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Summary 

Recent trends in the organization of work have raised concerns

about their implications for safety and health in the workplace.

Capacity for monitoring of these trends from an occupational

safety and health perspective (also known as hazard surveil-

lance1) varies considerably across countries and regions. This fo-

rum article discusses current practices for monitoring the orga-

nization of work, noting strengths, limitations, and needs for

improvement. Particular attention is given to the status of

monitoring practices in the U.S., and new initiatives by the Na-

tional Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) to

improve upon these practices.

Keywords: Monitoring – Work organization – Occupational safety

and health.

Abbreviation index
BLS Bureau of Labor Statistics
DOL Department of Labor
CPS Current Population Survey
NEWS National Exposure at Work Survey
NIOSH National Institute for Occupational Safety and

Health
NORA National Occupational Research Agenda

NOS National Organizations Survey
QES Quality of Employment Survey
QWL Quality of Worklife Survey

Changing organization of work
Mature industrial countries have experienced sweeping
changes in the organization of work that have been shaped
by economic, legal-political, technological, and other forces.
Manufacturing jobs continue to decline, giving way to ser-
vice and knowledge work. Liberalized trade regulations and
new information and computer technologies have enabled
more companies to operate globally and around-the-clock,
resulting in intensified price and product competition. In ad-
dition, product and service demands are shifting rapidly
amid pressure for higher quality and customized products. 
Organizational practices have changed dramatically in this
new environment. To compete more effectively, many com-
panies have restructured themselves by downsizing their
workforces and outsourcing all but core functions. At the
same time, nontraditional employment practices that depend
on temporary workers and contract labor have grown steadily.
Organizations are also adopting new and flatter management
structures that result in downward transfer of management
responsibility and decentralized control, and implementing
more flexible and lean production technologies. In turn, these
forces and practices cascade downward to affect job demands
and quality of working life, as illustrated in Figure 1.
A significant body of literature has developed around these
trends (International Social Security Association 2002;
Isaksson et al. 2000; Landsbergis et al. 1999; Quinlan et al.
2001), raising fears about increased risk to worker health
from factors such as destabilized employment, increased ex-
posure to physical and psychological stressors at work (e.g.,

1 To be consistent with the convention in much of Europe, we have adopted
the expression “monitoring” in relation to the collection and evaluation of
data on trends in the organization of work. In the public health field in the
U.S., the term “surveillance” is used as an analog to monitoring, referring to
the systematic and ongoing collection of information on occupational inju-
ries and illnesses (“health surveillance”) and hazards (“hazard surveil-
lance”), and analysis, interpretation, and dissemination of this information
for prevention purposes (NIOSH 2001).
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work intensification), and reduced access to health services
and prevention programs. However, the scope, complexity,
and speed of new trends in the organization of work have
clearly outpaced understanding of their implications for
work life quality and safety and health on the job.
Responding to growing concerns over rapidly changing or-
ganizational practices, the (U.S.) National Occupational Re-
search Agenda (NORA) recognized organization of work as
one of the 21 priority research topics for the next decade,
and a strategy was developed to better understand and pre-
vent potential risks posed by these new practices (Sauter et
al. 2002). The European Agency for Safety and Health at
Work has similarly mobilized around this topic (European
Agency for Safety and Health at Work 2002; 2000). 
A cornerstone of the NORA strategy is the need for im-
proved monitoring of the changing organization of work in

the U.S. In the present article we expand upon this NORA
discussion. We begin by highlighting the importance of mon-
itoring the organization of work. The status of monitoring
practices in the U.S. is summarized and examples of moni-
toring practices in Europe and other regions are presented,
noting both strengths and limitations of these practices. We
conclude with a description of new NIOSH initiatives to im-
prove upon monitoring practices in the U.S., and suggestions
for future directions in monitoring the organization of work.
The NORA strategy also points out the need for increased
epidemiologic study of the changing organization of work and
for expanded research on work organization interventions to
protect worker safety and health. NORA perspectives on the
status of research and knowledge on organizational interven-
tions will be the focus of the second issue of this journal in
2004.

