 2015a,b). Indeed, in several EU member
states, there is now more specific legislation on psychosocial risks that
clarifies employer responsibilities in this area. For example, in Belgium
specific legislation in relation to psychosocial risks includes the Royal
Decree of May 17, 2007 concerning the prevention of psychosocial load
caused by work, including violence, harassment, and sexual harassment
at work. While in Sweden, the “Organisational and Social Work Envi-
ronment” provisions which came into effect on March 31, 2016, regulate
knowledge requirements, goals, workloads, working hours, and vic-
timisation (see European Commission, 2019). Some other countries
instead use a soft law approach based on voluntary employer engage-
ment, with guidelines and standards being preferred. For example, in the
UK, the Management Standards for Work-related Stress were introduced
by the Health and Safety Executive in 2004 as a voluntary approach in
engaging employers to assess and manage psychosocial risks (MacKay
et al., 2004).

The Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in raised awareness on the
impact of psychosocial hazards on the health and well-being of the
workforce and in numerous calls to prioritise them in policy and practice
initiatives on the future of work (ILO - International Labour Organiza-
tion, 2020). Indeed, nearly every review on the future of work identifies
psychosocial hazards as one of the key priorities to be addressed (see for
example, EU-OSHA—European Agency for Safety and Health at Work,
2018; ILO - International Labour Organization, 2019; Schulte et al.,
2020). Managing psychosocial risks is also becoming more complex
considering technological developments and trends of remote and
hybrid work, the changing nature of employment contracts, and
increasing workforce diversity that have all been accelerated since the
Covid-19 pandemic. This new and evolving landscape creates challenges
in terms of agile policy making (Leka, 2021).

Therefore, an urgent response is needed in policy and practice to
effectively address psychosocial risks in a preventive way. This paper
aims to contribute to current policy debates on the possible introduction
of additional or more specific legislation on psychosocial risks in Europe
(e.g., Eurocadres, 2022). The introduction of specific legislation in
health and safety has the aim of reinforcing organisational action and
good practices that will improve working conditions and related
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outcomes. Therefore, the aim of this study is to explore whether the
introduction of specific national legislation on psychosocial risks and/or
work-related stress is related to having an organisational action plan to
prevent work-related stress, and in turn, better psychosocial working
conditions (in terms of job demands and resources), and less reported
work-related stress in the workforce.

It does so by comparing EU member states and candidate countries
that have introduced more specific legislation to those that have not and
by conducting multilevel modelling analysis linking two representative
European-level datasets, the 2014 employer European Survey of Enter-
prises on New & Emerging Risks (ESENER) and the 2015 employee
European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS). The analysis is under-
pinned by the Job Demands Resources model, which proposes that
working conditions can be categorized into two broad categories, job
demands and job resources which, in turn, have a corresponding impact
on health and performance outcomes (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017;
Schaufeli and Taris, 2014).

2. Methods
2.1. Data source and participants

We first conducted a review of legislation on psychosocial risks and/
or work-related stress in European countries (see next section). We then
used data from two different European-level surveys that each used a
multistage stratified random sampling design. The first was the second
European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks (ESENER-2)
that was carried out in 2014 which records how health and safety is
organised at workplaces across 36 European countries (EU-OSHA —
European Agency of Safety and Health at Work, 2016). The survey en-
compasses public and private establishments with more than five em-
ployees, with ‘the person who knows best about health and safety in this
establishment’ through computer assisted telephone interviewing. Data
from 49,320 establishments was collected although we only included
enterprises which had at least 10 employees and removed organisations
from Iceland (N = 35,765) as this country was not included in the EWCS.

