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1. Introduction: quality of work and life 
  
Economists and sociologists have been absorbed in defining the concept of quality of life 
since 1970, indeed the necessity of a multidisciplinary approach is now widely recognised. 
In fact there is general consensus that the concept of “quality of life” includes various di-
mensions of individuals’ well-being. Yet, in spite of this, a single, shared definition on 
quality of life has not been reached and there are various unresolved problems in measur-
ing this phenomenon.  
The various approaches used have led scholars to adopt either a “macro” or “micro” 
perspective, placing emphasis on objective indicators in the former and subjective indica-
tor in the latter.  
In economic literature there are mainly macro indicators, as for example, average per ca-
pita income, employment and unemployment rates, inequality index (such as the Gini in-
dex). Furthermore, most economists do not agree on the use of ‘subjective’ indicators giv-
en the difficulty in interpreting qualitative variables (Lloyd & Auld, 2002). 
In the last report of the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Work-
ing Conditions (2004), the necessity for a micro perspective approach is stressed, where 
individuals’ living conditions and perceptions are key aspects. In this context the macros-
copic features linked to the socio-economic situation are important to place individuals in 
their reference context but are not sufficient to identify the objectives of individuals and 
their expectations. At the same time, individual perceptions and opinions are easier to 
understand if linked to objective living conditions. Recent attempts to measure the quality 
of life have gone in this direction.1 Even in this paper we have assumed an integrative 
approach between objective and subjective dimensions: to analyse the quality of life not 
only does income and material conditions have to be taken into account but also interrela-
tions between the various subjective living dimensions. 
This paper focuses on the relationship between work and quality of life. Work plays a 

central role in people’s lives, not only because it is the main source of income for most of 
the population giving access to provisions (material or immaterial goods and resources 
that can be purchased) (Dahrendorf, 1988) and in many European countries even entitle-
ments (citizenship rights conferring legitimate access to benefits/services through legal 
means available in society) but also because it is still a fundamental element in the con-
struction of identity as well as a way of achieving satisfaction. In particular main reflec-
tions will be illustrated on the effects of changes occurring in the labour market on indi-
viduals’ quality of life. An attempt will be made to answer the following questions: 
 

                                                      

1 Of the various conttibutions, we can mention Forward (2003) who proposed the following cate-
gorisation: Physical - health status; Psychical - self mastery, self-efficacy, love, satisfaction, happi-
ness, morale, self-esteem, perceived control over life, social comparisons, expectations of life, be-
liefs, aspirations; Social private - social network, social support, level of income, education, job; 
Social public - community, climate, social security, quality of housing, pollution, aesthetic sur-
roundings, traffic, transport, incidence of crime, equality, equity. More recently Hees J (2005) 
(SOCQUIT project ) identified 5 dimensions: Material well-being, Physical well being, Emotional 
well being, Development & activity, Social well-being 
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• How do new working patterns of different occupational groups affect the quality of 
life in the short and the long term taking into account national institutional contexts? 

• In what specific ways are changes in work organisations introducing health and safety 
problems and which social groups and occupations are particularly affected by it? 

• In what ways do changes in working time structures impact on the quality of life?  
 
 

2. Changes in the labour market, unstable jobs and quality of life 
 
In the flexible society (or service or knowledge society) work is undergoing profound 
changes, a real ‘metamorphosis of work’ (Gorz, 1988) affecting its contents, contractual 
forms as well as the modalities, spaces and times of its execution. First of all, employment 
relationships have changed; new contractual arrangements have emerged and are becom-
ing widespread. In all western countries an increasing and significant number of workers 
perform their job without the traditional open-ended contract. In other words, they have 
employment relationships that are generally – but not correctly -  termed ‘atypical’. To 
assess the effects of these new forms of employment in terms of quality of life, it is neces-
sary to examine their qualitative importance, their socio-economic impacts, rather than 
their quantitative dimension. 
Interpretations of such changes are not univocal with contrasting opinions in literature, 

either optimist or pessimistic; prospects for continual improvement or for negative trends. 
Most economic literature deals with the issue from a macro perceptive in an attempt to 
understand the effects of the diffusion of unstable jobs on the improvement in employ-
ment opportunities for the various segments of the population. Some try to pinpoint the 
consequences of an increase in atypical employment relationships on employment trends. 
It is stated that greater flexibility in employment relationships can make the market more 
fluid leading to an increase in jobs. However, effects on employment are linked to the in-
stitutional characteristics of each country, namely the welfare system, labour market and 
economic policies.  
In the Italian situation, for example, it has been noted that «literature on the “transition 

to postfordism” tends to irritatingly lament the loss of stability, security and predictability 
of the old model of social regulation. In fact the “new jobs” are a prerogative of those who 
[…] were the excluded from the labour market: young people and women. These individ-
uals enter the labour market the hard way, from the back door. A door that should not be 
[…] casually left wide open yet it would be counterproductive to attempt to close it» (Bar-
bieri & Mingione, 2003: 16). 
Of the positive effects highlighted, there is also the possibility that through the use of 

