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Dimitra Theodori
Editor

We live in confusing times. In

the USA, the administration is
rolling back diversity, equity and
inclusion policies, calling them
‘radical and wasteful’, and large
parts of the progressive world

are understandably reacting with
outrage. Yet, on this side of the
Atlantic, another fundamental issue
goes almost unnoticed: the near-
total absence of workplace support
for menopause and menstruation,
which affect millions of women
every day.

And this silence is dangerous.
Menopause and menstruation can
influence concentration, fatigue,
sleep, thermoregulation and stress
— classic OSH factors. Yet they
remain almost entirely absent
from workplace risk assessments,
prevention plans and occupational
health strategies across Europe.

As a woman who spent nearly my
entire working life coping with
severe menstrual symptoms—and
who, by contrast, experienced a
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Why we must put

a gender lens on

(and fast)

relatively mild menopause, let me
say that too — I find it astonishing
that this is still not recognised as
a mainstream OSH issue. But my
experience is far from unique: it
reflects a structural omission in
how workplaces understand and
address women’s health. Today,

as a mother of two daughters and
as someone who supports and
admires many young women about
to enter the workforce, I cannot
accept that we continue to ignore
health challenges faced by half of
the workforce that are predictable,
common and entirely manageable
once acknowledged.

But real-world solutions do exist.
Some organisations are beginning
to act. At the time of writing, in
Belgium, the home care provider
Wit-Gele Kruis Oost-Vlaanderen
has introduced menopause support
measures in a collective agreement:
flexible start times, extra breaks
and temporary task adjustments.
Similar initiatives have appeared in
a handful of countries, notably the

UK and Ireland, but they remain
scattered and exceptional, far from
representing standard practice
across Europe.

And yet we keep falling into the
same trap. Whenever gender-
specific measures are proposed,
the same worry emerges: ‘But
won't this reinforce the idea that
women are fragile?’ It is a tired and
damaging argument. It falsely sets
equality against support, implying
that acknowledging women’s

needs threatens emancipation. By
accepting that narrative, we force
women — and ultimately many
other workers who need support —
to endure preventable hardship, all
the while pretending that neutrality
equals fairness.

Making the invisible visible

Looking at health and safety
through a gender lens is not just
about women. It is a meaningful
way to make the invisible visible,
identify risks and improve working



conditions for everyone. The ILO,
EU-OSHA and many researchers
point out that work affects the
physical and mental health of men
and women in different ways. Some
differences stem from the fact

that women’s occupational health
problems are often less recognised,
while others arise because men and
women tend to work in different
types of jobs. Interestingly, even
within the same occupation, men
and women can face different risks
simply because they often perform
different tasks. In my father’s Greek
village, olive harvesting showed a
clear gender divide. Men did the
‘heavy’ work of shaking trees, while
women bent over to sort the fallen
olives — a repetitive, strenuous work
described as ‘light’ and paid less,
yet just as essential. It highlighted
the hidden toll on their health and
the double injustice of the pay gap.

Eurofound’s most recent (2024)
European Working Conditions
Survey (EWCS) confirms that
workplace health risks are deeply
gendered. Both men and women
benefit from improvements, but
men see faster progress in physical
working conditions, while women
continue to face higher emotional
strain and more musculoskeletal
problems. Work intensity has
risen again, and it affects women
more severely, especially in public-
facing jobs with heavy emotional
demands. At the same time, the
social work environment shows no
improvement since 2010 and has
actually deteriorated for women.

And the situation may worsen — if

it hasn’t already. Europe’s ageing
population places increasing pressure
on workplaces, with women, who
make up most formal and informal
caregivers, bearing the primary
burden. As social support systems
weaken — fewer public care services,
limited home help options, stricter
eligibility rules — the responsibility
of caring for elderly parents and
relatives increasingly falls on women,
which leads to burnout, absenteeism,
early exit from the labour market
and worsening gender inequality in
career progression and pensions.

Climate change adds another layer
of strain. Women, especially those
in manual, outdoor or public-
facing jobs, are more vulnerable
to heat stress because hormonal
cycles, pregnancy and menopause
intensify physical exhaustion and
mental pressure. They also face
greater exposure to harassment,
particularly during late or isolated
shifts in hot weather.

The path forward

Gender equality is not a side issue in
occupational health and safety; it is a
prerequisite for safer, fairer and more
sustainable workplaces. If we are
serious about the future of work, an
ageing workforce and the pressures
of the green and digital transitions,
then integrating a gender lens into
OSH is not optional. It is one of the
clearest ways to protect workers,
strengthen labour markets and
ensure that no one is left behind.

Rushed ‘medical fixes’ that put
women’s health at risk for profit
offer no solution. Treating women
as a passive demographic to be
medicated rather than supported
is unacceptable. A blatant example
is the recent decision by the FDA
under Commissioner Makary

to remove broad warnings from
many menopause hormone
therapies, bypassing the usual
multi-stakeholder scientific and
public review processes. Critics
warn the evidence does not justify
claims that hormone therapy
prevents heart disease or dementia
or extends life.

The whole process felt like an
episode of The X-Files, with a
Cigarette Smoking Man lurking in
the corridors of power, deciding
in secret who receives protection
and who does not. If we truly care
about justice, health and dignity —
especially for women at work — we
must reject paternalism and insist
on transparent, science-based
regulation that protects lives rather
than serving profit. ®
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Workers 1n the front

line as science comes
under attack

Patrick Allard

Professor at the University of
California, Los Angeles (UCLA)
Emmanuel Henry

Professor at

Paris Dauphine University — PSL

From the United States to Europe, occupational health and safety are not
escaping the attacks on science. The dismantling of key agencies under

Trump shows how far such a dangerous drift can go. It is a real danger,
which Is already spreading to Europe, and France in particular, with the
risk of undermining worker protection, thereby undoing the progress that
has been achieved over the past few decades.

These attacks on the role of scientific knowl-
edge in public decision-making run counter
to a development that has marked the past
few decades, in which links have been forged
between science, expertise and public deci-
sion-making. The specialised agencies in the
realms of environmental protection and oc-
cupational health first appeared in the 1970s
in connection with campaigns highlighting
the importance of factoring the environ-
ment and occupational health into political
decisions. In the field of occupational health
in France, for example, it was in the 1990s,
especially after the asbestos crisis, when
the state began to provide itself with bodies
that enabled it to generate scientific knowl-
edge with a view to obtaining the scientific
opinions which it needed in order to take its
decisions.

1. https://www.anses.fr/fr/
content/pesticides-les-
cancers-de-la-prostate-
reconnus-comme-maladie-
professionnelle

4 HesaMag 31— WINTER 2025

Following the creation, in the late 1990s,
of an occupational health department with-
in the body now known as Santé Publique
France with a mandate to conduct epidemio-
logical monitoring of particular occupation-
al diseases, a multidisciplinary agency was
established with responsibility for environ-
mental and occupational health and safety,
the present-day French Agency for Food, En-
vironmental and Occupational Health and
Safety (ANSES).

Generally speaking, although the process
of constructing a basis of scientific expertise
to underpin public decisions has experienced
ups and downs, with occasional tension aris-
ing between the agency and the Ministry of
Labour, an increase in the strength of the
experts’ role and a gradual accrual of legit-
imacy in terms of both science and exper-
tise have been observable over the past few
decades. For example, ANSES has developed
activities focused on various occupational
risks, such as those linked with exposure to
crystalline silica, those relating to particu-
lar occupational groups, such as firefighters,

sewage workers, bicycle couriers, refuse col-
lectors and waste management personnel,
and those addressing particular constraints,
such as night working or other unsocial
working hours. For several years, moreover,
ANSES has been producing experts’assess-
ments prior to the creation or amendment
of classifications of occupational diseases;
these reports have paved the way for the cre-
ation of new classifications, such as the one
which provides for the recognition of pros-
tate cancer linked to pesticide exposure.!

The United States: a disassembly lab

The situation in the United States clearly illus-
trates the consequences of political interfer-
ence with worker protection. Created in 1971,
the National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health (NIOSH) conducts research and
epidemiological investigations with a view to
informing prevention efforts, while the Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration
(OSHA) has responsibility for laying down



1 Demonstration against budgetary cutbacks in the
USA: like many universities and research facilities, NIOSH
and OSHA (the federal occupational health and safety
agencies) are facing staffing cuts and the cessation of key
programmes. Photo: o Belga

and applying standards. Together, those two
institutions have been at the root of major ad-
vances: in half a century, work-related deaths
have fallen to little more than a third of their
previous level, and the number of non-fatal
accidents to a fifth, thanks in particular to
programmes targeting miners, firefighters,
farmworkers and even the first-aiders in the
World Trade Center.

In spite of these successes, in April 2025,
under the new presidential administration,
both of those agencies were dismantled. As
part of the reorganisation of the Department of
Health and Human Services, the NIOSH work-
force was slashed from 1,400 to only 150 em-
ployees, and most of the activities of NIOSH
were discontinued. Research and surveillance
were abruptly halted, with no possibility of
planning a phasing-out of operations, leaving
the Institute’s analyses uncompleted. NIOSH’s
crucial SENSOR pesticide surveillance pro-
gramme, covering 11 of the country’s states,
where it monitored poisonings and diseases
linked to pesticides, was scrapped, leaving oc-
cupational pesticide poisoning unmonitored.

%) |
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The reasons given for this dismantling are
far from convincing. Officially, the measures
were intended to reduce duplication and in-
efficiency while allegedly preserving ongoing
scientific work. The administration also indi-
cated that certain key functions performed by
NIOSH would be integrated into a new agency
headed by Health Secretary Robert F. Ken-
nedy Jr., known as the Administration for a
Healthy America (AHA). But the sudden loss
of huge numbers of qualified staff, the virtual

disappearance of federal funding and the un-
certainty regarding the remit and operation-
al capacity of the AHA, still no more than a
notional entity, leave no doubt that the main
losers will be American workers.

Towards an erosion of protection
in Europe

These attacks on science are not limited to the
United States. In the EU framework, the sci-
entific independence of specialised agencies
remains a constant challenge. Bodies such
as the European Chemicals Agency (ECHA),
the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)
and the European Agency for Safety and
Health at Work (EU-OSHA) regularly come
under pressure from the agrifood industry
and other powerful industrial lobbies, not to
mention the agencies’ own experts becoming
embroiled in conflicts of interest. These in-
terest groups with their high-powered polit-
ical connections seek to influence European
legislation, as exemplified by the renewal of
the glyphosate approval for another 10 years
in 2023 and the successive postponements
of the revision of the Regulation on the reg-
istration, evaluation, authorisation and re-
striction of chemicals (REACH). In France,
the most recent challenge to scientific exper-
tise came from the Duplomb Act, which was
adopted in modified form in August 2025.
The bill had provided for the reintroduction
of acetamiprid, a neonicotinoid considered
toxic to pollinators and detrimental to bio-
diversity, and opened the door to large-scale
agro-industrial projects such as giant live-
stock facilities and huge irrigation reser-
voirs, in defiance of scientific data.

The reaction was massive: from the Sci-
entific Council of the National Centre for Sci-
entific Research (CNRS) to the Order of Phy-
sicians, scientific organisations denounced
that surrender, and huge numbers of poli-
ticians and the public rallied to their cause,
with more than two million signatures on
the main petition. For all that, the law was

HesaMag 31— WINTER 2025 5



promulgated on 11 August, minus the pro-
vision authorising acetamiprid, which had
been struck down by the Constitutional
Council. Its adoption, without a proper par-
liamentary debate, remains a major setback
for public health and the environment.

That law is the latest in a series of regu-
lar attacks on ANSES by the governments of
Emmanuel Macron’s second term, especially
by the ministers of agriculture. For example,
Marc Fesneau, who was Minister of Agri-
culture from 2022 to 2024, challenged and
criticised specialised reports from ANSES
on several occasions; in particular, he asked
ANSES to ‘reconsider’ a request that it had
made for a ban on a very common weed-
killer in order to protect groundwater. This
type of intervention by a government min-
ister against a specific decision is nothing
new, and the specialised agencies are also
endowed with structures and autonomy
that immunise them against such inter-
vention. Nevertheless, the challenges are

N
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increasingly head-on today and are accom-
panied by growing recourse to the mantras
of the far right, adopted as a form of populist
demagogy, and by a presumption in favour of
dominant economic operators.

What safeguards are there for workers?

These recent trends are the sign of a struc-
tural change in the relationship between sci-
ence and politics. Although politicians have
regularly dismissed particular opinions and
have regularly opposed specialised bodies,
such opposition has hitherto been difficult to
justify publicly. Politicians have been empha-
sising economic and political factors without
directly contesting the scientific content of
the opinions. Now, however, a new level has
been reached with the presumption that
scientific data should be denied any special
status, which discredits scientific findings by
putting them on a par with any other opinion
in the public domain.

What does the future hold for workers
in the United States with a considerably
weakened NIOSH and OSHA or for work-
ers in France with an ANSES which fears a
new challenge to its existence, having been
enfeebled for a long time following the 2010
merger with the French Food Safety Agency?
Given the essential missions of these bodies,
there is good reason to fear a worsening of
working conditions for workforces and hence
a resurgence of occupational accidents and
diseases. We can also expect a lowering of
protection standards in several sectors — all
of that in a context in which it will become
more and more difficult to produce data to
measure these trends, which will culminate
in their invisibility.

It is nevertheless encouraging to note
that major legal actions in the United States
have served to secure the re-employment
of some of the NIOSH staff who were made
redundant and that, in France and Europe,
the level of social and political engagement
should serve to ensure vigilance against any
new attack on environmental and health
standards. But it still seems that the safe-
guards established in the past few decades
are becoming more and more fragile than
ever before. ®

“1 Undermining public
research threatens workers’
health, safety, and rights.
Photo: e Belga
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hosate; Italian

study reopens debate on
European ban

Pascal Hansens
Journalist

A recent study by the Ramazzini Institute has reported an
explosion of cancers in rats exposed to doses currently considered
safe, reopening the debate not only on the safety of glyphosate,
but also on the reliability of the EU pesticide evaluation system.

Should we still trust the ‘safe’ thresholds set
by the EU for glyphosate, the world’s most
widely used herbicide? A study published on
10 June 2025 in Environmental Health has
sparked new debate. Researchers at Italy’s
Ramazzini Institute observed a sharp rise in
leukaemia cases in rats exposed, from ges-
tation up to the age of two years, to doses in
line with EU health-based guidance values.
The study noted that almost 40% died of leu-
kaemia in the first year. The results support
the opinion of the International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC), which classified
glyphosate as ‘probably carcinogenic’in 2015.

1. ‘It is clear this study has
serious methodological flaws.’
Source: https://agfundernews.
com/bayer-responds-to-
new-glyphosate-study-it-is-
clear-this-study-has-serious-
methodological-flaws

The Italian institute’s findings immedi-
ately rekindled the controversy, particularly
in relation to the Pesticide Regulation, Arti-
cle 4 of which bans use of all carcinogenic ac-
tive substances. On 30 June, some 30 MEPs
called on the European Commission to re-
view its position on glyphosate. The NGO
Pan Europe, which campaigns for the re-
duction of pesticides, underlined that these
results echo numerous independent studies
and even some industry research, once again
confirming the herbicide’s ‘mutagenic and
carcinogenic properties’.

The pesticide industry, on the other
hand, has come out strongly against the find-
ings. According to the German agrochem-
ical and pharmaceutical giant Bayer, which
has owned Monsanto since 2018 and is the
world’s leading manufacturer of glyphosate,
‘(Dt is already clear this study has serious
methodological flaws, which is consistent
with the Ramazzini Institute’s long history

of making misleading claims about the safe-
ty of various products.” Moreover, it has
been pointed out, with reference to work
dating back to 1956, that the Sprague-Daw-
ley rats used in the study are ‘widely known
to be prone to spontaneous tumours’.

Member States: dependent and divided

First synthesised in 1950 and marketed since
1974 by Monsanto, glyphosate has come to be
the main herbicide used in intensive agricul-
ture. Over 46,000 tonnes were sold in the EU
in 2017, representing a third of the market.
With more land under cultivation than any
other Member State at almost 30 million
hectares, France accounts for 20% of all Eu-
ropean consumption, ahead of Poland, Ger-
many, Italy and Spain. Glyphosate enjoys a
herbicide market share of up to 78% in some
European countries.

HesaMag 31— WINTER 2025 7



Pesticide sales in the European Union (2023) (million kg)

France -
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Italy [
Germany
Poland -
Portugal -
Netherlands [
Hungary -
Belgium -

Greece [

Source Eurostat, April 2025

It hardly comes as a surprise, then, that
this is a divisive issue. In 2023, the Member
States failed to reach the qualified majority
needed under the ‘comitology’ procedure to
renew the approval of glyphosate. In Octo-
ber and November of the same year, sever-
al countries, including France, Belgium and
Germany, had abstained from voting on re-
newal, whereas Austria, Croatia and Luxem-
bourg had voted against. The rest had sup-
ported re-approval.

Despite the opposing views of the Mem-
ber States, the Commission went ahead and
renewed the approval of glyphosate until
December 2033, subject to some restrictions
such as banning pre-harvest use, enhanc-
ing protection for small mammals and wild
plants, and giving manufacturers a three-
year deadline within which to provide data
on the herbicide’s effects on biodiversity.
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At the time, the announcement sparked
anger both among NGOs — who challenged
the decision before the Court of Justice of
the European Union — and MEPs. The Com-
mission had based its decision on evalua-
tions by the European Food Safety Authority
(EFSA) and the European Chemicals Agency
(ECHA), which claim to have screened over
16,000 studies. Others, including ETUI re-
searcher Tony Musu, saw the decision by the
EU’s executive body as ‘the result of a suc-
cessful lobbying from industry’.

Some believe that the Commission has
hijacked the spirit of European law by rely-
ing on ‘inconclusive’ scientific findings. Yet
Directive 2009/128/EC requires the use of
pesticides to be reduced, giving priority to
non-chemical alternatives wherever possi-
ble and otherwise adopting the least harm-
ful solution.

A far from perfect evaluation system

In a written response to HesaMag, Tony
Musu criticised the workings of EFSA and
ECHA. ‘The official problem is that ECHA/
EFSA only take into account published
peer-reviewed and Good Laboratory Prac-
tice (GLP) studies, a set of quality standards
designed to ensure reliable, traceable and
reproducible non-clinical studies. It means
many independent relevant studies are
discarded.

‘The protocol used allows the authori-
ties to rely on industry studies and discount
the vast majority of independent studies, a
Pan Europe spokesperson confirmed. The
NGO also pointed out that the long-term ef-
fects on the brain (including Parkinson’s and
Alzheimer’s disease), the immune system or
intestinal flora are not taken into account,
while evaluation and prohibition procedures
remain worryingly slow.

When contacted by HesaMag, the EFSA
confirmed that all studies must comply with
GLPs to ensure their reliability. However, it
rejected Pan Europe’s criticisms, stating that
it had taken proper account of neurotoxicity,
the immune system and intestinal flora in its
assessment.”

Tony Musu goes further, arguing that a
fundamental political bias is at play: some
members of the Commission openly defend
glyphosate and have no real desire to ban it.
For example, in October 2023, former Health
Commissioner Stella Kyriakides urged MEPs
to ‘follow the science’ recognised by the Eu-
ropean agencies, while pointing out that
Member States were still free to limit its use
at national level.

Practices do indeed vary considerably
from country to country, but only in relation
to the use of herbicides by private individu-
als. France, Belgium and the Netherlands
all ban the private use of glyphosate. Where
agricultural use is concerned, European law
takes precedence, and individual Member
States cannot ban glyphosate. Austria and
Luxembourg both made moves to introduce
bans, but their efforts were overturned in
court as being contrary to the single market,
since the product is considered safe at Euro-
pean level.

2. Neurotoxicity, the immune
system and the gut microbiota
were considered as part of
the appraisal of the evidence.
References are made in
the final reports. https://
drive.google.com/file/
d/1WjDawh550HWABU]_
VHSQRzx5/EQOFDXWE/
view?usp=sharing



1 Ascene designed to shock, acted out in front of the European
Commission's headquarters in Brussels: the competing sides in
the glyphosate debate serve as conduits for long-running tensions
between science, public health, economic interests and political
decisions. Photo: o Belga

What now after the Ramazzini study?

The European trade unions, for their part,
have sounded a cautious note. The European
Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) is await-
ing an assessment of the Ramazzini study’s
findings before taking a position, while the
European Federation of Food, Agriculture
and Tourism Trade Unions (EFFAT, an ETUC
member) has come out in favour of a total ban
on glyphosate, a review of evaluation meth-
ods and strict adherence to the precautionary
principle. ‘No worker should be exposed to a
carcinogen just because it has been deemed
“safe” on paper, the federation said.
Copa-Cogeca, the main agricultural
lobby at European level, did not respond to
our requests for comment. However, its po-
sition is well known. In 2023, the organisa-
tion urged the European Commission to act
on ECHA and EFSA findings and renew the
approval of glyphosate for 10 years, insisting
that ‘there is not any equivalent alternative
to this herbicide, and without it, many agri-
cultural practices, notably soil conservation,
would be rendered complex, leaving farmers

with either no solutions or with alternatives
that consume even more herbicides!”

Nevertheless, the Italian study might yet
have far reaching consequences. When ap-
proached by HesaMag, the European Com-
mission replied that it had given ECHA and
EFSA until the end of June 2025 to analyse
all the Ramazzini Institute’s data and that,
if their conclusions changed, it would ‘act as
appropriate’ under Article 21 of Regulation
1107/2009, which pertains to the review of
the approval of active substances in plant
protection products.

However, the procedure is expected to
take from one and a half to two years. In
the words of an EFSA spokesperson, who
said that the authority had yet to receive the
Ramazzini Institute’s data: ‘EFSA and ECHA
will take as long as they need to examine the
methodology adopted, the substances test-
ed and the raw data used in the study fully
and thoroughly, especially since its findings
appear to contradict the body of evidence
and conclusions on the safety of glyphosate
reached by EFSA, ECHA and many other
regulatory bodies around the world.’

