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The modern world of work is continuously changing, with different aspects of employment 
and working arrangements affecting different population groups in multiple ways, both 
positive and negative, notably when concerned with mental health and psychosocial 
wellbeing in occupational settings. While all population groups are affected by these 
changes, some people seem particularly vulnerable, such as the ageing workforce. On 25 
October 2022, EuroHealthNet organised a webinar that examined how the public health and 
employment sector can turn the difficulties being faced by older workers into positive 
assets and developments that benefit both older people, their colleagues, employers, and 
the organisations they work in. The webinar accompanied a new policy brief developed by 
EuroHealthNet which explores strategies to promote workplace wellbeing and protect older 
workers from psychosocial risks. It also happened in the context of the EU-OSHA’s European 
Week for Safety and Health at Work.  

During the event, participants discussed the role occupational psychosocial health and 
wellbeing plays as a determining factor in the healthy and active ageing of older workers, 
more resilient and agile businesses, economies, and society at large. They considered how 
the public health and employment sectors can join forces to address this increasingly urgent 
cause in an ageing society, including a European health and care workforce that is itself 
growing older and shrinking, thereby less able to meet a growing demand for care.  

Speakers included representatives from the European Commission Directorate-General for 
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (DG EMPL), the World Health Organization 
European Region, AGE Platform Europe, and EuroHealthNet.  
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Introduction 
Alison Maassen (Programme Manager, EuroHealthNet) welcomed participants to the 
event. She highlighted that EuroHealthNet’s core goal is to reduce health inequalities, and 
that creating healthier workplaces for older workers is key to mitigating the economic and 
demographic pressures we face across Europe. To raise awareness and offer 
recommendations for policy makers and employers to create inclusive, supportive and 
healthy environment at work, EuroHealthNet has launched a set of strategies for a healthier 
workplace for older workers, later presented by Dorota Sienkiewicz, Policy Manager at 
EuroHealthNet. 

 

1. Mental health at work in the EU 

Dr. F. Jesus Alvarez Hidalgo, Policy Officer, Health and Safety at Work unit 
DG for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, European Commission 

In his presentation, Dr. Jesus Alvarez Hidalgo summarised the most important frameworks, 
initiatives and ongoing activities on mental health at the EU level. He started by highlighting 
that mental health is currently very high on the European Commission’s agenda. Most 
recently, in her third annual State of the Union speech, the European Commission’s President 
Ursula von Der Leyen announced the Mental Health Initiative. This comprehensive initiative 
will be in line with the EU strategic framework on health and safety at work 2021-2027, 
adopted last year, and will respond to the calls from European citizens included in the 
conclusions of the Conference on the Future of Europe. 

The strategic framework on health and safety at work has three main cross-cutting objectives 
that contribute to improving mental health at the workplace: 

1. Anticipating and managing change in the new world of work: To ensure safe and 
healthy workplaces during the digital, green and demographic transitions, the 
Commission will review the Workplaces Directive and the Display Screen 
Equipment Directive and propose protective limits on asbestos and lead. It will 
prepare an EU-level initiative related to mental health at work that assesses 
emerging issues related to workers’ mental health and puts forward guidance 
for action. 

2. Improving prevention of work-related diseases and accidents: This strategic 
framework will promote a ‘vision zero’ approach to eliminate work-related deaths in 
the EU. The Commission will also update EU rules on hazardous chemicals to 
combat cancer, reproductive, and respiratory diseases. 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/health-consumers/news/von-der-leyen-promises-eu-strategy-on-mental-health/
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=151
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3. Increasing preparedness for possible future health threats: Drawing lessons from 
the current pandemic, the Commission will develop emergency procedures and 
guidance for the rapid deployment, implementation and monitoring of measures in 
potential future health crises, in close cooperation with public-health actors. 

 

Mr. Hidalgo then moved to speak of digital transition, which poses both threats and 
challenges, as well as presents many opportunities. He called for a balanced approach 
towards digital transition where threats do not outweigh the benefits. For example, recent 
data from EU-OSHA shows that employees working in an environment where artificial 
intelligence is already being utilised in some capacity tend to report higher incidence of 
psychosocial problems. He stressed that the EC is paying a lot of attention to this issue. 

Developing on the European Institutions’ activities to improve health at the workplace, he 
mentioned the project “Safer and healthier work at any age – occupational safety and health 
(OSH) in the context of an ageing workforce” financed by the European Parliament in 2012. 
Implemented by the EU-OSHA, the project provided a comprehensive overview of issues 
related to ageing, work, and OSH and an analysis of policies and initiatives addressing the 
ageing of the workforce across Europe. It paved the way for the EU-OSHA campaign Healthy 
Workplaces for All Ages, ultimately launched in 2016. The campaign focused on promoting 
working conditions that are safe and healthy from the start of a person’s working life, to 
prevent health problems and enable people to work for longer. 