non standard jobs there is a reduction in hidden or irregular work as it satisfies the enter-
prises need for flexibility (Salvati, 1988). 
On the other hand, some studies claim that non standard jobs cannot reduce unem-

ployment. The “deregulation” and “flexibilisation” of the labour market would not have 
any significant effects on unemployment, at most it could modify the structure and pro-
duce greater inequality in income distribution (Oecd,1999; Esping Andersen, 1999; De 
Grip, Hoevenberg & Willems, 1999; Regini, 1998). 
Literature also examines the consequences of unstable jobs on living conditions: on the 

strategies of individuals, on their expectations, on the definition of their social identity, on 
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the type of emotional tensions they have to cope with. The starting point is the observa-
tion of work paths: they become fragmented, lose uniformity and linearity, taking the 
shape of work chunks with periods of hyper-employment, underemployment but also 
unemployment. Work discontinuity is thus experienced by workers on temporary con-
tracts. Discontinuity which has become a feature of the present modernisation phase 
(Giddens, 1990). Freedom and insecurity are the key aspects to interpret current beha-
viours and their impact on individuals and on their quality of life. For many people 
changes in employment relationships bring about the inherent potentiality of a positive 
change, an increase in freedom, greater self-awareness and satisfaction (Habermas, 1987; 
Laurent, 1993). Freedom intended as the power of individuals to live a life.that they can 
fully appreciate, and to increase the choices available to them (Sen, 1999). 
From this viewpoint, changes in employment relationships are collocated within the 

historical process of individualisation, intended as the individual’s emancipation process 
from obligatory forms of belonging to the traditional society (Paci, 2005; Barbier & Nadel, 
2000). Yet some authors stress how the rise in unstable jobs is creating risks and uncertain-
ties. Zygmunt Bauman (2001) states that we are indeed free in the present modernisation 
phase, something our ancestors could only dream of, however this greater freedom comes 
at a high cost: insecurity. The «dimension of emancipation» seems to give way, in other 
words, to the «dimension of disillusionment». It is a «risky freedom»: autonomy, emanci-
pation, liberation are accompanied by a increase in risks, uncertainties and even anomie 
(Beck, 1986). The effects of insecurity on people’s lives have been analysed in many empir-
ical studies which have shown that the impact on individuals is not exclusively economi-
cal, namely related to the loss of income continuity, as it can also profoundly modify their 
plans, well-being, societal relations, community life and even their character. (Sen-
net,1999) 
In such as situation, people who have unstable jobs earn money but at times not conti-

nuously2 as well as a deficit of rights and pension/welfare protection. These individuals 
have limited ‘empowerment,’ intended as the power to purchase goods and resources to 
attain social well-being and more generally freedom to pursue objectives considered im-
portant (Sen, 1992). In such a situation the individuals involved  in forms of atypical work 
risk precipitating/remaining in situations of precariousness and social vulnerability, 
(Ranci, 2002) with the risk of not being able to freely plan their own career and existential 
course (Bauman, 2000). 
Many studies examine the consequences work continuity can have on the individual’s 

career. Work paths characterised by the frenetic alternation of jobs «do not allow any sig-
nificant professional experience to be accumulated and transferred from one employer to 
another» (Gallino, 200: 42). Frequent changes in company, position, task, contract struc-
tures a «DIY biography» (Beck, 1999). And this can provoke dissatisfaction, frustration, 
disorientation. What’s more, such situations «seems to prelude making a sustained narra-
tive out of one’s labours, and so a career» (Sennett, 1998: 122) and therefore a professional 
and social identity cannot be constructed. 

                                                      
2 Many studies show that workers with unstable jobs usually have low wages inappropriate to the 
work performed and responsibilities held (Altieri & Oteri, 2003; Kvasnicka & Werwartz, 2002; 
Bellmann, 2004). 
.   
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There are also less pessimistic analyses that perceive the possibility of “fluid” individ-
ual identities that adapt to changes (Bauman, 2000) and so in these situations unstable 
jobs do not represent an obstacle. It has also been noted that the worsening of employ-
ment relationships has been accompanied by an improvement in work contents (Accorne-
ro, 1997; Paci, 2005), offering workers greater possibilities for job satisfaction and self-
fulfilment. However even these authors warn of excess risks especially for particular 
groups of workers: the less educated with less social capital and networks, women who 
are trying to get back into the labour market after a period of inactivity and in general 
‘older’ job-seekers; but also young people who are not able to construct a coherent career 
path and a strong occupational position. An individual whether male or female from any 
social class or geographical area can be exposed to the risk of insecurity and discontinuity 
(Saraceno, 2005). From the inquiry promoted by the European Commission on “preca-
riousness and social exclusion” (Gallie & Paugam 2003), it emerged that low-skilled 
workers are more exposed not so much to job loss but to the inability to find another job 
in the case of dismissal. The low or lack of skills (training) is added to the low quality of 
work performed. (Laffi, 1998; Paugam, 2000; Fullin, 2004). 
In many interpretations, the consequences of changes in employment relationships on 