Things might well come to a head sooner.
A reliable source has confirmed that the
Court of Justice is expected to deliver its
judgment on Pan Europe’s appeal against
the approval of glyphosate some time in
2026. Until then, European fields will con-
tinue to be sprayed with generous quantities
of glyphosate. ®
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Between conscience and inaction — men’s grave
failings in the face of sexism

I am a man. And, like many men today, I see, I understand.
I read the testimonies, I hear the stories from my wife,

my colleagues, my female friends, the people close to me.

[ know that sexism is everywhere — in jokes, at meetings,
in failures to obtain promotion, in lingering stares, in
‘innocent’ remarks — and that all women are victims of
sexism, whatever their status or their position in the
company hierarchy and in society. And yet, like many men,
I have often said nothing,

That silence, I acknowledge, makes me uneasy. It is also
revealing. Many of us have been made aware, but too

few have truly begun to unlearn. That is the root of the
problem: somewhere between awareness and action,
something gets stuck. For fear of doing things wrong, of
causing upset, through that discreet inertia we call habit,
but especially through spinelessness, we choose, as in the
case of racism, not to intervene.

The spectator-man is the one who sees himself as
benevolent but keeps his distance, denouncing sexism in
private but turning a blind eye to it in family, working and
public life.

Meanwhile, women, for their part, have been speaking
out, supporting each other, taking action. It is they who
do the protecting, who sound the alarm, who express
outrage. And what about us? What do we do with that
awareness? Too often not at all, or in such small measure
by comparison.

This opinion piece is not an indictment. It is intended as
an invitation, a wake-up call, as it were. It is addressed to
myself in the first place, but to other men too. It is a call
to abandon passivity, to dare to speak out, to act, to take a
stance, because as long as men remain informed but static
spectators, sexism and all the forms of gender inequality
that are highlighted in the dozen or so articles of this
special report will be maintained, concealed behind our
inertia and a patriarchal society which, as time goes on, is
becoming completely outdated.

Alain Bloédt, Managing editor

Photo: e Nicolas Landemard
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Sexual harassment at work:
the invisible threat

When we think of safety issues arising in the workpl

ace, we tend to overlook

sexual harassment which has long been a blind spot in our vision.

Patric Jean
Journalist

Included among the cases of ‘sexist and sexu-
al abuse’, a continuum ranging from the most
common forms of sexism (a joke about wom-
en) to sexual assault and rape, sexual harass-
ment is one of the best documented and most
widespread phenomena. It manifests itself
as conduct with sexual overtones directed
against women that, despite the lack of phys-
ical contact, causes humiliation or offence.
This type of harassment relies on gender ste-
reotypes which continue to be steeped in our
male-dominated hierarchical tradition.

A phenomenon with
a well-documented history

A whole host of studies have shown how this
ancient tradition in the world of work saw
19th-century employers enjoying an implied
Jjus primae noctis (‘right of the first night’) over
the women in their employ.* The abuse of pow-
er by employers and the complete lack of rec-
ognition of such sexual abuse have slowly been
brought to light despite a failure to eradicate
the harassment phenomenon and a failure on
the part of employers sufficiently to identify its
consequences. Against that background, when
businesses have conducted surveys on sexism,
the managers have often seemed surprised by
the high number of women subjected to sexu-
al harassment because, in most instances, they
did not notice the red flags.

The European Union defines sexual har-
assment as ‘any form of unwanted verbal,
non-verbal or physical conduct of a sexual
nature ... with the purpose or effect of vio-
lating the dignity of a person, in particu-
lar when creating an intimidating, hostile,
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degrading, humiliating or offensive envi-
ronment’.? It treats harassment as discrim-
ination on grounds of sex which, therefore,
must be prohibited.3

By 2019, the International Labour Organi-
zation (ILO) had become the first internation-
al organisation to affirm in a treaty* the right of
everyone to a world of work free from violence
and harassment, including gender-based vio-
lence and harassment. The ILO denotes ‘sex-
ual harassment’ as any sexual, unwanted and
insulting conduct. This may involve sexual
blackmail (sexual favours extorted in return

1. Louis M.V. (1994) Le droit de

cuissage. France 1860-1930,
Les Editions de I'Atelier.

. Directive 2006/54/EC of

the European Parliament

and of the Council of 5 July
2006 on the implementation
of the principle of equal
opportunities and equal
treatment of men and women
in matters of employment and
occupation.

. Directive 2002/73/CE of the

European Parliament and of
the Council of 23 September
2002.

Figure 1 Pyramid of sexist and sexual violence

Sexual assault

Criminal Code

Labour law or
company regulation

Culture

The latest survey by social enterprise JUMP, published on 25 November 2025 to mark the
International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, reveals that more than 9 in 10
women have experienced sexism during their studies or in the workplace.

Source JUMP Solutions for Equity at Work
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for a proposed promotion or pay rise) or intim-
idating or humiliating conduct which may be
physical (forced proximity), verbal (remarks
about appearance, inappropriate phone calls)
or non-verbal (suggestive gestures, the send-
ing of sexual images).

Sexual harassment is therefore clearly po-
sitioned, on the severity scale, between sexist
behaviour (sexist conduct that is not gener-
ally punishable by the law but can be subject
to sanctions within the company) and sexual
assault which is defined by the criminal codes
as unwanted physical and sexual contact
(such as touching of the buttocks or breasts,
or forced kissing).

A statistically significant phenomenon

As shown in Figure 2, a significant number
of women have been subjected to sexual har-
assment at work, but the figures only account
for those who disclose their ordeals during
surveys; a large proportion of sexual harass-
ment cases escape all sanction. The sexual
harassment phenomenon is deeply ingrained
in the fabric of workplace gender relations
and is fiendishly difficult to assess given that
its frequency and intensity can be measured
only by reference to the statements made by
the victims, who at times have the greatest
difficulty in identifying its existence. This ‘in-
visibility’ explains the particularly low figures
recorded in some countries.

The situation described above effectively
creates a paradox inasmuch as acknowledge-
ment in prevention campaigns and training
exercises of workplace sexual harassment
will facilitate its identification when it arises

4 . International Labour
Organization (2019), C190
Violence and Harassment
Convention.

5. Boni-Le Goff I. (2022) 'Sexual
Violence as an Invisible
Process in White-Collar
Work', in Violent Times,

Rising Resistance: An
Interdisciplinary Gender
Perspective, Grisard, Erismann,
Dahinden, University of
Lausanne.

6. International Labour Office,
Sexual Harassment at Work,
'Work in Freedom, Declaration
on Fundamental Principles and
Rights at Work' Fact Sheet.

7. Chahraoui Kh. (2015) 'Sexual
Harassment and Psychological
Trauma — Clinical and
Psychopathological Aspects’,
in Champ Psy, 68, 141-160.

and, as a result, will drive up the related case
figures, even though the number of those cas-
es is, in effect, declining; hence the very high
figures in the Scandinavian countries. As so-
ciologist Isabel Boni-Le Goff has demonstrat-
ed, shrouding the phenomenon in silence will
give rise to ignorance of the problem, invisi-
bility of the victims’ suffering and thus a drop
in the case figures.

On the other hand, in the absence of a
proactive policy implemented by the compa-
ny management, victims run the risk of be-
ing threatened or even dismissed, instead of
their abusers, in order to avoid a scandal. As
an illustration, one study has shown that, in
2004, 55.6% of the women subjected to sexu-
al intimidation in Italy were dismissed.®

All these phenomena are contributory
factors in breaking the trust relationship that
exists between employees and the world of
work. As British expert in workplace inclu-
sion Dorothy Dalton explains: ‘Trust isn’t
a “nice to have” at work; it’s foundational.
When it fractures, the fallout is deeply per-
sonal, and has an organisational impact
which many leaders don’t consider.’

Significant repercussions

Anna, an employee in a large finance busi-
ness, relates her experience: ‘Over the years,
it (the sexual harassment) went on, my men-
tal health slowly deteriorated. I put it down to
all kinds of things until a psychiatrist encour-
aged me to file a complaint and open my eyes
to the damage caused by what I was subjected
to on a daily basis.’

Special report

Extensive research has highlighted signif-
icant repercussions for the health of sexual
harassment victims. The impact manifests
itself mainly in psycho-traumatic disorders,”
depression and occasionally severe somatic
disorders. The research has brought to light
the states of post-traumatic stress that grad-
ually take hold of victims in a pernicious and
thus invisible way, as they relive the trauma
of the humiliation suffered. Disturbed sleep
is observed, together with insomnia or anxie-
ty attacks and night terrors.

Fiﬁure 2 Ever-working women
who have experienced sexual harassment
at work, by type of violence (in %)

European Union 32.5 (estimated)
(aggregate changing according to context)
Belgium 32,9
Bulgaria 12.2
Czechia 30.5
Denmark 46.4
Germany 32.1
Estonia 33.3
Ireland 44.0
Greece 42.6
Spain 28.2
France 411
Croatia 36.4
Cyprus 399
Latvia 11.0
Lituania 19.1
Luxembourg 52.9
Hungary 40.1
Malta 27.1
Netherlands 40.9
Austria 26.6
Poland 13.0
Portugal 12.3
Romania 32.5
Slovenia 317
Slovakia 53.0
Finland 537
Sweden 55.4
Montenegro 17.5
Serbia 18.4
Kosovo* 22.4

* Kosovo : This designation is without prejudice to
positions, and is in line with UNSCR 1244,/1999
and the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of
independance.

Source Eurostat.
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Sexual harassment at work:

a persistent reality

The longer the observation period, the more women are affected.

30.8%

During their
working life

Source Eurostat — EU-GBV (Gender-based Violence Survey, 2023).
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/gbv_shw_type/default/table?

Géraldine, a manager at an insurance
company, tells her story: ‘My husband
couldn’t understand why I was terrified at
the very idea of leaving the house and going
to the market. I was afraid of bumping into
my harasser. I saw him wherever I went; but
I didn’t dare talk about it.” Phobic symptoms
develop, such as panic attacks on the journey
into work, or manifestations similar to ago-
raphobia, where the victims refuse to go out
and shut themselves away at home. They re-
live every traumatic episode in a heightened
state of psychological distress (fear, power-
lessness) and experiencing various neuroveg-
etative disorders (e.g. tachycardia, sweating,
trembling and globus sensation). All of these
conditions can lead to suicide.

It is also clear that these abuses will have
an impact on the victim’s work (e.g. drop in
performance, reduced job satisfaction, com-
mitment and attendance) resulting, to all
intents and purposes, in discrimination (no
promotion, stagnating income, etc.). For
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businesses, failure to acknowledge cases of
possible harassment could very likely lead to
an increased staff turnover, a potential loss of
skills, loss of appeal of the company due to its
poor reputation, reduced team performance
and even legal and financial risks.

As described by Isabella Lenarduzzi, who
is an expert in workplace diversity, equity and
inclusion (DEI), the existence of a hostile,
sexist or harassing atmosphere at work has

Special report

an impact on women’s careers as well as their
choice of profession, stemming as far back as
their education and training. That atmosphere
ultimately contributes to their being poorer on
average than men because they tend to avoid
the overwhelmingly male-driven and highest
paid roles and professions. Anne, a trainee on
a technical programme, tells her story: ‘T had
chosen a career that interested me, but I was
the only woman in a workforce of men. I didn’t
feel comfortable in that line of work and so I
changed direction and opted for a more tradi-
tionally female training programme. I won’t
be paid as well, but I will feel safer.’

Policy responses

For over a decade, changes to national law have
reflected the dangers of sexual harassment in
the workplace. In 2007, the inter-sectoral Eu-
ropean social partners — BusinessEurope (Eu-
ropean Confederation of Businesses), SMEu-
nited (then known as UEAPME — European
Association of Craft and SMEs), SGI Europe
(then known as CEEP — European Centre of
Employers and Enterprises providing Public
Services) and ETUC (European Trade Union
Confederation) — signed the framework agree-
ment on harassment and violence at work. In
some countries of the European Union (Den-
mark, Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, Bel-
gium), a preventative approach prevails inas-
much as employers are required to prevent
sexual harassment. This policy of prevention
is occasionally enshrined in broader health
and safety strategies focusing specifically on
risk identification and mitigation. In the Neth-
erlands, sexual harassment is regarded as a
risk to health in the workplace, and employers
must incorporate it into their ‘Risk Inventory
& Evaluation’ (RI&E) policy. As a result, if em-
ployers identify an increased risk of sexually
suggestive remarks in a predominantly male
team, they must, in particular, introduce a
code of conduct explicitly prohibiting such
behaviour and organise compulsory training
courses on topics such as harassment and cog-
nitive bias.



Other EU Member States have placed
greater emphasis on the legal response,
punishing sexual harassment and imposing
procedures wherever it is committed. Ac-
cordingly, the French Labour Code requires
businesses with 250 employees or more to
appoint an anti-sexual harassment contact
point with responsibility for providing guid-
ance, information and support for those em-
ployees subjected to situations of sexual har-
assment or sexist behaviour.

One French court broke new ground with
its landmark ruling that sexual harassment
may ‘take the form of hostile environment
harassment, where, without being the direct
target, victims are subjected to obscene or
vulgar provocations and jokes which become
intolerable to them.’® In that case, following a
dismissal, a female employee had denounced
her working conditions which had deteri-
orated on account of a pervading sexist at-
mosphere at work along with her colleagues’
sexist and sexualised remarks and behaviour;
she had certainly been a witness to such har-
assment, if not a direct target of it. Here, li-
ability for the impact of repeated collective
abusive acts with no identifiable perpetrator
lies with the company concerned, which is ac-
cordingly penalised, taking into account the
effect on the victim as opposed to the perpe-
trator’s intention.

Various countries, in particular Spain,
incorporate both a prevention and enforce-
ment focus into their efforts to tackle sexual
harassment at work, at a time when we are
increasingly dealing with harassment com-
mitted by electronic or digital means.

A cultural revolution

Despite welcoming the progress made in both
the international treaties and the nation-
al legislation and guidelines on combating
sexual harassment in the workplace, we still
need to make the distinction between equal-
ity in law and equality in fact in this area: Al-
though the law is an essential tool for change
in relation to social behaviour, that social be-
haviour remains deeply and defiantly rooted
in ancient traditions.

Those businesses that are determined to
eradicate the risk of sexual harassment com-
pletely from their workforce soon come to re-
alise that they need to overhaul the very foun-
dations of their culture that is shaped by gender
roles and drive out sexism in all its forms, ac-
knowledging that this atmosphere provides the
perfect breeding ground for harassment. Such
an overhaul is the current focus of attention
across the entire European Union. @
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8. Decision of Orléans Court

of Appeal, 7 February 2017,
No. 15/02566.

1 Atool to identify violence before
it becomes irreversible.

Violentometer

Safe and healthy
workplace

Subtle gender bias (for example in tasks given to you)
Your speech is constantly interrupted

Unsolicited comments about your appearance

Sexist jokes and comments, passed off as 'banter'
Persistent personal questions, ‘blurring the lines'
Sexual references

If you speak up, you are not taken seriously or called a 'killjoy'. Gaslighting.

You receive sexual messages or images
Escalation of sexual
harassment

Persistent staring at your body
Attempts to be alone with you, stalking (online & offline)

Requests for sexual acts

Threats if you refuse

Threats or retaliation if you report, silencing
Sexual assault Sexual verbal agression
Unwanted physical contact, touching

Forced kisses

Rape Rape
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When the mental load weighs
on female workers

As a result of enduring gender stereotypes, women carry
a greater mental load at home and in the workplace, a
situation that has significant consequences.

Camille Wernaers
Journalist

“You haven't done the dishes? — Huh? You
should've asked!’ This is one of the typical di-
alogues we see in comic strips by the French
cartoonist Emma, published in 2017, and
which helped introduce the general public
to the concept of mental load. The concept
was first theorised in 1984 by the sociologist
Monique Haicault, who closely studied the
experiences of women workers and defined
the term as: ‘The organisation and manage-
ment of all activities essential to the home life
of a family, daily and over the medium term.
This work keeps the family unit going.” It in-
cludes all those ‘care’ tasks, in other words
caring for and looking after people, that still
rest largely on the shoulders of women and
continue to be undervalued, in spite of their
importance: cleaning house, taking charge of
medical appointments, cooking meals, taking
care of house pets, etc. Haicault deliberately
chose the word ‘load’ to emphasise ‘the weight
of this all-encompassing management task,
its growing complexity and its constraints,
as well as the multiplicity of cognitive skills
it involves’.? In sum: these unpaid household
tasks truly constitute work that continues af-
ter the day of paid labour. The mental load of
trying to balance the two is linked to another
concept, that of women’s double or triple shift,
underpinned by a wide range of figures.

In Belgium, according to a report pub-
lished by the Institute for the Equality of
Women and Men (IEFH) in 2020, 81% of
women perform household tasks daily, as
compared to 33% of men. ‘Although nearly
as many men as women state that they have
difficulty balancing work and home life, men
are much less likely to reorganise their work
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to make it possible to combine them, wrote
the IEFH. Accordingly, 24% of young moth-
ers decide, for example, to work fewer hours,
as compared to 6% of young fathers. This
practice penalises single mothers even more
severely, since they have no one else to rely
on and are often ‘far removed from the la-
bour market’. They are at three times greater
risk of poverty than couples with children,
the National Bank of Belgium noted in 2023.

In Germany, 68% of mothers change their
occupational status after having children,
and 21% of mothers leave the labour market
upon the birth of their first child.3 Whilst
statistics vary from one country to the next,
this situation generally has an impact on the
income and the financial autonomy of Euro-
pean women. It widens the pay gap between
women and men and affects the pensions of
retired women. The French Centre for Wom-
en’s Economic Empowerment (Observatoire
de I'émancipation économique des femmes —
OEEF) recently sounded the alarm regarding
the heightened risk of precarity among sen-
ior women. After having taken career breaks
and having borne a heavy load of caring for
family members, women between the ages of
40 and 60 find themselves gradually excluded
from economic life. According to the OEEF,
this combination of sexism and ageism repre-
sents an average loss of 7,862 euros per year,
which amounts to nearly 157,000 euros over
20 years. This is a massive, gendered loss of
earnings that is still largely ignored by politi-
cians and policymakers.

The concept of mental load is thus at the
heart of the socio-economic inequalities ex-
perienced by women on the labour market.
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1. Monique Haicault, 'La charge

mentale, son émergence et
ses transformations, un cadre
conceptuel d'analyse’ (‘Mental
load: its emergence and
transformations, a conceptual
framework for analysis'),
lecture given in 2021.

. Haicault M. (2020) La charge

mentale. Histoire d'une notion
charniére (1976-2020) (Mental
load: the history of a pivotal
concept).

. ‘Maternité et santé mentale

sous pression’ (‘Motherhood
and mental health under
pressure'), a study conducted
by Make Mothers Matter,
2025.



In the workplace as well

This attentiveness to others is not limited
to the home and the family. In France, the
first survey of women employees conducted
by the Ifop market research group, in 2024,
showed that 71% experience an increased
mental load in their work lives, a figure that
rises to 81% for those women who manage
more than five people. In all, 56% of the
women polled consider that this load is high
in both their personal and their work lives.
According to the Belgian High Council for
Employment (Conseil supérieur de I'emploi
belge), women more frequently hold jobs
that include a higher emotional load, such as
nurse or salesperson. Moreover, ‘At the office,
20% of women’s working time is apparently
spent on ‘extra’ tasks: helping a colleague,
celebrating a birthday, mentoring a younger
staff member, etc. They do so over and above
their core tasks, often without giving it a sec-
ond thought,” as noted by Pauline Rochart, a
specialist in equity in the workplace.* This is
what the engineer Tanya Reilly has dubbed
‘glue work’, referring to relational and prac-
tical tasks, carried out chiefly by women,
which are essential to the smooth operation
of teams. This work is not recognised by em-
ployers, despite the diversity of skills it re-
quires. Glue work thus contributes to perpet-
uating the glass ceiling that prevents women
from advancing in their careers or moving
up the corporate ladder.

‘Natural’ skills?

These inequalities are rooted in long-stand-
ing stereotypes about gender differences.
Men are rational and objective, women are
responsible for handling emotions and pro-
viding care. Yet this division of labour is nei-
ther natural nor innate — it is learned: ‘From
the earliest age, this reflexive capacity is en-
couraged in girls and, more importantly, is
discouraged in boys’, according to Pauline
Rochart. She notes: ‘In the world of work,
where performance is everything, there is a
tendency to juxtapose rationality and emo-
tions. And to be sceptical of the latter.

In an interview with HesaMag, Soizic
Dubot, socio-economic coordinator at the
Belgian feminist association Vie Féminine,
stated: “‘Women are socialised to take on the
caregiving tasks. This is so deeply ingrained
in our society that this is what is expected of
them. Having to think of organising a collec-
tion for a coworker who is leaving is not the
same thing as just slipping a banknote into
an envelope. This kind of daily management
is not valued, and I see it as linked to the un-
dervaluing of women’s occupations and the
tasks they perform in our society, the burden
of which is not recognised.” To cite but one
example: the position of a secretary. ‘While
this was a male occupation, secretaries were
recognised as scribes with valuable skills.
When the job came to be a largely female
one, secretaries gradually came to be seen
as assistants, who carried out tasks that
ranged from taking minutes at meetings to
remembering to buy a birthday present for
the boss’s child, which are not always listed
on their job description. And yet, the job of
a secretary requires just as many skills, in
particular technical ones, as before. In the
past, secretaries were the first to use early
forms of computers.s Today, within the Euro-
pean Union, although figures vary slightly by
member state, more than 90% of secretaries
are female.
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4. Pauline Rochart, ‘Au bureau
comme a la maison, la charge
affective pése sur les femmes'
('At the office as at home,
the emotional burden weighs
on women'), Welcome to the
Jungle, March 2022.

