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Executive summary

BACKGROUND

Increasing employment and supporting people into work are key elements of the UK

Government’s public health and welfare reform agendas. There are economic, social and moral

arguments that work is the most effective way to improve the well-being of individuals, their

families and their communities. There is also growing awareness that (long-term) worklessness

is harmful to physical and mental health, so the corollary might be assumed – that work is

beneficial for health. However, that does not necessarily follow.

This review collates and evaluates the evidence on the question ‘Is work good for your health

and well-being?’ This forms part of the evidence base for the Health, Work and Well-Being

Strategy published in October 2005.

METHODS

This review approached the question from various directions and incorporated an enormous

range of scientific evidence, of differing type and quality, from a variety of disciplines,

methodologies, and literatures. It a) evaluated the scientific evidence on the relationship

between work, health and well-being; and b) to do that, it also had to make sense of the complex

set of issues around work and health. This required a combination of a) a ‘best evidence

synthesis’ that offered the flexibility to tackle heterogeneous evidence and complex socio-

medical issues, and b) a rigorous methodology for rating the strength of the scientific evidence.

The review focused on adults of working age and the common health problems that account for

two-thirds of sickness absence and long-term incapacity (i.e. mild/moderate mental health,

musculoskeletal and cardio-respiratory conditions).

FINDINGS

Work: The generally accepted theoretical framework about work and well-being is based on

extensive background evidence:

• Employment is generally the most important means of obtaining adequate economic

resources, which are essential for material well-being and full participation in today’s society;

• Work meets important psychosocial needs in societies where employment is the norm;

• Work is central to individual identity, social roles and social status;

• Employment and socio-economic status are the main drivers of social gradients in physical

and mental health and mortality;
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viii Is work good for your health & well-being?

• Various physical and psychosocial aspects of work can also be hazards and pose a risk to

health.

Unemployment: Conversely, there is a strong association between worklessness and poor

health. This may be partly a health selection effect, but it is also to a large extent cause and effect.

There is strong evidence that unemployment is generally harmful to health, including:

• higher mortality;

• poorer general health, long-standing illness, limiting longstanding illness;

• poorer mental health, psychological distress, minor psychological/psychiatric morbidity;

• higher medical consultation, medication consumption and hospital admission rates.

Re-employment: There is strong evidence that re-employment leads to improved self-esteem,

improved general and mental health, and reduced psychological distress and minor psychiatric

morbidity. The magnitude of this improvement is more or less comparable to the adverse

effects of job loss.

Work for sick and disabled people: There is a broad consensus across multiple disciplines,

disability groups, employers, unions, insurers and all political parties, based on extensive

clinical experience and on principles of fairness and social justice. When their health condition

permits, sick and disabled people (particularly those with ‘common health problems’) should

be encouraged and supported to remain in or to (re)-enter work as soon as possible because it:

• is therapeutic;

• helps to promote recovery and rehabilitation;

• leads to better health outcomes;

• minimises the harmful physical, mental and social effects of long-term sickness absence;

• reduces the risk of long-term incapacity;

• promotes full participation in society, independence and human rights;

• reduces poverty;

• improves quality of life and well-being.

Health after moving off social security benefits: Claimants who move off benefits and (re)-enter

work generally experience improvements in income, socio-economic status, mental and general

health, and well-being. Those who move off benefits but do not enter work are more likely to

report deterioration in health and well-being.
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Provisos: Although the balance of the evidence is that work is generally good for health and

well-being, for most people, there are three major provisos:

1. These findings are about average or group effects and should apply to most people to a

greater or lesser extent; however, a minority of people may experience contrary health

effects from work(lessness);

2. Beneficial health effects depend on the nature and quality of work (though there is 

insufficient evidence to define the physical and psychosocial characteristics of jobs and

workplaces that are ‘good’ for health);

3. The social context must be taken into account, particularly social gradients in health and

regional deprivation.

CONCLUSION

There is a strong evidence base showing that work is generally good for physical and mental

health and well-being. Worklessness is associated with poorer physical and mental health and

well-being. Work can be therapeutic and can reverse the adverse health effects of

unemployment. That is true for healthy people of working age, for many disabled people, for

most people with common health problems and for social security beneficiaries. The provisos

are that account must be taken of the nature and quality of work and its social context; jobs

should be safe and accommodating. Overall, the beneficial effects of work outweigh the risks of

work, and are greater than the harmful effects of long-term unemployment or prolonged

sickness absence. Work is generally good for health and well-being.

Executive Summary
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Health, work and well-being

Health is fundamental to human well-being, whilst work is an integral part of modern life.

Increasing employment and supporting people into work are key elements of the UK

Government’s public health and welfare agendas (DH 2004; DWP 2006; HM Government

2005).

There are economic, social and moral arguments that, for those able to work, ‘work is the best

form of welfare’ (Mead 1997; Deacon 1997; King & Wickam-Jones 1999) and is the most

effective way to improve the well-being of these individuals, their families and their

communities. There is also growing awareness that (long-term) worklessness is harmful to

physical and mental health, so it could be assumed the corollary must be true – that work is

beneficial for health. However, that does not necessarily follow. Therefore, the basic aim of this

review is to consider the scientific evidence on the question ‘Is work good for your health and

well-being?’

This seemingly simple question must be placed in context. There are a number of potential

causal pathways between health, work and well-being, with complex interactions and

sometimes contradictory effects (Schwefel 1986; Shortt 1996):

• In modern society, work provides the material wherewithal for life and well-being

• Health and fitness underpin capacity for work (irrespective of whether any health problem

bears a causal relationship to work – possible confounding)

People’s health may make them more or less likely to seek or obtain work, influence 

their work performance, and influence whether or not they leave work temporarily or 

permanently – health selection and the healthy worker effect.

• Work can be beneficial for health and fitness

• Work can carry risks for physical and mental health

Certain jobs may create ill-health. People in certain kinds of work may be unhealthy 

because of non-work factors – possible confounding.

• Sickness and disability can impact on capacity for work

Presenteeism, sickness absence, long-term incapacity, ill-health retirement.

• Work can be therapeutic. Conversely, (temporary) absence from work can be therapeutic

• Worklessness can be detrimental to health and well-being.

1
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2 Is work good for your health & well-being?

• Physical and mental health are important elements of well-being

• Work can have positive or negative effects on well-being.

Traditional approaches to occupational health and safety view work as a potential hazard and

emphasise the adverse effects of work on health, and of ill health on capacity for work. But it is

essential to consider the beneficial as well as the harmful effects of work on health and well-

being (Figure 1). What ultimately matters is the balance between the positive and negative

effects of work and how that compares with worklessness.

Figure 1. Possible causal pathways between health, work and well-being 

(+/- : beneficial or harmful effects)

The main focus of this review is whether the current evidence suggests that work is (directly)

beneficial for physical and mental health and well-being, and checking that any apparent

relation is not explained by reverse causality or confounding. Whether or how work might

cause (i.e. be a risk factor for) ill health is beyond the scope of this review because these are

complex questions requiring different search strategies, in different literatures and with a

different conceptual focus. However, that issue cannot be ignored when considering work and

how it might affect the health of people with health problems (whatever their cause). This

becomes important when advising people about continuing work or returning to work, in view

of the concern that returning to (the same) work might do (further) harm. Associated questions

include the timing of return to work and whether work demands should be modified.

Therefore, key reviews of the epidemiological evidence about work as a risk factor are included

and used to provide necessary balance when drawing up the evidence statements.

This review focuses on the ‘common health problems’ that now account for about two-thirds of

sickness absence, long-term incapacity and early retirement - mild/moderate mental health,

musculoskeletal and cardio-respiratory conditions (Waddell & Burton 2004). Many of these

Health Work

Well-being

+/– +/–

+/–

+/–
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problems have high prevalence rates in the adult population, are essentially subjective, and

often have limited evidence of objective disease or impairment. That is not to deny the reality of

the symptoms or their impact,but these are essentially whole people, their health conditions are

potentially remediable, and long-term incapacity is not inevitable. Moreover, epidemiology

shows that these conditions are common whether in or out of work, risk factors are

multifactorial, and cause-effect relationships ambiguous. Work, activity, and indeed life itself

involves physical and mental effort, which imposes demands and is associated with bodily

symptoms.Yet that effort is essential (physiologically) for maintaining health and capability.

More generally, the relationship between work and health must be placed in a broader social

context. Account must be taken of the powerful social gradient in physical and mental health

with socio-economic status – which is itself closely linked to work (Saunders 2002b; Saunders &

Taylor 2002; McLean et al. 2005; Marmot & Wilkinson 2006). Social security covers diverse

groups of people, with different kinds of problems, in very different circumstances. Many

people receiving incapacity benefits have multiple disadvantages and face multiple barriers

returning to work: older age, distance from the labour market, low skills, high local

unemployment rates and employer discrimination (Waddell & Aylward 2005). Finally, social

inequalities in work and health have a geographical dimension, with a strong link to deprived

areas and local unemployment rates (McLean et al. 2005; Ritchie et al. 2005; Scottish Executive

2005).Analysis must be tempered by compassion for some of the most disadvantaged members

of society, living in the most deprived circumstances (Rawls 1999; White 2004).

AIMS

This review considers the scientific evidence on the health effects of work and worklessness. It

seeks the balance of the health benefits of work vs. the harmful effects of work, and of work vs.

worklessness. It addresses the following questions:

1. Does the current evidence suggest that work is beneficial for physical and mental health

and well being, in general and for common health problems?

2. What is the balance of benefits and risks to health from work and from worklessness?

3. Are there any circumstances (specific people, health conditions, or types of work) where

work is likely to be detrimental to health and well-being?

4. Are there specific areas where there is a lack of evidence and need for further research?

DEFINITIONS

Analysis depends on understanding certain basic concepts. The following definitions will be

used in this review, recognising that these and other concepts will require further debate and

development as the Health, Work and Well-being Strategy evolves.

Health, work and well-being 3
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Work : involves the application of physical or mental effort, skills, knowledge or other personal

resources, usually involves commitment over time, and has connotations of effort and a need to

labour or exert oneself (Warr 1987; OECD 2003). Work is not only ‘a job’ or paid employment,

but includes unpaid or voluntary work, education and training, family responsibilities and

caring.

Worklessness : not engaged in any form of work, which includes but is broader than economic

inactivity and unemployment.

Economic activity : covers all forms of engagement with the labour market, including:

employed; self-employed; subsidised, supported or sheltered employment; and actively seeking

work.

Economic inactivity : covers all those who are not engaged in the labour market, including those

not actively seeking work, homemakers and carers, long-term sick and disabled, and retired

(Barham 2002). There are now five times as many economically inactive as unemployed.

Employment : a job typically takes the form of a contractual relationship between the individual

worker and an employer over time for financial (and other) remuneration,as a socially acceptable

means of earning a living. It involves a specific set of technical and social tasks located within a

certain physical and social context (Locke 1969; Warr 1987; Dodu 2005).

