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Occupational safety and health: 
Adjusting provisions in the light 
of COVID-19 
The original full study1 explores the impact of COVID-19 on the occupational safety and 
health of European workers, in the light of the consequences the pandemic had for 
workplaces and working conditions in the EU. It also proposes a review of the measures 
adopted by 10 selected Member States and an evaluation of the preparedness of the 
European OSH legal framework for pandemic crises. Based on these findings, the study 
presents conclusions and policy recommendations. 

Background 
Since being declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization (WHO) in March 
2020, Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) has dramatically changed the working 
conditions2 and occupational risks faced by the majority of European workers. The 
protection of workers' occupational safety and health (OSH) is essential, including 
during a health crisis. Given that the risk of outbreaks of zoonotic diseases is expected 
to increase in the coming years3, the European Union (EU) has to ensure that the EU OSH 
legal framework is equipped with adequate provisions to address new and multiple 
types of occupational risk that may be triggered by future such health crises. 

Key findings 
The occupational risks faced by EU workers were (and are) of different 
kinds. Certain occupations were more at risks of being infected than 
others, in particular the health and social care sector4 but also other 
frontline sectors required to work despite the public health restrictions. 
Certain categories of workers faced the risk of more severe complications 
upon infection, due to their health vulnerabilities (older workers, 
pregnant workers, workers with disabilities or workers with pre-existing 
conditions). Besides, socio-economic factors played a role in the impact 
of the pandemic on workers as the higher representation of certain 
populations in occupations at higher risk of infection (younger workers, 

women5, migrant workers). Mandatory telework6 when feasible also had an important impact on workers' safety and 
health. The occupational risks linked to telework (e.g. the lack of delimitation of work/private life, longer working hours, 
unclear work organisation, and ICT-specific problems) were accentuated by the characteristics linked to the pandemic 
situation, the lack of preparedness and sudden shift of work organisation. It is also correlated with a stark increase in 
overtime in the first months of the pandemic. Member States adopted OSH measures throughout the pandemic to 
protect workers against biological risks, primarily through social distancing and reinforced hygiene, and against 
psychosocial, ergonomic, and work organisation risks through guidance and ad-hoc support. Social partners 
participated in the preparation of rules, guidance and their implementation in Member States, although at times facing 
barriers. 
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At the European level, the OSH legal framework setting core OSH principles and requirements could be easily adapted 
to the new challenges of the crisis. The risk assessments required under the OSH Framework Directive could be tailored 
to the specific occupational risks and working arrangements, and the Biological Agents Directive has been swiftly 
amended to incorporate SARS-CoV-2 as a biological agent. On the contrary, the analysis of other relevant individual 
OSH directives (workplaces, PPE, working time, display screen equipment) revealed limitations in times of pandemics 
but they could provide a relevant legal framework if properly updated and enforced. Moreover, despite the 
applicability of the rules of the OSH Framework Directive on mental health, no specific provision gives shape to the 
legal protection of workers against psychosocial risks7. Some priority actions are identified to strengthen the 
preparedness of the European OSH legislation to pandemics, which include: increasing coordination between public 
health and OSH authorities, ensuring the fitness of the existent OSH legislation, further supporting the training of EU 
workers in the implementation of OSH legislation, preserving the central role of risk assessments including for the 
protection of vulnerable groups of workers, and providing a legal framework to arrange the OSH of teleworkers in the 
EU including in times of pandemics.  
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Figure 1: Share of people working from home by Member State, 2019 and 2021 

 

Source: Authors' own elaboration, based on Eurostat and Eurofound data. 
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