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The original full proceedings1 summarise the presentations and discussions that took 
place during the EMPL workshop on Mental health and well-being in the digital 
world of work post COVID, held on 2 December 2021. The workshop was structured 
into four presentations, with a Q&A session after each one. The presentations, given by 
experts in the respective fields, focused on: the cost of poor mental health and the cost 
of inaction, key impacts of digitalisation in the world of work, innovative and practical 
ways to create a resilient workplace, and the role of legislation at EU and national level.  

Background  
The committee on Employment and Social Affairs of the European Parliament (EMPL) 
requested a workshop on the topic of mental health and well-being in the digital world 
of work post COVID, in the context of its upcoming work on an own-initiative report (INI) 
on Mental Health in the Digital World of Work. The aim of the workshop was to take 
stock of the current situation in terms of mental well-being in the workplace and look at 
the direction the European Union (EU) should take post COVID. It identified best 
practices in relation to managing psychosocial risks in the increasingly digitalised world of work and formulated 
recommendations for possible EU-level legislative initiatives.  

Key findings 
The first presentation on the cost of poor mental health and the cost of inaction was delivered by Prof. Lode 
GODDERIS (Centre for Environment and Health of the University of Leuven and CEO at IDEWE). Prof. Godderis argued 
for the importance of taking into account contextual factors when considering psychosocial risks. In particular, he 
stated that the characteristics of the job are very important and need to be included in the assessment of mental health 
disorders, in order to make a better diagnosis and provide better treatment and prevention. Work can also contribute 
positively to mental health (generally when goals are achieved and growth and development are realised). In short, 
mental health is not an individual problem but should be seen within the context of the interaction between work and 
the individual. Prof. Godderis stressed that in talking about mental health, we should focus on positive messages and 
normalise mental health problems. Once the stigma is reduced, the best quick win practices that should be enforced 
are preventive measures rather than restorative. It is fundamental to invest in preventive occupational health and 
safety (OSH) measures as a fundamental contribution to work productivity, stress management and overall well-being.  

The second presentation on the key impacts of digitalisation in the world of work was delivered by Ms. Andrea 
BROUGHTON (Ecorys). She explained the "autonomy paradox": on the one hand, workers are allowed greater levels of 
temporal flexibility and independence, while on the other hand, negative effects such as "technostress" and the 
blurring of boundaries between work and private life also emerge, leading to further stress, conflict, anxiety and 
tiredness. The pandemic increased the demand for gig economy workers, who often work under new forms of 
employment such as zero hour contracts or as self-employed. For some workers this means a lack of protection, which 
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can lead to increased exposure to psychosocial risks, income precariousness, insecurity and musculoskeletal disorders. 
However, if a certain threshold of protection is provided, one positive aspect is that digitalisation can facilitate labour 
market access for those with disabilities, mental health issues, and those with caring responsibilities. Ms. Broughton 

argued that digitalisation offers many opportunities and should be 
embraced, as it cannot be stopped. However, care must be taken to 
mitigate the potential effects on mental health, resulting from stress, 
burnout and isolation.  

The third presentation was on innovative and practical ways to 
create a resilient workplace: best practice examples by Mr Kees 
PEEREBOOM (vhp human performance). He explained the job 
demand-control model and sense of coherence, and the difference 
between low and high job control. To make the job demand-control 
model work, three generic mechanisms must be understood: 
comprehensibility (if workers perceive their work challenges as clear, 
structured, and ordered, this helps them gain job control), 
meaningfulness (implies that workers gain positive experiences from 
their jobs and want to invest emotionally and see the results of their 
work, also giving them more job control) and manageability 
(the degree of control over resources and their availability, in order 

for workers to cope successfully). These three mechanisms and the job demand-control model are key in 
understanding occupational stress. He further explained that sitting down at work is unhealthy, especially for more 
than seven hours a day. This increases risks of depression, diabetes and even mortality. He then touched upon work-life 
balance and how this is being disrupted because of workers working from home, arising with other significant issues 
such as "technostress" (always looking at screens), poor ergonomics (no proper office chairs etc.) and poor contact with 
colleagues, to name a few. He then mentioned some successful, immediate interventions to tackle the problems 
mentioned, which can be found in the background paper.  

The last presentation on the role of legislation at EU and national level was given by Prof. Loïc LEROUGE. He 
explained that the EU does not yet have legislation addressing mental health in the digital world. However, the issue 
is partially addressed by pre-existing sets of EU legislation. He argued that the guiding principle of these legal 
instruments is to prevent damage to health in all work-related aspects. Therefore, the improvement of workers' safety 
and mental health is an objective that is to be achieved through adapting to new technologies and the improvement 
of the quality of the work environment. Prof. Lerouge then mentioned several Member States that had implemented 
legislation on the "right to disconnect", to provide a minimum threshold of protection for workers dealing with the 
growing trend of remote work. This legal protection will mean that employees are not sanctioned if they refuse to 
respond to employers' solicitations outside working hours. Prof. Lerouge then suggested that terms such as 
psychosocial risks and work-related stress should be defined at the legislative level. This would give the opportunity to 
legally recognise "physical and mental health at work" at the EU level. Prof. Lerouge concluded his presentation by 
proposing nine possible actions to foster mental health and safety at work. These proposals can be found in the 
background paper and in his presentation.  

1  Vroonhof, P. and De Winter, T., 2021, Mental health and well-being in the digital world of work post COVID - EMPL Workshop Proceedings, Publication 
for the committee on Employment and Social Affairs, Policy Department for Economic, Scientific and Quality of Life Policies, European 
Parliament, Luxembourg. Available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/IDAN/2021/695485/IPOL_IDA(2021)695485_EN.pdf.  
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