The second data source was the sixth European Working Conditions
Survey (Eurofound - European Foundation for the Improvement of
Living and Working Conditions, 2017). Based on face-to-face interviews
in 2015 with 43,850 workers from 35 European countries the survey
covers a range of employment statuses, working conditions, and worker
health to capture the multifaceted dimensions of work in Europe. For the
present study we filtered out participants who were not employees and
did not work in organisations with at least 10 employees resulting in 24,
702 respondents (50.4% female; Mean age = 42.7, SD = 11.5). The two
datasets were chosen to allow for the analysis of the relationship be-
tween psychosocial risk management organisational practices reported
through ESENER in 2014 and psychosocial working conditions and the
experience of employee work-related stress as reported through the
EWCS in 2015. Even though a more recent ESENER dataset exists, there
was no recent EWCS complete dataset at the time of analysis due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. Table 1 presents the sample characteristics from
both datasets.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. National-level legislation

A review of national level legislation was conducted for the 35
countries that were included in both the ESENER 2014 and EWCS 2015
datasets that were used in the analysis. The review included academic
and grey literature, the ILO LEGOSH database, and Eurofound and EU-
OSHA country profiles. From the included countries, nineteen (54%)
had specific national legislation on psychosocial risks and/or work-
related stress while sixteen (46%) had no specific national legislation.
While the UK and Ireland had no specific legislation on psychosocial
risks and/or work-related stress, there was indirect coverage of stress in
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Table 1
Sample characteristics.
ESENER EWCS

Country Total Org. size Total Org. size Sex (%) Age

10-249 250+ 10-249 250+ Female Male Mean SD
Albania 371 353 18 283 234 49 63.6 36.4 37.4 11.8
Austria 1069 863 206 613 311 302 51.9 48.1 41.2 11.1
Belgium 1206 1063 143 1747 800 947 50.6 49.4 42.4 10.8
Bulgaria 578 500 78 578 485 93 55.5 44.5 45.0 11.7
Croatia 555 482 73 569 333 236 50.8 49.2 43.3 10.9
Cyprus 560 536 24 471 358 113 49.5 50.5 37.4 12.1
Czech Republic 1185 1045 140 584 369 215 51.3 48.7 43.3 10.9
Denmark 1168 1002 166 756 294 462 48.5 51.5 46.3 11.4
Estonia 547 509 38 651 428 223 59.7 40.3 44.6 12.8
Finland 1143 1019 124 639 275 364 54.9 45.1 45.3 11.3
France 1669 1359 310 1092 455 637 50.1 49.9 42.6 10.9
Germany 1754 1324 430 1217 684 533 47.4 52.6 44.6 11.6
Greece 991 925 66 297 202 95 40.4 59.6 41.8 10.1
Hungary 1145 1009 136 519 377 142 54.5 45.5 44.2 10.1
Ireland 597 501 96 620 307 313 53.0 47.0 41.7 11.8
Italy 1656 1422 234 494 344 150 50.8 49.2 46.0 9.8
Latvia 540 477 63 534 406 128 59.9 40.1 44.8 12.6
Lithuania 587 501 86 622 511 111 57.9 42.1 44.5 12.4
Luxembourg 554 502 52 705 342 363 47.2 52.8 41.8 9.9
Malta 395 355 40 739 360 379 43.4 56.6 40.9 12.5
Montenegro 247 242 5 478 378 100 42.1 57.9 42.1 11.6
FYROM * 505 464 41 488 341 147 48.6 51.4 41.6 11.5
Netherlands 1131 927 204 711 256 455 50.8 49.2 43.6 13.2
Norway 1301 1233 68 742 366 376 55.0 45.0 42.8 12.8
Poland 1798 1470 328 540 377 163 55.6 44.4 40.9 11.6
Portugal 1062 918 144 430 271 159 57.0 43.0 43.4 10.5
Romania 590 481 109 504 376 128 43.8 56.2 41.6 10.2
Serbia 564 478 86 455 288 167 45.7 54.3 41.7 11.2
Slovakia 547 481 66 621 400 221 56.7 43.3 43.9 11.2
Slovenia 732 660 72 1043 547 496 53.9 46.1 43.6 9.7
Spain 2180 1931 249 1768 1004 764 48.3 51.7 42.0 10.6
Sweden 1120 967 153 790 319 471 51.1 48.9 45.0 12.0
Switzerland 1153 940 213 545 340 205 47.7 52.3 41.6 11.8
Turkey 1703 1520 183 709 508 201 27.2 72.8 35.0 9.8
United Kingdom 2862 2522 340 1148 399 749 49.1 50.9 42.8 12.5

Notes: * Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

the national level legal system (Table 2). We quantified this in the
dataset whereby O indicated that a country does not have specific
legislation on work-related stress and 100 indicated that a country has
specific legislation on work-related stress (direct and indirect).

