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Contributed by Marnie Dobson, Ph.D., Center for Social Epidemiology/Healthy Work Campaign 

Over 40 years of robust international scientific research provides compelling evidence that 
documents the negative impact of work-related stressors (also known as job stressors or 
“psychosocial hazards”). Examples of these hazards include high job demands, low job control 
(job strain), long work hours, work-life conflict, effort-reward imbalance, organizational injustice, 
workplace bullying, etc. Job stressors contribute to workplace injuries, musculoskeletal disorders, 
poor mental health, cardiovascular disease, and mortality1. Harvard and Stanford economists 
found that work stressors resulting from “the way workers are managed'' contributed to over 
120,000 deaths annually and $180 billion in U.S. health care costs2. Work stress contributes to 
over half of annual lost working days and an estimated US$150 billion in lost productive work 
time3. Ignoring these costs and their implications is no longer an option. 

Stress, burnout, and poor mental health are reaching epidemic proportions (APA  Stress In 
America 2022 survey), but unfortunately little is being done to manage work-related psychosocial 
hazards in the U.S. This is not the case in most other countries, including the European Union 
(EU) OSHA, United Kingdom, Canada, Japan, Australia, South Korea, Colombia, Chile and 
Mexico. These countries have laws or regulations that legally require employers to assess and/or 
prevent psychosocial hazards or manage work stress.  

The European Union’s OSH Directive “Framework Agreement” (1989) guarantees a minimum 
health and safety requirement for all member countries that includes addressing psychosocial 
risks. Several EU member states, especially in Scandinavia, implemented national legislation 
decades earlier, (e.g. Sweden’s Work Environment Act (1977). In 2015, Japan launched the 
“Stress Check Program.” The law mandates a stress screening of all workplaces with 50 or more 
employees. The United Kingdom’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE) states that employers have 
a legal duty to protect employees from work stress by implementing risk assessments. The UK’s 
“Management Standards” for work-related stress launched in 2004, guide employers in 
addressing six areas of work design to prevent work stress, ill health, and loss of productivity, 
including 1) demands, 2) control, 3) support, 4) relationships, 5) role, 6) organizational change. 
Colombia, Mexico, and Chile have also implemented various forms of national legislation that 
require assessment and prevention of psychosocial risks by employers. The National Standard 
of Canada for Psychological Health and Safety in the Workplace was introduced in 2013 as a set 
of voluntary guidelines, tools, and resources to guide organizations in preventing psychological 
harm at work. The first of its kind in the world, it offers an extensive set of resources for employers 
to establish psychological health and safety programs. A comprehensive description of 
international efforts in managing psychosocial hazards and job stress is provided by Cobb4.  

The U.S. lags behind other nations in regulating or providing formal guidelines for the assessment 
and prevention of psychosocial hazards. The NIOSH Total Worker Health® Program, 
acknowledges “job-related factors such as wages, work hours, workload, interactions with 
coworkers and supervisors, and access to paid leave impact the well-being of workers” and are 
important social determinants of health. The NIOSH Healthy Work Design and Well-being Cross 
Sector Program explicitly addresses “the design of work, management practices, and the physical 
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https://iuslaboris.com/insights/mexico-implements-new-rules-on-mental-health-in-the-workplace/
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and psychosocial work environment.” While NIOSH may not be able to promote regulations, it is 
possible to promote guidelines on the assessment and management of psychosocial hazards, 
similar to those in Canada or the recent International Standards Organization (ISO) 45003 
Psychological Health and Safety at Work. 

Just in the last year, some US government agencies have made inroads. The U.S. Surgeon 
General released a Workplace Mental Health and Well-Being Framework, with five essential work 
components to improve employee well-being; 1) Protection from Harm, 2) Connection and 
Community, 3) Work-life Harmony, 4) Mattering at Work, 5) Opportunity for Growth. In the past 
year, OSHA launched a new webpage Workplace Stress: Make Work Better – Mental Health 
Matters, and the Department of Labor launched its Good Jobs Initiative which offers federal 
funding for projects that promote job quality. 

While these recent efforts are promising, none explicitly call for standards or guidelines for 
employers to assess whether they are providing good, healthy jobs, or to what extent employees 
are experiencing various forms of work-related stress. There is a need for standardized tools for 
the identification of psychosocial hazards and a clearinghouse of real-world solutions. Some 
examples of such tools can be found as part of the Healthy Work Campaign.  

Apart from national laws and guidelines, collective bargaining, and worker cooperatives are 
examples of methods to manage or reduce work stress, and are components of the International 
Labor Organization’s (ILO’s) efforts to promote “Decent Work.” To achieve tangible 
advancements in psychological health and safety, and foster healthy and decent work 
environments, collaboration among labor, business, occupational health and safety, and the 
scientific community is imperative. Together, they must advocate for education, negotiation, and 
lobbying efforts aimed at enacting laws and regulations that promote the health and well-being of 
workers in their workplaces. 
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