Unemployed : not employed at a job, wanting and available for work, and actively seeking

employment (Barham 2002).This is often operationalised as being in receipt of unemployment

benefits.

There is considerable overlap between ‘health’and ‘well-being’, with philosophical debate about

their relationship (Ryff & Singer 1998). Pragmatically, (Danna & Griffin 1999) suggest that

health should be used when the focus is on the absence of physiological or psychological

symptoms and morbidity; well-being should be used as a broader and more encompassing

concept that takes account of ‘the whole person’ in their context.

Health : comprises physical and mental well-being, and (despite philosophical debate) is usually

operationalised in terms of the absence of symptoms, illness and morbidity (WHO 1948;

Danna & Griffin 1999; WHO 2004).

Well-being : is the subjective state of being healthy, happy, contented, comfortable and satisfied

with one’s quality of life. It includes physical, material, social, emotional (‘happiness’), and

development & activity dimensions (Felce & Perry 1995; Danna & Griffin 1999; Diener 2000).

4 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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Quality of life : is ‘individuals’ perception of their position in life in the context of the culture

and value system in which they live and in relation to their own goals, expectations, standards

and concerns’ (The WHOQOL Group 1995).

5Health, work and well-being
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Review Methods

This review had to do two things: (a) evaluate the scientific evidence on the relationship

between work, health, and well-being; in order to do that, it also had to (b) make sense of, and

impose some order on, the complex set of issues around work and health. It included a wide

range of evidence, of differing type and quality, from a variety of disciplines, methodologies,

and literatures. Meeting these diverse demands needed a combination of approaches.

Developing concepts and organising the evidence required freedom to evolve as the project

progressed. This may be described as a ‘best evidence synthesis’, which summarises the available

literature and draws conclusions about the balance of evidence, based on its quality, quantity

and consistency (Slavin 1995; Franche et al. 2005). This approach offered the flexibility needed

to tackle heterogeneous evidence and complex socio-medical issues, together with quality

assurance. At the same time, a rigorous approach was required when it came to assessing the

strength of the scientific evidence.

The detailed methodology, including search strategies, inclusion/exclusion criteria, and

evidence sources, is given in the Appendix. Throughout the review, broad and inclusive search

strategies were used to retrieve as much material as possible, pertinent to the basic question: ‘Is

work good for your health and well-being?’ Exclusion was primarily on the basis of lack of

relevance to that question. Existing literature reviews, mainly from 1990 through early 2006,

were used as the primary material, as in previous similar projects (Waddell & Burton 2004;

Burton et al. 2004). Greatest weight was given to systematic reviews, whilst narrative reviews

were used mainly to expand upon relevant issues or develop concepts. Selection inevitably

involved judgements about quality: all articles were considered independently by both

reviewers, and any disagreements resolved by discussion. Only in the absence of suitable

reviews on a key issue was a search made for original studies. The focus was on common health

problems, so major trauma and serious disease were included only if the evidence was

particularly illuminating. The review covered adults of working age (generally 16-65 years).

ORGANISATION OF THE EVIDENCE

The structure of this report follows that of the literature searching and the evidence retrieved

(Box 1). The obvious and most accessible starting point was reviews of the adverse health effects

of unemployment. However, most of that evidence actually compares unemployment with

work, so it was logical to expand the search to include the health effects of work and of

unemployment. The retrieved literature was mainly about young or middle working-age

adults, so a further search was made for material on older workers. All of these reviews

considered the health impact of loss of employment, but provided little evidence on re-

employment. A specific search was therefore made for individual longitudinal studies on the

health impact of re-employment.

6
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It then became apparent that that evidence was all about the impact of work or unemployment

on people who were healthy. An additional search (in a different, largely clinical literature) was

therefore made for reviews about the impact of work for sick and disabled people. The generic

material retrieved showed a broad consensus of opinion but provided very little actual scientific

evidence, so separate searches were made for condition-specific reviews on the three main

categories of common health problems: mental health,musculoskeletal, and cardio-respiratory

conditions.

Finally, recognising that social security is a special context, a separate search was made for

literature on the health impact of moving off benefits and re-entering work. There are few

reviews in this area, so original studies were also included. Workers compensation studies were

excluded because they are not readily generalisable.

Information from the included papers was summarised and inserted into evidence tables

(Tables 1 to 7), in chronological order.

EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS AND RATING

Building on the evidence tables and using an iterative process, evidence statements were

developed, refined, and agreed in each key area. The strength of the scientific evidence

supporting each statement was rated as in Box 2. Where appropriate, the text of the evidence

statements was used to expand on the nature or limitations of the underlying evidence, and to

offer any caveats or cautions. The strength of the evidence should be distinguished from the size

of the effect: e.g. there may be strong evidence about a particular link between work and health,

yet the effect may be small. Furthermore, a statistical association does not necessarily mean a

causal relationship. Where possible, effect sizes and causality are noted in the text of the

evidence statements.

Box1. The key areas of the review and the related evidence tables

Areas of review Table

Health effects of work vs. unemployment Table 1

Health impacts of re-employment Table 2

Work for sick and disabled people Table 3

The impact of work on people with mental health conditions Table 4

The impact of work on people with musculoskeletal conditions Table 5

The impact of work on people with cardio-respiratory conditions Table 6

Health after moving off social security benefits Table 7

7Review methods
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The evidence statements are grouped and numbered under the areas in Box 1, and for ease of

future referrence they are identified by the initial letter(s) of the heading concerned. Where the

evidence statements were insufficient to convey complex underlying ideas, important issues

were discussed in narrative text. Finally, the entire material was progressively distilled into an

evidence synthesis to reflect the overall balance of the evidence about work and health. This was

used to develop a conceptual framework located in the context of healthy working lives.

Quality assurance was provided by peer review of a final draft by two internationally

acknowledged experts. Their feedback was used to refine the evidence statements and the

evidence synthesis for the final report.

8 Is work good for your health & well-being?

Box 2. Evidence rating system used to rate the strength of the scientific evidence for the 

evidence statements

Scientific Evidence Definition

*** Strong generally consistent findings provided by (systematic 

review(s) of) multiple scientific studies.

** Moderate generally consistent findings provided by (review(s) of) 

fewer and/or methodologically weaker scientific studies.

* Weak Limited evidence – provided by (review(s) of) a single

scientific study,

Mixed or conflicting evidence – inconsistent findings 

provided by (review(s) of) multiple scientific studies.
0 Non-scientific legislation; practical, social or ethical considerations;

guidance; general consensus.
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Review Findings

HEALTH EFFECTS OF WORK AND UNEMPLOYMENT

Table 1 lays out the retrieved evidence on the health impact of work (Table 1a) and of

unemployment (Table 1b). Table 1c includes additional material on older workers.

Work

Extensive studies and theoretical analyses of work and of unemployment, and comparisons

between work and unemployment, support the basic concept that work is beneficial for health

and well-being:

W1 *** Employment is generally the most important means of obtaining adequate 

economic resources, which are essential for material well-being and full 

participation in today’s society

Table 1a: (Shah & Marks 2004; Layard 2004;Coats & Max 2005)

Table 1b: (Jahoda 1982;Brenner & Mooney 1983;Nordenmark & Strandh 1999;

Saunders 2002b; Saunders & Taylor 2002)

W2 *** Work meets important psychosocial needs in societies where employment is 

the norm

Table 1a: (Dodu 2005),Table 1b: (Jahoda 1982;Warr 1987)

W3 *** Work is central to individual identity, social roles and social status

Table 1a: (Shah & Marks 2004)

Table 1b: (Brenner & Mooney 1983; Ezzy 1993;Nordenmark & Strandh 1999)

W4 *** At the same time, various aspects of work can be a hazard and pose a risk to health

Table 1a: (Coggon 1994; Snashall 2003;HSC 2002;HSC 2004)

Logically, then, the nature and quality of work is important for health (WHO 1995; HDA 2004;

Cox et al. 2004; Shah & Marks 2004; Layard 2004; Dodu 2005; Coats & Max 2005)). (All

references in the following sub-section are to Table 1a).

W5 0 For moral, social and legal reasons, work should be as safe as reasonably practicable

(WHO 1995;HSC 2002;HSC 2004)

9
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10 Is work good for your health & well-being?

W6 0 Pay should be sufficient (though there is no evidence on what is ‘sufficient’) 

[and the multiple non-health-related factors that influence pay levels must also 

be acknowledged].

(Dooley 2003; Layard 2004;Coats & Max 2005) 

W7 *** There is a powerful social gradient in physical and mental health and mortality,

which probably outweighs (and is confounded with) all other work characteristics 

that influence health.

(Acheson et al. 1998; Fryers et al. 2003;Coats & Max 2005)

W8 *** Job insecurity has an adverse effect on health.

(Ferrie 1999;Benavides et al. 2000;Quinlan et al. 2001; Sverke et al. 2002;Dooley 2003)

W9 * There is conflicting evidence that long working hours (with no evidence for any 

particular limit) and shift work have a weak negative effect (Harrington 1994a;

Sparks et al. 1997; van der Hulst 2003); limited evidence that flexible work 

schedules have a weak positive effect (Baltes et al. 1999); and conflicting evidence 

about any effect of compressed working weeks of 12-hour shifts (Smith et al.

1998; Baltes et al. 1999; Poissonnet & Véron 2000) on physical and mental health.

In summary, there is a strong theoretical case, supported by a great deal of background

evidence, that work and paid employment are generally beneficial for physical and mental

health and well-being. The major proviso is that that depends on the quality of the job and the

social context. Nevertheless, the available evidence is on representative jobs, whatever their

quality and defects, and shows that on average they are beneficial for health.Within reason, shift

patterns and hours of work probably do not have a major impact on health: what workers

choose and are happy with is more important.

Most of this evidence is on men.What evidence is available suggests that the benefits of work are

broadly comparable for women, though that must be placed in the context of other gender,

family and caring roles.

W10 *** Paid employment generally has beneficial or neutral effects and, importantly,

has no significant adverse effects on the physical and mental health of women.

(Klumb & Lampert 2004)

Unemployment

This section lays out in logical order the evidence on the association between unemployment

and health, on the causal relationship, on possible mechanisms and on modifying influences.

(All references in this section are to Table 1b).
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There is a strong, positive association between unemployment and:

U1 *** Increased rates of overall mortality, mortality from cardiovascular disease, lung 

cancer and suicide.

(Brenner & Mooney 1983; Platt 1984; Jin et al.1995; Lynge 1997;

Mathers & Schofield 1998;Brenner 2002)

U2 ** Poorer physical health (Mathers & Schofield 1998): e.g. cardiovascular risk factors

such as hypertension and serum cholesterol (Jin et al. 1995), and susceptibility to 

respiratory infections (Cohen 1999).

U3 *** Poorer general health, somatic complaints, long-standing illness, limiting 

longstanding illness, disability [though these self-reported measures of health 

also correlate with psychological well-being].

(Jin et al. 1995; Shortt 1996;Mathers & Schofield 1998; Lakey 2001)

U4 *** Poorer mental health and psychological well-being, more psychological distress,

minor psychological/psychiatric morbidity, increased rates of parasuicide.