5. 'Et I'nomme créa la secretaire’
(‘And Man Created the
Secretary'), documentary
by Michéle Dominici, 2024,
52 minutes.
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& The French author and illustrator Emma is best known
for her comic You should've asked, which did a huge
amount to popularise the concepts of the mental load
and invisible inequalities at home and in the workplace.
lllustration: e Emma

For Aurore De Keyzer, national coordi-
nator of the Women’s Section of the Belgian
Confederation of Christian Trade Unions
(CSC), the question of the mental load car-
ried by women is directly linked to their
working conditions. ‘Historically, workplac-
es were designed for middle-aged men in
good health. Being a woman in such an en-
vironment is already a difference, one that is
often not thought through by employers. It is
up to female workers to point out what is not
working for them,” she says. With her trade
union, in 2025, she offered a training session
for delegates on the topic of mental overload.
‘We were shocked at the number of testimo-
nies we received. I am thinking, for example,
of childcare workers, who explained that
their employers did not give them enough
diapers or fruit to make baby food. They had
to think of going out to buy them themselves.
This is constantly on their minds, they can’t
just unwind at the end of the day. In many
office jobs, it is the women who type up the
meeting minutes or book the venue for the
team retreat.’
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A specific, gendered reality

These multiple invisible tasks are still not
recognised as a specific, gendered reality in
legislation covering psychosocial risks or
in collective labour agreements. Yet ‘men-
tal overload has numerous consequences,
ranging from irritability and stomach pains
through musculoskeletal problems and in-
somnia to anxiety, burn-out and depres-
sion’, as Aurore De Keyzer has observed. It
is therefore not surprising that women con-
stitute a majority of those with long-term
illness. “‘We wanted to involve delegates who
are active in the workplace and can bring up
the topic at the meetings of the Committee
for Prevention and Protection at the Work-
place,” because the solutions offered are still
far too individual. A female employee will be
advised to take time for herself, but she is
not the one in charge of scheduling! What is
needed is to start by listing all the tasks that
make up the mental load, in order ultimately
to render them visible.” For De Keyzer, there
is no doubt: in the face of mental load, the
solutions should be collective, focusing on a
reorganisation of work.”

These solutions will prove to be more cru-
cial than ever in European countries, since
population ageing will lead to a greater need
for care and support. Yet most caregivers are
women, who often combine caring for a fam-
ily member with paid work — if they have not
already given up work. As long as this issue
remains a blind spot for our societies, it risks
further exacerbating gender inequality in the
labour market.® @

7. The Committee for
Prevention and Protection
at the Workplace (CPPT) is
a consultative body within
Belgian companies whose
task is to promote workers'
wellbeing.

Netherlands National
Institute for Public Health
and the Environment
(RIVM) and Netherlands
Organisation for Applied
Scientific Research (TNO),
De Toekomst van Gezond
en Veilig Werken: Een brede
horizonscan (RIVM report
2022-0197) (2023). https://
www.rivm.nl/bibliotheek/
rapporten/2022-0197.pdf
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When ‘neutral’ standards
put women at risk

Standards are meant to benefit everyone equally, but is that
possible when they are still designed around the male body?

Gender-responsive standards are not only about safety; they are
about achieving genuine workplace equity.

Tamara Gausi
Journalist

The roots of modern technical standards go
back to the Industrial Revolution, when en-
gineering processes first had to be harmo-
nised. But when Henry Maudsley invented
the screw-cutting lathe in 1800 — the ma-
chine that paved the way for mass production
— it is unlikely that he gave any thought to
whether women’s hands would fit the tools.
From this beginning, the industrial and
institutional development of standards in
male-dominated sectors has continued, to
the point where gender blindness and gen-
der neutrality are now baked into the ‘invis-
ible infrastructure’ of standards.' Standards
shape our everyday lives — from the height of
our office desks to the size of our protective
gloves — yet by assuming a one-size-fits-all
approach to the drafting process (as is gen-
erally the case), and by that ‘size’ being as-
sumed to be male, technical standards — the
guidance, specifications and characteristics
which ensure that products, services and
processes are safe, interoperable, efficient
and of an agreed quality — continue to dis-
advantage women and put their health at
risk in the workplace. For example, women
working in construction often have to use
tools designed around men’s height, weight,
hand size and grip strength. Using oversized
drills or heavy hammers, for instance, can
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lead to musculoskeletal disorders and other
injuries. Indeed, research from the Stand-
ards Council of Canada has found that many
standards ignore sex differences in grip
strength, even though a man aged 20-39 has,
on average, 10.3 kg more grip strength than a
woman of the same age.?

Standards are not neutral

For Carmen Manchefio Potenciano, the Con-
federal Secretary for Occupational Health and
Environmental Sustainability at the CCOO
(Comisiones Obreras — Spanish Trade Union
Confederation of Workers’ Commissions), this
disadvantage simply reflects the ‘social model
of traditional hegemonic masculinity which
has perpetuated the sexual division of labour
based on two basic principles: the principle of
separation, where it is assumed that there are
men’s jobs and women’s jobs, and the princi-
ple of hierarchy, according to which men’s jobs
are more valued than women’s jobs’. This, she
argues, is what ‘generates inequalities in the
rules, laws and research, and in preventative
management, etc.” By centring men and the
male experience of the world of work, ‘either
tacitly or expressly, it makes women invisible
and unprotected’.

Special report

Gender blindness and assumptions of
neutrality surface across the world of work
in myriad ways, from the ergonomic de-
sign of workplaces to exposure to physical,
chemical, biological and psychosocial risks.
Moreover, ‘The risks to which women are
most commonly exposed [ergonomic and
psychosocial, as opposed to safety and phys-
ical risks, which are more prevalent in men]
are the ones that receive the least technical
attention and are the least evaluated, with
the fewest preventive measures in place,
says Potenciano. A 2023 US study found that
female firefighters suffer more injuries than
their male colleagues because their protec-
tive equipment often does not fit.? Some even

1. https://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/full/10.1080/1750
8487.2012.736871

2. https://scc-ccn.ca/resources/
publications/when-one-
size-does-not-protect-all-
understanding-why-gender-
matters

3. https.//www.researchgate.
net/publication/370221265_
Female_firefighters'_
increased_risk_of _
occupational _exposure_
due_to_ill-fitting_personal _
protective_clothing



1 Despite their compliance with 'neutral’ standards, the design and
ergonomics of certain forklift trucks used in warehouses may result in
female workers adopting awkward positions, heightening the risk of
musculoskeletal problems and fatigue. Photo: o Nicolas Landemard

report leaving off a part of their gear because
it does not fit properly, further increasing
their exposure to risk. Similar issues have
been raised in policing: following campaigns
in the UK and Canada, bulletproof vests and
uniforms have been redesigned to fit wom-
en’s bodies, since the standard male cut is
frequently ill-suited to the chest and hips.

Towards gender-responsive standards?

The standardisation community is now ex-
ploring gender-responsive standards — those
that recognise physical differences and gen-
der roles and address the needs of women
and men equally. One obstacle is that stand-
ards are still largely written by men from
male-dominated industries, with limited
gender expertise involved. But change is un-
der way: in 2019, several national and inter-
national bodies signed a UN Declaration for
Gender-Responsive Standards,* and since

then CEN (the European Committee for
Standardization) and CENELEC (the Euro-
pean Committee for Electrotechnical Stand-
ardization) have launched their own action
plans. These include the establishment of a
working group to share experiences of gen-
der diversity in standardisation, and com-
mitments to raise awareness, provide tools
for experts and review policies through a
gender lens.

There are also a number of initiatives at
national and international levels. In 2023,
CCOO published the Spanish Strategy
for Safety and Health at Work 2023-2027
(EESST)5 which sets out a roadmap for pub-
lic policies on the prevention of occupational
risks and mainstreams the gender perspec-
tive across the entire field. Meanwhile, the
Swedish Institute for Standards is leading
a Technical Committee within the Inter-
national Organization for Standardization
(ISO) — the global body that develops inter-
national technical standards — on Menstrual
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Products (ISO/TC 338). Its aim is to set
global benchmarks for products such as tam-
pons and menstrual cups, ensuring that
they are safer, more reliable and accessible
everywhere.

Data by sex — more needed,
despite its limitations

One of the key action points identified is the
need for standards developers to use sex-dis-
aggregated data when drafting standards.
For example, ISO 3411:2007° — a standard
on earth-moving machinery — was based on
male and female body measurements from
Europe, the United States and East Asia.
By accounting for differences such as body
height, hand and foot size, and arm span, the
standard helps manufacturers design opera-
tor spaces and control panels that are within
easy reach for smaller operators — often wom-
en — reducing the risk of strain or injury.
However, sex-disaggregated data can be
difficult to obtain, and, as ISO notes, ‘Having
data by sex does not guarantee ... that con-
cepts, definitions and methods used in data
production are conceived to reflect gender
roles, relations and inequalities in society.”
Furthermore, sex-disaggregated data may
need to be further disaggregated to account
for differences relating to age, ethnicity, so-
cio-economic status and other factors.

4. https://unece.org/DAM/
trade/wp6/AreasOfWork/
Genderlnitiative/
UNECEGenderDeclaration_
English.pdf

5. La Estrategia Espafiola de
Seguridad y Salud en el
Trabajo 2023-2027: https.//
www.ccoo.es/959ef21977d7
49198988ad70c47b00f000
001.pdf

6. https://www.iso.org/obp/
ui/#iso:std:is0:3411:ed-4:v1:en

7. https://www.iso.org/files/
live/sites/isoorg/files/store/
en/PUB100474.pdf
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Gender is also an issue in so-called social
standards, which relate to working condi-
tions, wellbeing and inclusion. Trade unions
tend to view these areas as the domain of col-
lective bargaining and labour law, but they
also emphasise that their participation in
standard-setting remains essential. As Adri-
ana Ciacaru, a Romanian trade unionist who
also works as a standardisation expert on
behalf of the European Trade Union Confed-
eration, puts it, women in particular need a
seat at the table: “‘We need to empower more
women — not only to make them aware of the
importance of standards and how they affect
their lives, but also how they can participate
and, from a trade union perspective, defend
the rights of workers.’

The ongoing revision of EU Regulation
1025/2012 (see box), which governs the Eu-
ropean Standardisation System, could open
the door to greater participation not only
from more women but also from stakeholders
of all genders with genuine expertise in gen-
der-responsive standards. This would repre-
sent a significant step towards real inclusion
in what is a highly technical yet deeply po-
litical space. Speaking in a 2023 webinar on
gender-responsive standards, Deborah Wau-
tier, a project manager at CEN-CENELEC,
put it simply: ‘The more diverse the people
around the standard-making table, the high-
er quality our deliverables [will be]. This is
why inclusiveness is a no-brainer for us.
Higher quality standards mean standards
that benefit everyone equally, standards that
are inclusive of all needs and specificities,
and such inclusive standards ensure that the
products that they are underlying benefit all
users equally.” @
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1 Since law enforcement equipment and bullet-proof
vests were designed for male bodies, the ‘standard-issue’
kit may prove unsuitable - or even dangerous - for
female police officers; specific problems include poor fit
in the chest area and weight misdistribution, leading to
excessive loads on the shoulders, back and pelvis.

Photo: e Nicolas Landemard
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EU Regulation 1025/2012

EU Regulation 1025/2012 provides the legal
framework for standardisation in products

and services in the European Union. While the
current regulation has improved the participation
of underrepresented social stakeholder
organisations in standardisation processes

- with Annex Ill to the regulation enabling

EU funding for organisations representing

SMEs, consumers, workers and environmental
interests — it is due to be revised in 2026. Social
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stakeholders are calling for the revision to
strengthen inclusiveness and ensure the effective
participation of all stakeholders, addressing
shortcomings in accessibility, transparency and
gaps in expertise. If these concerns are taken on
board (a proposal for the revision is expected in
mid-2026), the updated regulation could pave
the way for gender-responsive standards that
recognise and incorporate gender differences
across all areas of standards development.



Ergonomic risk assessment and gender

Menekse Salar Barim, Senior researcher, ETUI

Musculoskeletal disorders are among
the most common work-related health
problems in Europe. Yet, for many
women, the risks - caused by issues
such as protective gloves that don't fit
smaller hands in construction, cleaning
or healthcare, and heavy lead aprons

in radiology that place extra strain on
the back - are higher because the tools,
models and technologies designed to
protect workers are still created with the
male body in mind. With more women
entering sectors traditionally dominated
by men, the case for gender-sensitive
ergonomics is stronger than ever, as
recent European surveys confirm.

The 2024 European Working Conditions
Survey (EWCS) findings confirm that,
while work intensity and the social
environment have improved for men, they
have worsened for women. This survey,
conducted by Eurofound, shows that

women experience greater exposure to
lifting and moving people, prolonged
sitting and infectious diseases — all of
which contribute to musculoskeletal
disorders.

One size does not fit all

Many studies have already examined
the effects of manual material handling
and awkward postures on the body.
Tools such as the Revised NIOSH Lifting
Equation (RNLE) are widely used by OSH
professionals to assess the risk of injury,
especially to the lower back. But there's
a problem: these tools often treat all
bodies the same and do not account for
gender differences.

A 2019 study showed that adding
personal factors - such as gender
and the size of the spinal discs (the
small 'shock absorbers' between the

bones of the spine) -~ made the RNLE
model far more accurate. The results
were striking: once these factors were
included, the odds of injury rose from
6.71 to 24.75. In short, risk models
that ignore gender can seriously
underestimate the dangers workers
face. This highlights the value of using
tools like the RNLE, which help set safe
lifting limits and guide job redesign to
prevent musculoskeletal disorders.

Exoskeletons: a revealing case

New technologies are not immune to the
same blind spots. Exoskeletons — wearable
technologies designed to reduce physical
strain and assist workers in physically
demanding jobs such as those in
construction, logistics or healthcare or on
manufacturing and assembly lines - have

historically been designed with a ‘one-size-

fits-all' approach.

Exoskeleton users come in a wide variety
of shapes and sizes, and include both men
and women. Yet, despite this diversity,
these devices are often created using a
‘simple design’ approach. This may make
sense from a cost and manufacturing
perspective, but it doesn't necessarily meet
the needs of all users. Many wearable
robot engineers begin with the assumption
that the device should fit as many people
as possible. As a result, female workers

or those with a smaller body frame

may find exoskeletons uncomfortable,
inefficient or even unusable. This is where
gender perspectives become critical.

Some companies have started developing
gender-specific exoskeleton designs to
accommodate diverse body types more
effectively. This is a positive step, but it's
far from standard practice.

The exoskeleton cannot remain neutral

Source AdobeStock
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The quiet fatigue of the women
who look after others

In the privacy of people’s homes, thousands o

f women work as carers for elderly people

who have lost their independence. Yet the vital, person-centred role of those providing
domestic or home care goes unacknowledged by society. The work takes its toll on bodies
and minds everywhere, to widespread indifference. Report from southern France.

Marie Geredakis
Journalist

It’s mid-afternoon, and the crickets are
chirping like there’s no tomorrow around
the Grand Bleu swimming pool in La Grande
Motte. Claudie!, aged 62, gets back from
Montpellier where she’s spent the morning
with a lady suffering from Alzheimer’s. ‘Af-
ter burning out at work and separating from
my partner, it just felt very natural for me to
branch out in this direction,” she confides.
Claudie is one of the women who make up the
largest share of people caring for the elderly,
dependants and the disabled. The latest data
(January 2024) from the French Department
for Research, Studies and Statistics, DARES,
show that around a million employees were
working in the community-based care sector
in 2019. Nine-tenths of them were women.
The stark preponderance of women is not a
French anomaly. Two European organisa-
tions, the European Federation of Food, Ag-
riculture and Tourism Trade Unions (EFFAT)
and the European Federation for Family Em-
ployment and Home Care (EFFE) estimate
the figure to be 91% at European level. They
are calling for a drive to provide better reg-
ulation of the sector, tackle undeclared work
and introduce common standards for train-
ing and social protection.

A job with high exposure to
workplace accidents

Carers may do housework, help with dress-
ing, washing and toileting, shopping or
meals, trips outside the home, etc. — daily
activities that are potentially hazardous.
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Chrystelle Poinsu, the founder of the French
Federation of Carers, notes a little-known
fact: ‘In 2019, there were 21,000 workplace
accidents in the community-based care sec-
tor in France, leading to 196,335 employee
absences, that’s twice as many as in the con-
struction sector!” The accidents often cause
irremediable harm, as Claudie can testify.
‘In 2021, I slipped while cleaning the floor
and ruptured some tendons. I had surgery, a
graft and then was signed off from work. Af-
ter the surgery, I had complex regional pain
syndrome with dreadful pain in my arm.
I have my suspicions that the stiffness I ex-
perience today is a hangover from the acci-
dent. I received 1,900 euros in compensa-
tion, I was supposed to go back, but I gave it
up because, well, after an incident like that...’

Claudie is far from an isolated case. Car-
ers are exposed to established occupational
health and safety risks such as musculo-
skeletal disorders associated with load-car-
rying and repetitive movements, exposure
to household products, chronic stress and
isolation. And yet, in France, quantifying
and recording these kinds of professional
diseases is still difficult to do. Until January
2025, there was no occupational healthcare

Special report

for people employed by private individuals to
work in their homes. When Catherine Her-
rero, 61, the national contact for the French
Confederation of Christian Workers (CFTC),
wanted to extend her absence from work
following major back surgery linked to her
job, she paid the cost out of her own pock-
et. That was when she learned that there was
no occupational healthcare for people em-
ployed by private individuals and went back
to work too soon because she was unable to
prove that she was not fit enough to return.
The result? A gentleman she was helping to
toilet fell; she picked him up, hurt her back
and had to have surgery again. She will not
be able to return to work and is set to retire.

Elsewhere in the European Union, there
are other issues. The EFFE estimates, for
example, that the proportion of undeclared
work in the sector stands at over 45% in Ger-
many, 40% in Italy, and is between 28% and
40% in the Netherlands. The working con-
ditions and job security for undeclared em-
ployees are often very poor.

1. Name changed at the
interviewee's request.



1 Séverine, 54, with 25 years of service caring for the
elderly, exhausted by providing psychological support.
Photo: e Marie Geredakis

Unequal working conditions and a heavy
emotional burden

Not only do working conditions and repetitive
movements result in accidents, they also ad-
versely affect workers’ health. ‘T have pains in
my back, my legs, my neck... I also often get
headaches from breathing in household prod-
ucts. And what’s more, I don’t get to choose
my own equipment — I use what’s there. The
other day, I nearly fell over mopping the floor
after the mop handle suddenly gave way, says
Claudie, recalling the things that strike her
about her work. ‘I treat all my ladies as if they
were my grandma. The other day, I took some
strawberries to one of them — she prepared
them, and the two of us shared them.’ Caring
for others means focusing on the most nour-
ishing and demanding aspects of ourselves,
namely our humanity. And this involves a sig-
nificant emotional burden that weighs heavy
once working time is done. ‘Youre constant-
ly on duty as a psychologist, you internalise
things, and it’s hard. They're fine, then they
fall ill, lose some of their independence, they
lose their partner, and then you have to sup-
port the person who'’s left behind. It’s incredi-
bly draining, says Séverine, aged 54, who has
25 years of experience working as a carer. ‘I
lost my Mother two years ago,” she continues,
‘and work constantly reminds you of the pain-
ful times in your life, and that’s before you
take into account that, when you work alone,
you don’t have anyone to talk to about it.’

Gradual professional fatigue

All the women interviewed for this investi-
gation have chosen to work directly for pri-
vate employers, sometimes after trying other
forms of employment in hospitals, retirement
homes (EHPAD) or profit-making associa-
tions. But the freedom that comes with being
employed directly by individuals also brings
its own pressures on these women. Arranging
leave causes stress: you have to find a stand-
in and strike a good balance financially. Isa-
belle, 58, has a very onerous work schedule:
‘Although I have six weeks’ annual leave,
I work 10-12 hours a day, all weekends and
sometimes nights. At first, I worked because
I was on my own with my daughter, to boost
my pension, and now I do 40 hours a week.
I can’t find it in me to say no to standing in...
I tell the kids I'll see them when I've got a free
slot, and I've given up the sport that was do-
ing me so much good. Professional fatigue
creeps in insidiously. Isabelle thinks she’ll be
able to carry on working for only one or two
more years because she’s already had a seri-
ous accident and two cancers. Séverine still
has 10 years of working life ahead, but she’s
planning to carry on for just five. At 62 years
of age and single, Claudie has no choice: she
will have to work until she’s 67 to qualify
for the minimum old-age pension of around
890 euros a month.

Taking matters into their own hands
to protect themselves

Despite the challenges, they all preferred
the freedom that working directly for pri-
vate employers gives them — allowing them
to choose their clients, arrange their own
schedules and negotiate their pay. The wom-
en have formed a group to build better work-
ing conditions for themselves and retain the
deep-seated vocation that is at the heart of
this person-centred work.

Over breakfast, Laurie, aged 30, who
qualified five years ago, talks about her jour-
ney so far. ‘After a placement with the nurs-
ing home group formerly known as Orpea?
and a period working for an association, I
decided to work under the French CESU
(Cheque Emploi Service Universel) scheme,
which allows private individuals to employ
and pay care workers legally using service
vouchers. With other carers and nurses, we
allocate contracts and recommend each other
to care recipients. For example, I haven't tak-
en on any housework or work involving heavy
loads since one of my ladies slipped, grabbing
me by the neck to steady herself. I pass those
jobs on to colleagues who can handle them,
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2. The Orpea group was a major
but controversial stakeholder
in the care and support sector
in Europe. In 2022, it was
criticised by the journalist
Victor Castanet for institutional
malpractice in several retirement
homes (EHPAD). The group
subsequently changed its name
to Emeis.