2.2.2. Work-related stress action plans

A single item from the ESENER-2 survey was used to assess the
presence of an action plan (EU-OSHA — European Agency of Safety and
Health at Work, 2016): “Do you have an action plan to prevent work-related
stress?” Establishments responded with a “yes” or “no” which was scored
dichotomously with a value of 100 representing the presence of such an
action plan.

2.2.3. Individual-level job demands

Three measures from the sixth EWCS (Eurofound - European Foun-
dation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2017)
made up job demands as a latent factor. The choice of these items was
informed by Eurofound research (2019). Quantitative demands (e.g.,
does your job involve working at very high speed?), emotional demands (e.
g., does your job involve handling angry clients, customers, patients, pupils
etc.?), and pace determinants (e.g., is your pace of work dependent on
automatic speed of a machine or movement of a product?) were each
measured by three items. Quantitative demands items were rated on a
five-point scale (ranging from “never” (0) to “always” (100), emotional
demands items were rated on a seven-point scale ranging from “never”
(0) to “all of the time” (100), and pace determinants were dichotomously
scored with a “yes” (100) or “no” (0). Higher scores indicated higher
levels of job demands.

2.2.4. Individual-level job resources

This latent factor consisted of four measures from the sixth EWCS
(Eurofound - European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions, 2017) with the choice of items again informed by
Eurofound (2019) research. Employee participation consisted of three
items (e.g., you are consulted before objectives are set for your work). Four
items, where three items were dichotomous “yes” (100) or “no” (0),
measured job control (e.g., are you able to change your order of tasks?).
Supervisor (e.g., your immediate boss provides useful feedback on your
work) and colleague (e.g., your colleagues help and support you?) support
were measured by seven and three items respectively. Unless otherwise
specified, participants responded on a five-point scale ranging from
“never” (0) to “always” (100), with a higher score indicating higher levels
of job resources.

2.2.5. Individual-level work-related stress

Participants indicated their level of work-related stress on a single
item from the sixth EWCS (Eurofound - European Foundation for the
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2017): “how often do
you experience stress in your work?“. This was rated on a five-point scale
ranging from “never” (0) to “always” (100). Higher scores indicated a
higher level of stress.

2.3. Data analysis

The R-statistical software version 4.1.2 (R Core Team, 2021) was
used for the data analysis. Three main R packages were used: lavaan
version 0.6-9 for structural equation modelling (SEM; Rosseel, 2012),
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Table 2
National-level legislation on psychosocial risks/work-related stress across Eu-
ropean countries.

Country National-level legislation
Albania No
Austria Yes
Belgium Yes
Bulgaria Yes
Croatia Yes
Cyprus No
Czech Republic Yes
Denmark Yes
Estonia Yes
Finland Yes
France Yes
Germany Yes
Greece No
Hungary Yes
Ireland Yes*
Italy Yes
Latvia No
Lithuania No
Luxembourg No
Malta No
Montenegro No
Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia No
Netherlands Yes
Norway Yes
Poland No
Portugal Yes
Romania No
Serbia No
Slovakia No
Slovenia No
Spain No
Sweden Yes
Switzerland Yes
Turkey No
United Kingdom Yes*

Notes: Correct as of December 2021; * indirect coverage in legal system.

Ime4 version for multilevel modelling (Bates, D. et al., 2015), and tidy-
verse version 1.3.1 for data manipulation (Wickham et al., 2019).