Monitoring the organization of work – 
rational and current practice
Monitoring the organization of work can be useful for:
– Understanding changing worker exposures to organiza-

tion of work factors (e.g., highly repetitive work) that
present known risks for stress, illness and injury. 

– Detecting and charting emergent trends in the organiza-
tion of work (e.g., the spread of lean production prac-
tices) that pose uncertain or suspected risk. 

– Describing the distribution of these exposures and trends
within industry, occupation, demographic, and other rel-
evant sectors. 

In turn this information can be used to target interventions
to reverse hazardous trends in the organization of work and
to identify organization of work factors for further epidemi-
ologic study and risk assessment (Costa 1992; Sauter et al.
2002). For example, evidence of steady increases in working
hours in the U.S. in the 1990s (Bluestone & Rose 1998; DOL
1999; Rones et al. 1997) prompted NIOSH to significantly
expand funding of research to investigate potential safety
and health effects of this trend, resulting in five new extra-
mural grants on this topic in 2001.
In a review of occupational illness and injury monitoring in
the U.S., Baker et al. (1988) suggested that, from the stand-
point of targeting interventions, monitoring of workplace
exposures can be more useful than monitoring health out-
comes since the latter may have complex etiologies that
make it difficult to isolate specific risk factors within or out-
side the workplace. This would certainly seem true for con-
ditions such as stress related disorders, which are of special
concern in relation to the changing organization of work.
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External context

Economic, legal, political, technological, and demographic forces
at the national/international level

– Economic developments (e.g., globalization of economy)
– Regulatory, trade and economic policies (e.g., deregulation)
– Technological innovations (e.g., information/computer technol-

ogy)
– Changing worker demographics and labor supply (e.g., aging

populations)

Organizational context

Management structures, supervisory practices, production meth-
ods, and human resource policies

– Organizational restructuring (e.g., downsizing)
– New quality and process management initiatives (e.g., high per-

formance work systems) 
– Alternative employment arrangements (e.g., contingent labor)
– Work/life/family programs and flexible work arrangements

(e.g., telecommuting)
– Changes in benefits and compensation systems (e.g., gainsharing)

Job context

Job and task characteristics

– Task attributes: temporal aspects, complexity, autonomy, physi-
cal and psychological demands, etc.

– Social-relational aspects of work
– Worker roles
– Working hours and schedules
– Employee development and job security
– Safety climate

Figure 1 Organization of work
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The situation in the U.S.

Monitoring the organization of work has been a longstand-
ing concern in the U.S. In 1969, the U.S. Department of La-
bor (DOL) sponsored the first wave of the Quality of Em-
ployment Survey (QES) (Survey Research Center, Univer-
sity of Michigan 1970). The QES was the first ever survey of
workers in the U.S. (and perhaps the first such survey in any
country) to collect nationally representative information
pertinent to the organization of work. DOL was joined by
NIOSH and the Occupational Safety and Health Adminis-
tration in follow-up administrations of this survey in 1972
and 1977 (Quinn & Shepard 1974; Quinn & Staines 1979). In
each of these surveys, information was collected via house-
hold interviews from a sample of over 1500 active workers.
Core elements of the QES included questions on the nature
of job tasks (e.g., demands, autonomy, variety), working
hours, job security and psychological outcomes (e.g., job sat-
isfaction). Key goals of these surveys were to establish base-
line and normative data on working conditions and worker
mental health, to examine trends in these factors, and to as-
sess the impact of working conditions on worker well-being.
Notably, data from the QES were integral to formulation
and testing of what was to become one of the most promi-
nent theoretical models of work, stress and health in recent
decades – namely, the Karasek demand/control model
(Karasek 1979; Karasek & Theorell 1990).
The National Organizations Survey (NOS) has also col-
lected extensive information on the organization of work in
the U.S. (Kalleberg et al. 1996). In contrast to the QES,
which focused more on job context factors, the level of
analysis in the NOS was broader organizational practices,
especially new human resource practices (e.g., flexible em-
ployment arrangements) and organizational aspects of high
performance work systems. (See Figure 1 to distinguish be-
tween these two levels of analysis.) Data were obtained
from key informants from a representative sample of over
700 organizations in the first round of the NOS in 1991, and
from a second cross-section of over 1000 organizations in
1996–97.
However, the most accessible and current information on
the status of work organization in the U.S. comes from reg-
ular surveys by Federal agencies and some private organiza-
tions. Like the NOS, the primary focus of these surveys is at
the organizational level. The Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS) provides periodic updates on labor market conditions
and other topics relevant to organization of work through
mechanisms such as the Current Population Survey (CPS), a
monthly telephone survey of 50000 households. Examples
of information that is relevant to the organization of work
and collected by BLS through the CPS and other surveys in-