The new pan-European EU-OSHA campaign for 2023 - 2025 will focus on safe and healthy 
work in the digital age. An extensive review to better understand the challenges on the 
ground will be carried out by the EU-OSHA as part of the campaign. Another element of the 
campaign will be dedicated to raising awareness, understanding, and addressing the 
psychosocial risks associated to such matters as the digital transition, robotization, and 
artificial intelligence at work. Regarding new opportunities to improve the digital skills of 
Europeans, Francisco Jesus mentioned that the EC President proposed to make 2023 the 
"European Year of Skills". This will mean further investments in education and upskilling. 

Lastly, Francisco Jesus mentioned the European Care Strategy for caregivers and care 
receivers, which pays a lot of attention to psychosocial aspects of formal and informal carers. 

He recommended that participants refer to the EU-OSHA website section “Psychosocial risks 
and stress at work”, which contains many relevant resources. 

  

https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/osh-management-context-ageing-workforce/ep-osh-project
https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/osh-management-context-ageing-workforce/ep-osh-project
https://healthy-workplaces.eu/en/previous-campaigns/all-ages-2016-17/campaign-summary
https://healthy-workplaces.eu/en/previous-campaigns/all-ages-2016-17/campaign-summary
https://osha.europa.eu/en/campaigns-and-awards/healthy-workplaces-campaigns
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&furtherNews=yes&newsId=10382#navItem-relatedDocuments
https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/psychosocial-risks-and-stress
https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/psychosocial-risks-and-stress
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2. Pan-European Mental Health Coalition and 
focus on work and equity – WHO Mental 
Health at Workplace Guidelines  

Jason Maurer, Mental Health Communication, WHO Regional Office for 
Europe 

WHO guidelines on mental health at work 

Jason Mauer started his presentation (PPT presentation available) speaking about the 
recently released WHO guidelines for policy makers and employers directed towards 
improving mental health at work. In the process of drafting the guidelines, a lot of data was 
gathered, clearly demonstrating the need for such guidelines. For example, one in six 
working-age adults is estimated to have a mental disorder, which is incredibly costly, 
reaching one trillion USD per year across the world. The guidelines and associated policy 
brief (developed jointly by WHO and the International Labor Organisation (ILO)) focus on 
what is needed to improve mental health at work on policymaking as well as the employer 
levels. The two documents are highly evidence-based and implementation-focused. 

• WHO Guidelines on mental health at work (2022) 

• ILO and WHO Mental health at work: policy brief (2022) 

 

Three overarching strategies have been distilled from the guidelines (Image 1), aimed at 
policymakers and employers to improve mental health in the workplace. 

Image 1. Three strategies from the ILO and WHO Mental health at work policy brief (Source: Jason 
Mauer presentation) 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/addressing-psychosocial-risks-promoting-workforce-resilience-and-supporting-mental-health-of-older-workers-policy-and-practice-in-action/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240053052
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240057944
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In order to facilitate the implementation of the priority strategies, the document proposes 
seven cross-cutting actions (Image 2):  

 

Image 2: Seven cross-cutting actions (Source: Jason Mauer’s presentation) 

 

The guidelines are broad and meant to be applied globally. Further work will need to be 
done by implementers to translate them to fit local contexts and target groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Pan-European Mental Health Coalition 

Jason then zoomed in on WHO Europe’s activities, introducing the Pan-European Mental 
Health Coalition, one of the four flagships of the WHO European Programme of Work (EPW) 
2020-2025. It is a network of organisations and individuals which aims to operationalize the 
objectives of the European Framework for Action on Mental Health 2021-2025. It harnesses 

Previous efforts to tackle mental health at work: 

• WHO comprehensive mental health action plan (2013–2030)  

• WHO global strategy on health, environment and climate change 
(2020)  

• ILO Convention on Occupational Safety and Health, 1981 (No.155) 
and Recommendation (No.164) 

https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/the-pan-european-mental-health-coalition
https://www.who.int/europe/initiatives/the-pan-european-mental-health-coalition
https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/9789289057813
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240031029
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/331959
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the collective wisdom and expertise of members and supporters and serves as a platform for 
peer learning and exchange. The Coalition’s work is divided into six, interconnected work 
packages. Work Package 3 focuses on Mental Health of Older Adults and aims to support 
member states in promoting healthy ageing; while the Work Package 4 addresses Mental 
Health in the Workplace, and focuses on support to member states to develop mentally 
healthy and safe workplaces. The first meeting of the Coalition took place in May 2022, and 
its outcomes are summarised in the Image 3. The red arrow is meant to illustrate the many 
interlinkages observed between WP3 and WP4. 

 

Image 3: Outcomes of the first meeting of the Pan-European Mental Health Coalition (May 2022) 

 

 

 

If you wish to participate in the Pan-European Mental Health Coalition, please write to 
EUROMHCoalition@who.int.  