(Platt 1984;Murphy & Athanasou 1999; Fryers et al. 2003)

U5 ** Higher medical consultation, medication consumption and hospital admission 

rates.

(Hammarström 1994b; Jin et al.1995;Mathers & Schofield 1998; Lakey 2001)

Furthermore:

U6 *** There is strong evidence that unemployment can cause, contribute to or aggravate 

most of these adverse health outcomes.

(Bartley 1994; Janlert 1997; Shortt 1996;Murphy & Athanasou 1999)

There are a number of possible mechanisms by which unemployment might have adverse

effects on health (Bartley 1994; Shortt 1996):

U7 *** The health effects of unemployment are at least partly mediated through socio-

economic status, (probably relative rather than absolute) poverty and financial 

anxiety.

(Jahoda 1982;Brenner & Mooney 1983;Bartley 1994;Nordenmark & Strandh1999;

Saunders 2002b; Saunders & Taylor 2002;Brenner 2002; Fryers et al. 2003)

U8 0 Unemployment may affect physical health via a ‘stress’ pathway involving 

physiological changes such as hypertension and lowered immunity [though 

there is no direct evidence of this pathway in unemployed people].

(Ezzy 1993; Jin et al.1995)
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U9 *** The psychosocial impact of being without a job can affect psychological health 

and lead to psychological/psychiatric morbidity.

(Jahoda 1982;Warr 1987; Ezzy 1993)

U10 * There is conflicting evidence that unemployment is associated with altered 

health-related behaviour (e.g. smoking, alcohol, exercise).

(Bartley 1994;Hammarström 1994b; Jin et al.1995)

U11 *** One spell of unemployment may be followed by poorer subsequent employment 

patterns and increased risk of further spells of unemployment - the ‘life course 

perspective’.

(Lakey 2001;McLean et al.2005)

There is no clear evidence on the exact nature or relative importance of these causal

mechanisms: any of them may play a part, and it appears likely they will vary in different

individuals in different contexts for different outcomes (McLean et al. 2005; Bartley et al. 2005)

The impact of unemployment on health can be modified by:

U12 *** socio-economic status, income and degree of financial anxiety.

(Hakim 1982;Brenner & Mooney 1983; Ezzy 1993;Bartley 1994; Shortt 1996;Cohen 1999;

Nordenmark & Strandh 1999; Saunders 2002b; Saunders & Taylor 2002)

U13 *** individual factors such as gender and family status, age, education, social capital,

social support, previous job satisfaction & reason for job loss, duration out of

work, and by desire and expectancy of re-employment.

(Warr 1987; Ezzy 1993;Hammarström 1994b;Banks 1995;Nordenmark & Strandh 1999;

Lakey 2001;McLean et al.2005)

U14 *** regional deprivation and local unemployment rates.

(Brenner & Mooney 1983;McLean et al. 2005;Ritchie et al.2005)

These factors may have positive, negative or sometimes quite complex effects on the health

impact of unemployment. Moreover, it is not clear to what extent they a) have a direct impact

on health, b) act as mediators, c) moderate the impact of unemployment, or d) act as

confounders.

U15 *** Despite the generally adverse effects of unemployment on health, for a minority 

of people (possibly 5-10%) unemployment can lead to improved health and well-

being.

(Warr 1987; Ezzy 1993; Shortt 1996;Nordenmark & Strandh 1999)
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Overall, there is extensive evidence that there are strong links between unemployment and

poorer physical and mental health and mortality.A large part of this appears to be a cause-effect

relationship, despite continuing debate about the relative importance of possible mechanisms.

However, these adverse effects may vary in nature and degree for different individuals in

different social contexts. Not all unemployment is ‘bad’: for a minority of people

unemployment may be better for their health than their previous work. Nor does

unemployment necessarily mean worklessness. Just as with work,health impacts depend on the

quality of worklessness.

Age-specific findings

Both on a priori grounds and in the available evidence, three broad age groups can be

distinguished: school leavers and young adults (16 to ~25 years); middle working age (~25 to

~50 years); and older workers (>50 years to retirement age).

School leavers and young adults:

Work and unemployment have different financial, social and health consequences for school

leavers and young adults. They are at the start of their working lives, entering work for the first

time, likely to have lesser financial and social commitments, and often still receiving some

degree of parental family support. The majority are likely to be healthier, and health selection

effects are therefore likely to be less important. (All references in this sub-section are to Table 1b)

A1 *** The mortality rate of unemployed young people is significantly higher (compared

with employed young people), mainly due to accidents and suicide.

(Hammarström 1994b;Morrell et al.1998; Lakey 2001)

A2 * There is mixed evidence that unemployment is harmful to the physical health 

of young people though any effect appears to be less than in middle working age 

or older workers.

(Hammarström 1994b;Morrell et al.1998; Lakey 2001)

A3 *** Unemployment has adverse effects on the mental health of young people (poor 

mental health and psychological well-being, more psychological distress, minor 

psychological/psychiatric morbidity) but these effects are generally less severe 

than in middle working age adults.

(Warr 1987;Hammarström 1994b;Morrell et al.1998; Lakey 2001)
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A4 * There is mixed evidence that unemployed young people show worse health 

behaviour (compared with employed young people) on various measures 

e.g. eating habits, personal hygiene, sleeping habits, physical activities, alcohol,

drugs and smoking.

(Hammarström 1994b;Morrell et al.1998; Lakey 2001)

A5 * There is mixed evidence that young unemployed people suffer adverse social 

consequences including social exclusion and alienation, financial deprivation,

criminality and longer-lasting effects on employment patterns (including higher 

risk of further spells of unemployment) and health into adult life.

(Warr 1987;Hammarström 1994b; Lakey 2001)

A6 ** Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, those with lower levels of

education, or those who lack social support (characteristics which cluster 

together) are more vulnerable to the adverse health effects of unemployment.

(Hammarström 1994b; Lakey 2001)

Failure to enter the world of work and unemployment undoubtedly causes adverse effects on

the physical and mental health and social well-being of school-leavers. However, the strength of

these effects appears to be less than in adults, perhaps because of the resilience of youth and

because their work habits are not yet established. For most, there appears to be relatively little

impact on physical health, probably because they are healthier to start with. The impact on

mental health is more comparable but still generally less than in adults, though that may depend

on the young person’s social context. The short-term social effects are again relatively mild,

probably because of different social and family responsibilities, though the consequences of

longer-term unemployment may be much more fundamental and important.

Middle working age

Most of this review and most of the available evidence is about middle working age adults,

except where stated otherwise. (All references in this sub-section are to Table 1b).

All of the health effects of work and of unemployment are generally most marked in middle

working-aged men, especially those with dependent families. (Hakim 1982; Warr 1987).

As with work, much of the evidence about unemployment is on men. Nevertheless, most of the

available evidence suggests that the adverse health effects of unemployment are broadly

comparable in men and women of middle working age, though they may be modified by gender

and family roles. Single women with no family responsibilities may be more comparable to

men. Women with partners and with family or caring commitments generally have less adverse

health effects, possibly because they are financially cushioned and have better alternative social

roles. (Warr 1987; Hammarström 1994b)
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Older workers:

Work and unemployment have different financial, social and health consequences for older

workers, particularly as they approach retirement. Early retirement may be a consequence of

health problems (ill-health retirement), involuntary job loss (redundancy) or voluntary exit

from the work force, each of which may have different financial, social and health effects.

However, these patterns are often blurred (Aarts et al. 1996). There are methodological

problems in separating the health impact of work, unemployment or retirement from that of

ageing and from health selection effects (ill-health selection into retirement and the healthy

worker effect). (The evidence statements for older workers are developed from both Table 1 and

Table 2.)

(a) Work for older workers:

(References in this sub-section are to Table 1c).

A7 *** Physical and mental capability declines with age; thus work ability also declines 

but the nature and extent of the decline and the effect on work performance varies

between individuals.

(Tuomi et al.1997; Shephard 1999; Ilmarinen 2001;Benjamin & Wilson 2005)

A8 * There is mixed evidence that older workers have any decline in perceived/reported 

health (despite increasing disease prevalence).

(Tuomi et al.1997;Wegman 1999; Shephard 1999; Scales & Scase 2000; Ilmarinen 2001)

A9 ** Older workers do not necessarily have substantially more sickness absence 

(despite more severe illnesses and injuries).

(Tuomi et al.1997;Benjamin & Wilson 2005)

A10 0 There is broad consensus that 1) ‘work’ should accommodate the needs and 

demands of ageing workers and 2) that physical ergonomics and work-

organisational issues will contribute to safe participation in the workforce to 

older age.

(Hansson et al.1997;Wegman 1999; Shephard 1999;Kilbom 1999; Ilmarinen 2001)
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(b) The health impact of early retirement:

(References in this sub-section are to Tables 1 and 2.)

A11 *** Early retirement can have either positive or negative effects on physical and 

mental health and mortality.

Table 1a: (Acheson et al.1998),Table 1b: (Scales & Scase 2000)

Table 2c: (Ekerdt et al.1983;Crowley 1986;Mein et al.2003)

A12 ** Workers in lower and middle socioeconomic groups, those who are compulsorily 

retired or those who face economic insecurity in retirement (characteristics which 

cluster together) can experience detrimental effects on health and well-being and 

survival rates.

Table 1b: (Scales & Scase 2000),Table 2c: (Crowley 1986;Gallo et al. 2000; Gallo et al. 2001;

Gallo et al.2004;Tsai et al.2005)

A13 * Workers in higher socio-economic groups, those who retire voluntarily or those 

who are economically secure in retirement (characteristics which cluster together) 

may experience beneficial effects on health and well-being 

Table 1b: (Scales & Scase 2000),Table 2c: (Crowley 1986;Mein et al.2003)

but there is some conflicting evidence.

(Morris et al.1992).

A14 * Early retirement out of unemployment may lead to improvement of the depression 

associated with unemployment.

Table 2c: (Frese 1987;Reitzes et al.1996)

Demographic trends mean that older workers form an increasing proportion of the workforce.

Some reduction in physical and mental capability and workability is probably inevitable with

age, but chronological age is not a reliable marker. Many older workers are not only capable of

continuing to work (Tsai et al. 2005) but want to do so (WHO 2001; AARP 2001).

There is a conceptual argument, and broad consensus, that matching work circumstances to the

changing capabilities and needs of older workers will help to maintain their health and safety at

work. That has yet to be tested, because most of the available evidence is from pragmatic studies

of current practice without age-specific risk assessment or control. Nevertheless, it seems an

entirely reasonable principle that would be simple and inexpensive to test.

The available evidence suggests that continuing to work,at least up to state retirement age, is not

harmful to health or mortality in older workers (Gallo et al. 2004; Tsai et al. 2005; Pattani et al.

2004). This may, however, at least to some extent, reflect a health selection effect whereby those
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with more serious or chronic health problems leave the labour force. People who are happy with

their current role (whether continuing to work or early retired) also have better affective well-

being (Warr et al. 2004).