clude data on occupational growth in different sectors of the
economy, job displacement and layoffs, alternative employ-
ment arrangements (e.g., temporary help agency employ-
ment), multiple job holding, earnings and benefits, and
hours of work and work schedules. Similar information has
also been collected by other Federal agencies (e.g., Census
Bureau) and private organizations (e.g., Families and Work
Institute, American Management Association).
Reports from these sources have yielded insights on chang-
ing patterns of work in the U.S. that may have implications
for worker safety and health. For example, a sampling of
findings from these sources suggests the following: 
– Hours of work have grown steadily within many occupa-

tions and industries in the U.S., increasing by nearly 700
hours annually in the last two decades for prime-age
working couples (Bluestone & Rose 1998; DOL 1999;
Rones et al. 1997).

– Strong increases in telecommuting in the U.S. were evi-
dent in the 1990s (Department of Transportation 1993;
International Telework Association and Council 2000).
Nearly 20% of the nonagricultural workforce presently
performs some work at home as part of their primary job
(BLS 2002a).

– The temporary workforce in the U.S. has multiplied 6-
fold to nearly 3 million workers during the period 1982–
1998, in contrast to total employment growth of 40% dur-
ing this period (Congressional Research Service 1999;
Government Accounting Office 2000). Workers with al-
ternative (other than direct hire) employment arrange-
ments constitute 10% of the U.S. workforce (DiNatale
2001).

– Until the recent economic downturn, risk of job displace-
ment in the U.S declined steadily from the early 1990s
when a third of major organizations engaged in broad
workforce reductions annually (American Management
Association 1997; 2000; BLS 2002b; Hipple 1999). How-
ever, the fraction of job loss due to restructuring con-
tinues to grow and accounts for 25%–30% of all job dis-
placement (Hipple 1999).

However, from an occupational health perspective, current
monitoring mechanisms in the U.S. leave much to be de-
sired. Common limitations include the discontinuous and
fragmentary nature of surveys, the proprietary nature of
data in many private surveys and their restricted samples,
and variation in definition and measurement of conditions
of interest. Further, present day systems for monitoring the
organization of work in the U.S. are motivated primarily by
business interests and economic concerns. Complementary
data on health and safety are seldom obtained, nor are the
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organization of work survey data readily linkable to health
data sources such as workplace injury or compensation logs,
or population health surveys such as the National Health In-
terview Survey. Thus, much of the available data on the or-
ganization of work cannot be subjected to further analysis to
explore health and safety implications.
Finally, no Federal or other systematic monitoring efforts
exist in the U.S. to capture information about changes in
specific job characteristics that are known risks for stress, ill-
ness, and injury. For example, in the absence of the QES,
there has been no way of determining whether job tasks are
becoming increasingly or less repetitive, whether workloads
are increasing or decreasing, whether workers have reduced
or increased control in their jobs, etc., and how these trends
vary from one industry/occupation or working population to
another.