1 Isabelle, 58, believes she will not be able to work for
more than a year or two, as she has already had a serious
accident and two bouts of cancer. Photo: e Marie Geredakis
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5 Laurie, 30, who graduated five years ago,
has learned to refuse certain tasks in order to
protect herself. Photo: o Marie Geredakis

because I was taking paracetamol every four
hours.” When she was sexually assaulted in
one man’s home, she turned to a male com-
munity nurse for advice. ‘The night after the
assault, I found myself biting the inside of my
lips without realising it — I just couldn’t go
back there. After talking it through with him,
Ieventually called the gentleman’s daughter to
suggest that a male carer might be better suit-
ed. Even after what had happened, my main
concern was still that he needed support.’
What preventative measures could be
put in place to improve these women’s oc-
cupational health? Leila Boudra, a lecturer
in ergonomics at Université Paris 8, notes
two possibilities. “The first thing is how the
home of the dependent people is organised.
Regional resource centres can provide assis-
tance but are often overlooked. Then there’s
networking for care workers. There’s very
often a feeling of professional isolation, and
having few peers to discuss potential strate-
gies with. Unlike a business, there’s no single
workplace, no place for meeting up, so mobi-
lising individuals is that much more tricky.
Crystelle Poinsu, a care worker with
20 years of experience, admits that she never
felt represented by the existing trade unions.
That’s why she decided to set up the French
Federation of Care Workers (FFAdvie) in
2021. The aim is to achieve greater recog-
nition of the profession and an appreciation
of the value of the associated diploma. ‘With
the shortage of doctors and the pressure on
nurses, we're taking on more and more work.
I would say that around 40% of care work-
ers are now qualified. In France, the need is
so pressing that employers, whether private
individuals or private bodies, are less fussy
about training. But there are techniques you
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have to learn to avoid injury, specific needs
you must understand, and illnesses you have
to know about. We're overlooked — but still
needed...” she says with regret.

In France, the state diploma for social
care workers merged in 2016 with the state
diploma for medical/psychological support
workers, becoming the state diploma for ed-
ucational and social support workers. Else-
where, for example in Greece, the qualifica-
tion is not always so clearly defined. Each
country in the European Union has its own
rules in this regard. It is also possible to
specialise in a particular category of patient
(children, the elderly, the disabled), to take a
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short form of the course, to focus on technol-
ogy, medical care or the support needed in
daily life. Crystelle’s other priority is to listen
and provide support through social network-
ing. ‘The emotional burden is often consid-
erable, and there aren’t enough occupational
psychologists. I recently spent hours on the
phone to a woman who was burnt out. She’'d
received no training, but her corporate em-
ployer was giving her some very difficult cas-
es.” This is far from an isolated example in a
profession that is lacking recognition, while
also casting a light on the sheer lack of atten-
tion paid to the least productive members of
our societies. @



How gender bias shapes the
recognition of occupational

diseases in Spain

Spain’s system for recognising occupational diseases systematically fails
women. An outdated and gender-biased official list, based around male

industrial risks, makes the illnesses most common in feminised sectors
— such as cleaning and care services - effectively invisible. The result is
a triple barrier: legal, medical and administrative. Thousands of women
are left without a proper diagnosis, without protection and with lower

financial benefits.

Tania Castro
Journalist

1 The risk of musculoskeletal problems is
higher among domestic cleaners than almost
any other group of workers, but as a profession
they are notable for their absence from
statistics and official lists of occupational
diseases. Photo: o Tania Castro
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Although women make up nearly half of
Spain’s workforce, they face a silent and un-
equal struggle within a system that simply
does not see them. The official list of occu-
pational diseases — frozen since 2006 and
shaped through a male-centred, industrial
lens — excludes the conditions most preva-
lent in women-dominated sectors. The out-
come is a ‘brutal gender bias’, in the words
of Carmen Manchefio, Secretary for Occu-
pational Health at CCOO (Comisiones Obre-
ras), Spain’s largest trade union confedera-
tion. It is a bias that permeates the law and
reaches all the way into the doctor’s office,
leaving thousands of women workers unpro-
tected, receiving lower benefits and stuck in
a limbo of institutional neglect.

Biased science, blind prevention

The root of the problem does not lie in
the courts or with the mutual insurers; it
goes back much further. Researcher Isabel
Farifias, Spain’s 2024 National Research
Award laureate in Biology, puts it bluntly:
‘The bias started much earlier: in basic re-
search and in experiments with animals.
For decades, ‘males were almost always
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5 The story told

by Andrea (a nurse)
illustrates the
shortcomings of the
protections in place:
although continuing

to work while heavily
pregnant would have
exposed her to very real
risks, a request for leave
due to occupational
hazards was only approved
after a long administrative
battle, fought with the
help of her trade union.
Photo: e Tania Castro

used’, and the findings were then generalised
to the entire population. That androcentric
foundation has seeped through the entire bi-
omedical chain: ‘Many treatments and drugs
reach the clinic with data that do not consid-
er how they work in females.’

In the workplace, this leads to delayed
diagnoses, poorly calibrated dosages, and
prevention strategies that fail to reflect the
real occupational exposures in sectors with
a high proportion of women, such as health-
care, cleaning, care work and customer
service.

The triple barrier: legal,
medical and administrative

Layered on top of this scientific myopia is a
legal barrier. The national list of occupation-
al diseases operates like a keyhole: ‘For an
ailment to be recognised as occupational, the
disease, the occupation and the activity must
line up. And that’s where everything fails:
feminised occupations are missing from that
list,” explains Montse Lopez Bermudez, Sen-
ior Technician in Occupational Risk Preven-
tion at the Fundacién 1° de Mayo, a research
and training institute founded by the CCOO.
Jobs such as hotel housekeeper, geriatric
care assistant or cleaner — and their asso-
ciated pathologies (musculoskeletal injuries
from overexertion, chronic stress, psycho-
logical burnout) — simply do not appear. As a
result, these conditions are routinely classi-
fied as common diseases, a status that brings
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lower financial benefits and frees employers
from the obligation to adapt the workplace.
Medical bias adds another layer. Wom-

en workers’ testimonies are consistent:
their ailments are repeatedly attributed to
their biology or personal lives. ‘That we’re
older, that we’re women — in short, that it’s
more our problem than the problem of the
work we do,” says Nicolasa Moreno Redon-
do, a hotel housekeeper at the Hotel Palace
in Madrid. Nicolasa required surgery for a
supraspinatus tear after years of strain at
work — an injury that the mutual insurance
provider refuses to recognise as work-relat-
ed. This refusal by the body responsible for
recognition delays diagnosis and treatment,
worsening both the physical and emotional
consequences.

Finally, administrative and legal bias
raise the burden of proof to an almost unat-
tainable level. Judge Jaime de Lamo Rubio,
an expert in labour and social security law,
explains that, when a condition is not on the
official list, the only way to have it recognised
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is to treat it as a workplace accident — a route
that requires proving exclusive work-related
causation. In sectors characterised by frag-
mented schedules and multiple jobs, this
is nearly impossible. De Lamo Rubio also
highlights a recurring problem: the lack of
proper reasoning in decisions issued by mu-
tual insurers and public bodies, which often
deny claims without presenting arguments
grounded in the worker’s reality. He notes a
‘very significant relaxation of the require-
ments for motivation’ in these denials, which
often amount to little more than forms filled
in with generic statements. This lack of expla-
nation violates workers’ right to defence, as
they cannot effectively contest a refusal that
is not sufficiently reasoned. As a judge, he
says, he is frequently obliged to overturn such
decisions for being ‘insufficiently reasoned’ or
‘poorly motivated’, a pattern that consistently
leaves women unprotected by the system.
While the deficiencies of the Spanish
system are profound, the problem of outdat-
ed and gender-biased lists of occupational



diseases is not unique to Spain. Some Euro-
pean countries have already taken significant
steps forward. Germany, for example, has
recognised ovarian cancer caused by asbes-
tos exposure since 2017 — the first gynaeco-
logical pathology included in its list — some-
thing that Spanish trade unions have long
demanded without success. Germany also
added skin carcinoma from UV radiation in
outdoor work in 2015, with tens of thousands
of recognised cases, showing an ability to
adapt to real risks. This condition, too, is ab-
sent from Spain’s Royal Decree 1299/2006.
France marked a milestone in 2023 when a
court recognised, for the first time, a nurse’s
breast cancer as an occupational disease
linked to night work — an approach also fol-
lowed by Denmark through its Occupational
Diseases Committee. Compared with these
advances, which enable greater vigilance and
prevention, Spain continues to lag behind its
European neighbours: the Spanish Nation-
al Institute for Safety and Health at Work
(INSST) itself admits that the recognition of
occupational cancer in Spain remains ‘anec-
dotal’. The need to modernise the system is
therefore increasingly urgent.

This structural bias, however, is not unfa-
miliar to women in their daily lives. Consid-
er something as ordinary as office tempera-
ture: air-conditioning standards were set in
the 1960s based on the metabolic rate of a
40-year-old man weighing 70 kg. Research
published in Nature Climate Change (2015)
showed that women’s average metabolic rate is
20-35% lower, meaning that air-conditioned
spaces are often too cold for them. When they
request an adjustment, their discomfort is
frequently dismissed as a gender stereotype
(‘youre cold because youre a woman’) rath-
er than recognised for what it is: a normative
bias. This everyday example mirrors, on a
small scale, the same logic that is applied, in
a far more harmful way, to the recognition of
occupational diseases.

Paradigmatic cases: unprotection up close

Theory becomes painfully tangible in cases
such as that of Andrea, a nurse at a centre for
people with intellectual disabilities. When
she notified her employer of her pregnancy,
the mutual insurer’s risk assessment was lit-
tle more than a bureaucratic formality. De-
spite the risk of unintentional — and at times
intentional — assaults by patients, and the
handling of ‘high-risk medication’, the ini-
tial decision set risk-related leave at week 28,
arguing — on the basis of internal statistics
— that ‘the nurse was not at risk because she
did not have direct contact with the patients’,
an absurd claim given that she was the only
nurse on shift. Andrea explains that she had
to use up her annual leave and fight — with
the backing of her union and the Labour In-
spectorate — to have the situation rectified.
The case exemplifies double unprotection:
the initial denial of a right and the bureau-
cratic burden placed on the woman.

Another extreme case is Rosario’s, an
emergency physician. Her schedule was a
combination of 24-hour on-call shifts with
the SAMU emergency care service, 12-hour
helicopter shifts and hospital emergency
work, with all the associated risks: sudden ac-
celerations, cabin pressure, exposure to infec-
tions and, above all, ‘many spikes in cortisol
that are directly associated with miscarriage
problems’. The mutual insurer failed to sum-
mon her in time to assess the risks of her twin
pregnancy, which had been classified as high
risk. Unable to continue in her post, her GP
granted leave for ‘threatened preterm labour’.
Her daughters were born prematurely. Even
so, the mutual insurer denied her risk-relat-
ed breastfeeding leave, forcing her back into
24-hour shifts and to express milk in order
to maintain her daughters’ ‘treatment’. Her
testimony points to a ‘structural bias’ in pro-
tocols and studies centred on a male model
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that completely ignores the effects of extreme
stress and circadian disruption on women’s
reproductive health.

Another case — outlined by Judge de Lamo
Rubio — representing the ultimate frontier of
this lack of protection is that of Elda Otero
Ramos, a breastfeeding mother employed
as a nurse by a hospital in Galicia who, after
her request for her working conditions to be
adjusted was rejected by the Spanish authori-
ties, obtained redress only by way of a referral
to the European Court of Justice. This crucial
legal precedent underlines that, when domes-
tic safeguards fail, Europe becomes the sole
channel for enforcing the fundamental rights
of women workers.

Consequences: the vicious circle
of invisibility

The consequences of this bias are both indi-
vidual and collective. Individually, women
workers are pushed into a dead end: lower
income while on leave, relapses due to the
lack of adjustments to the job, and the an-
guish of lengthy legal battles. Leodrin, a ger-
iatric care assistant who suffered a rotator
cuff tear while moving a resident, recounts
how, despite her functional limitations (‘no
lifting above shoulder level’), the company
did not make any adjustments to her duties,
as aresult of which she suffered a relapse and
is now being forced to ‘fight’ for those adjust-
ments in order to be able to return to work.
Collectively, the harm remains invisible. If
diseases are not recognised, risks are not pre-
vented. The lack of official data on these con-
ditions in feminised sectors prevents the im-
plementation of effective preventive measures,
perpetuating harmful working conditions
across entire chains of precarious, feminised
labour. ‘If we don’t make the harm visible, the
riskisn’t prevented,’ warns Carmen Manchefo.
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1 After years of backbreaking work, Nicolasa Moreno Redondo, a chambermaid at
The Palace Hotel in Madrid, was forced to undergo surgery on a ruptured supraspinatus
tendon. The insurance company refused to recognise it as an occupational injury,
however, leading to delays in diagnosis and treatment that worsened both her physical
condition and her state of mind. Photo: e Tania Castro

Solutions: towards a system with a
gender perspective

Faced with this panorama, experts and un-
ions are calling for immediate, far-reaching
measures. The priority is to ‘feminise’ the list
of occupational diseases and finally include
the pathologies and occupations of feminised
sectors. At the same time, they demand gen-
der-sensitive risk assessments that analyse
actual tasks, work pace, anthropometry and
sex differences, with the effective participa-
tion of women workers. They also call for the
redesign of jobs and protective equipment
so that they no longer reflect a ‘male model’
but instead prevent specific ergonomic risks.
In addition, they recommend the adoption
of effective protocols against violence and
harassment, including psychosocial assess-
ment and robust safeguards, with a leading
role for unions. Fundamentally, they argue
for changing how scientific evidence is pro-
duced: as Isabel Farinas warns, if research
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starts with biased models, the biomedical
chain perpetuates that bias; it is therefore
crucial to include women and the sex varia-
ble systematically from the preclinical phase.

Spain has outlined advances, such as
the Spanish Strategy for Safety and Health
at Work with a gender perspective, a bench-
mark in Europe. Yet the gap between theory
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and practice — between legislative progress
and the reality of hotel housekeepers, care
assistants and nurses — remains abysmal.
The system does not merely have a gender
bias; it carries an outstanding debt to the
health of half its working population. The
first step towards settling it is, quite simply,
to start seeing them. @



Mental health problems and
discrimination: a vital challenge o
LGBTQIA+ workplace inclusion

Hurtful banter, outings and ‘pink ceilings” despite the EU legislation

intended to protect them, LGBTQIA+ workers still suffer massive
discrimination across Europe.

Théophile Simon
Journalist

Berni Ledinski was fresh out of university
when he landed the apprenticeship of his
dreams: a marketing role within a technol-
ogy start-up in the automotive sector based
in Vienna, Austria. Yet the young apprentice
was in for a rude awakening on his very first
day at work — much of the banter exchanged
all day long between his (primarily male)
coworkers relied on the use of homophobic
slurs to describe people and objects alike. It
was a hard blow to bear for Berni, who is a
member of the LGBTQIA+ community, but
since he had only just turned 22 and was still
in his probation period, at first he tried to
close a blind eye to the discrimination.

The months went by, and Berni settled in
as best he could. At that point, he was trans-
ferred to the HR department, which felt like
a reprieve of sorts, because the homophobia
there was less ‘in your face’. Yet, one morning,
he learned that one of his coworkers had ma-
liciously outed him as gay to his line manager.
As Berni recalls it, “The colleague in question
was implying to my boss that my recruitment
to the team would be a mistake because of my
sexual orientation. I was shocked to my core. I
felt like my motivation had dropped off a cliff.’

The apprentice then tried consulting the
company charter in the hope of finding as-
sistance there, in the shape of pro-diversi-
ty policies. His search proved to be in vain,
however. The company’s German parent had

indeed adopted a charter which mandated
respect for different sexual orientations, and
had even set up a small informal support
group for LGBTQIA+ employees, but the
Austrian subsidiary had shut its ears to these
developments. Encouraged by the laid-back
atmosphere of a Christmas Eve party organ-
ised by the company, Berni confided in his
line manager, only for her to respond curtly,
‘No one cares what the Germans are doing.
Including sexual orientation in our diversity
policy is a step too far for us Austrians.’

Berni suffered a breakdown, and was una-
ble even to get out of bed when the time came
to return to work in the New Year: ‘The mere
idea of going into the office would terrify me
enough to bring on a panic attack.’ The inci-
dent triggered an extended period of severe
mental ill health, which was ultimately diag-
nosed as depression: ‘T let the black dog win
for eight months or so — then I handed in my
notice.” Deeply traumatised by the experience,
he decided to devote his working life to sup-
porting the LGBTQIA+ community. Yet Berni
is bitter about how things turned out: T still
hold a massive grudge against that company
— respect for diversity is not something you
can opt out of. Companies that put the right
policies in place can have a vitally important
influence on the mental health of their LBGT-
QIA+ employees. After all, we spend almost
40 hours of every week at work!”
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A pan-European phenomenon

The misery endured by the young Austrian
is shared by thousands of others across Eu-
rope. The numbers tell the tale — in a survey
carried out in 2024! by the European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA), 18%
of LGBTQIA+ individuals reported experi-
encing discrimination at work over the past
year, or in other words being treated less fa-
vourably than someone else in a comparable
situation because of their sexual orientation
or gender identity or expression. In practical
terms, this discrimination may take the form
of a refusal to hire or promote someone, un-
fair dismissal, a pay gap or the blocking of
access to a particular area of the workplace
such as a changing room. Just over half of
those surveyed had also suffered harass-
ment or microaggressions such as jokes or
comments about their appearance or private
life. Discrimination was experienced more
frequently in workplaces than in any other
location which people are likely to visit in the
course of their daily lives (home, public spac-
es, schools, hospitals, etc.).?

1. Safer workplaces: LGBTIQ
discrimination strongest felt at
work.

2. LGBTIQ equality at a
crossroads - Progress and
challenges.
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The problem was worst for trans and
non-binary individuals, with 43% of trans
women, 35% of trans men and 32% of non-bi-
nary respondents saying that they had experi-
enced discrimination when looking for a job or
at work; this figure rose to over 50% for trans
women in Slovakia, Belgium and Romania.
According to Andre Radulescu, the Timisoara-
based founder of Identity Education, the Ro-
manian association regularly logs serious
cases of discrimination: “‘We’ve heard of com-
panies issuing managerial edicts banning the
trans women they employ from using the wom-
en’s changing rooms, or refusing to change a
work email address when someone has tran-
sitioned. Even though multinationals are not
slow to flaunt their support for the LGBTQIA+
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“1 Discrimination, outings, nervous
breakdowns: Berni Ledinski's story
highlights the psychosocial risks faced
by LGBTQIA+ individuals in European
workplaces. Photo: Private

community in their countries of origin, in Ro-
mania they too are guilty of these missteps.
Most of the victims are so traumatised by what
they have experienced that they are reluctant
to report the company to the authorities.

‘As well as the usual risks — forced out-
ings, insults, violence and isolation — trans
people have to deal with a lack of policies
specifically aimed at supporting their tran-
sitions in the workplace, for example by al-
lowing them to take paid transition leave or
granting them access to the gendered spaces
that reflect their lived gender identity, em-
phasises Darius Gervinskas, advocacy officer
for TGEU, a European network bringing to-
gether over 200 trans activist organisations
from Europe and Central Asia.
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Serious implications for health
- and finances

Intersectionality is an extra risk factor. In
the words of Safir Boukhalfa, a Berlin-based
diversity and inclusion consultant, ‘Differ-
ent forms of discrimination overlap and
compound in the case of racialised persons,
those without residence permits, persons
living with a disability, refugees, the elder-
ly, those of the Muslim faith, persons living
with HIV, sex workers or those from socio-
economically disadvantaged backgrounds.’
According to the consultant, those engaged
in the most precarious and informal types
of work are at most risk of discrimination:
‘There are no trade unions for them, employ-
ment contracts are temporary or non-exist-
ent, and many of them are vulnerable. There
is basically no hope of them accessing such
things as reporting mechanisms, occupa-
tional healthcare, collective support or rea-
sonable adjustments to their jobs. The fear of
losing their job is enough to make them shut
up and put up.’

As a result of these heightened occu-
pational risks, LGBTQIA+ workers re-
port a worse than average level of occu-
pational health, and — according to the
European Agency for Safety and Health at
Work (EU-OSHA) — are more exposed to
psychosocial risks such as chronic stress,
anxiety and isolation, resulting in a higher
rate of musculoskeletal disorders and men-
tal health problems. These disproportionate
risks were confirmed in a study? carried out
by Granada University in 2020, which found
that LGBTQIA+ workers were more likely
to suffer from mental health problems and
depression.

The adverse effects are also econom-
ic in nature; the OECD has reported that
LGBTQIA+ people are 7% less likely to be
employed than non-LGBTQIA+ people, for
example. They are also likely to gravitate
towards sectors or jobs that are regarded as
more inclusive (the cultural industries, edu-
cation and IT, for example) and move out of
sectors that are perceived as being more in-
fluenced by gender stereotypes (such as con-
struction and transport). This occupational
segregation limits their career opportuni-
ties, however, and means that they are forced
to tolerate harsher working conditions and
lower salaries.

3. Discrimination, Work Stress,
and Psychological Well-being
in LGBTI Workers in Spain.



These problems in the workplace are
attributable to a number of different root
causes. According to Mehmet Ali Yenel, an
employment law expert based in the Neth-
erlands, ‘We are dealing with persistent ste-
reotypes surrounding gender identities and
sexual orientations, organisational cultures
that trivialise homophobia and transphobia,
a lack of diversity and inclusion policies and
heteronormativity, or in other words the as-
sumption that people are heterosexual un-
less they tell you otherwise. All of this stems
from the fact that employers — and in par-
ticular HR managers — lack awareness and
training in this area.’