Conversely, early retirement can be either harmful or beneficial to physical and mental health

and mortality, apparently depending largely on social determinants. Socio-economic group is

not only a matter of financial and social status, but also reflects education, work type, social

capital, lifestyle and behaviour. Other key determinants are (a) whether early retirement is by

choice or involuntary and (b) financial (in)security in retirement: these tend to cluster with

socio-economic group. Whether early retirement is good or bad for health appears to reflect

powerful social gradients in health that continue after leaving work (Acheson et al. 1998; Scales

& Scase 2000; Marmot 2004).

RE-EMPLOYMENT

The concept of re-employment for working age adults is relatively straightforward – moving

from unemployment back into employment. In principle, it could also include moving from

other forms of economic inactivity into employment, but this search did not retrieve any such

studies. School leavers have not been employed before, so the closest equivalent is entering

employment. Alternatively, they may move into some other form of ‘work’ such as further

education or training. So, ‘re-employment’ for school leavers was taken here to be any ‘work’

option other than unemployment.Older workers,just like working age adults,may be re-employed

out of unemployment. Alternatively, they may move into (early) retirement, following which

some may undertake other forms of ‘work’. Unemployment and retirement may then have

different effects on health and well-being and must be considered separately (Warr et al. 2004).

Table 2 presents the characteristics and key findings of the 53 retrieved longitudinal studies on

the health impact of re-employment. The most common health outcomes were based on

psychometrics, e.g. the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ), but a few studies gave clinical

parameters such as blood pressure or mortality rates.

R1 ** Aggregate-level studies of employment rates show that increased employment 

rates lead to lower mortality rates.

Table 1b: (Brenner 2002)
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School leavers and young adults

(References in this sub-section are to Table 2a unless stated otherwise.)

R2 *** School leavers who move into employment or training, or return to education,

show improvements in somatic and psychological symptoms compared with those

who move into unemployment.

(Banks & Jackson 1982;Donovan et al.1986; Feather & O'Brien 1986;O'Brien & Feather 1990;

Hammarström 1994a;Mean Patterson 1997;Bjarnason & Sigurdardottir 2003)

R3 *** School leavers who move into ‘unsatisfactory’ employment can experience a 

decline in their health and well-being.

(Patton & Noller 1984; Feather & O'Brien 1986;O'Brien & Feather 1990;Patton & Noller 1990;

Hammarström 1994a;Dooley & Prause 1995; Schaufeli 1997)

R4 ** After re-employment, there is a persisting risk of subsequent poor employment 

patterns and further spells of unemployment.

Table 1b: (Lakey 2001)

Adults

(References in this sub-section are to Table 2b unless stated otherwise.)

R5 *** Re-employment of unemployed adults improves various measures of general 

health and well-being, such as self-esteem, self-rated health, self-satisfaction,

physical health, financial concerns.

(Cohn 1978; Payne & Jones 1987;Vinokur et al.1987;Caplan et al.1989;

Kessler et al.1989; Ferrie et al.2001)

R6 *** Re-employment of unemployed adults improves psychological distress and minor

psychiatric morbidity.

(Layton 1986b; Payne & Jones 1987; Iversen & Sabroe 1988;Kessler et al.1989; Lahelma 1992;

Hamilton et al.1993;Claussen et al.1993;Burchell 1994;Hamilton et al.1997;

Nordenmark & Strandh 1999;Liira & Leino-Arjas 1999;Vuori & Vesalainen 1999;

Ferrie et al.2001; Ferrie et al.2002)

R7 *** The beneficial effects of re-employment depend mainly on the security of the 

new job, and also on the individual’s motivation, desires and satisfaction.

(Kessler et al.1989;Hamilton et al.1993;Claussen et al.1993;Burchell 1994; Wanberg 1995;

Halvorsen 1998;Ferrie et al.2001;Ferrie et al.2002;Ostry et al.2002)
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R8 * There is conflicting evidence that visits to health professionals are reduced by 

re-employment.

(Virtanen 1993; Ferrie et al.2001)

R9 ** Even after re-employment, there is a persisting risk of subsequent poor 

employment patterns and further spells of unemployment.

Table 1b: (Saunders 2002b),Table 2b: (Liira & Leino-Arjas 1999)

Older workers

(References in this sub-section are to Table 2c.)

R10 ** Re-employment in older workers can improve physical functioning and mental 

health.

(Frese & Mohr 1987;Gallo et al.2000; Pattani et al.2004)

The studies in Table 2 provide strong evidence that re-employment leads to improved health in

all age groups. However, the next question is whether that reflects cause and effect or could be

explained by a health selection effect (the corollary of the healthy worker phenomenon). Three

studies suggest that it is at least partly due to health selection (Hamilton et al. 1993; Claussen et al.

1993; Mean Patterson 1997). However, eight other studies that tested this hypothesis in various

ways failed to demonstrate any health selection effect (Tiggemann & Winefield 1984; Warr &

Jackson 1985; Layton 1986b; Kessler et al. 1989; Patton & Noller 1990; Graetz 1993; Schaufeli

1997; Vuori & Vesalainen 1999). Thus, the balance of the evidence is that health improvements

are (at least to a large extent) a direct consequence of re-employment.

Moving into employment, continued education or training is clearly better than

unemployment for the mental health, general well-being and longer-term social development

of school leavers. That evidence is generally consistent but some studies show a smaller effect,

perhaps reflecting different social and cultural contexts (e.g. (Patton & Noller 1990; Schaufeli

1997)). However, health benefits depend on the job or the training being ‘satisfactory’ while

‘unsatisfactory’ jobs may be little better than unemployment. That is consistent with Evidence

Statements W5 – W9 about the importance of job quality.

In adults of middle working age, re-employment leads to clear benefits in psychological health

and some measures of well-being, though there is a dearth of information on physical health.

The magnitude of the improvement is more or less comparable to the adverse effects of job loss.

The benefits of re-employment can be seen within the first year, and are generally sustained in

those studies with a follow-up of some years.
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Re-employment seems to have similar health benefits for older workers, but this is based on few

studies. Moreover, the most important comparison may not be with continued unemployment

but with (early) retirement, which can have either positive or negative effects on health

(Evidence Statements A11 – A14). It is therefore not possible to predict which older workers will

benefit from re-employment or under what circumstances, or whether re-employment will be

better than other alternatives.

Re-employment generally leads to improved health, so efforts to seek a job are advisable.

However, if these attempts to get work are unsuccessful, that failure can then have a further

negative effect on mental health (Vinokur et al. 1987). Moreover, even if unemployed people do

manage to get back to work, they remain at risk of further unemployment and subsequent poor

employment patterns, which can have a longer-term impact on their health and well-being.

Unemployment, like social disadvantage and deprivation, is best viewed across a life course

perspective (Acheson et al. 1998; Bartley 1994).

WORK FOR SICK AND DISABLED PEOPLE

Table 3 shows a broad consensus across multiple disciplines and also, importantly, among

disability groups, employers, unions, insurers, and the main political parties. It is widely

accepted that job retention or (return to) work are desirable goals to maintain or improve

quality of life and well-being. There is also general consensus that people should receive

accurate, consistent information and advice, along with clinical and occupational management

that reflects these goals (Coulter et al. 1998; Department of Health 2000; Detmer et al. 2003).

SD1 0 There is a broad consensus that, when possible, sick and disabled people should 

remain in work or return to work as soon as possible because it:

• is therapeutic;

• helps to promote recovery and rehabilitation;

• leads to better health outcomes;

• minimises the deleterious physical, mental and social effects of long-term 

sickness absence and worklessness;

• reduces the chances of chronic disability, long-term incapacity for work and 

social exclusion;

• promotes full participation in society, independence and human rights;

• reduces poverty;

• improves quality of life and well-being.

(Table 3)
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The policy statements and guidance in Table 3 are based upon and reflect the available evidence,

yet they are essentially expert opinions. Several refer to the evidence on the health benefits of

work and the detrimental effects of unemployment in healthy people. Others discuss in general

terms the harmful effects of prolonged sickness absence and avoidable incapacity, and the

beneficial effects of work for sick people. However, there is little direct reference or linkage to

scientific evidence on the physical or mental health benefits of (early) (return to) work for sick

or disabled people.

MENTAL HEALTH

Table 4 presents the evidence on severe mental illness (Table 4a), common mental health

problems (Table 4b) and ‘stress’ (Table 4c).

Severe mental illness

Severe mental illness was not the main focus of the present review but was included because it

provides some of the best available evidence on work and mental illness. It may be argued that if

work is good for people with severe mental illness that is likely to apply to a greater or lesser

extent to people with mild/moderate problems. (References in this sub-section are to Table 4a).

M1 *** Supported Employment programmes are effective for vocational outcomes in 

competitive employment (and more effective than Pre-Vocational Training).

(Crowther et al.2001a; Bond 2004).

M2 ** Supported Employment, Pre-vocational Training and Sheltered Employment do 

not produce any significant effect (positive or negative) on health outcomes such 

as the psychiatric condition, severity of symptoms, or quality of life.

(Schneider 1998;Barton 1999;Crowther et al.2001a; Schneider et al.2002)

M3 ** There is a correlation between working and more positive outcomes in symptom 

levels, self-esteem, quality of life and social functioning, but a health selection 

effect is likely and a clear causal relationship has not been established.

(Schneider et al.2002;Marwaha & Johnson 2004)

Many people with severe mental illness want to work and 30-50% are capable of work, though

only 10-20% are working (Schneider 1998; Schneider et al. 2002; Marwaha & Johnson 2004).

The current review shows that work is not harmful to the psychiatric condition or mental health

of people with severe mental illness although, conversely, it has no direct beneficial impact on

their mental condition either. However, the balance of the indirect evidence is that it is

beneficial for their overall well-being (Schneider 1998; RCP 2002; Twamley et al. 2003).
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Common mental health problems

(References in this sub-section are to Table 4b).

M4 *** Emotional symptoms and minor psychological morbidity are very common in 

the working age population: most people cope with these most of the time 

without health care or sickness absence from work 

(Ursin 1997;Glozier 2002)

M5 *** People with mental health problems are more likely to be or to become workless 

(sickness, disability, unemployment), with a risk of a downward spiral of

worklessness, deterioration in mental health and consequent reduced chances 

of gaining employment.

(Merz et al.2001;RCP 2002; Seymour & Grove 2005)

M6 0 There is a general consensus that work is important in promoting mental health 

and recovery from mental health problems and that losing one’s job is detrimental.

(RCP 2002;Thomas et al.2002; Seymour & Grove 2005)

There is limited evidence about the impact of (return to) work on (people with) mild/moderate

mental health problems, despite their epidemiological and social importance. However, there is

much more evidence on ‘stress’, which may be the best modern exemplar of common mental

health problems.