Monitoring the organization of work in Europe 

and other regions

There exists considerable variation internationally in moni-
toring the work environment with respect to organization of
work factors. An inclusive or detailed accounting of these
monitoring practices or comparative analysis with the U.S.
situation is beyond the intent of this report; rather, our goal
is to provide a sampling of these practices and to highlight
some of the key distinctions among them.
Work environment surveys that incorporate the organiza-
tion of work have become well-established in Europe
(Mossink & DeGier 1996). The European Foundation for
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions has re-
sponsibility for what is perhaps the most comprehensive and
far-reaching survey of this nature (European Foundation for
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 2002a).
Following a two-year developmental phase that included an
extensive review of European systems and instruments for
monitoring the work environment (see European Founda-
tion for Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
1992), the European Foundation survey was implemented in
1990 and repeated at five-year intervals as a household inter-
view in all EU Member States. Information is captured on
employment status and arrangements, work schedules, job
and task characteristics (payment systems, team work, com-
plexity, control, support, etc.), together with information on
the nature of work performed and the physical environment,
exposures to psychological violence and discrimination,
work-family balance, and psychological and health out-
comes. This survey has been extremely productive, yielding
rich information on changing exposures to physical and or-
ganizational factors at work, on differences among member
states in these exposures, and on possible health effects

(Merllié & Paoli 2001). However, one limitation of the sur-
vey is that health outcomes are self-attributed to workplace
exposures, precluding objective determination of these asso-
ciations.
Many individual European countries conduct periodic work
environment surveys that incorporate the organization of
work with nearly the same breadth as does the European
Foundation survey. The Spanish National Working Con-
ditions Survey, for example, captures data at four-year 
intervals on employment arrangements, working hours and
schedules, job and task characteristics (control, pressure,
repetition, etc.), exposure to violence, occupational health
services and programs, and on injury and illness, including
mental health outcomes. As summarized by the European
Agency for Safety and Health at Work (2003), data on many
of these same conditions are collected by several other 
European countries, including Austria (Microcensus on
Working Conditions), Belgium (Benchmark Questionnaire
on Experience and Assessment at Work), Denmark (Danish
Work Environment Cohort Study), Finland (Finnish Work
and Health Survey), Netherlands (Working Conditions:
Monitoring by Individuals Study), Sweden (Work Environ-
ment Study), and the United Kingdom (Self-reported Work-
related Conditions Survey). Most of these surveys are of 
recent origin (after 1990) and are conducted on a cross-sec-
tional basis at one- to five-year intervals.
Outside of Europe, information pertinent to the organization
of work is available mainly from surveys of management
practices and labour market conditions by national labour 
or statistical bureaus. In Japan, the Survey on Employment
Management is conducted at three-year intervals and pro-
vides data on conditions such as job mobility, temporary 
employment, and organizational restructuring. Additionally,
data on working hours and other conditions are obtained 
annually from the General Survey on Working Conditions.
The biannual Australian Survey of Working Arrangements
captures data on employment arrangements and security,
and on working hours and schedules. The Australian Work-
place Industrial Relations Survey, which is administered at
five-year intervals, provides data on work intensity, security,
influence over work, and job and workplace satisfaction.
The Canadian Workplace and Employee Survey is of parti-
cular interest because it provides exceptionally broad cover-
age of new organizational practices and includes both em-
ployer (workplace) and employee frames. Administered an-
nually since 1999 at 8000 locations, these surveys collect data
on technology use, major organizational changes (e.g.,
downsizing), alternative staffing arrangements, work at
home, working hours and schedules, training, work-family
programs, and numerous aspects of high performance or
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participatory work systems (job rotation and enrichment,
cross-training, problem-solving and labor-management
teams, self-directed work groups, etc.). The employer frame
tends to focus on broad workplace or organizational level
practices (e.g., restructuring, adoption of quality manage-
ment practices), whereas the employee frame places more
emphasis on organizational aspects of the actual job (e.g.,
cross-training and team work). 
However, similar to the situation in the U.S. and unlike Eu-
ropean surveys, these national surveys are directed primar-
ily toward a better understanding of work and employment
from an economic perspective, and information on specific
job demands and exposures, illness or injury, or other cir-
cumstances with direct relevance to worker safety and
health is usually not collected.
The Canadian Employment Relationship survey is one ex-
ception to this situation (although it was not intended for re-
peated administration). This survey of 2500 employed Cana-
dians was conducted in 2000 and examined psychological di-
mensions of work (e.g., trust and commitment) in relation to
the type of employment contract and other organizational
practices. Of special interest, extensive outcome data were
obtained, including measures of job satisfaction and morale,
turnover and absenteeism, work-family balance, and job-re-
lated stress, illness and injury.
Additionally, collection of data on work organization and
health and safety outcomes will occur in a national survey
under development by New Zealand investigators to better
understand the implications of future trends in work in New
Zealand (R. Lilly, personal communications January 30,
2003). Similar to the survey employed by the European
Foundation, the New Zealand survey is designed to collect a
wide range of information on physical and organizational as-
pects of work (both organizational practices and job charac-
teristics), health and safety outcomes, and work-family bal-
ance. The survey is undergoing pilot testing in 2003, with ini-
tial deployment for collection of national baseline data
anticipated for 2004.