Statistical analysis was conducted according to the following five-
stage approach. First, we standardised all items in our datasets as in-
dexes ranging from O to 100. This allows for equality in range and
variance as well as reducing multicollinearity (Kline, 2016). Dichoto-
mous responses were coded as “0 = No” and “100 = Yes”. Second, the
validity and reliability properties for both surveys have been confirmed
in their technical guides (Eurofound, 2019), in addition to published
studies elsewhere that draw on this data (e.g., Aldasoro and Cantonnet,
2021; Dediu et al., 2018; Houtman et al., 2020). Nevertheless, we car-
ried out a confirmatory factor analysis on the job demands and job re-
sources factors at the individual level from the sixth EWCS. The
categorical least squares (cat-ULSMV) estimation (Morata-Ramirez and
Holgado-Tello, 2013) procedure was used to fit the data to the proposed
model which confirmed an appropriate fitting model (RMSEA = 0.07;
SRMR = 0.06; CFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.94; y? = 29543.1, df = 278, p < .001),
and reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s Alpha between .65 and .93;
Byrne, 2012). The means of these items were then calculated to obtain
an index score per person each for job demands and job resources, as
well as each respective sub-factor.

Third, we linked the ESENER-2, the sixth EWCS and the national-
level legislation datasets. We used data from the 35 countries included
in both surveys: the 28 EU Member States along with Albania, FYROM,
Montenegro, Norway, Serbia, Switzerland, and Turkey. Responses from
ESENER-2 were aggregated to the national, industry and company size
level to create an organisational action plan index. The index is calcu-
lated considering companies with 10-249 and 250+ employees within a
specific sector (e.g., construction) in a specific country. This index was
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assigned to each respondent of the sixth EWCS following the same
criteria. This implies that each individual employee in the sixth EWCS
was assigned the index score calculated from the ESENER-2 which is
specific to the company size, industry, and country they belong to. With
these two datasets linked, the final step was to create an additional
variable representing whether the country has national-level legislation
on work-related stress as previously explained.

Fourth, a path analysis in structural equation modelling (SEM) was
fitted to the model proposed in Fig. 1. As data was moderately skewed,
estimates were calculated using maximum likelihood with robust stan-
dard errors (MLR) (Lai, 2018). We used bias corrected bootstrapping (set
at 1000 at 95% confidence intervals) to simulate the sampling distri-
bution of the coefficients between countries with and without stress
legislation. These tested the confidence intervals for the direct and in-
direct effects between work-related stress action plans, job demands, job
resources and individual-level work-related stress.

Finally, a multilevel analysis was implemented to identify any un-
measured source of variation at the country level. We consider the
country level because: a) we acknowledge that countries may differ in
their ability to promote organisational action on stress management that
is not explained by legislation only; and b) countries may differ in their
capabilities to enforce legislation. Micro levels (e.g., industry and
organisational size) could not be added because of limited data points
even when clustered. We used a two-step Maximum Likelihood (ML)
process. First, we had to ensure multilevel modelling is appropriate for
our outcome variables by testing an unconditional model where only the
dependent variable and the grouping variable were entered (model 0).
Next, we added level predictors to assess regression coefficients as well
as within and between levels effects. We did this by fitting models per
each relevant path in our research (model 1) where work-related stress,
job demands, job resources, and organisational stress actions plans were
set as outcome variables.

3. Results
3.1. Correlations

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations for the
study measures. Internal reliability for all measures was acceptable (o >
0.65). All relevant correlations were significant (p < .05).

3.2. Testing the proposed model

The model (Fig. 2) tested demonstrated an acceptable fit (RMSEA =
0.06; SRMR = 0.03; CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.87; 5% = 238.1; df = 3; p < .001).
As anticipated, path coefficients show that the presence of national-level
stress legislation predicted more enterprises having a work-related stress
action plan (standardised confidence intervals (C.I.) = 0.19-0.21, p <
.001). In turn, work-related stress action plans were associated with an
increased level of perceived stress (C.I. = 0.04-0.06, p < .001), job de-
mands (C.I. = 0.02-0.05, p < .001) and job resources (C.I. = 0.09-0.12, p
< .001) being reported, however these relationships were weak. Level of
work-related stress within individuals was positively associated with
levels of job demands (C.I. = 0.41-0.43, p < .001), but not with levels of
job resources (C.I. = —0.03-0.00, p > .05). This implies that while
higher job demands were related to higher level of reported stress, the
effect of job resources was not statistically significant. The negative
correlation observed between job resources and job demands is consis-
tent with the theoretically proposed interaction between these variables
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2007).