Stress 

HSE defines stress as ‘the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of

demand placed on them’ (HSE Stress homepage www.hse.gov.uk/stress accessed 24 January

2006). However, there are many other definitions of stress and no generally agreed scientific

definition (Wainwright & Calnan 2002; Palmore 2006). The term ‘stress’ is often used for both

psychosocial characteristics of work (stressors) and adverse health outcomes (stress responses).

To avoid fragmentation and duplication of the review, this section includes evidence on both

stressors and/or stress responses: these constructs should be distinguished. (References in this

sub-section are to Table 4c).

M7 *** Cross-sectional studies show an association between various psychosocial 

characteristics of work (job satisfaction, job demands/control, effort/reward,

social support) and various subjective measures of general health and 

psychological well-being

(van der Doef & Maes 1999;Viswesvaran et al.1999;de Lange et al.2003;Tsutsumi & Kawakami  2004;

van Vegchel et al.2005; Faragher et al.2005)
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The strongest associations are with job satisfaction (Faragher et al. 2005),

and the weakest with social support (Viswesvaran et al. 1999; Bond et al. 2006).

The associations are stronger for subjective perceptions of work than for more 

objective measures of work organization.

M8 *** Longitudinal studies support a causal relationship between certain psychosocial 

characteristics of work (particularly demand and control) and mental health 

(mainly psychological distress) over time but the effect sizes are generally small.

(Viswesvaran et al. 1999; de Lange et al. 2003;Tsutsumi & Kawakami 2004;

van Vegchel et al. 2005; Faragher et al. 2005;Bond et al. 2006)

The conceptual problem is the circularity in stimulus-response definitions: stressors are any

(job) demands associated with adverse stress responses; stress responses are any adverse

(health) effects attributed to stressors. The practical problem is that stressors and stress

responses and the relationship between them are subjective perceptions, self-reported, open to

modulation by the mental state identified as ‘stress’ (whatever its cause), and with confounding

of cause and effect. There are no objective or agreed criteria for the definition or measurement

of stressors or stress responses, or for the diagnosis of any clinical syndrome of ‘stress’ (Lazarus

& Folkman 1984; Rick & Briner 2000; Rick et al. 2001; IIAC 2004; Wessely 2004). These

conceptual and methodological problems create considerable uncertainty about psychosocial

hazards, about psychosocial harms, and about the relationship between them (Rick & Briner

2000; Rick et al. 2002; Mackay et al. 2004; IIAC 2004; HSE/HSL 2005)

The underlying problem is the fundamental assumption that work demands/stressors are

necessarily a hazard with potential adverse mental health consequences (Cox 1993; Cox et al.

2000a; Cox et al. 2000b; Mackay et al. 2004), ignoring or failing to take sufficient account of the

possibility that work might also be good for mental health (Lazarus & Folkman 1984; Edwards

& Cooper 1988; Payne 1999; Salovey et al. 2000; Briner 2000; Adisesh 2003; Nelson & Simmons

2003; Wessely 2004; HSE/HSL 2005; Dodu 2005). It is sometimes argued that this is a matter of

quantitative exposure: ‘Pressure is part and parcel of all work and helps to keep us motivated.

But excessive pressure can lead to stress which undermines performance’ (HSE Stress

homepage www.hse.gov.uk/stress : accessed 24 January 2006). However, there is little evidence

for such a dose-response relationship or for any threshold for adverse health effects (Rick &

Briner 2000; Rick et al. 2001; Rick et al.2002).Rather,work involves a complex set of psychosocial

characteristics with which the worker interacts to experience beneficial and harmful effects on

mental health. Other non-work-related issues can influence how the worker interacts with and

copes with work stressors. Positive and negative work characteristics, positive and negative job-

worker interactions, and positive and negative effects on the worker’s health then all occur

simultaneously. The final impact on the worker’s health depends on the complex balance

between them.
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A more comprehensive model of mental health at work should embody the following

principles:

• Safety at work should be distinguished from health and well-being. Safety is freedom 

from dangers or risks (Concise Oxford Dictionary). Health and well-being are much 

broader and more positive concepts.

• Personal perceptions, cognitions and emotions are central to the experience of ‘stress’

(Cox et al. 2000b; Rick et al. 2001; Rick et al. 2002; Ursin & Eriksen 2004).

• ‘Stress’ is both part of and reflects a wider process of interaction between the person 

(worker) and their (work) environment (Lazarus & Folkman 1984; Payne 1999;

Cox et al. 2000b)

• Work can have both positive and negative effects on mental health and well-being 

(Lazarus & Folkman 1984; Edwards & Cooper 1988; Payne 1999; Briner 2000; Adisesh 

2003; Nelson & Simmons 2003; HSE/HSL 2005)

This review did not retrieve any direct evidence on the relative balance of beneficial vs. harmful

effects of work (of whatever psychosocial characteristics) on mental health and psychological

well-being. Any adverse effects of work stressors appear to be comparable in magnitude to those

of job insecurity (Ferrie 1999; Quinlan et al. 2001; Sverke et al. 2002).Any such effects are smaller

than the adverse effects of unemployment (Jin et al. 1995; Mathers & Schofield 1998; Murphy &

Athanasou 1999; Briner 2000; Glozier 2002), social gradients in health (Kaplan & Keil 1993;

Acheson et al. 1998; Saunders 2002b) and regional deprivation (Saunders 2002b; Ritchie et al.

2005) on physical and mental health and mortality (Platt 1984; Lynge 1997; Mathers & Schofield

1998; Brenner 2002). There is no direct evidence on (a) how any adverse/beneficial effects of

continuing to work compare with the adverse/beneficial effects of moving to sickness absence;

(b) the balance of adverse or beneficial effects of return to work in people with stress-related

health complaints; or (c) how any risk of adverse effects from returning to work compares with

the adverse effects of prolonged sickness absence. On balance, any adverse effects of work on

mental health appear to be outweighed by the beneficial effects of work on well-being and by the

likely adverse effects of (long-term) sickness absence or unemployment.

MUSCULOSKELETAL CONDITIONS

Much of the literature retrieved on musculoskeletal conditions (Table A5) concerns low back

pain, reflecting its occupational importance. However, many of the issues raised about back

pain are common to other musculoskeletal conditions, particularly neck pain and arm pain

(NIOSH 1997; Buckle & Devereux 1999; National Research Council 2001; Schonstein et al.

2003; National Health and Medical Research Council 2004; Helliwell & Taylor 2004; Waddell &

Burton 2004; Punnett & Wegman 2004; Walker-Bone & Cooper 2005). (References in this

section are to Table 5).
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MS1 *** There is a high background prevalence of musculoskeletal conditions, yet most 

people with musculoskeletal conditions (including many with objective disease) 

can and do work, even when symptomatic.

(Burton 1997;De Beek & Hermans 2000;Waddell & Burton 2001; de Buck et al.2002;

Helliwell & Taylor 2004; de Croon et al. 2004;Walker-Bone & Cooper 2005;

Henriksson et al.2005;Burton et al.2006)

MS2 *** Certain physical aspects of work are risk factors for the development of

musculoskeletal symptoms and specific diseases. However, the effects sizes for 

physical factors alone are only modest, and tend to be confined to intense 

exposures.

(NIOSH 1997;National Research Council 1999;Buckle & Devereux 1999;

Hoogendoorn et al.1999;National Research Council 2001; Punnett & Wegman 2004; IIAC 2006)

MS3 *** Psychosocial factors (personal and occupational) exert a powerful effect on 

musculoskeletal symptoms and their consequences. They can act as obstacles to 

work retention and return to work; control of such obstacles can have a beneficial 

influence on outcomes such as pain, disability and sick leave.

(Burton 1997; Ferguson & Marras 1997;Davis & Heaney 2000;Abenhaim et al.2000; National

Research Council 2001;Waddell & Burton 2004;Helliwell & Taylor 2004;Woods 2005;

Walker-Bone & Cooper 2005;Henriksson et al.2005)

MS4 *** Activity-based rehabilitation and early return to work (or remaining at work) 

are therapeutic and beneficial for health and well-being for most workers with 

musculoskeletal conditions. [There is an underlying assumption that significant 

physical hazards should be controlled].

(Fordyce 1995; Frank et al.1996;Abenhaim et al.2000;de Buck et al.2002;Staal et al.2003;

Carter & Birrell 2000; Schonstein et al.2003;Waddell & Burton 2004;National Health and 

Medical Research Council 2004;COST B13 working group 2004;Helliwell & Taylor 2004;

ARMA 2004; Staal et al.2003;Cairns & Hotopf 2005)

MS5 ** Control (reduction) of the physical demands of work can facilitate work retention

for people with musculoskeletal conditions, especially those with specific 

diseases.

(Frank et al.1996;Westgaard & Winkel 1997;ACC and the National Health Committee 1997;

Frank et al.1998;RCGP 1999; de Buck et al.2002; Staal et al.2003;Waddell & Burton 2004;

COST B13 working group 2004;Helliwell & Taylor 2004;de Croon et al.2004;ARMA 2004;

Franche et al.2005; Loisel et al.2005)
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MS6 ** Organisational interventions, such as transitional work arrangements 

(temporary modified work) and improving communication between health care 

and the workplace, can facilitate early and sustained return to work.

(ACC and the National Health Committee 1997; Frank et al.1998; Staal et al.2003;

Waddell & Burton 2004;COST B13 working group 2004;Henriksson et al.2005;

Franche et al.2005; Loisel et al.2005)

Four main themes emerged from the evidence: (a) the high background prevalence of

musculoskeletal symptoms in the general population; (b) work can be a risk factor for

musculoskeletal conditions; (c) the important modifying influence of psychosocial factors; and

(d) the need to combine clinical and occupational strategies in the secondary prevention of

chronic disability. Together, these themes are central to the relationship between work and

health for people with musculoskeletal conditions.

The high background prevalence of musculoskeletal symptoms means that a substantial

proportion of musculoskeletal conditions are not caused by work. Most people with

musculoskeletal conditions continue to work; many patients with severe musculoskeletal

diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis remain at work and experience health benefits (Fifield et al.

1991). Thus, musculoskeletal conditions do not automatically preclude physical work.

Musculoskeletal symptoms (whatever their cause) may certainly make it harder to cope with

physical demands at work, but that does not necessarily imply a causal relationship or indicate

that work is causing (further) harm.

Biomechanical studies and epidemiological evidence show that high/intense exposures to

physical demands at work can be risk factors for musculoskeletal symptoms,‘injury’and certain

musculoskeletal conditions. However, causation is usually multifactorial and the scientific

evidence is somewhat ambivalent: much depends on the outcome of interest. Physical demands

at work can certainly precipitate or aggravate musculoskeletal symptoms and cause ‘injuries’

but, viewed overall, physical demands of work only account for a modest proportion of the

impact of musculoskeletal symptoms in workers. The physical demands of modern work

(assuming adequate risk control and except in very specific circumstances) play a modest role in

the development of actual musculoskeletal pathology. In contrast, there is strong

epidemiological and clinical evidence that (long-term) sickness absence and disability depend

more on individual and work-related psychosocial factors than on biomedical factors or the

physical demands of work (Walker-Bone & Cooper 2005).
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More fundamentally, it is wrong to view physical demands from a purely negative perspective as

‘hazards’ with potential only to cause ‘harm’. Different physical activities may either load or

unload musculoskeletal structures. Physical activity is fundamental to physiological health and

fitness and an essential part of rehabilitation from injury or illness. Work can be therapeutic.