A fight that has been fought
for several decades

The European institutions have been at-
tempting to tackle this problem for sever-
al decades. Back in 1989, a first directive
mandated the provision of a working envi-
ronment that minimised psychological risk
factors, in particular for ‘high-risk groups’
(including LGBTQIA+ workers), while a sec-
ond Directive adopted in 2000 prohibited
discrimination on the grounds of sexual ori-
entation; in practice, however, their applica-
tion remains too piecemeal. In 2008, a new
proposal for a directive was put forward with
a view to closing their loopholes, but the text
was ultimately abandoned+ in early 2025 af-
ter running up against blockages within the
EU Council for 17 years.

Alongside this, the European Commis-
sion is set to unveil its 2026-2030 LGBT-
QIA+ equality strategy soon; this will build
on its previous 2020-2025 strategy, which
aimed to step up the fight against discrim-
ination and hate crime and to promote in-
clusion in the workplace, in education and
healthcare settings and in society as a whole
by means of various funding, diplomacy and
governance initiatives.

The European Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ETUC), which is taking part in the con-
sultations, is in favour of an intersectional
approach. According to Marina Monaco, an
ETUC policy adviser, ‘Europeans have not
quite grasped yet that the risk of suffering
from discrimination of any kind — including

anti-LGBTQIA+ discrimination — can be
compounded by other characteristics such
as gender, skin colour and socioeconomic
origin. That’s why it’s so important for Brus-
sels to pull out all the stops as far as training
is concerned — not only for workplaces, but
also for civil society as a whole.

Safir Boukhalfa is campaigning in the
same direction: ‘If we want the full spec-
trum of lived LGBTQIA+ experiences to be
addressed in occupational health and safety
(OHS) policies, intersectionality must be-
come a mainstay of legislation and practice,
not only through regular audits and effec-
tive control mechanisms, but also through
sanctions that can be applied in the event of
infringements. In order to ensure that work-
ers can access occupational healthcare, in-
tersectional OHS officers must be appointed
by any entity employing more than a certain
number of people.’

This preventive work is more important
than ever before in the face of an interna-
tional political climate dominated by the
mainstreaming of the far right. “The Trump
administration is pressuring European com-
panies to roll back DEI [diversity, equity and

Glossary

inclusion] policies, in blatant violation of Eu-
rope’s fundamental principles, warns Mari-
na Monaco. ‘Our trade union federations are
dealing with an onslaught of worrying testi-
monies. We have launched an inquiry with a
view to measuring and mapping the scale of
this backlash.

The European Pride Business Network
(EPBN), a pan-European network of organ-
isations promoting corporate LGBTQIA+
inclusion, has also observed a rise in the
level of threat posed by homophobic and
transphobic sentiment in the workplace, and
has called on the Commission to be more
ambitious. According to Filip Milde, EPBN
Spokesperson, ‘Good intentions are not good
enough in the current political climate; we
need stricter mandates and binding legisla-
tion, and we need this legislation to be ap-
plied consistently throughout Europe. One of
the priorities must be the urgent adoption by
the EU of a DEI directive defining minimum
standards to be transposed into national law.
In practical terms, this would force compa-
nies — with due regard for their size and the
sector in which they are operating — to in-
troduce and abide by DEI policies, including
systems for logging microaggressions and
harassment.” @

4. An abandoned anti-
discrimination directive:
what future for equality in
Europe? — European Diversity
Observatory.

LGBTQIA+: acronym referring to
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, intersex and asexual
individuals, as well as all other
sexual and gender identities (‘+').
Cisgender: gender identity = sex
assigned at birth.

Transgender: gender identity #
sex assigned at birth.

Non-binary: not identifying as
wholly male or female.

Queer: a formerly pejorative term
that has been reclaimed; refers to
those deviating from the cis-hetero
norm.

Intersex: born with biological
traits that are outside the
'male’/‘female’ binary.
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Asexual: no (or little) sexual
attraction (aromantic: no or little
romantic attraction).
Heteronormativity: the belief
that heterosexuality is the default
sexual orientation.

Outing: disclosing a person's
sexual or gender identity without
their consent.

Microaggressions: everyday
attitudes, comments and
behaviours, often trivialised or
downplayed as 'banter’, which have
a stigmatising or hurtful impact on
the individuals in question.
Intersectionality: a concept
describing the ways in which
different forms of discrimination

(sexism, racism, ableism,
homophobia, etc.) overlap and
compound each other.
Psychosocial risks (PSR): factors
linked to the organisation of work
and working conditions that are
likely to harm mental and physical
health (stress, isolation, anxiety,
excessive workload, etc.).
Diversity, equity and inclusion
(DEI): a set of values and policies
designed to ensure that everyone,
regardless of their characteristics,
is treated equitably and can
thrive in an inclusive working
environment.
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still

In s%ite of scientific evidence and trade union mobil
as not been recognised as an occupational disease in the countries

Breast cancer:
a prominent absentee
from the list of

occupational diseases

isation, breast cancer

of the European Union, with the exception of Denmark which has been
indemnifying sufferers since 2008.

Clara Authiat
Journalist

According to the most recent evaluation car-
ried out in 2022 by the International Agency
for Research on Cancer (IARC), there are some
2.3 million new breast cancer cases worldwide.
Breast cancer is not only the most prevalent
form of cancer in women but also the deadli-
est, with 670,000 women dying from the dis-
ease in that year. Although a number of clearly
identified factors, such as smoking, being over-
weight or genetics, promote the pathogenesis
of the disease, some risks associated with oc-
cupational activity are continuing to go unno-
ticed by health authorities.

Occupational risks that are overlooked

‘T just would have liked to have been told of the
risks,” laments Sylvie Pioli, a French general
nurse who worked nights at the hospital over a
30-year period. Recalling her breast cancer di-
agnosis in 2014, she explains, ‘I couldn’t get my
head around why this was happening, because
I had avoided all the identified risk factors.
Then a doctor told me about the association be-
tween breast cancer and night-time working.’
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Night work is one of the unknown oc-
cupational factors that may promote breast
cancer. As explained by Tony Musu, chemi-
cal engineer and researcher at the European
Trade Union Institute (ETUI), ‘It’s all to do
with circadian rhythm impairment. When
people work flexible shifts, their body’s bio-
logical clock becomes unsynchronised, and
that has a knock-on effect, in particular on
the secretion of melatonin, a natural hor-
mone that plays a crucial part in regulating
the sleep-wake cycle.’ There is a critical lack
of focus on prevention, even though the as-
sociation with shift work is suspected yet cu-
riously overlooked: Back in 2010, IARC was
already classifying night work as ‘probably
carcinogenic’. Worse still, in 2012 a French
study entitled ‘CECILE’, conducted by the
French National Institute of Health and
Medical Research (INSERM) between 2005
and 2008, which compared the occupational
history of 1,200 women who had developed
breast cancer with that of 1,300 other wom-
en, demonstrated that night work increases
the breast cancer risk by 30% generally and
by 40% more specifically if the period of
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night working continues beyond a four-and-
a-half year period. According to the US NGO
Breast Cancer Fund, nurses have a 50% high-
er risk of developing breast cancer than the
general population. That increased risk can
be attributed to their exposure to multiple
carcinogens. After all, nurses handle many
carcinogenic chemicals, such as ethylene ox-
ide, for sterilising medical equipment. How-
ever, they are not the only female workers to
be subjected to multiple exposure. The range
of the occupations affected remains largely
underestimated or even overlooked, wheth-
er this includes florists, cleaners or flight
attendants, the latter having to contend not
only with night work but also with the risks
of exposure to ionising radiation, namely
the cosmic and solar radiation absorbed by
the biological tissue which must not exceed
a particular threshold. Those findings not-
withstanding, the lack of prevention contin-
ues to put these female workers, and indeed
the entire flight crew, at risk.



1 In 2016, former night nurse Sylvie Pioli set up the
CycloSein association. Since then, she has been cycling
around Europe with other women to raise awareness of
the risks of working at night and the link between breast
cancer and working conditions. Photo: o Rémi Blinvel

The specific features of women’s health
still overlooked

These initial figures are unequivocal. That
said, the occupational risks of breast cancer
are still overshadowed by occupational health
issues. Why? ‘One out of two workers is a
woman, points out JeanLuc Rué, health and
safety coordinator at the CFDT (French Dem-
ocratic Confederation of Labour) Grand Est
region, before going on to bemoan ‘a lack of
research on the implications of work for wom-
en’. Annie Thébaud-Mony, a sociologist spe-
cialising in work-related cancers, is shocked
at the lack of epidemiological study, com-
menting that ‘The issue of occupational risk
factors for women should have been raised
much earlier.” And the reason for this over-
sight? According to Tony Musu, ‘Historically,
scientific research has focused on the cancers
developed in male workers.” Charles-Olivier
Betansedi’s thesis, expounding on the invis-
ibility of the link between work and cancer in
women (2018), outlines the mechanics of the
research process: of the 243 epidemiological
studies on occupational cancer, published

between 2003 and 2014 on PubMed, 97.1%
relate to men or a mixed population, with a
mere 2.9% of the studies relating to women
alone. Such a dearth of research highlights
the invisibility of predominantly female oc-
cupations: nurses, florists, flight attendants
or cleaners. ‘The contents of some cleaning
products — such as formaldehyde — have final-
ly been identified as carcinogenic, yet there
have been no epidemiological investigations
to assess the magnitude of the incidence of
breast cancer in women working as cleaners,’
much to Annie Thébaud-Mony’s dismay.

‘A society issue’

Despite the increasing number of studies,
nothing is progressing, or at least not at a suf-
ficient pace. Confronted with health authority
inertia, trade unions and labour associations
are mobilising. However, striving to gain rec-
ognition for breast cancer as an occupational
disease has turned out to be an uphill battle.
In the European Union, every Member State
has its own system for recognising occupa-
tional diseases. Denmark is the only country
officially to recognise breast cancer as an oc-
cupational disease associated with night work.
In 2008, 37 women were awarded compensa-
tion, marking a first significant victory for the
trade unions which had mobilised themselves,
spurred on by the mounting compelling sci-
entific evidence, in particular on the harmful
effects of night working. Nonetheless, com-
pensation is not awarded automatically. Al-
though mindsets have changed and the Dan-
ish system governing the recognition of breast
cancer as an occupational disease has evolved,
the procedures involved are still difficult and
uncertain, inasmuch as the onus still lies with
women to furnish proof of the link between
their disease and their working conditions.
Other European countries are lagging
behind. In Sweden, as in Norway and Fin-
land, breast cancer still does not feature on
the list of officially recognised occupation-
al diseases. Yet, in Sweden, night work and
exposure to specific chemical products are
already identified as breast cancer risk fac-
tors. In France, a list of tables specifies the
recognised occupational diseases, but breast
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cancer is not included among them. That sit-
uation is echoed in Belgium, Germany and
Italy. As for Poland, the debate surround-
ing breast cancer is only just getting going,
whilst in countries like Hungary discussions
are yet to get off the ground. So what is the
big hold-up? Breast cancer is a disease of
multiple causes, thus making its occupation-
al origin all the more difficult to pin down.

As for the diseases not included in the
tables, applications can be made for their
recognition as occupational diseases, but, in
most cases, they end up being rejected. Still
awaiting a decision on her own case, despite
initiating proceedings back in 2019, Sylvie
Pioli recalls her struggle with the authori-
ties: ‘T went to the Ministry of Health, where
I talked with specialist doctors. I took myself
off to the European Commission in Brussels,
and after that I went to the International La-
bour Organization in Geneva. I went round all
the major European institutions to get things
moving. The next move was for me to join a
union because I wanted to bring my case be-
fore the courts, so that my action could ben-
efit others in the future. It’s too late for me
now, I'm 67 and retired.” On setting up her
CycloSein association in 2016, Sylvie Pioli set
herself one ultimate mission: to inform. Since
then, she has been cycling around Europe
with her campaign friends to raise awareness
of the risks of working at night.

Committed to the cause for the past
10 years or so, trade unions are now mobilis-
ing to help women with breast cancer in their
battle to gain recognition for it as an occu-
pational disease. ‘The administrative pro-
cesses are lengthy, tedious and often pain-
ful, warns Jean-Luc Rué from the CFDT,
‘but, since 2023, in France, 12 women, half
of whom are nurses or care assistants, have
obtained compensation. That’s the first sig-
nificant victory.” On the other side of the At-
lantic, in Quebec, things are progressing too.
Breast cancer is presumed to be of occupa-
tional origin in all Canadian provinces ex-
cept for New Brunswick and Quebec. Howev-
er, since 1 May 2025, an occupational disease
table applying to firefighters in Quebec has
listed six new cancer types, including breast
cancer. The trade unions are hoping that this
recognition will extend to other occupations.
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Although the trade union response has
been growing locally, unions have struggled
to set up a joint campaign at European level.
‘Because every country has its own system
in place for recognising occupational dis-
eases, Jean-Luc Rué sadly concludes, ‘trans-
posability is virtually impossible.” Under
the procedures in place in each individual
country, the unions do not activate the same
levers to support and assist female workers
suffering from breast cancer. However, that
does not stop them initiating discussions
amongst themselves. He comments, ‘On sev-
eral occasions, we've been in contact with
Spanish and Belgian unions. It’s important
to be aware of the issues on the minds of oc-
cupational health professionals elsewhere in
Europe.” As far as Annie Thébaud-Mony is
concerned, the objective is clear: ‘The coun-
try’s trade unions must jointly take up the
fight against breast cancer if the disease is
to gain further recognition and result in pre-
vention. The right to occupational disease
recognition is misinterpreted as an individ-
ual right when it is actually a society issue!’

Informing of the risks

For the unions, the priority is prevention. To
address that shortcoming, some years ago
the CFDT — Miners of Lorraine launched a
survey among nurses in the region’s hospi-
tals. A similar measure was undertaken by
GISCOP 93 and 84 in France. Created in
2002, this Group of Scientific Interest on
Occupational Cancers (GISCOP) visits hos-
pitals to question cancer patients about their
job histories with a view to helping them
make the connection with their occupation
and obtain recognition followed by compen-
sation. As Annie Thébaud-Mony points out,
‘Women with breast cancer now need to re-
flect on the risk factors associated with their
specific careers. Have I worked at night?
Have I been exposed to toxic chemicals or
ionising radiation?’ Sylvie Pioli concludes,
‘It was my choice to work at night; however,
had I been warned of the risks, I would have
been even more mindful of my career choic-
es. That’s why I'm fighting, so that people
can know the risks.’

1 Nursing is one of the highest-risk professions for developing breast cancer for a

number of reasons, including night shifts, disruption to biological rhythms and frequent
handling of high-risk substances - factors that are still widely ignored in the recognition
of occupational diseases. Photo: e Martine Zunini
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Although an inter-union campaign at the
national and broader European level is still
struggling to get off the ground, Jean-Luc
Rué is hoping that ‘the subject will have in-
creased visibility so as to highlight the situ-
ation everywhere in Europe and lead to the
creation of one or more occupational disease
tables’. In the face of such slow and difficult
recognition, the unions are fighting tooth
and nail finally to be rid of an occupational
health and workplace environment which is
secured at the expense of women'’s health. @




While Belgium passes
groundbreaking legislation for sex
workers, Europe remains divided

on the i1ssue

As Belgium has adopted pioneering legis]

ation that, for the first time, brings

sex workers within the scope of occupational health and safety protections,
Europe remains divided over which model to follow. What protections does
this legislation introduce, and what role do unions play in the fight for sex

workers’ rights?

Wouter van de Klippe
Journalist

As streets emptied and the world slowed,
March 2020 saw lockdowns and a global re-
treat into homes as the world sheltered from
the coronavirus. In Belgium, while most peo-
ple who had to stop working were eligible for
income support, sex workers were excluded
because, officially, their sector didn’t exist.

Daan Bauwens, Director of UTSOPI,
the Belgian Union of Sex Workers, told me:
‘From one day to the next, an enormous
number of sex workers were left without any
income and without the possibility to replace
it with support from the state.’

Facing the threat of poverty, Belgium’s
sex workers took action that would ultimate-
ly rewrite the country’s laws on sex work.

1. From Legal Grey Area to
Legal Recognition: Recent
Legislative Reforms Regarding
Sex Work Under Employment
Contracts in Belgium

2. (PDF) The Health and
Wellbeing of Sex Workers in
Decriminalised Contexts

Organising for recognition

‘Since 1948, Belgium adhered to an abo-
litionist stance on sex work,” Bauwens ex-
plained. While sex work itself wasn’t ille-
gal, the framework criminalised everything
around the work. ‘The law, while intended
to protect sex workers, actually made them
more vulnerable, he said.

By organising a crowdfunding campaign
for income support, running a food bank
from a closed brothel and holding demon-
strations and campaigns, sex workers, UT-
SOPI and allied organisations succeeded in
forcing a public conversation to take place
about the situation of sex workers.

Two laws passed in 2022 and 2024 have
since established a legal framework for sex
work that expands access to protections for
sex workers.! This has been achieved through
the establishment, in the 2024 law, of a specific
arrangement called an ‘employment contract
for sex workers’. This law sets out a strict le-
gal framework within which employers may
employ sex workers, including clearly defined
protections against human trafficking and po-
tential abuses. The two laws outline specific
rights, such as the right to refuse clients and to
stop services at any time, and obligatory safety
measures, including the installation of emer-
gency buttons and the requirement for a refer-
ence person to be available in emergencies.

Special report

Belgium is not the first country to de-
criminalise sex work and introduce protec-
tions and rights for sex workers. In 2003,
New Zealand adopted the Prostitution Re-
form Act, which decriminalised the sector
and put in place protections for the health,
safety and wellbeing of sex workers. Twen-
ty years on, studies® show notable improve-
ments in terms of OHS, although stigma and
the vulnerability of migrants remain key
challenges.

Yet, while Belgium moves to legalise and
regulate sex work, the rest of Europe remains
deeply split.

Europe’s fragmented stances on sex work

Europe’s laws on sex work range from total
criminalisation to legalisation and regula-
tion. One prominent model is known as the
‘Nordic model. Originating in Sweden in
1999, it aims to eliminate sex work by crim-
inalising the buyers of sexual services. Un-
der this model, buying sex or facilitating sex
work is criminalised while selling sex itself is
not. It also calls for programmes to help peo-
ple leave the sex industry, such as support in
finding alternative employment.

While there is no EU-level regulation
for sex work, a European Parliament res-
olution was passed in 2023 calling for the
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1 The recognition of sex work raises questions about
effective access to workplace health, safety and rights.
Photo: e Salomé Lauwerijs, Agathe Decleire

punishment of sex buyers, echoing the Nordic
model. A coalition of human rights organisa-
tions, sex worker rights organizations and an
editorial in The Lancet urged MEPs to reject
the resolution, arguing that its recommenda-
tions would harm sex workers. Text proposing
the adoption of the Nordic model across the
EU was removed from the final draft.

This stance stands apart from the positions
of the Council of Europe’s Commissioner for

3. Associations between sex
work laws and sex workers'
health: A systematic review
and meta-analysis of
quantitative and qualitative
studies - PubMed
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Human Rights and the United Nations Work-
ing Group on Discrimination against Women
and Girls, both of whom have called for de-
criminalisation, identifying it as an essential
step to secure human rights for sex workers.

Health and safety risks
under criminalisation

Research3 shows that criminalisation leads
to worse health outcomes for sex workers.
Studies find higher rates of violence, reduced
access to medical care and poorer mental
health under criminalisation. Mental illness
is the most common health issue reported
by sex workers and is often associated with
broader societal stigmatisation.

Special report

Human rights and sex worker rights or-
ganisations say that the Nordic model harms
sex workers by blocking access to services
and by driving them underground into dan-
gerous situations.

A member of Red Umbrella Sweden
(RUS), a Swedish organisation led by sex
workers that advocates for sex workers’ rights,
told me that the Nordic model blocks sex
workers from accessing basic rights such as
housing and healthcare. ‘One of the greatest
risks is homelessness. If our landlord knows
that we’re doing sex work at home, they have
the legal obligation to throw us out.’

Many sex workers in Sweden avoid telling
their doctors about their work, reducing ac-
cess to essential care. ‘T personally have not
been open to the healthcare system about my



work,” the RUS member told me. This also
blocks specialised services, including wider
access to condoms and accessible and afforda-
ble testing for sexually transmitted diseases.

Under the Nordic model, sex buyers fre-
quently rush transactions and pressure sex
workers into more isolated places or their
homes, putting them at further risk of vio-
lence or harassment.

The rights and protections introduced
by Belgium’s new legal framework aim to
prevent these risks. Employers must install
alarm buttons, and a reference person must
always be available to ensure the safety of
the sex worker. Sex workers also have the
right to refuse any client or sexual act and
to stop performing a sexual act whenever
they choose. Employers are subject to robust
background checks and registration require-
ments, and they are obliged to ensure that
unions and supporting organisations have
access to the workplace at all times.

Under criminalisation, securing these pro-
tections for sex workers becomes impossible
and sex workers experience more OSH risks.

For example, police violence and harass-
ment of sex workers are widespread. A report
by the European Sex Workers’ Rights Alli-
ance (ESWA) found that nearly 77% of the sex
workers interviewed had experienced some
form of police violence, with the highest rates
occurring under the Nordic model. More than
a quarter of all respondents reported sexual
violence perpetrated by police officers.

Policing under sex buyer criminalisation
is often racialised and punitive. Undocu-
mented migrant sex workers are especially at
risk, as fear of deportation discourages them
from contacting the police even in violent or
dangerous situations.

In one interview, a migrant sex worker
told researchers that, in Sweden, ‘you cannot
call the police if you are in trouble, if some-
one is violent, robbing you or something’, be-
cause of the risk of deportation.

4, https.//assets.
nationbuilder.com/eswa/
pages/256/attachments/
original/1665409755/
SW___Racism_2.

pdf?1665409755

Labour unions and sex workers’ rights

While legal frameworks largely determine
sex workers’ access to health and safety pro-
tections, their relationship with trade unions
is also crucial — and oscillates between sup-
port and exclusion.