New developments in the United States

In 2000, NIOSH implemented a plan of action to improve
upon monitoring the organization of work in the U.S. This
plan had three elements: 1) re-introduction of a “QES-like”
survey, 2) support for a new wave of the NOS with expanded
coverage of organizational practices that are thought to in-
fluence risk of illness and injury, and 3) development of an
organization of work component for a new NIOSH work-
place hazard survey. 
At present, two of these three objectives have been
achieved. Working with a multidisciplinary panel from in-

dustry, labor and academia, NIOSH has developed a 76-item
National Quality of Work Life (QWL) survey comprising
four broad categories of information: 1) job design and task
characteristics, including working times and schedules, 2)
employee development and job security, 3) organizational
climate, and 4) outcomes corresponding to health, safety,
work-family balance, and organizational performance. Data
on alternative employment relationships are also obtained.
One-half of the QWL items were taken directly from the
1977 QES. The survey was administered in 2002 as one of
the “topic” modules in the General Social Survey, a personal
interview survey of over 2 000 households that has been con-
ducted since 1972 by the National Opinion Research Center.
Analyses of the QWL data, including evaluation of trends
resulting from comparisons with earlier QES findings, are
presently underway at NIOSH.
Additionally, NIOSH has cosponsored a third wave of the
NOS. As noted, previous waves of the NOS gave primary at-
tention to new human resource practices and high perfor-
mance work systems, similar to the Canadian Workplace
and Environment Survey. Broad indicators of organizational
performance were also assessed. In the third wave of the
NOS, NIOSH added separate modules on shift work and
work scheduling (including mandatory overtime), violence
prevalence and prevention, and occupational health and
mental health services. Items were also added to expand
data collection on organizational climate, safety and health
programs, and the prevalence of occupational injuries and
illnesses.
NOS data collection from key informants at 500–600 estab-
lishments was completed in early 2003. Because the National
Opinion Research Center is also responsible for administer-
ing this wave of the NOS, the sampling frame for the NOS
was based on the distribution of organizations represented
in the General Social Survey (which is the vehicle for the
QWL employee survey). This arrangement provides oppor-
tunity to link the NOS and QWL, and explore the relation-
ship between broad organizational practices and resultant
job demands and conditions in a reasonably objective fash-
ion.
Finally, NIOSH is reaching closure on development of an or-
ganization of work core for the “National Exposure at Work
Survey” (NEWS), a new survey under development at
NIOSH for monitoring workplace hazard exposures. The
NEWS replaces the National Occupational Exposure Sur-
vey that was conducted at 4500 establishments in 1981–1983
and the National Occupational Hazard Survey of 5000 es-
tablishments in the early 1970s, neither of which obtained in-
formation pertinent to the organization of work. Beginning
in 2004, NEWS is expected to be successively deployed
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across different occupational sectors. The organizational
core of the NEWS will be similar to the content of the QWL,
but of reduced breadth. 