Thus, modern clinical management for most musculoskeletal conditions emphasises advice

and support to remain in work or to return as soon as possible. People with musculoskeletal

conditions who are helped to return to work can enjoy better health (level of pain, function,

quality of life) than those who remain off work (Westman et al. 2006; Lötters et al. 2005).

Importantly, physical activity and early return to work interventions do not seem to be

associated with any increased risk of recurrences or further sickness absence (Staal et al. 2005;

McCluskey et al. 2006).

The return to work process may need organisational interventions: risk reassessment and

control, and modified work if required. The duration of modified work depends on the

condition: for common musculoskeletal conditions such as back, neck or arm pain it should be

temporary and transitional, although for chronic musculoskeletal disease such as rheumatoid

arthritis it may be permanent. This approach is about accommodating the musculoskeletal

condition (whatever its cause) rather than implying that work is causal or harmful.

CARDIO-RESPIRATORY CONDITIONS

Cardio-respiratory conditions can be severe and life-threatening yet, following appropriate

treatment, recovery is often good with manageable residual impairment. Any persisting or

recurring symptoms may then fit the description of a ‘common health problem’. Cardio-

respiratory conditions have a high prevalence in the general population (Perk & Alexanderson

2004; Tarlo & Liss 2005); whilst certain characteristics of work can be risk factors, cardio-

respiratory conditions are often multifactorial in nature.

Table 6a presents the evidence on common cardiovascular conditions (myocardial infarction,

heart failure and hypertension), arranged in two sections covering work as a risk factor (Table

6a-i) and management (Table 6a-ii). Table 6b presents the evidence on common respiratory

conditions, particularly chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and asthma. Most of this

literature was about the prevention, treatment or control of disease, rather than the impact of

work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions.

CR1 0 Returning workers with cardiovascular and respiratory conditions to work is a 

generally accepted goal that is incorporated into clinical guidance.

Table 6a: (Wenger et al.1995;Thompson et al.1996; van der Doef & Maes 1998;

Thompson & Lewin 2000;Wozniak & Kittner 2002;Reynolds et al.2004)

Table 6b: (Hyman 2005;Nicholson et al.2005;HSE 2006)
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CR2 *** Many workers with cardiovascular and respiratory conditions do manage to 

return to work, but the rates vary and return to work may not be sustained.

Table 6a: (Shanfield 1990;Thompson et al.1996;Dafoe & Cupper 1995;NHS CRD1998;

de Gaudemaris 2000;Wozniak & Kittner 2002; Perk & Alexanderson 2004)

Table 6b: (Malo 2005;Nicholson et al.2005;Asthma UK 2004)

CR3 0 The return to work process for workers with cardio-respiratory conditions is 

generally considered to require a combination of both clinical management and 

occupational risk control.

Table 6a: (Wenger et al.1995;Dafoe & Cupper 1995)

Table 6b: (Hyman 2005;Nicholson et al.2005)

CR4 * There is limited evidence that rehabilitation and return to work for workers with 

cardio-respiratory conditions can be beneficial for general health and well-being 

and quality of life.

Table 6a: (Brezinka & Kittel 1995;Dafoe & Cupper 1995)

Table 6b: (Gibson et al.2003; Lacasse et al. 2003;Hyman 2005)

CR5 *** Prevention of further exposure is fundamental to the clinical management and 

rehabilitation of occupational asthma.

Table 6b: (Asthma UK 2004;Tarlo & Liss 2005;Malo 2005; IIAC 2006;HSE 2006)

There is an extensive literature on the rehabilitation of patients with cardiovascular conditions,

though there is less on respiratory conditions. Workers who have experienced severe and

potentially life-threatening illness face perceptual, work-related and social obstacles in

returning to work, whether or not they have any continuing medical impairment. Nevertheless,

of particular importance for the purpose of the present review, many of them can and do

successfully return to work. Multimodal rehabilitation with control of workplace demands and

exposures may facilitate that goal. However, there are significant difficulties in engaging

patients in rehabilitation programmes (Newman 2004; Witt et al. 2005) which is partly a matter

of service provision but also of motivation. There remains the issue of work retention, because

patients often leave work again (Thompson et al. 1996; NHS CRD 1998).

The overall thrust of this literature is that return to (suitably controlled) work is an appropriate

and desirable goal for many people with cardio-respiratory conditions. There is some evidence

on the effectiveness of this approach for occupational outcomes, but there is little direct

evidence about the impact of (return to) work on cardio-respiratory health. There is some

indication that early return to work is safe for myocardial infarction patients stratified as low

risk (Kovoor et al. 2006), and that patients with cardiopulmonary disease are rarely harmed by

return to work recommendations (Hyman 2005). Furthermore, the limited evidence that is

available suggests there may be some general health benefit (Brezinka & Kittel 1995) and this

may extend to remaining in work (Gallo et al. 2004).
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SOCIAL SECURITY STUDIES

There is a theoretical argument that moving off benefits and into work is likely to increase

income, reduce poverty, increase human/social capital, and improve self-esteem and social

status. In principle, that should move claimants up the social gradient in health, and thus

improve their physical and mental health, quality of life and well-being (Acheson et al. 1998;

Waddell & Aylward 2005).However,moving off benefits does not necessarily mean (re)-entering

work, and the two must be distinguished. The further caveat is that any impact may depend on

the nature and the quality of the job (Mowlam & Lewis 2005). (All references in this section are

to Table 7).

SS1 *** Improvements in health and well-being from coming off benefits are associated 

with (re-)entering work, not simply with leaving the benefits system.

(Bound 1989;Caplan et al.1989;Proudfoot et al.1997;Dorsett et al.1998;Watson et al.2004;

Mowlam & Lewis 2005)

SS2 ** Claimants who move off benefits and (re-)enter work generally have increased 

income.

(Moylan et al.1984;Caplan et al.1989;Garman et al.1992;Dorsett et al.1998)

SS3 ** Moving off benefits and (re-)entering work is generally associated with improved 

psychological health and quality of life.

(Caplan et al.1989; Erens & Ghate 1993;Vinokur et al.1995;Rowlingson & Berthoud 1996;

Proudfoot et al.1997;Dorsett et al.1998;Watson et al.2004;Mowlam & Lewis 2005)

There is conflicting evidence on the extent to which this is a health selection effect 

or cause and effect: probably both occur.

(Vinokur et al.1995; Proudfoot et al.1997;Bloch & Prins 2001;Watson et al.2004)

SS4 *** After leaving benefits, many claimants go into poorly paid or low quality jobs,

and insecure, unstable or unsustained employment. Many go on to further 

periods of unemployment or sickness, and further spell(s) on the same or other 

social security benefits.

(Daniel 1983;Ashworth et al.2001;Hedges & Sykes 2001; Juvonen-Posti et al.2002;

Bacon 2002;Bowling et al.2004)

SS5 *** Claimants whose benefit claims are disallowed often do not return to work but 

cycle between different benefits and often report a deterioration in mental health,

quality of life and well-being.

(Dorsett et al.1998;Rosenheck et al.2000;Ashworth et al.2001)
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Because the English-language literature in this area is mainly from the UK and the US, these

conclusions relate to the social security systems in these countries. Moving off benefits might

imply something different in other countries with different benefit systems and benefit levels.

Moving off benefits can have either positive or negative effects on health and well-being,

depending mainly on how claimants leave benefits and whether or not they (re)-enter work. Of

those claimants who leave benefits voluntarily, the majority (re)-enter work and have increased

income, and many report that their health is completely recovered or much better. Of those

claimants who are disallowed benefits, a minority (re)-enter work and their income generally

falls, and many feel that their health remains unchanged or gets worse. Of those who are

disallowed and appeal, very few (re)-enter work, and most feel that their health remains

unchanged or gets worse. There are obvious (self)-selection effects in these divergent paths,

which are also linked to social inequalities,multiple disadvantage and regional deprivation.The

net result is that interventions which encourage and support claimants to come off benefits and

successfully get them (back) into work are likely to improve their health and well-being;

interventions which simply force claimants off benefits are more likely to harm their health and

well-being (Dorsett et al. 1998; Ford et al. 2000; Rosenheck et al. 2000; Ashworth et al. 2001;

Waddell 2004b; Waddell & Aylward 2005).
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DISCUSSION

So, is work good for your health and well-being? This review found much more evidence than

originally anticipated, even if it was of widely varying source, type and quality. Basically, there is

a limited amount of high quality scientific evidence that directly addresses the question.

However, there is a strong body of indirect evidence that can be built into a convincing answer:

Yes, work is generally good for your health and well-being, with certain important provisos.

There is a generally accepted theoretical framework about work and well-being, based on

extensive background evidence:

• Employment is generally the most important means of obtaining adequate economic

resources, which are essential for material well-being and full participation in today’s society;

• Work meets important psychosocial needs in societies where employment is the norm;

• Work is central to individual identity, social roles and social status;

• Employment and socio-economic status are the main drivers of social gradients in physical

and mental health and mortality;

However, various physical and psychosocial aspects of work can also be hazards and pose a risk

to health.

There is also a strong association between worklessness and poor health. Poor health can

increase the risk of worklessness, whether that is in the form of disability, sickness absence or

unemployment. Conversely, for many people, worklessness can have significant adverse effects

on health. There may be an interaction between worklessness and poor health over time to

produce a downward spiral of worklessness and health deterioration, which may be more

marked for mental health problems. This review found strong evidence that unemployment is

generally harmful to health, including:

• higher mortality;

• poorer general health, long-standing illness, limiting longstanding illness;

• poorer mental health, psychological distress, minor psychological/psychiatric morbidity;

• higher medical consultation, medication consumption and hospital admission rates.

The first comprehensive review of re-employment, presented here, provides strong scientific

evidence that re-employment is associated with improved self-esteem, improved general and
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mental health, and reduced psychological distress and minor psychiatric morbidity. The

magnitude of this improvement is more or less comparable to the adverse effects of job loss.

So, it may reasonably be concluded that work is better than unemployment for physical and

mental health and well-being. That could be, to at least some extent, a health selection effect -

those who stay in work or who (re)-enter work manage to do so because they are healthier; those

who are less healthy may be more likely to become and remain unemployed. However, there is

also considerable evidence of cause and effect – that work is beneficial, unemployment is

harmful, and re-employment promotes health and well-being. There is continued debate about

the mechanisms by which these effects occur: through socio-economic status, psychosocial

effects, ‘stress’, altered health behaviour or subsequent employment patterns. It appears likely

that all of these mechanisms play a part in different individuals in different contexts for

different outcomes. Nevertheless, whatever the exact mechanisms, the outcome is clear: work is

generally good and unemployment is generally bad for health and well-being.