Dr. Katie Cruz, associate professor at
Bristol Law School and lead author of an
ETUI working paper on sex workers and un-
ionisation, says that Europe’s labour unions
have an ambivalent relationship towards sex

workers: ‘It’s very hit or miss whether or not
unions will support even just the decriminal-
isation of sex work, let alone a worker-based
approach.’ As a result, sex workers are often
forced to organise independently and outside
conventional trade union structures.

Dr. Cruz advocates for a labour-based ap-
proach towards sex work, situating it within
systems of ‘economic compulsion, patriar-
chy, racism and repressive legal frameworks’.
This perspective aligns with intersectional
analyses* that highlight how sex workers are
disproportionately drawn from gender, sex-
ual and racialised minorities. However, un-
ion engagement is often constrained by so-
cietal stigma and restrictive laws, which can
result in sex workers being excluded from
unions and subjected to appalling working
conditions.

Before Belgium’s new laws were intro-
duced, conditions were often dire: ‘What
you had was sex work being carried out in
dilapidated houses. I've seen women seven
months pregnant and still working because
they were not entitled to pregnancy leave,’
says Bauwens, the Director of UTSOPI.

He adds that criminalisation made de-
cent working conditions impossible: ‘You
cannot have minimal labour protection in a

Prostitution in Europe

@ Abolitionism - Prostitution legal and unregulated, excluding organized activities such as brothels and pimping.

Neo-abolitionism - Illegal to buy sex and for grd party involvement, legal to sell sex

Decriminalization - No

criminal penalties for prostitution @ Legalization - Prostitution legal and regulated @ Prohibitionism - Prostitution

illegal ® Legality varies with local laws

Source https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prostitution_in_Europe#/media/File:Prostitution_in_Europe.svg
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> Demonstration in
Brussels by UTSOPI, one of
the Belgian organisations
representing sex workers.
Photo: o Wouter van de
Klippe

sector which is not recognised by the state,
because the existence itself of the sector is
against the law.’ Despite this, he notes that,
in Belgium, unions played an essential role in
the process of drafting the new laws and sup-
porting sex worker organisations throughout
the process.

In contrast, the situation in Sweden re-
mains harsh for sex workers, who are fre-
quently excluded by unions, partly due to
criminalisation. ‘Given that sex workers are
essentially banned from labour organising,
no union wants to touch us, and we can’t de-
fend our labour rights, said the member of

RUS. They described significant harassment
within the Swedish trade union movement,
both because they are a sex worker and be-
cause they are trans: ‘It started with people
scoffing at me, giving me weird looks and
making grimaces. It developed into people
trying to exclude me and those supporting
me within the union.’

Increasingly, the struggle for sex work-
ers’ rights takes place on digital platforms,
where exploitation includes exorbitant fees,
stalking and theft of content. In 2025, Swe-
den passed new legislation making it ille-
gal to buy personalised digital sex content,

which is often the highest income source for
digital sex workers.

Without the right to organise, it’s difficult
to see how sex workers will secure rights in
this digital environment. Nevertheless, for
the RUS member, solidarity within Red Um-
brella Sweden is essential: “‘What I really get
out of Red Umbrella is community. It’s about
breaking the isolation, because there is such
a strong, forced isolation imposed on sex
workers, not just from other sex workers but
from society at large.” ®

Occupational health and safety (OHS) for sex workers in Belgium before and after the 2024 law and the UTSOPI programme

conditions for sex workers.

OHS area Under third-party criminalisation Under third-party decriminalisation + 2024 labour law
. . . . A new framework allows legal employment for sex workers.
A policy of tolerance while essential services made N . . .
Legal status . . e e Decriminalisation of third-party services expands access to essential
illegal through third-party criminalisation. .
services.
Right to refuse i gu:flra.ntee.ad r}ght e Ry G e el Sex workers have the right to refuse any sexual act or client.
under criminalisation.
Employers are required to install emergency alarms (panic buttons),
. Informality prevented ensuring decent safety a reference person must always be available to ensure sex workers’
Physical safety

safety, and unions and supporting organisations must have access to
working locations.

Employer accreditation

Not possible, as being an employer was illegal.

A rigorous accreditation process is required, including background
checks on criminal records.

Social rights

No formal access to social rights such as maternity
leave, unemployment protections or welfare
support.

Formal access is given to welfare support, and maternity leave is
granted for employed sex workers.

Access to third-party
services

Access was restricted under the broad definition of
pimping.

Housing, banking and accounting services were
limited for sex workers.

Access is now granted, with special protections to ensure that third
parties do not pressure for exuberant profits or sexual services in
exchange.
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When Al reinforces
inequality: gender and
safety risks in the digital
workplace

More flexibility, efficiency and freedom — that’s the promise of the new digital working

life. However, this technological progress h

as resulted in increasing levels of online

violence, harassment and discrimination, all major psychosocial hazards that can lead
to serious J)hysmal or mental health issues in the work environment, Women, LGBTQI+

people an

ethnic minorities are the hardest hit. There are now growing fears that the

rapid development of Al and Al-based systems will cause gender inequalities to be
embedded into the very systems themselves — and worsen inequality in society.

Helena Bjork
Journalist

I'm sitting at my desk when my colleague
lets out a sigh and turns around. He’s cov-
ered a demonstration about the situation of
journalists in Gaza and asked the company’s
own Al tool to summarise the article. One
of the photos in the article shows a woman
speaking into a microphone. The AI tool has
described the person in the picture as a man,
having failed to recognise that the short-
haired person in a printed white t-shirt is, in
fact, a woman.

Why did the AI tool get it wrong? I put
the question to Kristina Knaving, Senior
Researcher and Interaction Designer at the
Swedish research institute RISE. One ex-
planation, she says, lies in the difference be-
tween how people are depicted in images and
how they actually appear in real life. “The AI
istrained using pictures that we have chosen.
These will include images of women that are
mostly taken from the front, where they’re

concerned about how they look. Whereas
we, as humans, view people in many differ-
ent ways — from behind, from the side, with
short hair, wandering around in old clothes.’

Neither Knaving nor anyone else can
know for sure what caused the misclassifi-
cation. ‘It’s difficult to say without knowing
what data were used to train the AI — and
the companies responsible are keeping their
cards close to their chest.’

This lack of transparency is a major is-
sue, several researchers argue. Al systems
are described as opaque black boxes, so com-
plex that even human experts cannot fully
explain how they function. And the data they
rely on inevitably reflects structural inequal-
ities: women, LGBTQI+ people and ethnic
minorities have historically had less access
to power and resources than white men. In
recent years, several cases of discrimination
by AI systems have been exposed.

Special report

When AT has failed

Last year, Sweden’s Social Insurance Agency
was caught using an AI model to detect fraud
among parents applying for compensation for
caring for sick children. Women were flagged
as potential fraudsters three times more of-
ten than men — even though men were more
likely to make mistakes in their applications.
People with foreign backgrounds and those
on low incomes were also disadvantaged. The
agency then carried out extensive checks on
some of the individuals flagged by the AI sys-
tem, despite its biased assessments.

In 2020, AlgorithmWatch reported that
Google’s Perspective, a tool for automated
content moderation, classifies comments as
toxic differently depending on who wrote
them. In an attempt to tackle online harass-
ment by measuring toxicity, the tool instead
highlighted minority groups as more toxic
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1 Kristina Knaving, a senior researcher in the
field of interaction design at RISE, specialising
in the analysis of data bias in the Al systems
used in European workplaces and the way that
this bias fuels discrimination. Photo: Private
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than representatives of the majority popula-
tion. ‘Texts that contained the phrase “as a
black person” or “as a gay” were much more
likely to be considered toxic than equivalent
sentences that used other adjectives.’

In 2019, a study from the Georgia Institute
of Technology — reported by The Guardian —
revealed that self-driving cars were signifi-
cantly less accurate at detecting pedestrians
with darker skin than those with lighter skin,
because people with darker skin tones were
underrepresented in the training data. The
consequence is potentially deadly: if the cars
don’t recognise darker-skinned people as pe-
destrians and stop for them, people of colour
are at greater risk of being hit.

In 2018, it was revealed that Amazon
had created an algorithm to sift through job
applications. The model drew on patterns
in past applications — reflecting male domi-
nance in the industry — and learned to favour
men while filtering out women.

‘If you assume that the world is fair and
equal, AI will cause problems,” says Peter Tai
Christensen, team manager in the Collective

Special report

Bargaining and Policy Unit at Unionen, Swe-
den’s largest trade union. When asked to
perform analyses, Al systems will reproduce
existing inequalities unless they are explic-
itly designed not to. To avoid discriminatory
decisions being made by AI tools, Unionen
has introduced policies to ensure that, in in-
ternal processes, the final decision is always
made by humans. ‘Ultimately, there has to be
a person who is responsible for the decision.
AT can be used as an assistant, but you can’t
blame it if something goes wrong.” Unionen
also promotes Al policy as an important issue
for decision-makers in its advocacy work both
nationally and at EU level in partnership with
European trade unions organisations.

Growing issue after the pandemic

Online violence and harassment extend be-
yond Al They occur across the digital tools
we use at work and in everyday life — and re-
ports from UN agencies, EU institutions and
research institutes all confirm that women
are particularly affected.

Researcher Silvia Semenzin knows this at
first hand. Her ex-boyfriend and his friends
shared intimate photos of their girlfriends
and women they had slept with in a chat group
they called ‘women are whores’. Today, she
studies gender-based violence in digital me-
dia at the University of Madrid and has served
as an expert for the European Commission.
‘It’s a huge problem that this isn't a key issue
for politics or technology development.’

Semenzin points to multiple forms of
workplace abuse: men using company chat
channels to comment on female colleagues’
appearance or send unwanted pictures of
themselves; threats of rape; and the sharing
of intimate or Al-generated ‘deepfake’ imag-
es of female co-workers. In short, ‘All types
of gender-based violence in the workplace
can be reinforced by digital technology.

Since the pandemic accelerated the digi-
talisation of work, online harassment at work
has worsened, according to the report ‘Safe
at work, safe at home, safe online’ published
by the European Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ETUC). Reliable data are scarce, but a
2024 UN General Assembly report® presents
figures from multiple studies conducted

1. NATO, Report of the Secreta-
ry-General, Intensification of
efforts to eliminate all forms
of violence against women
and girls: technology-facili-
tated violence against women
and girls, A/79/500, 2024.



1 Silvia Semenzin, a researcher at the University
of Madrid and expert for the European Commission,
specialising in gender-based violence in digital work
environments. Press photo

worldwide, estimating that between 16% and
58% of women and girls have been targeted
by various forms of digital violence — with
younger women especially affected. Women
active in politics and civil society, female jour-
nalists, women with disabilities or belonging
to minorities and LGBTQI+ people are also
identified as being especially vulnerable, ac-
cording to the UNDP report ‘Gender equality
in digitalization’ and other sources.

‘For many trade unions, this is a relatively
new topic, but some progress has been made
in recognising cyber violence as a serious is-
sue,’ says Aline Briiser, adviser at the ETUC.
‘One effective approach is to include explicit
provisions against online violence and har-
assment in codes of conduct, which should
apply equally to physical and digital work-
spaces. This also extends to reporting mecha-
nisms and guidance on preserving evidence.

The report ‘Safe at work, safe at home,
safe online’ identifies prevention measures
that trade unions and workplaces need to

.
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adopt. To create a safe culture at work for
women and minorities, policies directed at
employers are essential, according to the
report. Employers must be held accountable
for taking action to protect their employees
and keep up to date with new research and
knowledge so as to remain vigilant in mon-
itoring and preventing all forms of violence
and harassment in the workplace.

Lack of funding for women-led
tech companies

While experts warn that AT will amplify ine-
quality if decisions are made based on biased
data, researchers from the Feminist AI™ in-
itiative highlight the technology’s potential
to promote equality. By carefully curating
training data and algorithms, discrimina-
tion can be reduced or prevented. In order
to achieve this, the report suggests, several
key steps are required — one of which is to
apply an intersectional feminist approach to
the field of AI, including ensuring diversity
among developers. Yet the tech world re-
mains overwhelmingly male-dominated. In
the US, 35% of tech employees are women,
according to WomenTech Network; in Eu-
rope, the figure is only 19%.

One of those working to change this is
Tilda Back, an engineer and mathematician
who founded the company Konvoj, which de-
velops Al-generated staff schedules for Swed-
ish healthcare and care for the elderly. She
sees access to funding as the biggest barrier
to more gender-equal technological develop-
ment. After leaving aviation — a male-domi-
nated, high-status industry where decades
of investment have driven innovation — she
moved into the female-dominated public sec-
tor. Here, she says, investors see little profit
potential. ‘Tt wouldn’t have been easy for me to
secure venture capital funding on the Sture-
plan [Stockholm’s financial district], she says.

In 2023, women entrepreneurs in the
Nordic countries received just 1% of venture
capital funding, while men received 94% and
mixed teams 5%. This uneven distribution,
Back argues, results in more homogeneous
technology.

Low expectations for EU legislation

Funding is also a concern at European level.
In her book ‘A digital union based on Eu-
ropean values’, Al expert Ivana Bartoletti
highlights the need for increased public and
private investment in European AI, which
still lags billions of euros behind Asia and
North America.
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& Tilda Back, an engineer and founder of Konvoj, a
Swedish Al company specialising in work scheduling for
personal care and assistance. Press photo

Experts emphasise that minorities and
survivors of harassment must have a say in
shaping digital tools. Yet the already sub-
stantial influence of male-dominated man-
agement teams in tech companies extends
far beyond product development. When
future policies regulating the industry are
drafted, these same companies often take
part as ‘experts’. “The tech giants’ owners sit
at the same tables as politicians and influ-
ence the very legislation they are supposed
to comply with,” says Semenzin.

At EU level, several new laws address
online harassment. A new directive on com-
bating violence against women — including a
ban on cyber violence such as the non-con-
sensual sharing of intimate images — re-
quires Member States to introduce national
legislation in line with the directive.? The
Digital Services Act obliges owners of large
social media platforms and other online
tools to act against illegal content, including
harassment and violence. Users must also be
able to report illegal content directly to the
platforms. The AI Act requires companies
to assess the risks associated with AI tools,
including unfair outcomes caused by biased
data. Yet how these laws will work in prac-
tice remains uncertain. Moreover, accord-
ing to the report ‘Safe at work, safe at home,
safe online’, the directive on combating vio-
lence against women fails to establish a legal
framework for violence in the workplace.

At national level, most EU Member States
include online offences within legislation
covering offences in the physical sphere, ac-
cording to the latest report from the Europe-
an Institute for Gender Equality. Legislation
targeting cyber violence specifically remains
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rare. So far, Romania, Greece, Italy, Cyprus
and Slovenia have introduced regulations,
while Germany and Slovakia have begun
developing new laws on cyber violence. Na-
tional legislation seldom refers explicitly to
gender or women’s exposure — with a few
exceptions, one of them being Cyprus’s legal
provisions on revenge porn.

Semenzin welcomes the AI Act’s require-
ment for risk assessments but has low ex-
pectations regarding gender-based violence
or discrimination. ‘It says nothing about
gender-based violence, and biased data are
treated merely as a technical issue.

I think back to my colleague’s photo of
the woman speaking at the demonstration
— short hair, printed t-shirt — whom the
company’s own Al-tool identified as a man.

Special report
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Was it bias about what women are ‘supposed’
to look like? Or did it matter that she was
claiming space on stage? Perhaps this story
was simply an example of a mistake easily
made by both humans and machines. Yet the
question of a fair future for AI remains. Ac-
cording to some experts, equality in technol-
ogy is possible. The question is: who actually
wants to build it? @

2. https.//www.consilium.
europa.eu/en/press/
press-releases/2024/05/07/
council-adopts-first-ever-
eu-law-combating-violence-
against-women/



Menstruation, menopause,
motherhood: relentless
challenges for working women

On 16 February 2023, the Spanish parliament passed the |

aw on menstrual leave.

Women experiencing debihtatln%“period pain are now entitled to take up to three days

leave per month specifically for t

is condition. The first of its kind in Europe, this

legislation has triggered a wide-ranging debate in national parliaments, local authorities
and businesses alike. For their part, trade unions recognise this issue as a major
challenge, calling for reflection and recommendations on health and safety at work.
However, there remains significant resistance to this development, while the problems
around motherhood are ever present and battle commences for recognition ogthe
menopause’s impact on working conditions.

Aurélien Devernoix
Journalist

France provides the backdrop for this silent
guerilla war. In around a dozen départe-
ments, the prefectures and local authorities
find themselves in court over the issue of
menstrual leave. Following central govern-
ment advice, local state representatives lit-
igate almost systematically in respect of any
initiative creating that right within the re-
gions, départements and major city or town
authorities, citing ‘the absence of a national
legislative framework’. The courts very often
rule in their favour, despite the protests of
elected representatives. In the most recent
example to date, on 24 June 2025, Strasbourg
Administrative Court revoked the right of
Strasbourg’s city hall and métropole author-
ities to introduce a special leave of absence of
13 days per year for staff experiencing debil-
itating period pain, especially endometriosis
sufferers. The two local authorities appealed
against the decision, but the case law did not
work in their favour, given that France actu-
ally has no enacted legislation on this matter.

And yet the arrangement does work! “‘We
currently have 120 women relying on the
menstrual leave system that we set up back
in 2023, boasts Marie Condaminet, Head

of Prevention, Health and Social Action for
Seine-Saint-Denis. This Ile-de-France dépar-
tement has managed to avoid the legal pit-
falls by prioritising the preventive approach,
namely making temporary adjustments to job
roles, agreeing one-off teleworking arrange-
ments or flexible working hours in consul-
tation with the relevant occupational health
department. This approach has resulted in
a drop in the number of women taking sick
leave together with an array of positive feed-
back. She recounts how ‘One employee told us
that these measures meant that she could fi-
nally settle in one job, instead of her having to
give up a number of positions, as in the past,
on account of her disabling periods.’

It is clear from these adjustments that
the issue of menstrual leave involves so
much more than a mere right: it deals di-
rectly with health and safety at work. Painful
periods, heavy bleeding or problems linked
to endometriosis (chronic inflammation of
tissue outside the uterus) cause acute pain,
severe fatigue, dizziness or discomfort, so
many symptoms that can compromise the
concentration, mobility or safety of a female
employee at her place of work.

Special report

But there is no magic wand to remedy
this problem: despite campaigns involv-
ing employees and managers alike to raise
awareness of the problem, its acceptance
‘is still a challenge’, Marie Condaminet ac-
knowledges. In the year following the entry
into force of the legislation, in spring 2023,
just over 1,400 a menstrual leave day were
granted in Spain. Even assuming that some
of this leave lasted several days, this figure
would account for only a few hundred wom-
en employees across the entire country, a
very low take-up rate demonstrating not so
much a lack of need as a strong reluctance to
rely on that right for fear either of colleagues’
reactions or of being stigmatised at work.

‘There’s no surprise there, comments
Danielle Howe, researcher at the NICM
Health Research Institute of Western Sidney
University, Australia. To her mind, the low
take-up by women who have access to men-
strual leave highlights ‘a reluctance to invoke
their rights through fear of discrimination in
their careers or of being treated as less com-
petent’. A further issue, according to this uni-
versity researcher, is that rather than looking
at reproductive health matters as a logical
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1 Pregnant and working: although maternity hqs the adjustment supporting the environment and
best legal safeguards of the three Ms (menstruation, . . . .
maternity, menopause), its long-term impact on women's quality of work, ‘businesses are focusing on
careers should not be underestimated. Photo: o Belga the single issue of leave without addressing
the issues of flexibility, manager training or
the developing work culture. Although recog-
nition of these occupational health and safety
challenges is improving as a result, the prac-
tices and policies per se are lagging behind.’
This analysis is borne out by the example of
Japan, the first country in the world to have
adopted menstrual leave in 1947. According
to a study based on figures compiled by Ja-
pan’s Ministry of Health and referenced by
researcher Yuri Horikawa, only 0.9% of wom-
en relied on their entitlement to menstrual or
menopause leave between spring 2019 and
spring 2020. Despite the almost non-exist-
ent take-up of this logical measure since its
introduction, the law has still been opposed
by businesses which have tried on numerous
occasions to get rid of the menstrual leave en-
titlement, alleging in particular a breach of
equality between men and women.

Motherhood: recognised but not always
properly accommodated

Loss of income and job insecurity: these are
the two major obstacles which have long been
identified in connection with working moth-
ers. According to a study conducted in 2024
in 11 European countries by the NGO Make
Mothers Matter, 27% of the 9,600 women
interviewed felt that motherhood had im-
pacted their careers in a negative way. Ap-
proximately half of them also bemoan the
woefully low level of compensation they re-
ceived during their maternity leave.

In the majority of European countries,
motherhood is still addressed as an individ-
ual right rather than an occupational health
matter. Few Nordic countries fully integrate
this preventive dimension into their business
policies, whilst the rest of the continent, in-
cluding Western Europe, do not generally
focus on prevention within their practices,
whether in sectors dominated by women
— healthcare, education, trade, personal
services or cleaning — or office jobs such as
marketing, information technology or admin-
istration. However, Council Directive 92/85/
EEC requires employers to assess the occupa-
tional risks linked to pregnancy or to workers
who have recently given birth and to make the
appropriate adjustments to their positions.

Clearly, even when policies exist, their
application is somewhat hit and miss: there
could be a lack of training, with many man-
agers remaining unaware of their obligations
regarding maternal health at work. Staff re-
turning to work after maternity or parental
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leave may be regarded as having had ‘career
breaks’ and thus may not receive support or
enter into dialogue about the physical or psy-
chological needs of young mothers.