individuals’ quality of life is related to the characteristics of welfare systems. Family-
based systems, like in Southern European countries, provoke the reproduction of the ef-
fects illustrated above, as they leave precarious workers without any forms of social pro-
tection; contrary to what may happen in more universalistic systems as in Northern Euro-
pean countries. As noted by Esping-Andersen (1999), welfare systems are modifying after 
exogenous shocks, following globalisation processes and changes underway in the eco-
nomic, technological-productive structure. According to some such a transition phase is 
characterised by insufficient coverage from risks as new social protection forms have still 
not been developed. Others speak of a more structural trend, the «de-collectivisation» of 
protection; of a reduction in general regulations  (Dore, 2004; Barbieri & Mingione, 2003; 
Regini, 2000), and of «social property» - a package of protection and rights to support the 
worker (Castel & Haroche, 2002; Castel, 2003). These authors warn of the risks of the indi-
vidualisation of social protection: for example unemployment, impossibility of working 
due to illness, childbirth, etc which become individual problems to be faced without mak-
ing use of social protection tools (Rosanvallon, 1995). Beck (1986) predicts «new forms of 
guilt attribution»: life events that used to be considered “the luck of the draw” are more 
frequently perceived as personal failures.  
 

 
3. Changes in working condition 
 

By working condition we mean the conditions under which an employee works.  It is a 
feature of how work and the work process have been organised, and as such should not 
be considered a feature of individual judgement (Christis, 1998 in Oeij & Wiezer, 2002). 
There are two major forms of working conditions: contractual affiliation and work envi-
ronment. Both forms of working conditions tend to have a direct effect on health and 
safety issues.  
By contractual affiliation to work we will be refering to the contractual arrangement 

under which work is undertaken. This includes number of working hours, where and 
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when work should be conducted, pay and salary system, bargaining system, what (if any) 
form of unionisation, rights to parental leave, intellectual property rights and other forms 
of obligations and rights between employer and employee. Contractual affiliation to work 
will be regulated both by local law and by a work contract between the parts. This aspect 
of contract is known as the legal and formal contract between the employer and em-
ployee. In the literature emphasis is also placed on the informal, social and psychological 
contract that takes place between employer and employees. In relation to working condi-
tions however, we will be focusing primarily on the legal form of contractual affiliation 
because they form important elements of the working conditions. The other form of work-
ing condition is the work environment and by which we mean physical, organisational 
and psycho-social aspects of the work place. It is within the complexity of this concept 
that an overview of the working conditions of Europe will be summarised. 
Flexibility also is more widespread in all aspects of work: working time (round-the-

clock and part time work), work organisation (multi-skilling, teamwork and empower-
ment) and employment status (an increase in the number of employees working under 
non-permanent contracts). It is important to point out however, that there are great na-
tional variations within the EU in regards to some factors relevant to working conditions. 
Likewise there are variations between the 15 EU Member States (EU15) and the New 
Member States (NMS) in that the nature of work in the NMS is more industrial oriented 
rather than customer driven and that the NMS report worse working conditions, poorer 
health, less satisfaction with health services and lower job security (European Foundation, 
2004). 
Surveys undertaken by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 

Working Conditions (2002) summarises the following trends on working conditions for 
the EU15: 
Working time: More women than men work part-time (32% versus 6%), but here too 

we find big variations from country to country. People who are self-employed work 
longer working hours on the average, 46 hours a week compared to employees who work 
around 36.5 hours. Round the clock work is also prevent, with more than one out of two 
workers working at least one Saturday per month and one in four working one Sunday 
per month. Shift work is also the norm for 20% of the workers, and 19% report that they 
work at least one night per month. Almost one fifth of all workers (19%) claim that work-
ing time flexibility collides with family and social commitments. 
Repetitive work: Repetitive work is still widespread in the workplaces. There has been 

only a slight decline over the last decade. There is also no reported difference between the 
genders. Those who do report repetitive tasks are more prone to developing muscu-
loskeletal problem. 
Intensity at work: Work showed to be getting more and more intensive over the last 

years, and that over 50% of workers claim to work at high speed or to tight deadlines. 
Likewise more than two in five workers claim that they do not manage to finish their 
work in time.  
Work intensity has increased, partly because of constant readjustments, project-

oriented work, individual contracts, and result-based salaries. 
Control over work (work autonomy): One third of the workers claim that they have lit-