Although that general conclusion is clear, there are qualifications in the detail.First,work is only

one of many, and often not the most important of the influences on health and well-being.

Second, most of this evidence is about group or average effects and there is limited evidence on

effect sizes. The impact of work or unemployment on health varies in different individuals in

different contexts: effect sizes vary and there may be insufficient evidence to predict them; an

important minority of individuals, possibly 5-10%, may show contrary effects. In addition, the

findings are based on studies performed over several decades, during which the nature of work

may have changed (though it is not clear whether for better or worse). Third, much of the

evidence is about short-term effects (~1 year, which is really very short for health impacts) and

there is less evidence on longer-term effects over a lifetime perspective. It is not possible to

comment further on whether or how long-term might differ from short-term effects. Fourth,

the available evidence is mainly about paid employment and unemployment, but many of the

findings may be equally applicable to all forms of work and worklessness. It is not possible to say

whether paid employment is what matters for health, or if any form of purposeful and

meaningful ‘work’ may be equally good. Finally, there is difficulty distinguishing the health

impact of work(lessness) in older workers from the effects of aging, the normal transition to

retirement, and the social context in which these occur. It is therefore not possible to draw

definite conclusions about whether (early) retirement will be good or bad for an individual’s

health. Importantly, however, there is no evidence that continued working is generally harmful

to the health of older workers, and it may be beneficial. So decisions about retirement age can

properly be made on social, economic and other non-health grounds.

The evidence to this point relates to unemployed people who are generally healthy: the

previously unconsidered question is whether these conclusions are equally true for sick and

disabled people? The evidence on this comes from different sources. Sickness is addressed in the
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clinical literature, where the primary focus is on clinical management and clinical outcomes

and only secondarily about work. Disability is addressed in the disability literature, where the

primary focus is on the right to work and full participation in society. Nevertheless, these

literatures show a broad consensus across multiple disciplines, disability groups, employers,

unions, insurers, and policy makers. When their health condition permits, sick and disabled

people should remain in or (re)-enter work as soon as possible because it variously:

• is therapeutic;

• helps to promote recovery and rehabilitation;

• leads to better health outcomes;

• minimises the harmful physical, mental and social effects of long-term sickness absence;

• reduces the risk of long-term incapacity;

• promotes full participation in society, independence and human rights;

• reduces poverty;

• improves quality of life and well-being.

This list combines two sets of evidence: clinical management is based on extensive clinical

evidence and experience; disability rights are based on social justice and fairness. There may be

little direct scientific evidence that work has a beneficial impact on the health of sick or disabled

people, but valid consensus can be established on these other grounds.

The evidence on the main common health problems - mental health, musculoskeletal and

cardio-respiratory conditions – supports these findings. In each of the three areas, modern

approaches to management emphasise staying active, restoring function, enabling and

supporting sick and disabled people to participate in society as fully as possible. These

principles apply equally to clinical and occupational management, and lead to a clear goal of

work retention and (early) return to work. Each of these conditions provides further evidence

to support that consensus. There may again be little direct evidence of the causal link between

(return to) work and improved physical and mental health outcomes, but there is a clear

association between better clinical and occupational outcomes. Importantly, there is no

evidence that work has adverse effects on physical and mental health outcomes, except in very

specific circumstances. The strongest arguments then lie in the benefits of work for general and

social well-being.

The evidence on social security beneficiaries is somewhat different, and comes from a

completely different literature, in which most studies are pragmatic rather than strictly

scientific. Nevertheless, and perhaps surprisingly, this search provided some of the clearest and
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most specific evidence. Re-entering work (rather than simply moving off benefits) is generally

associated with improvement in income, socio-economic status, mental and general health,

and well-being. This is again partly a health selection effect, but there is also evidence that (re)-

entering work improves these outcomes.

Thus, the balance of the evidence is that work is generally good for health and well-being, not

only for healthy people, but also for many disabled people, for many people with common

health problems, and for many social security beneficiaries. However, that depends on the

nature and quality of the job, and the social context. These areas are beyond the scope of this

review and are reviewed comprehensively elsewhere (Acheson et al. 1998; Ritchie et al. 2005;

Marmot & Wilkinson 2006), but they are critical to placing the present analysis of work and

health in context.

Firstly, work is generally good for your health and well-being, provided you have ‘a good job’.

Good jobs are obviously better than bad jobs,but bad jobs might be either less beneficial or even

harmful. It is then important to consider what constitutes a good job. Under UK and European

legislation, employers have a statutory duty to conduct suitable risk assessments to identify

hazards to health and safety, and to reduce the risks to employees as far as reasonably

practicable. But health and safety should be distinguished. As well as controlling risks, it is

equally important to make jobs accommodating of common health problems, sickness and

disability.A ‘healthy working life’goes even further: it is ‘one that continuously provides working-

age people with the opportunity, ability, support and encouragement to work in ways and in an

environment which allows them to sustain and improve their health and well-being’ (Scottish

Executive 2004). ‘Work should be comfortable when we are well and accommodating when we are

ill’ (Hadler 1997). The evidence reviewed here suggests that, in terms of promoting health and

well-being, the characteristics that distinguish ‘good’ jobs and ‘good’workplaces might include:

• safety

• fair pay

• social gradients in health

• job security

• personal fulfilment and development; investing in human capital

• accommodating, supportive & non-discriminatory

• control/autonomy

• job satisfaction

• good communications
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This list is tentative, but clearly goes far beyond physical and mental exposures, demands and

risks.Further research is required into the characteristics of a ‘good’job,and further consideration

is required of the links between good jobs, health and productivity to support the principle that

‘good health is good business’.

There is a particular concern that various physical and psychosocial characteristics of work may

be risk factors for some common health problems and hence that (re)-entering work may cause

(further) harm to people with these health conditions. However, common health problems

have a high prevalence in the normal working age population, causation is multifactorial, effect

sizes of work exposures are generally small, and work only accounts for a modest proportion of

the impact of these conditions in workers. Psychosocial factors also play an important role in

workability and well-being. Physical and mental activity and work can be therapeutic for many

common health problems. Thus, provided the ‘risks’ of work are properly assessed and

controlled, provided the demands of work are adjusted where necessary to match individual

capacity, and except with very specific conditions and exposures, the beneficial effects of work

on physical and mental health and well-being generally outweigh the risks. Supporting this

conclusion, the evidence about the beneficial effects of work comes from pragmatic studies of

current and past working practice, including its hazards.

Secondly, the relationship between work(lessness) and health must take account of the social

context. As a simple example, the impact of work and unemployment varies across age and

allowance must be made for the different socio-economic context of school-leavers and of older

workers who may be approaching retirement. More fundamentally, there are powerful links

between worklessness, poverty, social disadvantage, and exclusion, social inequalities in health,

regional deprivation, sickness, and incapacity. There is still a powerful social gradient in health.

Socially disadvantaged people are less likely to attain full health and well-being, while

chronically sick or disabled people are less likely to fulfil socio-economic roles, leading to

poverty. There is also a major geographical dimension around deprived areas, high local

unemployment rates, limited job availability, and poverty. People in these areas face multiple

personal, health-related, and social disadvantages and barriers to work. It is all very well to say

that work is good for your health, but that depends on being able to get a job.

The various findings and issues from this review reinforce the need to develop a more balanced

model of the relationship between work and health (Figure 2), which should embody the

following principles:

• Safety and health at work should be distinguished;

• There are important interactions between workers and their work, which can modulate any

health effects;
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• Elements of work can have both beneficial and harmful effects on physical and mental

health and well-being;

• Common health problems are usually not a simple ‘consequence’ of work exposures, but

occur in the context of wider interactions between the person (worker) and their (work)

environment;

• Common health problems, work and the relationship between them are partly matters of

perceptions: the more subjective the problem, the more central the role of psychosocial 

factors;

• Understanding and addressing common health problems requires a biopsychosocial approach

that takes account of the person, their health problem and their work environment.

Figure 2. Work and health: interactions can lead to differing consequences

CONCLUSIONS

To answer the specific questions set for this review:

1. Does the current evidence suggest that work is beneficial for physical and mental health and

well being, in general and for common health problems? 

Yes, work is generally good for the physical and mental health and well-being of healthy 

people, many disabled people and most people with common health problems.Work can be

therapeutic for people with common health problems. Work can reverse the adverse health

effects of unemployment.
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2. What is the balance of benefits and risks to health from work and from worklessness?

In general, provided due care is taken to make jobs as safe and ‘good’ as reasonably practicable,

employment can promote health and well-being, and the benefits outweigh any ‘risks’ of work

and the adverse effects of (long-term) unemployment or sickness absence.

3. Are there any circumstances (specific people, health conditions or types of work) where work is

likely to be detrimental to health and well-being?

There are some people whose health condition or disability makes it unreasonable to expect

them to seek or to be available for work (i.e they fulfil the criteria for entitlement to incapacity

benefits) but that does not necessarily imply that work would be detrimental. There are a few

people with specific health conditions who should not be exposed to specific occupational

hazards (e.g. occupational asthma). However, for healthy people, many disabled people and

most people with common health problems, ‘good’ jobs, if necessary with appropriate

accommodations and adjustments, should not be detrimental to health and well-being. The

likely benefits outweigh any potential risks.

4. Are there specific areas where there is a lack of evidence and need for further research?

Although the broad conclusions of this review are clear, several important issues need further

clarification:

• There is limited evidence on effect sizes and a need for further quantitative research:

How much is work good for health? How much does unemployment harm health?

• Most of the evidence is relatively short-term (~1 year) and there is a need for more 

long-term studies over a lifetime perspective.

• There is a need for further studies of the relative importance, effect sizes, optimum 

combination and measures of the physical and psychosocial characteristics of jobs that 

are ‘good’ for health;

• There is a need for further high quality scientific studies of the impact of work on the health

of working-age adults, including the cause and effect relationship, and the relative balance

of adverse / beneficial effects of different elements of work;

• There is a need for longitudinal studies to establish and quantify the relative balance of

adverse / beneficial effects of (early return to) work vs. continued sickness absence on the

physical and mental health of people with common health problems;

• There is a need for longitudinal studies of the relative balance of adverse / beneficial effects

of (early) retirement vs. continued working on the physical and mental health of older

workers;
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• There should be more rigorous research into the whole area of work-related ‘stress’:

further development of basic concepts, definitions, methods of measurement and diagnosis;

direct studies of cause & effect relationships and the relative balance of adverse / beneficial

effects of (various psychosocial characteristics of) work on mental health.

In summary, despite the diverse nature of the evidence and its limitations in certain areas, this

review has built a strong evidence base showing that work is generally good for physical and

mental health and well-being. Worklessness is associated with poorer physical and mental

health and well-being. Work can be therapeutic and can reverse the adverse health effects of

unemployment. That is true for healthy people of working age, for many disabled people, for

most people with common health problems and for social security beneficiaries. The provisos

are that account must be taken of the social context, the nature and quality of work, and the fact

that a minority of people may experience contrary effects. Jobs should be safe and should also

be accommodating for sickness and disability. Yet, overall, the beneficial effects of work

outweigh the risks of work, and are greater than the harmful effects of long-term

unemployment or prolonged sickness absence. Work is generally good for health and well-

being.
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71Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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78 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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79Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment

TA
B

LE
1.