 

  

mailto:EUROMHCoalition@who.int
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3. Mental health and ageing – friend or foe? 
What’s at stake?  

Sarah Loriato, Policy Officer on Employment and Participation, AGE Platform 
Europe  

Ageism as a factor of stress and anxiety 

Sarah Loriato began her intervention (PPT presentation available) introducing the three 
dimensions of ageism: stereotype, prejudice, and discrimination. According to Eurobarometer 
Report on Discrimination (2019), age-related discrimination is the most frequently 
experienced form of discrimination. She then explained how ageism affects older persons’ 
health, citing the WHO Global report on ageism (2021). It decreases life expectancy by 7.5 
years, decreases financial security, affects autonomy and self-esteem, and drives human 
rights violations. During the pandemic, ageism towards older people became even more 
important as COVID-19 was first presented as an “old-people virus”. Among other things, 
older people were discriminated against for life-saving interventions. 

Sarah briefly spoke about the consequences of ageist attitudes at work. She highlighted that 
older workers are less likely to have had training paid by their employer or have a job that 
offers good career prospects as compared to younger workers. 

Informal care and mental health 

80% of care in Europe is provided by family, friends and neighbours. At least 44 million 
people have been involved in the provision of informal care in Europe. Care responsibilities 
are most often assumed by middle-aged women, which creates a gender employment gap 
which then translates to gender pay and pension gaps. Additional consequences for informal 
carers include: the pressure to fill the gaps in provision of (formal) support, increased 
workload, persistent work-life imbalance and negative impact on both professional and 
personal wellbeing. 

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, three out of four informal carers feel more burnt 
out than ever before. 62% of informal carers with other employment outside of the home are 
concerned they will lose their job because of the time commitment needed as a carer. 

Examples of ways employers can support individuals who have caring 
responsibilities at home: 

• Flexible working (e.g., work schedule, remote work) 
• Develop an age positive culture – in recruitment process but also in 

developing age-diverse teams  
• Provide better accessibility of health and mental health support at work. 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/addressing-psychosocial-risks-promoting-workforce-resilience-and-supporting-mental-health-of-older-workers-policy-and-practice-in-action/
https://www.who.int/teams/social-determinants-of-health/demographic-change-and-healthy-ageing/combatting-ageism/global-report-on-ageism
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Image 4. EuroHealthNet policy brief 

4. Occupational Psychosocial Risks and 
Mental Health of Older Workers – 
Pathways to Progress  

Dorota Sienkiewicz, Policy Manager, EuroHealthNet 

Dorota Sienkiewicz began her presentation (PPT presentation available) by laying out 
reasons why we need to act to improve the mental health of older workers. She highlighted 
that by 2030, older workers (55-65+) will represent 55% of the European labour force, 
25% more than in 2005. However, there is little research into what works and why 
(translation & implementation research) and how to maximise the assets of the “silver 
economy”. 

EuroHealthNet recently launched a policy 
brief offering strategies for mitigating 
psychosocial risks to older workers’ (age 
55-65+) health in the workplace. In the 
brief, six recommendations are offered for 
employers and policymakers to mitigate 
psychosocial risks at work. These will 
benefit all workers, but especially older 
workers.  

 

There is a common understanding that the following psychosocial risk factors have a 
substantial impact on people’s physical and mental health: 

• Effort-reward imbalance – social value of work carried by ageing population 

• Workload and work schedule, work content and task design – fast changing 
working demands, mental and physical needs and conditions 

• Control, role in organisation and participation in decision-making – isolation, value 
of seniority 

• Work-related stress – help-seeking behaviour and coping mechanisms 

• Job insecurity and career development prospects – type of contract 

• Work-family interference - work-life balance and caring responsibilities 

• Labour market policies – return to work, unemployment and activation benefit, 
income inequalities and cost of living. 

 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/addressing-psychosocial-risks-promoting-workforce-resilience-and-supporting-mental-health-of-older-workers-policy-and-practice-in-action/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
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Dorota mentioned that psychosocial risks (PSRs) in the workplace do not affect all workers 
equally. Instead, there is a social gradient in terms of ill health as a function of occupational 
position. That is, different measures of occupational position, such as social class, social 
status, and skill level, are associated with poorer working conditions, leading to higher rates 
of depressive symptoms and premature retirement.  

Dorota then highlighted the PSRs in relation to gendered aspects of occupational health. 
Work-related stress may have a major impact on the sustainability of women’s work along 
the life course, and more attention needs to be paid to its prevention throughout life, 
including a focus on jobs predominantly carried out by women. Women, and in particular 
older women, are more prone to harassment, bullying and psychological violence than men.  
It is estimated that women of menopausal age constitute the fastest-growing group in the 
workforce, accounting for 11% of the workforce in G7 countries alone. 