tle or no control over their work while only three out of five workers are able to decide 
when to take holidays. There are however differences in control over tasks between dif-
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ferent groups of workers. For example, plant and machine operators and sales and service 
workers have experienced a sharp decline in their control over work. At a sectoral level, 
transport and communication workers are similarly affected. There are also gender differ-
ences in this regard with men having more influence than women over their working time 
and employees on permanent contracts having more influence than those with fixed-term 
or temporary agency contracts. Furthermore, occupational groups with a high level of 
professional skills have most control over their working time. 
Gender segregation: Gender segregation and inequalities is still prevent at the work 

place. Men and women do not tend to occupy the same type of jobs. Men are more nu-
merous in clerical, sales, professional and managerial positions and when in the same oc-
cupations as women, they tend to have more senior positions. Gender inequalities are also 
prevalent in that women earn less than men and they have less control over their time. 
Women also experience family workload to be heavier because of housework and child-
care. 
Harassment, violence and intimidation: Unfortunately this remains a feature of the 

workplace with 4 to 15% of workers in different EU countries reporting that they are sub-
jected to intimidation and harassment. There seems to be some underreporting taking 
place especially in countries that have not put this topic on the public agenda. Likewise it 
is important to look into the extent to which the prevalence is due to the increasing num-
ber of female working in frontline positions in the service sector and the opening of the 
24-hour society.  
Temporary workers: Temporary work is becoming a more usual employment characte-

ristic. In 2000 there were 20% of employees who were on fixed-term employment and 
studies show that they are more exposed to a higher level of work intensity and physical 
hazards compared to permanent workers. 
The general description for understanding these changes under which people work has 

been described by a number of working life researchers as boundless or boundaryless. 
Work places have become boundless when it comes to where and when the employees 
work, their work conditions, - and also the organisation that employees are employed by. 
Businesses have extended their service hours, and adopted technology that makes it pos-
sible for employees to work almost whenever and wherever they want, - or rather, accord-
ing to client supply and consumer preferences. The situation puts the individual under 
immense pressure to define his or her own boundaries. A study undertaken by Aronsson 
(2002), found that some employees handled the problem of defining boundaries without 
problems and in general benefit from the new work life situation. However, many experi-
ence great stress due to the amount of work, and of being individually responsible 
(ibidem). Employees are also stressed by having the work tempo controlled by customers, 
by fluent networks that must always be maintained, by the massive amount of informa-
tion to handle, and by the quick changes and pressures towards constantly developing 
one's skills and competences. Several researchers claim thereby that each individual 
worker is far more alone in defending herself, than was the case before (Aronsson, 2002; 
Olsen, 2003). The result could be long-term sickness absenteeism, which has become one 
of the greatest challenges of today's society. Along the same lines, Olsen (2003) empha-
sises the importance of distinguishing between flexibility for the workers and for the 
company. He claims that the human ability to adapt to new conditions is currently being 
overcharged, and that the human reaction to this is resistance.  
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Csonka (2003) studied an aspect of work conditions that can be referred to as "the de-
veloping work", characterised by broader and more varied work tasks, greater challenges 
and extended autonomy for the employees. However she found that this type of work 
was less widespread than is commonly assumed. Work conditions such as these were of-
ten used as a "reward" to officials or managers in companies guided by more traditional 
management philosophies. She claims that in spite of all the attention directed towards 
new flexible work forms, there are little proves of this development. This could possibly 
be because factors that enhance flexibility, also restrain it, for example customer orienta-
tion (fulfilling customers' special demands), new technology (that needs to be learnt), and 
internationalisation (decisions made far from production units). A similar argument could 
be said when it comes to spatial flexibility and "placelessness" of the new jobs. A study 
conducted by Aronsson (2002) on workers with home offices showed that the freedom of 
working in one's own home gradually diminished as more and more control mechanisms 
on the part of the company were introduced. This study concluded that this is an example 
that flexibility often happens on the conditions of only one part: the company.  
Gunnarsson (2001) who also studied flexible workers, - or "nomads", as she calls them 

claimed that the challenge for organisations or companies is the ever-changing balance 
between organisational stability and organisational flexibility. The flexible "nomads" de-
pend on the stability, presence and accessibility of other types of workers (such as secre-
taries, managers, assistants, etc). These workers are what Gunnarsson calls "grounded" 
and problematises the individualisation of workers and claims that this trend makes it 
difficult for researchers to study workers as a group. 
Another crucial aspect of today's working condition is so-called temporal flexibility, that 

is: flexible working hours. Temporal flexibility implies that it is to some extent up to the 
individual worker to organise her own work day, and make sure the work is done in the 
right manner and at the right time. Such arrangements give the employee great responsi-
bilities and puts her under pressure to be her own manager. In some jobs, the employee 
also has the choice between working from the office or at home. The employee, then, is 
under great pressure when it comes to defining boundaries. Several researchers have 
studied the trend towards employees spending more and more time at work, and less and 
less time at home. Sørensen (2000), for example, has conducted a study of workers in the 
IT sector and found that for some of them work has become "a new home". She introduces 
the concept of "honey trap jobs" to describe these jobs that are so exciting and interesting 
for the employees that they get trapped with their work and let it absorb all their time.  
The organisation of parents' time at work and at home, and how they adapt to each 