Summary and future directions
The literature provides almost no guidance on the design of
monitoring systems for the organization of work. Kasl
(1992) provides what is perhaps the only in-depth treatment
of this subject, and concludes that approaches falling short of
careful epidemiologic surveys are unlikely to suffice.
The essence of hazard monitoring is the collection and 
evaluation of information on exposures to known hazards 
– in turn used for targeting interventions (Baker et al. 
1988; NIOSH 2001). This would suggest that, at minimum,
surveys for monitoring the organization of work should 
incorporate data collection on conditions that are widely
recognized in the job stress and psychosocial epidemiol-
ogy literature to influence risk of stress, if not illness or 
injury, which would include many of the job context vari-
ables in Figure 1 (but acknowledging that, even here, un-
certainty may exist). Because these conditions represent 
the proximal causes of illness and injury, information on
their prevalence and intensity serves as important signals 
of risk.
But the larger question, which is critical from the standpoint
of targeting policy and intervention, is how these conditions
are influenced by higher-order (i.e., organizational context)
organizational practices that are spreading rapidly through
the economy and arousing concern about their implications
for worker safety and health. Posing this question enlarges
the monitoring agenda beyond description per se to include
risk assessment, and thus organization of work monitoring
systems need to be designed to support this kind of inquiry.
Evidence of risks associated with new organizational prac-
tices can be established by examining the relationship of
these practices with exposures to job context variables
whose risks may be better understood, with exposure to
chemical, physical (e.g., ergonomic) or other known work-
place hazards, or with illness and injury indicators them-
selves. The status of occupational health services and pro-
grams can also serve as a risk indicator since some organiza-
tional practices (e.g., restructuring, flexible employment
practices) may influence availability of these services and
programs. Thus, surveys for monitoring the organization of
work also need to incorporate measures of these diverse
conditions and outcomes.
Many countries and regions have made important strides in
monitoring the organization of work. Work environment
surveys in Europe capture information on the organization

of work together with health and other indicators on a re-
current basis, providing the foundation for both tracking
trends in the organization of work and validating risks posed
by these trends. In the U.S., the former QES has been given
new life in the form of the QWL survey and, in tandem with
the NOS, promise to offer rich insight to changing organiza-
tional practices and working conditions in today’s work-
places. We anticipate these surveys will repeat at 4–5 year
intervals, with on-demand supplements (e.g., a QWL work-
place violence supplement is scheduled for 2004). New
Zealand seems to be on a similar path.
But notwithstanding these advances, monitoring the organi-
zation of work is still very much an emerging field of science
in need of further development. For example, European sur-
veys seem less comprehensive than the NOS or the Cana-
dian Workplace and Employee Survey in capturing informa-
tion on new organizational practices, although this is an area
of development by the European Foundation (European
Foundation for Improvement of Working and Living Condi-
tions 2002b). On the other hand, the NOS and the Canadian
Workplace and Employee Survey offer superior coverage of
new organizational practices, but are limited in their ability
to capture information pertinent to health and safety. While
further development of monitoring surveys is desirable to
overcome these limitations, this problem could be compen-
sated in part by more universal application of standardized
occupation and industry coding schemes in workplace haz-
ard surveys and population health surveys, thereby enabling
linkage of these two types of data sets to investigate the re-
lationship of work organization exposures and health indi-
cators.
Another recognized challenge is the need for increased har-
monization of survey content to facilitate comparisons
across samples and time, and to allow aggregation of data in
support of epidemiologic study. Presently, virtually no com-
munality exists among monitoring surveys within or be-
tween jurisdictions. One obvious step to improve upon this
situation would be development of at least a minimal set of
core items on work organization and on health for inclusion
across national and international work environment surveys.
Additionally, scientific meetings or other venues to share re-
cent developments or planned activities in monitoring the
organization of work would be helpful to promote harmony
among monitoring practices. In this regard, many work en-
vironment surveys are posted to websites of national health,
labour and statistical organizations (see NIOSH [2002] for
access to the 2002 QWL items). More consolidated or linked
postings of these surveys could lead to increased uniformity
in monitoring practices by improving investigator access to
information on current methods.
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In sum, work environment monitoring is especially valuable
in times of rapid changes in the economy (Fine 1999), and
thus the importance of growing international interests and
practices in monitoring the organization of work cannot be
overstated. However, as commented by Kauppinen and
Toikkanen (1999) in their recent review of health and hazard
surveillance, “Surveillance of work organization and psy-
chosocial factors is a challenging area that still requires re-

search (p. 61).”2 We hope this forum will help to stimulate
further scientific attention to this topic in the interests of bet-
ter protecting worker safety and health in today’s environ-
ment of rapid organizational change.
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