Further country group comparisons were conducted to identify
whether this single global model is sufficient to describe the data, or
whether some or all paths vary by national-level stress legislation. Fig. 3
presents the standardised coefficients for this analysis. The figure shows
that the indirect path coefficients going through job demands and the
direct effect from action plans on stress are similar in both groups. There
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is, however, a difference between countries when the indirect path
through job resources is reviewed. The effect of job resources on stress is
significant only in countries with stress legislation. This implies that job
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countries with stress legislation.

We further confirmed these differences with a multigroup analysis. A
multigroup analysis begins with the estimation of a ‘reference model’ in
which all parameters are allowed to differ between groups (with and
without legislation), and a ‘constrained model’ in which intercepts and
path coefficients are fixed to those obtained from the global model.
Then, both models are compared using a scaled chi-squared (x 2) dif-
ference test. By implementing this procedure, we found that both models
were significantly different (scaled x2 difference = 254, p < .001),
indicating that there is group variation in the path coefficients that is not
detected in the global model. To understand which paths are the same
and which are different between groups, we sequentially constrained the
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National-level stress legislation = YES

National-level stress legislation = NO

Job demands
5%k
= 4Rk

L3k

Individual level
05%** | work-related stress

Organisation-level
stress action plan

Job demands
06+
A2EEE
- 19%**
Organisation-level Individual level
stress action plan 04%* work-related stress

-02%*

q2%%%

Job resources

.004

06%**

Job resources

Fig. 3. Standardised coefficients for each county group. Note. **p < 01.***p < 001.
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coefficients of each path and re-fitted the model. By doing so, only two
constrained models were significantly different from the reference
model. The first significantly different model constrained the path from
organisational action plans to job resources (scaled y? difference = 9.77,
p < .01). The second significant model constrained the indirect path
from organisation-level stress action plans to individual-level work-
related stress passing through job resources (scaled y? difference = 13, p
< .01). All the other constrained paths resulted in non-significant dif-
ferences with the reference model. This confirms that national-level
stress legislation facilitates the implementation of organisational ac-
tion plans which will meaningfully increase job resources and, therefore,
reduce stress at work.

The last step in our analysis aimed to identify any source of variance
not explained by our main model. We implemented a two-level analysis
accounting for variance at Level 1 (individual-EWCS/organisational-
ESENER) and Level 2 (country). We fitted models without (model 0) and
with predictors (model 1) for each outcome variable: work-related
stress, job demands, job resources, and actions plans. Table 4 presents
the standardised coefficients for the fixed and random effects of this
analysis. Random effects are useful to partition the variance in the
dependent variable and calculate the contribution of each level. Table 4
shows that all unconditional models (model 0) are highly significant
when the country level is included (LTR p < .001). This implies that
there is significant variation at the country level (Level 2) that is not
explained at Level 1 (individual/organisational level). Model 1 for all

Table 4
Standardised random and fixed coefficients.
Outcome Parameters” Model 0 Model 1
Fixed Random  Fixed Random
Work-related Level 1 Individual -.019 .966 -.026 770
stress - Job demands” .428%** 008

- Job resources” -.012 .000
Level 2 Country .038 .037
- Action plans" .003
LTR - Country 731 (1)***
- Action plans
Intraclass .037
correlation (ICC)

Job demands Level 1 Individual .017 949 -.007 .947
Level 2 Country .061 .066
- Action plans" .031 .006
LTR - Country 1071 (1)*** 821 %**
- Action plans 47.0%%*
Intraclass .061 .065
correlation (ICC)