other becomes an interesting topic in this respect.  In a study undertaken by Abrahamsen 
and Storvik (2002) they insist that both parents work time must be considered in order to 
understand a worker’s experience of work-family conflict. Their research has showed that 
the experience of a conflict between work time and family time has a gender dimension.  
For men the number of hours worked seem to be less decisive for the experience of bal-
ance between home and work.  For women, the  majority experience the conflicting de-
mands of work and family as very unsatisfactory.  As a consequence of the development 
already described there is an increase in the demand of so-called atypical terms of em-
ployment, and the question of temporary contracts become an important issue.  
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4. The consequences of changes in work on health and safety 

 
According to a survey on working conditions undertaken in 2000 (Paoli & Merlie, 2001) 
the general picture is that worker’s perceptions of their health and safety and risk percep-
tion, has shown an improvement over the last fifteen years. However the worsening of 
important factors of working condition such as: intensification of work, prevalence of re-
petitive movements, high-speed work, work pace determined by others, and flexible em-
ployment practises as well as continued exposure to physical hazards at the work place, 
causes continued health problems for workers. In addition to these factors several re-
searchers has identified organisational change processes, as possible health risks (Saksvik, 
1996; Landsbergis, Cahill & Schnall, 1999; Westerlund, Ferrie, Hagberg, Jeding, Ox-
enstierna, Theorell, 2004). It seems that the content of the change process, expansion, re-
structuring, lay-offs and downsizing or other are of less importance than how the process 
is carried out, in determining the health risks.     
The most prevalent health problems are musculoskeletal disorders, stress and work-

related sick leave and that these work-related health problems are worsening compared to 
1995. The above mentioned survey which was undertaken among 21,500 workers across 
all EU Member States presented the following figures: backache (33%), stress (28%), mus-
cular pains in the neck and shoulders (23%) and overall fatigue (23%) (Paoli & Merlie, 
2001). The conclusions of the survey was also that there is a strong correlation between the 
high level of work intensity, repetitive work and the above mentioned health problems at 
work.  
It was long presumed that with technological development, as well as the growing 

proportion of the work force being employed in the service and knowledge-production 
sector, working life would have resulted in less risk on the "traditional" physical hazards, 
such as exposure to dangerous chemicals, and work tasks demanding great physical ef-
forts. In a way this is true, but it also is very much depended on the type of technology in 
use at work. For example a survey showed that the use of new technologies (use of com-
puter) result in fewer physical health problems such as allergies/asthma, while the use of 
machine technology produces more musculoskeletal health problems and aller-
gies/asthma. Likewise workers using machine technology tend to be less satisfied with 
their working conditions (European Foundation, 2001). However as Jefferys, Mispelblom 
Beyer and Thørnquist (2001) noted, we do not know enough for example about the conse-
quences of spending long days in front of the computer screen, at the same time the use of 
computers is rising continuosly. In a survey undertaken about technology and working 
condition, it showed that a little over one third of workers report no use of technology in 
their work situation, while a third used computers and the rest use only machine tech-
nologies or machine technologies combined with computers (European Foundation, 
2002). However, the survey also pointed out that the use of technology by service workers 
is as yet not as well documented.  Likewise, there is a great national and regional varia-
tions within the Member States, for example the Netherlands having a high use of com-
puter technology by employed workers compared to Portugal, and the northern European 
countries having more workers using computer compared to the southern European 
countries (ibidem, 2002).   
The above mentioned survey of the European Foundation undertaken in 2000 also 

showed that the exposure to physical risk factors such as noise, vibrations, dangerous 
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substances, heat, cold, heavy lifting and so forth remains prevalent. The survey showed 
that the proportion of workers exposed to some of the physical risk factors at least 25% of 
the time, remains high.  Furthermore  the survey indicated that it is mostly male workers 
who are exposed to these physical risk exposures, but that painful and tiring positions are 
common for both sexes. Likewise, non-permanent employees, in other words those re-
cruited from temporary agencies and who are on fixed-term contracts, are more exposed 
to heavy loads and painful position than employees on indefinite contract.   
The general picture in regards to health and safety is that there are no research show-

ing that there are fewer health problems among workers, but rather, new health problems 
seem to be replacing some old ones. For example, one of the great challenges related to 
health and work environment today is the growth of psycho-social problems, such as 
stress and burn-outs. As opposed to health problems of a more physi-
cal/chemical/medicinal kind, the "new" health problems make it complicated for work 
life researchers to identify risky work places (Aronsson & Sjögren, 1994). Van Otter (2003) 
has presented figures showing that during the 90s there was huge increase of health prob-
lems such as tiredness, sleeplessness, anxiety, aching shoulders, and difficulties of taking 
one's mind off work. The psycho-social pressure experienced by employees has therefore 
been the focus of many studies on health, safety and environment in work life.  
The development within work life has also caused changes in the gender-related dis-