Recent research demonstrates that economic slowdowns attributable to population ageing 
are avoidable through policy interventions that support healthy and active ageing. There is a 
strong case to make for creating healthy working environments, which in turn supports the 
health of older workers and eventually contributes to an Economy of Wellbeing. 

Although certain arrangements will fall under the responsibility of the government 
(regulations, directives, strategies), others will rely on organisational (employer/company) 
structures, and others will be directly attributable to the individual older worker. Dorota 
presented the following strategies that suggest how to address workplace health issues 
amongst older workers. Further examples of relevance and good policy developed by various 
European states can be found in the policy brief. 

Image 5. Strategies (box on the left) and promising activities (box on the right) 

 

1 - Manage age-related changes & 
improve help-seeking behaviours; 

2 - Employee assistance programmes 
based on personal needs & preferences;  

3 - ‘Reverse’ mentoring young=>old to 
develop new skills, re-connect 

4 - Increase literacy on wider social 
protection & care systems; 

5 - Lower threshold for psychosocial 
support, enforce measures to combat 
workplace harassment 

6 - Developing & implementing explicit 
promotion and prevention organisational 
plan with actions for various groups of 
workers/ ages/ gender. 

https://eurohealthnet.eu/publication/protecting-older-workers-from-psychosocial-risks-new-policy-brief-highlights-strategies-to-promote-workplace-wellbeing/
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5. Highlights from the open exchange 
between the webinar participants 

After all speaker presentations, Alison opened the floor for questions as well as for 
participants to share and showcase their programmes, strategies, policies and/or 
interventions in the field of mental health for older workers. Here is the summary of some of 
the points discussed: 

• How to encourage employers to become age friendly and mental health friendly 
workplaces? Dorota Sienkiewicz drew participants attention to the cost of inaction 
and lost  days of work. Not only is it costly to not promote health at the workplace, 
but it goes against workers’ rights. It should be a worker’s right to have secure and 
safe employment that offers prospects for personal development. She encouraged 
advocates to stress the economic and health potential of promoting healthy 
workplaces. 

• Sarah Loriato mentioned that Age Platform has recently started working with 
companies and agreed with Dorota that stressing the economic benefits of health 
promotion can help incentivise companies to change for good. One other aspect she 
mentioned was related to talent retention in the workplace. With increasing worker 
mobility and growing shortages of workers in key fields (including health and care), 
training and retaining workers is becoming more and more important. 

• Stimulating workers’ participation in health promoting interventions can be 
challenging, even in areas like nutrition or physical activity, let alone a sensitive topic 
like mental health. If there is something around addressing mental health at the 
workplace, it can be stigmatising. Sensitive introduction of the intervention and 
intensive involvement of managers is extremely important. 

• It is important to remember that just because policymakers regulate and advocate for 
healthier workplaces which offer equal opportunities, employers do not always 
comply with such regulations. They may in fact continue to use discriminatory 
processes (e.g., for hiring) which could result in intersectoral discrimination (for 
instance, hiring practices which are particularly unfair to people due to their age or 
country of origin. 

 

Additional resources and opportunities to connect 

• Public Health Scotland in partnership with the Scottish Government and in 
collaboration with public, private and third sector employers have developed a 
mental health resource - Supporting a mentally healthy workplace 
(healthyworkinglives.scot). For more information, get in touch with Annette Bell 
annette.bell@phs.scot.  

https://www.healthyworkinglives.scot/workplace-guidance/mentally-healthy-workplace/Pages/Default.aspx
https://www.healthyworkinglives.scot/workplace-guidance/mentally-healthy-workplace/Pages/Default.aspx
mailto:annette.bell@phs.scot
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• The Health Promotion and Disease Prevention directorate within the 
Superintendence of Public Health in Malta, published guidelines for employers 
Improving Employee Health in the Workplace in September 2022. 

• Francisco Ruiz, Regional Ministry of Health and Families of Andalusia, shared 
information about the Toolkit “Fostering employees’ wellbeing, health, and work 
participation” which is available in 11 languages. More information can be found 
here. 

• EuroHealthNet’s Health Inequalities portal (https://health-inequalities.eu/) contain 
over 200 resources from across Europe related to Employment, occupational 
health, adult education, youth employment. 

 

 

https://deputyprimeminister.gov.mt/en/health-promotion/Documents/library/publications/Guidelines%20ENG.pdf
http://chrodis.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/chrodis_plus_toolkit_en_20201027.pdf
http://chrodis.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/chrodis_plus_toolkit_en_20201027.pdf
http://chrodis.eu/08-chronic-diseases-and-employment/
https://health-inequalities.eu/
https://health-inequalities.eu/resources/jwddb/?jwddb_sector=employment-occupational-health-adult-education-youth-employment