Job resources Level 1 Individual -.033 .938 -.038 939
Level 2 Country .066 .067
- Action plans" .024 .003
LTR - Country 1271 (1)*** 721 (1)***
- Action plans 11 (1)**
Intraclass .066 .066
correlation (ICC)

Action plans Level 1 -.151 512 -.398+** 512
Organisational
Level 2 Country .486 .259
- Legislation .455* .324
LTR - Country 15,824 (1)*** 4537 (1)***
- Legislation 2.7 (1)
Intraclass .487 .336

correlation (ICC)

Notes.
LTR: Likelihood-ratio test.
*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001.

2 All predictors have been scaled for computational efficiency and model
convergence. Action plans are mean centred considering legislation as group.

> Demands and resources are allowed to vary at the individual level (random
slopes).

¢ Action plans are allowed to vary at the country level (random slopes) and
controlled by legislation.
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outcome variables follows a similar trend regarding the contribution of
the country level when predictors are included.

Furthermore, the contribution of the country is low for most outcome
variables as indicated by the random coefficients of 0.037 for stress,
0.066 for job demands and 0.067 for job resources. The variance
explained by action plans (controlling for legislation) is lower as indi-
cated by the random coefficients of 0.003 for stress, 0.006 for job de-
mands, and 0.003 for job resources. However, for organisational action
plans, a high amount of variance is explained by the country level
(random coefficient of 0.486) in model 0. Congruent with our main
research model depicted in Figs. 1 and 2, the impact of legislation is
direct for action plans, but indirect for stress, job demands and job re-
sources. Legislation is expected to impact these variables only through
the implementation of organisational action plans. Table 4 further
shows that in model 1, legislation has a high contribution to action plans
(0.324), while the country effect goes down when legislation is added
(0.259). This implies that legislation has a significant effect in addition
to the country contribution to organisational action plans.

4. Discussion

The current study aimed to explore whether the presence of specific
national legislation on psychosocial risks and/or work-related stress is
related to having an organisational action plan to prevent work-related
stress, and in turn, better psychosocial working conditions, and less re-
ported work-related stress in the European workforce. The findings
indeed indicate that the presence of specific national-level stress legis-
lation is associated with more enterprises having a work-related stress
action plan. These organisational-level work-related stress action plans
were then found to be associated with an increased level of reported job
demands, job resources and work-related stress.

Although, surprisingly, the existence of organisational-level work-
related stress action plans was found to be associated with higher re-
ported job demands and work-related stress, these observed associations
were weak. A slightly stronger association was found between
organisational-level work-related stress action plans and reported job
resources. Therefore, the existence of national level legislation seems to
result in more enterprises putting in place action plans (interventions)
and increasing job resources. However, these action plans/interventions
do not necessarily result in reducing job demands. This raises the
question of the nature of the interventions put in place at the organ-
isational level to deal with work-related stress. Job demands are best
tackled through the implementation of primary-level interventions
focusing on the prevention of work-related stress through improved
work organisation and design (ILO — International Labour Organization,
2016; Leka et al.,, 2015). Based on the findings, it is questionable
whether European enterprises are indeed putting in place primary-level
interventions and may instead be implementing secondary or
tertiary-level interventions which respectively aim to develop the re-
sources and rehabilitation of an individual (ILO — International Labour
Organization, 2016; Leka et al., 2015). The results from the ESENER-2
survey seem to confirm this assertation, as even though enterprises
report taking actions to make changes to the way work is organised, the
focus of the interventions tended to be more at the individual level
through provision of training and counselling for employees and the
set-up of conflict resolution procedures (EU-OSHA — European Agency of
Safety and Health at Work, 2016).