persion of health problems. For example, according to Sørensen (1998), there are now 
more women than men who work in physically demanding jobs in Norway. One might 
thus expect that health problems related to physical efforts will become more common 
among women than men. Furthermore, health problems in general are more common 
among temporary employed than among those who hold permanent jobs, and there is a 
larger proportion of women holding temporary employment (Aronsson, Gustafsson & 
Dallner, 2000).  
Health problems arising from the work-family conflict is another more recent devel-

opment of todays work life. Work-family conflict occurs when the pressures from the 
work and family domain are incompatible, in the sense that having to attend to one set of 
demands prevents one from being able to attend the other set. There exists a lot of re-
search in this area, clearly demonstrating the negative health impact of work-family con-
flict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Barling, 1992; Frone, 2003; Hammer, Saksvik, Nytrø, 
Torvatn & Bayazit, 2004). This is also a gendered issue. Torn between demands of jobs 
and children, from the statics on womens participation in work life, it would seem that 
woman try to solve the conflict by reducing their participation in work life, through part 
time or temporary works, or simply withdrawing form work for a period. Further, while 
much research has been done on the problems faced by parents, less has been done on the 
problems faced by the need to take care of elderly relatives. In an aging Europe this is a 
problem that is likely to increase in the future, and in some countries this is a relatively 
large problem. In a survey undertaken in Norway for instance, 23 per cent of the work 
force had elderly relatives they were responsible for and needed to take care of (Torvatn 
& Molden, 2001). 
Work-related stress, according to the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 

is experienced when the demands at the work-place are greater than the employee is able 
to handle or control. Stress can be related to the pressure of always having to be flexible 
and creative, acquire new skills and competences, show good social and organisational 
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skills, motivation, commitment and engagement (Barker, 1933). Stress is, for example, 
very common in project-oriented, team-based work. This form of work can be character-
ised as social engineering (ibidem), because there is a strong focus on the social and organ-
isational connection the work enters into. The members of the team often charge the other 
team members with experiences of stress, and thus stress can become a shared experience. 
Whereas before it was the manager who put pressure on the employees, today it is often 
one's own colleagues who constitute the main stress factor. According to Barker (ibidem) 
this is because there has been a shift from vertical to horizontal control. 
Strain and health problems can also be caused by emotional exhaustion provoked by 

customer service work. Most of these jobs imply a great deal of so-called emotional work, 
that is, work that requires that the employee manifests or suppresses emotional expres-
sions or experiences as part of the work performance (Sørensen, 1998). This implies some-
how a blurring of the borders between private feelings and professional efforts. The pres-
sure this puts on the employees’ private inner sphere can cause great stress. 
Two clear trends seem to mark the development within the service and knowledge-

production sector: Standardisation, resulting in the “McJobs” and tailor-made services, 
resulting in more qualifying jobs. In the jobs where tailor-made services are offered, a 
great deal of responsibility is delegated to the so-called front-line workers (those employ-
ees who deal with the customers face to face). Consequently, the importance of personal 
capital, such as knowledge, competence and co-operational skills has increased (Dahl-
Jørgensen & Saksvik, 2005). This is a trend in both private and public sector. The new re-
sponsibility is experienced differently by both customers and employees. According to 
Forseth (2002), working with customers can be experienced as both a strain and a reward. 
The reward is related to the immediate positive feedback that customers may give. The 
strain can be related to the fact that the customer to a great extent controls the work 
tempo, the work task, etc. Typically, promotion implies a move away from customers and 
into the so-called "back stage" jobs (ibidem). Due to the gender divisions still persisting, 
this means there are more women working in the front-line, and more men in the pro-
tected "back stage". 
A burn-out is not to be confused with stress, rather it is characterised by emotional ex-

haustion, depersonalisation, experience of poorer performance, and cynicism. A number 
of researchers (see for example Roness and Mathiesen 2002) have approached burn-outs 
as a social, organisational and individual problem. One of the most disturbing aspects of 
burn-outs, is that it occurs more and more often among young employees. However it 
should be noted that burn-out is not limited to, nor necessarily most prevalent, in the 
work force. A Swedish national study on burn-out found that burn-outs were more preva-
lent among unemployed than employed (Hallsten, Bellagh & Gustavson, 2002).  However, 
some are critical of the type of attention burn-outs have received in the public debate were 
it appears as a "middle-class and upper-class problem" (Wahl 2002) . The fact that the 
working class have experienced the same changes when it comes to demands in work life, 
somehow seem to be invisible in the debate. 
Studies are also indicating high-strained work situations will only increase in the fu-

ture and which will imply that more workers will be experiencing a worsening of health 
issues such as stress, musculoskeletal problems, burn out and low job satisfaction (Euro-
pean Foundation, 2001; 2002).  High-strain jobs which are creating health problems are for 
example skilled blue-collar workers, in the transport sector, catering and in metal manu-
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facturing. This strain is felt among the younger workers, and equally among male and 
female workers (Dhondt, 1998, in European Foundation, 2002). 
There is hence a strong correlation between work organisation and the health outcomes 

