
This isn’t 
working…

Why it takes strong, active 
unions to reverse the 
epidemic of psychosocial 
harm at work

Rory O’Neill. www.ituc-csi.org 
International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC)



It is lawless out 
there…
Two-thirds of countries 

have no preventive safety 

laws on psychosocial 

hazards at work. 

In just about all cases, 

you are better protected 

from banging your head 

than losing your mind. 



The job makes you sick

Psychosocial hazards at work –

including long hours, job insecurity, 

and a lack of control over what we 

do – are breaking our bodies and our 

minds, including but not limited to:

Depression. Anxiety. Burnout. Sleep disturbance 

and fatigue. Cognitive decline. Suicidal behaviour

and suicide. PTSD. Moral injury/distress. 

Psychological suffering from fear of disease 

after dangerous exposures. Unhealthy 

behaviours. Cardiovascular diseases. Metabolic 

disorders. Cancer. Musculoskeletal disorders. 

Reproductive problems. Injuries. Neurotoxic 

effects.







“The right to a safe and healthy working 
environment will not be achieved by 
simply relying on employers becoming 
more benevolent or health and safety 
regulators more diligent. It is only 
through the respect and promotion of a 
rights-based approach that illness, 
injury, and death will ultimately be 
eliminated from the world of work…

“This is no more evident than in the 
current battle of our movement globally 
to advance and implement strengthened 
rights to mentally safe and healthy 
work.”

Denise Vesper, Michael J. Zickar, Liam O’Brien, Rory O’Neill, Maureen F. 
Dollard, Kevin Flynn, Keaton A. Fletcher, Kendall Stephenson, Timo Ahr, 
Alexander Jost, Kaylee Somerville & Julian Barling. Occupational Health 
and Labor Unions, Occupational Health Science, Volume 9, pages 835–
864, (2025)

https://sh100315811-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/editor_hazards_org/IQDBpS3-c28oRraWpsJOVDMgAVAogPcG3lHkSs9nw_3YNI8?e=PpDw9G&nav=eyJoIjoiNjAzODQyNTg5In0
https://sh100315811-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/editor_hazards_org/IQDBpS3-c28oRraWpsJOVDMgAVAogPcG3lHkSs9nw_3YNI8?e=PpDw9G&nav=eyJoIjoiNjAzODQyNTg5In0


Mind Your Head checklist for union health and safety reps to help them conduct risk 

assessments in their workplaces. https://www.mindyourhead.org.au/

https://t.dripemail2.com/c/eyJhbGciOiJIUzI1NiJ9..bG14uODTp2WBFMnfe7AYqDVE-_eWuKGIIRR-LtpxXTw
https://www.mindyourhead.org.au/


European Parliament Report 2026/2023(INL): 
Psychosocial risks, stress and mental health at 
work. The full legislative initiative report was 
adopted by the European Parliament on 
6 October 2026.  www.endstress.eu 

MEPs agreed an EU directive should ensure:

• Employers carry out regular psychosocial 
risk assessments to evaluate factors 
such as excessive workload and high 
work intensity and adopt action plans.

• Significant restructuring or 
reorganisation, such as teleworking 
arrangements or the introduction of 
automated decision-making and 
automated monitoring systems, should 
be subject to a prior psychosocial risk 
assessment in cooperation with workers 
and their representatives.

• Employers should ensure that the 
introduction of algorithmic management 
systems does not impose excessive 
burden or monitoring of workers, and 
there must always be human oversight. 
Workers have the right to disconnect 
from work.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20261002IPR47897/parliament-wants-better-protection-of-workers-mental-and-physical-health
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20261002IPR47897/parliament-wants-better-protection-of-workers-mental-and-physical-health
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/press-room/20261002IPR47897/parliament-wants-better-protection-of-workers-mental-and-physical-health
http://www.endstress.eu/




Union presence ‘vital’

A study involving 45 countries, 
including Ireland, found ‘high union 
density’ was the single biggest 
factor in securing a better 
psychosocial safety climate (PSC) 
at work. It concluded that a union 
presence and ‘collective action’ 
was ‘vital’, at both the national 
policy and the workplace level. 
A good national safety policy came 
second. 

Rachael E Potter and others, National Policy Index (NPI) for worker 
mental health and its relationship with enterprise psychosocial safety 
climate, Safety Science, Volume 17, April 2024, 106428. April 2024

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0925753524000183
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0925753524000183
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