‘Nature abhors a vacuum, Davina' ex-
plains, as if to excuse her employer’s reaction
when she went back to work after her preg-
nancy 17 years ago. However, her return to
work was marked by anxiety, fearing that she
was no longer on familiar ground and had
lost her manager’s confidence in her abili-
ty. Exhausted after the birth of her son, she
had applied for parental leave following her
maternity leave. At the time, her manager’s
reaction was nothing short of scathing. Al-
though he understood her wish to make the
most of her time with her children, he could
not conceive the idea of her being ‘tired’

Working now as a manager in an interna-
tional group, Davina feels that the situation
has changed significantly. As evidence of
this, she points to all the fathers in her team
who have taken their paternity leave entitle-
ment, not to mention the flexibility provided
by teleworking. However, when she is ques-
tioned about menstrual leave and the men-
opause, she acknowledges that these issues
remain taboo in her company and queries
whether women want to talk about them.

Her questions resonate with the testimo-
ny of Isabelle, a journalist who compares her
professional career, as a woman, to ‘an obsta-
cle course’. As far as she can see, businesses

still have difficulty in accepting motherhood
and maternity arrangements, and so she feels
it would be very complicated to go even fur-
ther. ‘And let’s not forget either that menstru-
al leave is perhaps more easily implemented
than any adjustments for the menopause, she
believes, ‘because, with the menopause, you
really are dealing with a “double whammy”:
not only are you a woman but, even worse, you
are getting older, and that will be regarded as
a loss of value to the company.

Menopause: the great taboo

This pitfall is clearly identified by the trade
unions. ‘We are perpetually walking a tight-
rope when it comes to women’s rights in the
work environment, laments Martha Ochoa,
officer responsible for youth matters at UNI
Global Union, an international trade union
federation. She is concerned that, ‘If we push
too hard on certain issues, such as the meno-
pause issue, we risk triggering a debate on an
alleged lack of productivity among women.’
And the current political climate is especially
pernicious on this matter. ‘Across the globe,
the far right is pushing an agenda that aims
to exclude women from the world of work,
warns Veronica Fernandez Mendez, Head of
Equal Opportunities at UNI Global Union,
‘and its main angle of attack is precisely the
issue of the specific rights of women.’

Special report

1. Not her real name.

However, the financial impact of disre-
garding these matters is enormous. One par-
liamentary report on the menopause, pub-
lished in the spring in France, shows that 10%
of women experiencing major menopause-re-
lated symptoms in the United Kingdom have
resigned their positions, whilst 5% have done
the same in Denmark, thus impacting com-
pany competitiveness due to the departure
of highly experienced female employees. In
Japan, one study estimated the cost of the ab-
sence of health policies for menopausal wom-
en at approximately 11.6 billion euros.

“1 After being overlooked entirely for
many decades, the issue of menstrual
health is slowly making its way onto
the European political agenda. In 2024,
Saskia Bricmont and her colleagues within
the Verts/ALE Group in the European
Parliament presented a study on period
poverty in the European Union and its
consequences for women's health and
lives. Now it is time for workplaces to
tackle this issue. Photo: o Camille Goret
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‘The loss of productivity associated with
these health issues far exceeds the modest
costs involved in setting up targeted poli-
cies, comments Danielle Howe. But getting
people to actually listen is another challenge
altogether. Quite apart from the economic
dimension, the menopause poses a real occu-
pational health headache. Menopause symp-
toms — hot flushes, sleep problems, joint pain,
anxiety, concentration problems or memory
loss — can affect safety and performance in a
number of occupations. Studies have shown
that nurses, teachers and industry workers
or women working flexible shifts are among
the most exposed. In the case of care work-
ers, sleep problems and tiredness can com-
promise the vigilance required during night
shifts; in teaching, the stress, noise and heat
of the classroom exacerbate hot flushes and
concentration loss; in industrial settings, pro-
tective equipment, heat and the pace of work
increase the discomfort experienced and the
physical risks encountered. These cumula-
tive conditions may lead to error, sick leave
or early departure from the job, and yet these
female staff have valuable experience.

‘Recognising the specific needs of women
in the workplace does not mean giving them
preferential treatment: it is about guarantee-
ing a healthier work environment for all men
and women, Veronica Fernandez Mendez
points out. Nonetheless, she agrees that talk
of the menopause or periods is still a sensi-
tive subject, even in trade union circles, be-
cause work cultures are still predominantly
maledriven. ‘That is why we are launching
campaigns like Stop the Stigma, to make
such matters healthrelated issues rather
than a cause for embarrassment.’
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Marsinah, martyr and trailblazing .
champion of menstrual leave in Indonesia

As a young worker in a watch factory located on
the eastern side of the island of Java, Marsinah

led the industrial action of spring 1993, calling

on the company she worked for to apply the

local government increase in the minimum wage.
Among the other demands made by her union

was greater equality between men and women in
the workplace, which included the introduction of
menstrual leave. On 5 May 1993, she was abducted
following her visit to Sidoarjo District Military
Command headquarters. News of the discovery of
her mutilated body some days later sent shockwaves
rippling through the entire population. Although
her murderers were never formally identified, the
military junta in power at the time were suspected
of instigating her execution. Ten years later, and in

‘Women are invisible when it comes to
their health issues: such matters are com-
pletely overlooked by their employers, trade
union organisations and occupational health
services, acknowledges Stéphanie Rist. Be-
fore taking up her position as Minister for

Health in the autumn, this Renaissance dep-
uty in the French National Assembly drew up
a parliamentary report on the menopause, as
mentioned above. In her conclusions, she ex-
presses her support in particular for a sys-
tematic medical interview on the menopause
for all female employees between the ages of
45 and 55. This member of parliament wel-
comes the mostly favourable feedback she
has received in this regard, especially from
within business circles. ‘As far as I can see,
we are dealing with ignorance rather than
resistance,’ she says, hopeful that, ‘when we

Special report

the wake of the collapse of the Suharto dictatorship,
Indonesia’s parliament adopted a reformed

Labour Code, rolling out menstrual leave provision
across the country. However, Article 81 of Act

No. 1372003 remains relatively unknown today and
Indonesia's female employees rarely have recourse
to it. Marsinah, by contrast, has become a symbol of
women's rights in Indonesia: those attending union
assemblies and rallies chant her name, and her story
has inspired a whole host of books, songs, poems
and films. On 1 May 2025, Indonesian President
Prabowo Subianto proposed bestowing national
heroine status on Marsinah, but did not go so far as
to reopen the investigation into her death, in spite
of the regular demands of trade unions and local
human rights associations.

address these subjects, we spark some in-
terest’. But there is resistance too: in 2024,
Frédéric Valletoux, her predecessor at the
Ministry of Health, had opposed menstrual
leave because of the risk of discrimination in
the recruitment process for women.

At a time of severe budgetary restric-
tions, various French elected representa-
tives point out that introducing a new right
would also create an excessive financial bur-
den. The deputies on the left of the political
spectrum, who unsuccessfully proposed the
introduction of menstrual leave on a nation-
wide scale in 2023, 2024 and then again in
2025, estimated the annual burden on the
social security purse at 100 million euros. As
Stéphanie Rist acknowledges, ‘Getting busi-
nesses on board with these measures is really
complicated,” given that they too would bear
the cost burden. Danielle Howe is convinced,
however, that the result would be well worth
the effort, bearing in mind that ‘Overlooking
reproductive health problems increases the
risks of unemployment and financial insecu-
rity, not to mention the worsening of gender
inequalities. This is a challenge affecting the
very structure of working life.’

That said, there is general consensus on
a first step for tackling this challenge: raising
awareness. ‘We are working to achieve this
daily, explains Veronica Fernandez Mendez,
but the campaign needs people to engage in
discussion. ‘We often joke amongst ourselves,’
she smiles with Martha Ochoa at her side,
‘that, as soon as we bring up menstruation or
the menopause, the men we are in conversa-
tion with seem to magically disappear.’ @



The unequal burden
of heat at work

When it comes to heat in the workplace, some workers are more

equa | than others. The increase in the frequ uency of extreme
mperature events in Europe is already c

changing indoor and

out oor working conditions dramatically. According to EU-OSHA,
almost one in five workers has faced extreme heat over the past
12 months. All the evidence suggests that the vital question -
whether extreme heat in the workplace affects men and women in
the same way - should be answered in the negative.

Marouane Laabbas el Guennouni
Researcher, ETUI

Rising workplace temperatures have well-
documented effects on workers’ health.
These effects range from mild discomfort to
serious medical conditions that can endan-
ger life and productivity (see box for a list of
common heat-related symptoms). Research-
ers from the Barcelona Institute of Global
Health have estimated that 62,775 heat-
related deaths occurred in Europe between
1 June and 30 September 2024. However,
not everyone is affected in the same way.
Vulnerability to heat depends on three main
factors: personal, sectoral and territorial.
The first two show particularly clear differ-
ences between women and men.

‘Personal’ circumstances
and heat at work

When referring to the first category, it is
necessary to consider its three dimensions:
the individual, the demographic and the so-
cio-economic. Individual conditions relate to
personal attributes such as gender, age, eth-
nic origin and nationality. Demographic con-
ditions include factors such as health status,
pregnancy, disability or family responsibili-
ties. Socio-economic conditions, meanwhile,
concern the level of education, income, place
of residence and employment status.

All dimensions influence how strong-
ly a worker is affected by climate change.
Consider, for example, a middle-aged male
worker from North Africa, living in southern

Special report

Europe (individual conditions), who is over-
weight (a demographic condition), has basic
education, earns the minimum wage and
resides in a working-class neighbourhood
(socio-economic conditions). If this person
works in agriculture, construction or a poor-
ly ventilated warehouse, he is likely to expe-
rience significant thermal strain from solar
radiation or from high indoor temperatures,
humidity and the metabolic heat generated
by physical activity. His limited financial
means may also reduce his ability to cool
down after work because of poorly insulat-
ed housing or a lack of public infrastructure.
This increases both direct health risks and
indirect risks, such as a higher likelihood
of injuries caused by lapses in attention or
slower reaction times.
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Symptoms of heat-related illnesses

Workers exposed to high temperatures can experience a range of health effects:

— Heat stress: General discomfort and strain — Rhabdomyolysis: Muscle breakdown

caused by excessive body heat.

resulting from extreme heat or exertion.

— Heat exhaustion: Fatigue, dehydrationand - Heat syncope: Fainting caused by reduced

dizziness due to prolonged exposure.

— Heatstroke: A medical emergency
where the body can no longer regulate
temperature.

However, what happens when the same
characteristics apply to a woman? The chal-
lenges are similar, but additional factors
shape female workers’ vulnerability to heat.
Biological processes such as the menstrual
cycle, pregnancy, breastfeeding and meno-
pause affect thermoregulation and can re-
duce heat tolerance. Care responsibilities
— still predominantly carried by women —
including childcare and household duties
such as cooking, cleaning and laundry, add
physical and psychological strain on top of
the exhaustion already accumulated during
the working day, contributing to a higher in-
ternal heat load and fatigue. The cultural di-
mension also plays a role: rest or cooling ar-
eas rarely take account of dress codes linked
to faith, and current regulations do not
always ensure that health and safety meas-
ures respect freedom of religion. As a result,
some groups of women remain particularly
exposed to heat risks.

‘Sectoral’ circumstances
and heat at work

Sectoral circumstances also play a cru-
cial role in shaping exposure to heat, and
many of them have a gender dimension.
The fruit-picking sector is a prime example:
the work is often carried out by low-income
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blood flow to the brain.
— Heat cramps: Painful muscle contractions
linked to the loss of salt and fluids.

5 In a previous issue
of HesaMag, we had the
opportunity to confirm
that climate change is
having major impacts on
the health and safety of
workers.

Photo: e Martine Zunini
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migrant women who spend long hours out-
doors, performing repetitive movements and
holding awkward postures under direct heat.

Other feminised sectors face similar
challenges. Home care workers climb stairs
and assist clients in poorly ventilated apart-
ments; textile and food-processing workers
operate in factories where machinery and
ovens generate high temperatures; and hos-
pital staff, such as nurses or cleaners, often
work in hot environments made even more
demanding by protective equipment.

Across these sectors, heat exposure
combines with factors such as physically
demanding tasks, long working hours and
limited control over the work environment.
Furthermore, work clothing and personal
protective equipment (PPE) frequently in-
crease the thermal load by adding layers that
are difficult to remove. In many highly femi-
nised sectors, PPE is still designed according
to male body standards. This mismatch can
make protective gear heavier, less breathable
and less comfortable for women, ultimately
contributing to higher physical strain and an
increased heat load.
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What is needed to shift the paradigm?

The path towards effectively protecting
workers from the impacts of climate change
—and, in particular, from occupational heat —
requires a thorough risk assessment that
identifies specific measures to prevent its
negative consequences.' Such a risk assess-
ment must go hand in hand with the inte-
gration of a gender perspective, both in the
identification of risks and in the design of
preventive measures. Otherwise, measures
risk having a disproportionate impact on the
health of female workers.

Despite this, the assessment of heat-
related risks remains insufficiently inte-
grated into OSH practices. Several experts
support the use of methods that consider a

wider range of parameters influencing the
heat experienced by workers, such as the
WBGT (wet bulb globe temperature) index,
a measurement that assesses heat stress by
combining air temperature, humidity, wind
speed and solar radiation.

In this context, the proposal put forward
by the European Trade Union Confederation
(ETUC) for the adoption of an EU directive
on the prevention of occupational heat risks
takes on particular relevance. It calls for a
framework grounded in inclusivity, both in
terms of gender and other forms of vulner-
ability.? Such a directive would help ensure
that preventive measures are not only com-
prehensive and science-based but also fair
and adapted to the diverse realities of Eu-
rope’s workforce. @

1. EU-OSHA (2023) Heat at work
- Guidance for workplaces,
Publications Office of the
European Union.

2. ETUC (2025) Resolution on
the content of a Directive on
the prevention of occupational
heat risks. See https://www.
etuc.org/en/document/
content-directive-prevention-
occupational-heat-risks.

1 This illustration highlights multiple pathways of
occupational heat exposure. Female biological factors
and ill-fitting personal protective equipment contribute
to a higher — and often invisible — heat burden for
many women workers. Aspect that is even higher if care
responsibilities are taken into account.

Heat at work from a gender lens
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Giulio Romani

‘Labour law must be
overhauled to reflect the new realit
on the ground if we want to avol

a situation where the risks

accelerate faster than our
capacity to manage them’

‘A Europe in thrall to deregulation and obsessed with short-term gains’ - this is the
terrifying spectre conjured up by Giulio Romani (Confederal Secretary of the European
Trade Union Confederation (ETUC)) in an interview with HesaMag. He warns that, if

Europe takes its foot off the g
dearly for the twin green an

as as far as prevention is concerned, workers risk paying
digital transition - yet businesses would be WI‘OH% to

underestimate the importance of occupational health and safety (OHS) as a building block
of competitiveness and sustainability.

< How can we ensure that OHS
remains a political priority when
competitiveness and productivity
have become the watchwords of the
prevailing discourse?

GIULIO ROMANI By reminding people that
H&S is not merely an ethical or legal im-
perative — it is also a question of econom-
ics. Disinvestment in workers’ health means
disinvestment in their productive capacity,
their commitment and their enthusiasm for
work. Nowadays there is often a tendency to
confuse streamlining and deregulation, as
though fewer rules meant more efficiency. In
actual fact, the opposite is true: deregulation
serves to weaken and complicate procedures
and ends up costing more.

52 HesaMag 31— WINTER 2025

S Are you already seeing any real-life
repercussions of this trend?

Yes. We have recently had to hammer home
the fact that the European Commission,
when adopting or revising existing legis-
lation, is obliged to take full account of the
scientific and political opinions issued by the
Advisory Committee on Safety and Health at
Work. We are also seeing more and more re-
quests for exemptions, particularly in ‘stra-
tegic’ sectors — and I don’t just mean defence,
but also much more questionable cases such
as the cosmetic industry.

S What do you think is the driving
force behind these decisions?

Short-term thinking focused on short-term
gains, typically of a financial nature. Policy-
makers following this path turn to solutions
that deliver fast results, disregarding the fact
that the initial benefits are paltry compared

to the long-term damage caused. This is why
the labour movement must consistently and
insistently make it clear that OHS is not a
cost, and that investing in health equates to
investing in the future. Mens sana in cor-
pore sano, as the saying goes — only a healthy
body can produce worthwhile outputs.

S What are the ETUC’s current
priorities in the area of OHS?

The vastness of the topic makes it vital to fo-
cus on what really matters. Our overriding
priority — and the foundation upon which all
of our other priorities build — is “Zero Death
at Work’, a campaign that we launched sever-
al years ago and that was reaffirmed by our
last Congress with the goal of achieving a
workplace fatality rate of zero by 2030. This
is unquestionably an ambitious endeavour,
but a goal — no matter how remote — is what
we need to motivate us to roll up our sleeves
rather than throw up our hands in failure.



S What specifically does this goal
encompass?

Pretty much everything: occupational diseas-
es linked to exposure to toxins or carcinogens
as well as musculoskeletal disorders and psy-
chosocial risks, but also novel risks stemming
from climate change. Heatwaves are already
causing hazardous working conditions in
many sectors, for example.

S The ETUC recently — in March
2025 — adopted a resolution calling
for a directive on the prevention of
occupational heat risks. What are the
next steps?

First we have to lay a lot of political ground-
work. The debate is under way at European
level, especially since the Swedish Presiden-
cy, and the topic has entered the public dis-
course in many Member States, particularly
in the south of Europe where heat-related
deaths are on the rise. We are planning a

large-scale meeting between trade unions,
policymakers and experts in Palermo in
summer 2026 with a view to taking the mat-
ter forward, but we must remain clear-sight-
ed — this will not be a simple task. Employers
are highly averse to any new regulations.

S The ETUC is also calling for

a directive on the prevention of
psychosocial risks at work. What
needs to change in order for such a
piece of legislation to get the green
light?

There are three requirements that must be
met: we need political agreement, cultural
change and strong social pressure. Sad to
say, the first is unlikely in the short term,
since the political scales in Europe have
recently been tipping in a direction that is
unhelpful for us. As far as cultural change
is concerned, there is no denying its impor-
tance, but it takes time. Attitudes will con-
tinue to change slowly until we do something

about the fact that certain corporate cultures
are still geared towards the pursuit of rapid
profit, regardless of the cost in human terms.
That is why we should start educating citi-
zens about health, safety and social justice
while they are still in school. Yet people are
already dying or suffering from health issues
as a result of these phenomena, and so the
luxury of time is not something that we have
— we must leverage the power of mass pub-
lic pressure and social mobilisation to bring
about immediate action.

S Speaking more generally, how can
we encourage employers to shift their
mindsets towards a genuine culture
of prevention?

This is a far from simple task. Many employ-
ers act in good faith, but the business world
as a whole remains hidebound by financial
considerations. The drive for increased out-
put is the only law recognised by the faceless
new ‘finance-led’ capitalism.

S What needs to happen in order for
that to change?

We need to get better at prioritising prior-
ities, sometimes through negotiation and
sometimes through compromise. One of
the lessons I have learned from my time as

1 Giulio Romani,
Confederal Secretary of
the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC).
Photo: e ETUC
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a trade union official — particularly in the
banking sector — is that it is sometimes bet-
ter to forgo certain tangible wins in return
for other more lasting benefits, for example
agreeing to a zero pay rise provided that the
company implements a health and safety
monitoring system, or investing money into
training and recruitment rather than paying
it out immediately.

S The twin green and digital
transition is often framed as an
opportunity. By doing so, are we
perhaps disregarding the associated
health and safety risks for workers?

Any innovation entails both opportunities
and risks. Mankind’s first great invention
was fire — a good servant but a bad master.
Both the green transition and the digital
transition have the potential to improve the
world of work, but only if we can stay one
step ahead of the risks.

< What risks are we talking about?

A good example is the way in which the green
transition exposes workers to new hazardous
substances: in batteries, in recycling streams
and as individual chemical or biological
agents. The use of lead or cobalt was previous-
ly confined to specialist sectors, for example,
but these chemical elements have now come
to play a vital role in the battery industry.

S What about the digital transition?

Artificial intelligence might make people’s
jobs easier, but it also goes hand in hand with
phenomena such as digital surveillance, algo-
rithmic management, an accelerating pace of
work, cognitive overload and stress. For some
workers, it’s no longer so much about what
technology can do to help, but about how they
can survive in a system that forces everyone
to work at breakneck speed against a constant
background hum of uncertainty and pressure.
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S Surely there are also economic
risks?

That goes without saying. Broadly speaking,
the trend ever since the Industrial Revolu-
tion has been for mechanisation to improve
working conditions, but today we are see-
ing the opposite — there is a very real risk of
workers being eliminated entirely instead of
working conditions being improved, and of
earnings being distributed in a way that no
longer correlates to the efforts of the work-
force. This is a huge source of anxiety and
insecurity, and sometimes also leads to a fall
in real wages.

S How can we avoid these transitions
turning from a dream into a
nightmare for workers?

By putting in guard rails. The only reason we
currently work five eight-hour days a week
is because laws have been adopted over the
years to protect workers. We must continue
moving forward in this direction, by ensur-
ing that labour law is overhauled to reflect
the new reality on the ground and by resist-
ing any challenge to long-held rights, since
the loss of these rights — such as the right to
rest breaks, the right to disconnect and pro-
tection against physical and psychological
hazards — would be a serious setback.

S This special issue of HesaMag
explores the interplay between
gender and OHS. If you had the ability
to launch a Europe-wide initiative on
this issue tomorrow, what action by
the authorities would you demand?

Action that was equal in scale to the injus-
tice it was designed to tackle. Just like quo-
tas shattered the glass ceiling women once
faced, we should close the wage gap by pay-
ing women more. This is a radical approach,
but one which is necessary in order to break
the cycle of inequality.

S What about parental leave?

It is not enough simply to allow men to take
parental leave: we must offer reverse eco-
nomic incentives to encourage them to do so.
Nothing will change while families are faced
with a situation where the family loses less if
the mother stays at home. If we want people
to behave differently, we must make it finan-
cially beneficial for fathers to take parental
leave.