(Landsbergis et. al, 1999). Work autonomy is on the increase, fuelled both by the popular-
ity of new forms of organisation like project work or team based, as well as demands of an 
increasingly educated work force that does not accept traditional forms of control over 
their work. However, as pointed out earlier, several of this new work organisations are in 
themselves creating more stress.  For example, one study showed that work places that 
combine organisational change such as team work, JIT, TQM and computerisation will 
not only achieve high productivity, but also an increase in the number of occupational in-
juries and illnesses (Askenazy in European Foundation 2002). Teambased organisations 
creates powerfull norms of productivity, enforced by the team members (Barker, 1993) but 
the increase in autonomy is not sufficient to compensate for the increase in work intensity. 
The role of autonomy and control in occupational health is more complicated and weaker 
(de Jonge & Kompier, 1997; Eriksen & Ursin, 199; Troup & Dewe, 2002) than what was 
stipulated in the well known job demand-control model of Karasek (1979), where increase 
in autonomy supposedly should counter the negative effects of increased demands. In-
stead of reducing strain it seems thay autonomy in some cases adds to the strain created 
by the increase in demands.  
The increase of long-term sickness absenteeism noted in several countries is claimed to 

be related then to deteriorated working conditions, especially when it comes to increased 
work pressure and reduced control of the work on the part of the worker (Wikman & 
Marklund, 2003). Saksvik (1996) for example studied health problems and long-term sick-
ness absenteeism caused by work environment. He claims that downsizing and dismiss-
als, as well as the limited influence employees have on their work environment are impor-
tant causes of sickness absenteeism.  The growth in long-term sickness absenteeism has 
occupied the attention of many Nordic researchers. They have particularly focused on 
those groups of people that become marginalised from the new work-life, through unem-
ployment and sick leaves. Aronsson (2002) notes that there is a clear bipartition in work 
life between those who have a steady job and those who are excluded due to sickness ab-
senteeism, unemployment and early retirement. This last group constitutes an estimated 
one fifth of the entire workforce, and the situation is therefore sometimes referred to as 
the "20% community".  
 
 

5. The necessity for work/life balance 
 
The flexible society, contrary to the industrial society, is a society constantly active where 
work, shopping, cultural, leisure, sports activities etc. are possible 24 hours a day. Today 
workers are required to be increasingly more flexible in terms of working time. The effects 
on the individual’s quality of life can obviously be positive or negative. Although these 
requirements mainly reflect the needs of enterprises (and meet with resistance and oppo-
sition from the unions) they can also respond to some of the workers’ requirements if ac-
tivated in specific forms and measures. If on the one hand, it is positive that some services 
(public utility but also cultural and leisure) are organised in such as way as to be more 
accessible to everyone, on the other hand, the workers involved in the provision of such 
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services have to put up with the effects of this ‘de-standardisation’ of working hours or 
‘de-synchronisation of times’ (Accornero, 2004). This has also an effect on the community 
in terms of social relations. (Accornero, 2004; Gallino, 2002). If «in the past the concentra-
tion of hours could facilitate relations and consolidate solidarity yet penalise less linear 
lives and less uniform needs; today the dispersion of hours can hinder relations and un-
dermine solidarity but also reward original requests and the role of chance» (Accornero, 
2004: 1079). 
Many studies reveal how the effects of de-standardisation processes of working hours 

are not equally distributed among the various sections of the population; such processes 
produce the supply of working hour packages – often associated with various contractual 
protection standards – which are segmented according to social category, gender and eth-
nic group. In general some groups of people tend to have excessively long working hours 
others too short not allowing them to have a decent income, yet others have antisocial 
hours. For example, the weaker segments of the population tend to have short or antiso-
cial hours.  
Despite social processes underway and the new demand for greater work/life balance, 

today the latter is predominant over the other hours. A trend characterised by great gen-
der and age inequality (Paci, 2005). For example, in Italy but generally in all Mediterra-
nean countries, adult men display a hyper-participation in work but with great marginal-
ity in other spheres of life: their working time, including overtime, has remained above 40 
hours a week and many adult men often have a second job. On the contrary, in all Euro-
pean countries, albeit with some differences, women occupy most part-time jobs.  
A number of researches have highlighted that women, both workers and non, have less 