In the global model, the level of work-related stress within in-
dividuals was significantly positively associated with job demands, and
although there was a negative association with job resources, this was
not significant. This is congruent with the central tenant of the Job
Demands Resources Model (Demerouti et al., 2001) where job demands
and job resources are differentially related with health outcomes. For
job demands their primary association is with measures of worker strain
- including work-related stress and burnout. Here, job demands elicit a
stress process that depletes an individual’s energy and effort which
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incurs both at a psychological and physical level (Teoh et al., 2020; van
Emmerik et al., 2009). In comparison, job resources are primarily
associated with positive manifestations of well-being such as work
engagement and motivation. This is attributed to job resources’ role in
helping an individual reach goals, grow, develop, and learn (Bakker
et al., 2003). These findings emphasise the need for more holistic un-
derstanding of worker well-being, including more positive facets and not
only work-related stress.

The negative relationship observed between job demands and job
resources is congruent with the extant research (Bakker and Demerouti,
2017; Teoh et al., 2020). Crucially, the effect sizes observed here were
not strong, supporting the proposition that job demands and job re-
sources are not opposite ends of the same spectrum. Instead, although
related, they remain independent of each other — implying that high job
resources can exist even in workplaces that experience high job
demands.

Further analysis indicated that in those countries with specific na-
tional legislation on stress, there was a significant indirect relationship
between both job demands (positive) and job resources (negative) and
reported stress through the existence of organisational action plans as
also confirmed by the multilevel analysis. However, no indirect effect
was found for job resources in those countries without legislation on
stress. This might imply that specific national level legislation on stress
may facilitate the implementation of organisational action plans which
increase job resources and, therefore, reduce stress at work. On the other
hand, there was no difference between the two groups of countries in
relation to job demands which reinforces the question in relation to the
type of interventions that are being implemented by European
enterprises.

This study aimed to contribute to current policy debate on the
possible introduction of further or more specific legislation on psycho-
social risks in the Europe Union. While recognising that some of the
relationships observed in this study are weak, the study does provide
evidence that the introduction of specific national-level legislation on
work-related stress is associated with more organisations having an
action plan to tackle work-related stress. Therefore, this study lends
support to the argument that making European legislation more specific
might result in more organisational action on work-related stress.
Several authors have criticised the lack of inclusion of specific terms,
such as psychosocial risks or work-related stress, in the EU framework
directive on health and safety at work (e.g., Ertel, et al., 2010; ETUC —
European Trade Union Congress, 2020). Considering the current and
ongoing debate on whether new legislation on psychosocial risks should
be introduced at EU level as part of the need to prioritise dealing with
psychosocial risks in the future of work (Leka, 2021), the results of this
study indicate that there might be positive benefits associated with such
an approach. However, other policy approaches should also be consid-
ered and used to achieve positive outcomes in this area.

In addition, findings indicate that only in those countries where
specific legislation on psychosocial risks and/or work-related stress ex-
ists, this is associated with less reported work-related stress in the
workforce through the existence of more organisational-level action
plans, and more reported job resources. This is an interesting finding
that deserves further exploration and may indicate that the introduction
of specific legislation may result in the development of organisational
action plans that lead to increased job resources and decreased work-
related stress. On the other hand, the finding that there is no differ-
ence between countries with and without legislation as concerns the
relationship between organisational action plans and job demands,
raises the question of the kinds of interventions that are being imple-
mented and whether these focus on the primary level (organisational) or
secondary and tertiary levels (individual). In light of rapid technological
developments and changes in the way work is organised and managed, it
is important that further emphasis is put on the need to implement a
preventive approach in addressing psychosocial risks and work-related
stress by improving work organization and design and not only
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increasing individual resources.

The introduction of specific legislation in occupational health and
safety has the aim of reinforcing organisational action and good prac-
tices that will improve working conditions and related outcomes
(EU-OSHA—European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 2010).
The current study findings provide some supporting evidence to this
notion.