S Is this why you believe that
factors outside of work are the main
source of gender inequality in the
workplace?

Yes. It is still mostly women who work a
‘double shift’ and shoulder the burden of
housework and caring duties, and we will
be tackling only part of the problem until we
address this societal and familial dimension.

S What kind of problems does this
cause in the workplace?

Women are at higher risk of suffering from
musculoskeletal disorders and are more vul-
nerable to psychosocial risks, all the more
so if they are remote workers attempting to
balance paid and domestic work. Certain
hazardous substances — lead or cobalt, for
example — are also reprotoxins.

S Are female-dominated sectors
characterised by specific occupational
protection requirements?

Yes. The caring professions and the domes-
tic work sector — where a high proportion of
workers are women and where these workers
are exposed to cumulative risks, particu-
larly migratory vulnerabilities — are among
the worst industries in terms of legislative
health and safety protections. Yet this leads
us to an illuminating conclusion: namely
that stepping up the level of protection in
these sectors would mean immediate im-
provements for millions of women in terms
of their health and safety at work, and this is
undoubtedly where the fastest and most tan-
gible progress is possible. @



(Perspectives )

Avian influenza;
the next pandemic?

While the world as a whole is still grappling with the lessons of Covid-19, another
virus is keeping the health authorities u{) at night: H5N1, better known as avian

influenza or bird flu. Having spread to a

| continents, this virus has now been

detected in dairy cattle and has already infected several farm workers in the United
States. Against the backdrop of these developments, a pressing issue returns to the
fore: is the world of work ready for a new zoonotic disease waiting in the wings?

Tony Musu
Senior researcher, ETUI

The H5N1 virus, also known as avian influ-
enza, was first identified in 1996 in a farmed
goose in China. It causes severe respiratory
disease in birds — wild birds in particular,
but also domestic birds such as chickens,
ducks and turkeys.

H5N1 mostly spreads from bird to bird
through direct contact with respiratory se-
cretions, faecal matter or contaminated sur-
faces. Wild birds, especially migratory birds,
play a key role in the spread of avian influen-
za because they serve as a vector for the virus
— which is now present on every continent —
to move over vast geographical distances.

This is extremely concerning for several
reasons. Firstly, the virus is highly pathogenic,
or in other words has greater potential to cause
death in infected birds. In 2022, 67 countries
on five continents reported outbreaks in poul-
try and wild birds, and over 131 million domes-
tic poultry were lost due to death or culling.

1. H5 Bird Flu: Current Situation
| Bird Flu | CDC.

From infected birds to mammals
(including humans)

The virus has also succeeded in crossing the
species barrier, which means that it has be-
come adapted to mammals and gained the
ability to infect them, causing severe res-
piratory or neurological symptoms. The list
of species affected now exceeds 30 and in-
cludes seals, sea lions, porpoises, dolphins,
leopards, tigers, lynx, foxes, mink and pet
cats and dogs.

Another cause for concern is that, from
1 January 2003 to 12 December 2024, the
World Health Organization (WHO) record-
ed 954 cases of human infection with avian
influenza in 24 countries. Although these
remain isolated cases, 464 of them were fa-
tal, which means that the case fatality rate
is 49%. According to WHO again, the hu-
man cases detected thus far — the majority
of which have been in South-East Asia — are
mostly linked to close contact with infected
birds and other animals and to contaminat-
ed environments.

Cases of infected cattle at dairy farms
have also been reported in the United States
since March 2024, and the H5N1 virus has
been detected in raw milk from infected cows
at a significant number of cattle holdings
across the country as a whole. Inevitably —
since the process of milking cows often ne-
cessitates hands-on contact — the first cases
of farm worker infection were reported sev-
eral months later. According to the most re-
cent summary published by the US Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
41 cases of infection have been recorded so
far in workers at dairy farms' who have pre-
sented with minor respiratory symptoms or
conjunctivitis. The H5N1 virus spreads from
contaminated milk to dairy farm workers as a
result of droplets and aerosols (which are gen-
erated during the milking process) landing on
the workers’ mucous membranes. It should be
underlined that pasteurised milk is complete-
ly safe to consume; the many different stages
in the pasteurisation process mean that there
is no risk to consumers, even if the milk is
contaminated with bacteria or viruses.
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Human-to-human transmission:
a valid fear

It appears that transmission of the H5N1
virus between humans is infrequent, and
no evidence of sustained human-to-human
transmission has been uncovered to date.
In October 2024, however, a pig tested pos-
itive for the H5N1 virus for the first time on
a farm in Oregon (USA), sounding a further
warning that the fears of interhuman trans-
mission might be well-founded.

According to Gilles Salvat, Managing
Director of the French Agency for Food, En-
vironmental and Occupational Health and
Safety (ANSES), who was quoted by the news-
paper Le Monde, all influenza viruses circu-
lating among pigs are believed to have zo-
onotic potential, or in other words the ability
to infect humans. Pigs have receptors in their
respiratory tract that also favour the replica-
tion of viruses — such as avian viruses — that
have evolved to infect mammals, including
humans. If a pig were infected at the same
time with an influenza virus of avian origin
(such as the one currently circulating among
cows in the US) and the human influenza vi-
rus, this might enable the genetic mixing of
the two viruses and result in a new pathogen
with high infectious potential for humans.
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It is also worth noting that the threat
stems not only from genetic mixing in a sin-
gleindividual infected with different viruses;
it might also stem from harmful mutations
in H5N1 virus lineages circulating among
wild birds or at infected dairy farms. A re-
cent research article published in the journal
Science found that a single mutation to hae-
magglutinin? (the ‘H’ in H5N1) in the bovine
H5N1 lineage would be enough to allow the
virus to bind more effectively to receptors in
human upper airways, thereby enabling hu-
man-to-human transmission.

2. Haemagglutinin is an entry
protein used by a virus to
bind to cells in order to
stabilise itself with a view to
transmission via the aerial
route, and in order to help
it fuse more effectively to
receptors in the human upper
airways.

Preparing for a potential pandemic

Given the potential of the H5N1 virus to
cause a pandemic, all of the experts agree
that we need to act sooner rather than later
to contain this epidemic before the circula-
tion of H5N1 among the human population
becomes an inevitability.

Public authorities everywhere in the world
are doing their best to minimise the spread of
the virus. Surveillance measures have been
targeted in particular at intensive poultry
farms, with mass culls carried out if any cases

“1 Poultry farming is on
the front line of the war
against avian influenza.
Photo: o Belga



1 Europe is taking the management of
avian influenza very seriously, and rolling
out an on-farm vaccination programme.
Photo: o Belga

of H5N1 infection are detected. In spring 2025,
the price of eggs in the United States skyrock-
eted following an increase in outbreaks of in-
fection and the culling of tens of millions of
birds, and the world’s leading global economic
power had to take the decision to import eggs
from third countries on an enormous scale in
order to meet consumer demand.

The US authorities have been widely crit-
icised for their chaotic management of avian
influenza ever since Trump and his hench-
men levelled their sights on the public health
agencies; for example, employees responsi-
ble for public health surveillance have been
fired en masse and then partly rehired, re-
searchers and the public have been blocked
from accessing information and data, no
efforts have been made to organise a testing
campaign for factory farm workers, and wor-
rying statements have been heard from Rob-
ert F. Kennedy Jr, Trump’s Health Secretary,
who has suggested that we should let the vi-
rus spread through flocks in order to identify
and preserve the birds that are immune to it.

Europe is taking the management of avi-
an influenza very seriously, and rolling out

an on-farm vaccination programme. France
has vaccinated all of its domestic ducks since
1 October 2023, for example, with spectacu-
lar results: over 1,000 farms tested positive
for infection and carried out culls during the
2021-2022 season and around 400 in the
2022-2023 season, but only 10 in 2024 fol-
lowing vaccination.

According to the scientific journal Nature,
WHO maintains a list of potential human vac-
cines that provide protection against H5N1
and could be mass-produced if necessary.

Practically all cases of human con-
tamination reported to date appear to be

restricted to persons in close contact with
infected animals, such as front-line farm
workers. In 2025, the United States record-
ed the first human death linked to avian in-
fluenza, and the United Kingdom recorded
the first serious case of human infection
with the H5N1 virus. The ever-increasing
number of workers who have been infected
is fuelling fears of a serious public health
threat. Even though the world has still not
recovered from the trauma of Covid-19, it is
not too much of a leap to wonder whether
the next pandemic might be caused by the
avian influenza virus. @
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Impact of
climate
extremes in the
workplace - a
warning from
the European
Parliament

A study entitled The effects of
extreme weather conditions on
workers’ health and safety was
published in November 2025 by
one of the Policy Departments
within the European Parliament
(EP) after being requested by the
EP’s Committee on Employment
and Social Affairs. According to
this study, one third of workers
are now exposed to climate-
related risks, with 20% reporting
exposure to extreme heat and
19% to poor air quality. The
impacts go far beyond heatstroke
and include dehydration, stress,
impairment of physical and
cognitive capacities, accidents,
exacerbation of existing
underlying conditions and
mental health issues. The
worst-hit sectors are agriculture,
construction, transport and

the emergency services, with
particularly vulnerable
population groups including
precarious and migrant workers,
older workers and pregnant
women. After identifying

four categories of national
approaches and noting the lack
of harmonisation of preventative
measures between the different
Member States of the European
Union (EU), the study proposes
some solutions but notes that
labour inspectorates must be
strengthened with specialised
training and the necessary
materials in order to be able

to verify compliance against a
backdrop of intensifying climate
change events.

Exoskeletons:

a promising
innovation, but
one that should be
monitored closely

In areport published this autumn
entitleg Musculoskeletal health in

the health and social care sector, the
Euro%ean Agency for Safety and

Health at Work (EU-OSHA) underlined
the potential of new technologies -
particularly exoskeletons - as a means
of reducing physical strain. Exoskeletons
can lighten workloads either actively
(if they are equipped with motors to
assist the user) or passively (if they rely
on mechanical structures to distribute
the load across the user’s body), but a

A state of emergency

The Guardian has issued a stark
warning: the UK could lose
600,000 workers to illness over a
period of 10 years without better
health support at work. According
to the Royal Society for Public
Health (RSPH), conditions such
as musculoskeletal disorders
(MSDs), mental health problems
and cardiovascular disease are

a particular issue, and half of

the UK workforce lacks access
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to workplace health support.
The RSPH is therefore calling
for a national standard that
establishes a minimum level of
support. The problem transcends
the borders of the United
Kingdom, however; chronic
diseases such as hypertension,
depression and MSDs are also
a strong disincentive to labour
market participation in Europe,
particularly in the case of older

study by Cambridge University Press
has higKlighted the fact that research
under real-life conditions is still needed
to confirm any benefits they might
confer and the level of user acceptance.
[n view of the fact that exoskeletons
are a novel tyFe of equipment and, as
such, might also introduce elements of
risk, the ASTM Committee F48 - an
international group specialising in
exoskeletons and exosuits - is ﬁeveloping
a framework of safety standards. It has
already published 33 of these standards
and is currently drafting a standard for
firefighters witﬁ a view to assessing the
imgact of these systems on strength,
endurance and safety during demanding
response-type actions. An approach of
this kind might allow exoskeletons to

be introduced into the workplace in a
properly controlled manner,

and low-income workers. Over
one third of adults in the EU are
living with a long-standing health
problem, which is a significant
source of inequality. These
trends underscore the need to
strengthen occupational health
systems by means of preventative
measures, early detection and
tailored services in order to
maintain an active workforce and
reduce social costs.



Climate and
the workplace:
a global alert

Three key developments in
2025 illustrate the extent to
which the climate emergency is
already affecting occupational
health and safety (OHS). In

its report Promotion and
protection of human rights in
the context of climate change,
the UN Special Rapporteur
underlined that workplaces

are among the most affected
settings, warning of violations
of workers’ rights and an
increasing number of accidents
in the renewables sector. At the
same time, the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights issued
an advisory opinion confirming
that states and businesses

are subject to international
obligations to address the
climate crisis, thereby setting
out a new roadmap for future
litigation by recognising

the right to a safe climate.
Finally, a joint report by the
World Health Organization
(WHO) and the World
Meteorological Organization
(WMO) on workplace heat
stress emphasised that
workers around the world are
confronted with escalating
risks as a result of rising
temperatures.

Subcontracting:
a growing
threat to
occupational
safety

New European network
specialising in the
prevention of MSDs

The ETUI’s Health and Safety
Unit is to launch a European
network on musculoskeletal
disorders (MSDs), bringing
together experts from all

27 Member States, academia,
trade unions and industry

for the purpose of sharing
knowledge, best practices and
research on MSD prevention.
The initiative aims to provide
an overview of the European

A new OHS
for a new
technological
age

The field of OHS is currently
confronted with both
enduring challenges and major

opportunities. Emerging
technologies hold a great deal

Long subcontracting chains are

becoming increasingly common in
sectors such as agriculture, seafaring,
construction and hospitality, and
they represent a major OHS concern

given the increase in accident
rates due to factors such as poor

training, inadequate equipment and

unclear responsibilities. A stark

example of this problematic trend

is the June 2021 Antwerp school

construction collapse, which led to

policy framework as well as
existing sectoral initiatives
and research efforts, while

mapping the main research

of promise in terms of safety
improvements, but they also pose
unknown risks that are not yet
fully understood. Good examples
include a recent pilot study that
examined the use of machine
learning to predict workplace
absenteeism, and another study
relating to the physiological
demands of work that revealed
that senior workers had a high
mean cardiovascular load, even
though only a low proportion

the death of five workers and which
resulted from a project involving
280 subcontractors. The efforts

of investigators and victims since
then have foundered on problems
such as a lack of transparency

and the use of workers under
bogus self-employment contracts.
The European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC) is calling
for a Directive to tackle abuses in
subcontracting and ensure employer
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institutions and programmes
involved in MSD-related
work. By gaining a clearer
picture of the state of play, the
network hopes to strengthen
prevention strategies and
improve wellbeing at work,
with the ultimate aim of
reducing MSD risks and
encouraging safer and

more sustainable working
environments.

of the worktime was spent in
high intensity levels. Against the
backdrop of these and similar
studies, the International Labor
Organization has reiterated the
fact that the challenges faced

on a global scale are substantial,
despite technological progress:
around 2.8 million workers die
every year due to occupational
accidents or diseases, and over
370 million workers suffer non-
fatal injuries.

accountability, in accordance

with the European Pillar of Social
Rights. During an event held at the
European Parliament, the trade
unions — with the backing of MEPs -
drew fresh attention to these threats.
While recognising the risks, the
European Commission’s preferred
course of action at present is to
tighten up the existing rules rather
than to adopt new legislation with
binding force.

59



(Carte blanche)

‘People here catch cancer
as though it were the flu’

Laurent Vogel
Associate researcher, ETUI

Gabes, a city in eastern Tunisia, has long been
known as a maritime oasis, but it has under-
gone a transformation since the 1970s into
the capital of a phosphate industry that uses
highly polluting procedures to manufacture
fertilisers. Since September 2025, the city
has seen an uninterrupted rise in individuals
admitted to hospital with clinical presenta-
tions reminiscent of exposure to toxic gases.
After 30 or so sixth-form pupils were rushed
to A&E on Friday 8 October, the city erupted
in anger, with over 200 people occupying the
site of the Tunisian Chemical Group (GCT)
factory. The protests — which formed part of
a long-running fight by the city’s residents
against industrial pollution — continued una-
bated throughout the month of October.

Ever since Tunisia gained its independ-
ence in 1956, it has pursued a policy of heavy
investment in phosphate production by na-
tionalising French companies and initiating
efforts to develop its own extractive industry.
Having opted for a vertical integration strat-
egy in this area, the country has brought the
various phases (production, processing and
export) under state control, and phosphate is
now one of the pillars of the Tunisian econ-
omy. Phosphate fertilisers are a cornerstone
of intensive agricultural production systems,
which focus on short-term yield gains and
economic efficiency at the cost of ecological
balance; although they return phosphorus
— a key plant growth nutrient — to the soil,
the large-scale extraction and use of phos-
phate exacts a high price in terms of social
and environmental costs. Fertiliser run-off
is a contributing factor in eutrophication and
the emergence of ‘dead zones’ in aquatic eco-
systems, while the extraction and processing
stages expose workers and local communi-
ties to major health and environmental risks.

An uprising by workers at the Gabes phos-
phate mines in 2008 was the tipping point for
the insurrection that ousted the dictator Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011, and the successive
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governments in power since the toppling of
this president have made promise after prom-
ise to clean up the most contaminated sites,
industrial areas and mines. Yet, faced with
the failure of the government authorities to
turn words into actions, the local residents
of the regions in question are waging a war
on multiple fronts: demonstrations, strikes,
court proceedings and the production of films
to raise awareness of the issue are just a few
examples of their efforts. Over time, and giv-
en that the government is not doing anything
to improve matters, the struggle has intensi-
fied over time, and ‘close down the factory’
has become the new watchword.

A report published back in 2017* quot-
ed several local residents who voiced their
fears about the seriousness of the situation in
Gabeés. Nader — a resident of the Chott Salem
district, where another gas leak in October
2025 would result in the hospital admission
of several dozen individuals, including a num-
ber of sixth-form students — referred to the
situation as a ‘mini Chernobyl’. Another res-
ident called Sarah talked about the trivialisa-
tion of diseases: ‘People here catch cancer as

Further reading

Léwy M. and Tanuro D. (2021) Luttes
écologiques et sociales dans le monde.
Allier, le vert et le rouge, Editions Textuel.

“1 Residents took to the
streets last December to
demand the immediate
dismantling of the
polluting units of the
Tunisian Chemical Group
(TCG), accused of causing
respiratory illnesses and
cancer. Police responded
with tear gas, affecting
women and children.
Photo: e Belga

though it were the flu.” Studies conducted at
the time revealed a high incidence of congen-
ital malformations and an increased rate of
respiratory disease, with the amount of waste
produced by the factory exceeding the volume
of products for export by a factor of five. Eight
years later, the journalist Malek Zaghdoudi
found that little had changed: ‘Breathing the
air in this city means inhaling a toxic cocktail
of sulphuric acid, carbon dioxide, ammonia
and heavy metals. For the people of Gabeés,
the simple act of being able to breathe air that
doesn’t make you sick has become a collective
pipe dream.

Gabes residents are rallying behind the
goal of protecting their health and their local
environment, but these efforts mirror broad-
er concerns shared by many other communi-
ties: the risks associated with glyphosate and
asbestos, the pressure exerted by industrial
agriculture and the continued and untenable
growth of fossil fuel production.

1. Vues d'Europe et d'ailleurs
Gabes: 'La petite Tchernobyl
de Tunisie' revendique son
droit de vivre.



Late Shift

Director: Petra Volpe / Country: Switzerland and
Germany / Year: 2025 / Duration: 92 minutes /
Distribution: Cinema
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In its original Swiss version, the film Heldin
(‘Heroine’) truly lives up to its name. It
follows a young nurse, portrayed with
remarkable intensity by Leonie Benesch,

as she navigates her way through the night
shift at a large, chronically understaffed
Swiss hospital. Despite an exhausting

pace, she remains impeccably precise,
professional and compassionate. Yet this
particular night pushes her to the brink,
revealing the fragile line between vocation
and exhaustion. With this film, Petra Volpe
offers a powerful tribute to healthcare
professionals. It is neither fatigue nor a

lack of dedication that makes the heroine
falter, but the sheer impossibility of being in
several places at once. Behind this personal
tragedy lies a collective truth: across
Europe, understaffing is draining caregivers
and placing patients at risk. Late Shift

thus becomes both a heartfelt cry and a
compelling plea for recognition, dignity and
sustainable working conditions for those
who keep the healthcare system standing.

La fibra sensible
[Moral Fibre]

Director: Isabel Andrés Porti / Country: Spain /
Year: 2025 / Duration: 71 min / Subtitles:
Spanish, English, Catalan / Production company:
Diagonal TV

la fibra sensible

Spanish director Isabel Andrés turns an
intimate tragedy into a universal plea. Her
father’s diagnosis of pleural mesothelioma
in 2015 becomes the starting point for a
moving investigation into asbestos — the
‘invisible killer’ — still present in thousands
of workplaces and still causing cancers
and family tragedies across Europe. From
the former Uralita factory in Catalonia to
the Eternit trials in Italy and Belgium, the
documentary sensitively and rigorously
explores the scars left by this deadly

fibre, the relentless legal battles and the
ongoing institutional silence. Through
workers’ testimonies and family accounts,
La fibra sensible [Moral Fibre] sheds light
on decades of negligence and denial that
continue to shape occupational health
today. Giving voice to both victims and
experts, Isabel Andrés creates a powerful
documentary that is at once intimate and
political — a profound reminder of collective
responsibility, social justice and the urgent
need to protect those exposed at work.

The Dream Life of Mr. Kim

Director: Cho Hyun-tak / Country: South Korea /
Year: 2025 / Duration: 12 episodes, each around
70 minutes long / Platform: Netflix (subtitles

in English)

The Dream Life of

Mr. Kim

Kim Nak-su has worked for 25 years in a
major telecommunications company. The
model of a devoted employee, he has built
his life around professional success: a stable
job, a family and a flat in Seoul. But when
the long-awaited promotion slips through
his fingers, everything begins to crumble.
Caught between hierarchical pressure, in-
ternal rivalries and growing disillusionment
at home, he comes to realise how fragile his
performance-driven balance truly is. His
wife Ha-jin seeks her own path, while his son
refuses to follow in his footsteps — the estab-
lished order begins to fall apart. Through
this existential crisis, the series examines the
effects of overwork, status anxiety and social
conformity on mental health. Beneath its
bittersweet tone, The Dream Life of Mr. Kim
highlights psychosocial risks, professional
burnout and the struggle to reconcile work,
dignity and wellbeing — offering a lucid re-
flection on the modern illusion of success.
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Look out for our next issue (#32),
focusing on people working in waste management and the recycling economy.
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