time availability than men (Altieri, 2004). They are burdened with most of the domestic 
and care work. (Alteri & Oteri, 2003). Therefore, the part-time arrangement has allowed 
women to work as it has the potential to achieve a good balance between income and pro-
fessional continuity requirements, the opportunity to remain in the labour market and 
taking on the responsibility of family care work. Many studies have highlighted the rela-
tionship between the percentage of part time jobs and the growth in female occupation. 
However, even the use of this arrangement can expose the individuals involved to a series 
of risks: the possibility of balancing work and private life depends on the norms in force 
in the various countries; and in particular if it is recognised as a regular form of employ-
ment with basic social protection coverage, as well as not penalising the part timer by im-
peding career prospects and more gratifying work contents (Hemerijck, 2002). These risks 
have been indicated in several empirical researches. The part time arrangement can 
achieve work/life balance only under some specific conditions: when there is no obliga-
tion to work inconvenient shifts or hours that change from one week to another requiring 
continual organisational changes to reconcile paid work with care work (Saraceno, 2005). 
Some studies have highlighted that the gender (being a woman), the social status (mar-
ried, mother) reduce future occupational opportunities of part time workers compared 
with those on a full time basis (Istat, 2002; Ministry of Labour, 2000). It is not the part time 
arrangement with reduced opportunities but the reasons behind it: reconciling work and 
family responsibilities.  
Studies on the 24 hour society have highlighted different forms of invasiveness of work 

in individual’s private life. One of these is hyper-employment which produces psycho -
physical problems especially as it reduces the possibility of participating in other spheres 
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of life just as important as work for the individual’s well-being (Paci, 2005). This is par-
ticularly frequent among the so-called ‘professionals’ or ‘knowledge workers’ that due to 
restraints formally set by flexible organisation (for example in the case of the ‘deskless 
job’) or due to necessity, work from home, on the train or in airport departure lounges. 
There is thus the risk that work becomes “a time without confines” and at the same time 
“a non place” (Gallino, 2002). Vice versa to achieve a good quality of life work must be 
done in a time and place completely different from free time as from other moments of 
private life (Paci, 2005). 
To conclude, it should be highlighted that the EU is presently promoting policies on 

work/life balance that constitute an essential element of an overall strategy aimed at 
creating new well-being and new employment. From this perspective, work/life balance 
is defined as «an individual’s attempt to find suitable time arrangements and time options 
that allow the best possible coordination of requirements of work with time requirements 
for personal life. The work/life balance reflects social change, such as the rise of dual-
career families, single parenthood and the extension of care to cover older family mem-
bers, but also the need to maintain employability in a more uncertain labour market» 
(European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2003: 55). 
 

 

 

 

6. Conclusions and research hypotheses 
 
The quality of work in all its dimensions linked to relations, conditions, times, contents, 
significantly influences quality of life. As demonstrated by many sources of literature 
changes in working modalities and times have on the one hand a ‘liberating’ potential for 
individuals, yet, on the other bring risks both at the individual and collective levels. A 
first risk concerns the threat to social integration or social cohesion. This is a common, 
primary asset, the continuation of the classic problem of social order, in sociological 
terms. It concerns the stability of relations between individuals, the harmony and cohabi-
tation among various sectors and groups of society. However it should not be forgotten 
that a satisfactory level of social integration requires some pre-requisites, namely a job 
and a welfare system which ensures protection, security and possibilities for self-
fulfilment.  
A second risk is the social exclusion of given targets of the population. In particular 

weaker individuals (older workers, single parent families, women going back to work, 
immigrants, workers dismissed from production industry, those with a low education 
level, people with disabilities) who risk paying  the higher ‘ human cost’ (Gallino) without 
having had the chance to seize the ‘opportunities’ that the post modern society could offer 
if regulated and well-managed. In such a sense as highlighted by (Castel, 2004) the poli-
cies of social inclusion, intended as participation of the individual in various systems and 
social organisation progress can play a decisive role.  
As we have seen quality of work comprises quality of time; presupposes time less 

colonised by work giving the individual the possibility to do other activities and achieve a 
new balance between work and private life, thus augmenting individual and collective 
well-being.  
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Stemming from this recognition, some interrogatives/research hypotheses can be identi-
fied for further examination.  
 

� Which mechanisms can encourage a new division and distribution of care and mar-
ket work between the genders and generations and thus led to the redefinition of so-
cial models towards more balanced solutions to increase quality of life of all individ-
uals? 

 
� What are the main factors that contribute to the definition of positive results or vice 
versa negative results of discontinuous and atypical work paths?  

 
� How can a greater work-life balance trigger the activation of virtuous mechanisms of 
growth in consumption and as a consequence work demand? And what could be the 
effects in terms of active citizenship and re-appropriation of social ties?  

 
� Which forms of new organisation can be more inclusive, thus opening the labour 
market for more marginal groups (elderly, ethnic minorities, disabled etc), enhancing 
the quality of life for these groups and their participation in the society. 

 
� How should we understand and research the role of the global value chains in todays 
working conditions?  

 
� Which forms of new organisation can encourage more worker autonomy without in-
creasing demands, stress and resulting muskuloskeletal disorders? 
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