4.1. Strengths and limitations of this study

The study has several strengths. First, it provides clear evidence of
the relationship between specific national legislation and organisational
action on work-related stress. The study was based on data from large
and nationally representative samples using robust survey items devel-
oped and tested to ensure validity and reliability across an international
context (Eurofound 2017; 2019). The sample size allowed for adequate
statistical power to perform multilevel modelling analysis and link the
two representative European-level datasets. Second, the multilevel
perspective employed allowed us to integrate data collected at the in-
dividual level (i.e., the sixth EWCS) with data collected at the organ-
isational level (i.e., ESENER-2) and to test how factors at a higher level,
such as national legislation and organisational actions, are related to the
perception of psychosocial working conditions and health outcomes of
individual workers (Heck and Thomas, 2015). Utilising and integrating
existing datasets not only allow for more novel research questions to be
considered but also increases the utility and value of existing datasets
(Longhi and Nandi, 2015) that underpin the decision making of policy
makers. Third, by drawing on three different data sources we reduced
the likelihood of common method variance inflating the effect sizes of
observed relationships (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

There are also some important limitations, which must be
acknowledged. First, the study is based on cross-sectional data, which do
not allow us to draw conclusions about causality. Second, the use of self-
reported data on the employee perceptions of the psychosocial work
environment and work-related stress (EWCS) does allow for the possi-
bility of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003) and therefore
a risk of overestimation of the real association for the relationships
involving work-related stress. This, however, does not impact the sig-
nificance of the findings between specific legislation and organisational
action, and worker responses are drawn from three different data
sources from three different, sequential, points in time. In addition, the
relationships between demands, resources and stress are well estab-
lished in the literature (ILO — International Labour Organization, 2016;
WHO, 2010). Third, we only carried out multilevel analyses across two
levels. We were not able to converge three-level models that included
industry and organisational size. This is likely due to the lack of
appropriate clustering data, whereby some countries did not have all
industries represented while in other countries there were some in-
dustries with very few workers clustered within them. Finally, although
this study contains a large number of cases at the lower, individual level,
at the higher, national level there were only 35 countries. The impli-
cation of this includes reduced variability in responses that could also
undermine power (Teoh et al., 2021). However, this is a common issue
in situations where there are limited cases at the higher level and in
particular when making national level comparisons (Meuleman and
Billiet, 2009). While not ideal (Dusetzina et al., 2014), we also factored
in the company size and sector of an individual in addition to their
country to increase the range of responses and precision within the
organisational action plan index.

5. Conclusion

Psychosocial hazards are recognised as a key priority to be addressed
in the future of work. Managing psychosocial hazards is expected to
become increasingly complex in light of rapid technological de-
velopments, changes in the employment relationship and workforce
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diversity. Therefore, there is an urgent need to implement agile policy
and actions geared towards prevention (Leka, 2021). While there have
been calls in the last two decades to adopt specific legislation on risks
emanating from psychosocial hazards at work, this option has not been
implemented in all European countries, despite evidence that specific
legislation provides clarity on employer responsibilities and motivates
organisations to implement appropriate actions to tackle occupational
health and safety risks (EU-OSHA—European Agency for Safety and
Health at Work, 2019). In the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic,
psychosocial hazards and mental health at work have gained renewed
focus and so have calls for the introduction of specific EU legislation to
address them. The findings of the current study provide support to this
notion since more organisational action on work-related stress was
identified in those countries that have already adopted specific legisla-
tion. Furthermore, a link was identified between the existence of
organisational action plans, the provision of more job resources and less
reported work-related stress in those countries with specific legislation.
The fact that a similar link was not discovered between organisational
action plans and a reduction in job demands raises questions on the
types of interventions organisations choose to implement which may be
more secondary and tertiary rather than primary in nature (therefore
aiming at the provision of individual resources, and rehabilitation rather
than at healthy work organisation and design). Given the accelerated
changes in work organisation that are currently under way, it is
important that any legislation and policies that may be introduced in
this area, prioritise and clarify these interventions for employers.
Further support to organisations will also be necessary for the design
and implementation of these interventions. Finally, this research has
demonstrated how analysis of large-scale representative data at Euro-
pean level can support evidence-based knowledge development that can
provide useful insights in policy and practice.
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