H
E

A
LT

H
 E

FF
E

C
T

S 
O

F 
W

O
R

K
 v

s U
N

E
M

P
LO

Y
M

E
N

T

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 1
a
: W

o
rk

 co
nt

in
ue

d

(H
D

A
 2

00
4)

T
h

e 
ev

id
en

ce
 a

b
ou

t w
or

k 
an

d
 h

ea
lt

h
B

ri
ef

in
g 

n
ot

e
T

h
e 

br
oa

de
r 

re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

 b
et

w
ee

n
 w

or
k 

an
d 

h
ea

lt
h

 m
ay

 b
e 

u
n

de
rs

to
od

 in
 te

rm
s o

ft
h

re
e 

m
ec

h
an

is
m

s.
Fi

rs
t,

w
or

k 
th

at
 p

ro
vi

de
s f

or
 d

eg
re

es
 o

ff
u

lf
ilm

en
t o

r 
jo

b 
sa

ti
sf

ac
ti

on
 a

n
d 

pa
rt

ic
u

la
rl

y 
al

lo
w

s i
n

di
vi

du
al

s d
is

cr
et

io
n

 a
n

d 
co

n
tr

ol
 o

ve
r 

th
ei

r 
w

or
ki

n
g 

liv
es

 a
pp

ea
rs

 to
 c

on
fe

r 
co

n
si

de
ra

bl
e 

h
ea

lt
h

 b
en

ef
it

 w
h

en
 m

ea
su

re
d 

in
 te

rm
s o

fo
ve

ra
ll 

m
or

ta
lit

y.
Se

co
n

d,
co

nv
er

se
ly

,j
ob

s t
h

at
 a

re
 la

ck
in

g 
in

 se
lf

-d
ir

ec
ti

on
 a

n
d 

co
n

tr
ol

 a
pp

ea
r 

to
 c

on
fe

r 
fa

r 
fe

w
er

 h
ea

lt
h

 
be

n
ef

it
s a

n
d 

th
e 

ra
te

s o
fm

or
ta

lit
y 

an
d 

m
or

bi
di

ty
 a

m
on

g 
w

or
ke

rs
 a

pp
ea

r 
to

 b
e 

co
n

si
st

en
tl

y 
h

ig
h

er
.T

h
ir

d,
th

e 
ab

se
n

ce
 o

fw
or

k 
(u

n
em

pl
oy

m
en

t)
 p

ro
du

ce
s c

on
si

de
ra

bl
e 

n
eg

at
iv

e 
h

ea
lt

h
 e

ff
ec

ts
.T

h
er

e 
is

 c
on

si
de

ra
bl

e 
de

ba
te

 
ab

ou
t t

h
e 

pr
ec

is
e 

w
ay

s i
n

 w
h

ic
h

 th
es

e 
m

ec
h

an
is

m
s w

or
k.

(T
he

se
 a

pp
ea

r t
o 

be
 e

ff
ec

ts
 ra

th
er

 th
an

 ‘m
ec

ha
ni

sm
s’

).

(C
ox

et
 a

l.
20

04
)

W
or

k,
em

p
lo

ym
en

t a
n

d
 m

en
ta

l h
ea

lt
h

 in
 E

u
ro

p
e

Po
lic

y 
pa

p
er

O
cc

u
pa

ti
on

al
 h

ea
lt

h
 is

 c
on

ce
rn

ed
 w

it
h

 u
n

de
rs

ta
n

di
n

g 
th

e 
dy

n
am

ic
 re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 b

et
w

ee
n

 w
or

k 
on

 th
e 

on
e 

h
an

d 
an

d 
h

ea
lt

h
 o

n
 th

e 
ot

h
er

,a
n

d 
w

it
h

 p
ro

te
ct

in
g 

an
d 

pr
om

ot
in

g 
h

ea
lt

h
 b

y 
ex

pl
oi

ti
n

g 
th

is
 re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
.T

h
is

 m
od

el
 o

f
oc

cu
pa

ti
on

al
 h

ea
lt

h
 in

cl
u

de
s b

ot
h

 th
e 

ef
fe

ct
s o

fw
or

k 
on

 h
ea

lt
h

 a
n

d 
th

os
e 

of
h

ea
lt

h
 o

n
 a

va
ila

bi
lit

y 
an

d 
fi

tn
es

s f
or

 
w

or
k 

an
d 

on
 w

or
k 

ab
ili

ty
.O

n
 th

e 
on

e 
h

an
d,

w
or

k 
ca

n
 c

au
se

,c
on

tr
ib

u
te

 to
 o

r 
ag

gr
av

at
e 

m
en

ta
l i

ll 
h

ea
lt

h
.H

ow
ev

er
,

fo
r 

th
os

e 
in

vo
lu

n
ta

ri
ly

 o
u

t o
fw

or
k,

em
pl

oy
m

en
t a

n
d 

w
or

k 
ca

n
 im

pr
ov

e 
m

en
ta

l h
ea

lt
h

 a
n

d 
w

or
k 

m
ay

 b
e 

th
er

ap
eu

ti
c.

O
n

 th
e 

ot
h

er
 h

an
d,

fo
r 

th
os

e 
in

 w
or

k,
m

en
ta

l i
ll 

h
ea

lt
h

 c
an

 b
e 

a 
de

te
rm

in
at

e 
or

 c
or

re
la

te
 o

fp
oo

r 
or

ga
n

is
at

io
n

al
 p

er
fo

rm
an

ce
,a

bs
en

te
ei

sm
 o

r 
ad

ve
rs

e 
h

ea
lt

h
 b

eh
av

io
u

rs
.I

t c
an

 d
el

ay
,r

ed
u

ce
 th

e 
lik

el
ih

oo
d 

of
,o

r 
pr

ev
en

t r
et

u
rn

 to
 w

or
k.

Fo
r 

th
os

e 
ou

t o
fw

or
k,

m
en

ta
l i

ll 
h

ea
lt

h
 c

an
 b

e 
an

 o
bs

ta
cl

e 
to

 jo
b-

se
ek

in
g,

ga
in

in
g 

an
d 

su
st

ai
n

in
g 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t,

an
d 

ca
n

 re
du

ce
 th

e 
lik

el
ih

oo
d 

of
,o

r 
pr

ev
en

t,
re

-e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t.
T

h
e 

re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

 b
et

w
ee

n
 

w
or

k 
an

d 
m

en
ta

l h
ea

lt
h

 m
ay

 b
e 

m
od

u
la

te
d 

by
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t o

r 
w

or
k 

st
at

u
s,

an
d 

by
 in

di
vi

du
al

 d
iv

er
si

ty
 su

ch
 a

s 
ge

n
de

r,
ag

e,
et

h
n

ic
it

y 
an

d 
cu

lt
u

ra
l b

ac
kg

ro
u

n
d.

C
on

cl
u

de
s b

y 
se

tt
in

g 
u

p 
a 

di
ch

ot
om

y 
be

tw
ee

n
 ‘f

or
 w

or
ki

n
g 

po
pu

la
ti

on
s,

w
or

k 
ca

n
 b

e 
a 

m
aj

or
 c

h
al

le
n

ge
 to

 m
en

ta
l h

ea
lt

h
,w

h
ile

 fo
r 

po
pu

la
ti

on
s o

u
t-

of
-w

or
k 

it
 m

ay
 b

e 
a 

pr
o-

h
ea

lt
h

 fa
ct

or
’.(

T
hi

s i
gn

or
es

 th
e 

po
ss

ib
ili

ti
es

 th
at

 w
or

k 
m

ay
 h

av
e 

po
si

ti
ve

 e
ff

ec
ts

 o
n 

th
e 

m
en

ta
l h

ea
lt

h 
of

w
or

ke
rs

,a
nd

 
th

at
 w

or
kl

es
sn

es
s m

ay
 a

ls
o 

so
m

et
im

es
 h

av
e 

po
si

ti
ve

 e
ff

ec
ts

 o
n 

m
en

ta
l h

ea
lt

h)
.

4047 p69-108 Vn0_05  18/8/06  11:25  Page 79



80 Is work good for your health & well-being?

TA
B

LE
1.

H
E

A
LT

H
 E

FF
E

C
T

S 
O

F 
W

O
R

K
 v

s U
N

E
M

P
LO

Y
M

E
N

T

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 1
a
: W

o
rk

 co
nt

in
ue

d

(S
h

ah
 &

 M
ar

ks
 2

00
4)

A
 w

el
l-

b
ei

n
g 

m
an

if
es

to
 fo

r 
a 

fl
ou

ri
sh

in
g 

so
ci

et
y

M
an

if
es

to
(N

ew
 E

co
n

om
ic

s F
ou

n
da

ti
on

)
O

n
e 

of
th

e 
ke

y 
ai

m
s o

fa
 d

em
oc

ra
ti

c 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t i
s t

o 
pr

om
ot

e 
th

e 
go

od
 li

fe
:a

 fl
ou

ri
sh

in
g 

so
ci

et
y 

w
h

er
e 

ci
ti

ze
n

s 
ar

e 
h

ap
py

,h
ea

lt
hy

,c
ap

ab
le

,a
n

d 
en

ga
ge

d 
– 

in
 o

th
er

 w
or

ds
 w

it
h

 h
ig

h
 le

ve
ls

 o
fw

el
l-

be
in

g.
T

h
e 

di
m

en
si

on
s o

fw
el

l-
be

in
g 

in
cl

u
de

:a
) 

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
on

 w
it

h
 li

fe
,w

h
ic

h
 in

cl
u

de
s s

at
is

fa
ct

io
n

,h
ap

pi
n

es
s a

n
d 

en
jo

ym
en

t;
b)

 p
er

so
n

al
 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t,

w
h

ic
h

 in
cl

u
de

s e
n

ga
ge

m
en

t,
pe

rs
on

al
 g

ro
w

th
 a

n
d 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t,

fu
lf

ill
in

g 
in

di
vi

du
al

 p
ot

en
ti

al
,a

n
d 

h
av

in
g 

pu
rp

os
e 

an
d 

m
ea

n
in

g 
in

 li
fe

;a
n

d 
c)

 so
ci

al
 w

el
l-

be
in

g 
– 

a 
se

n
se

 o
fb

el
on

gi
n

g 
to

 o
u

r 
co

m
m

u
n

it
ie

s,
a 

po
si

ti
ve

 
at

ti
tu

de
 to

w
ar

ds
 o

th
er

s,
fe

el
in

gs
 o

fe
n

ga
gi

n
g 

in
 a

n
d 

co
n

tr
ib

u
ti

n
g 

to
 so

ci
et

y.

(M
os

t o
ft

he
 p

ap
er

 is
 d

ev
ot

ed
 to

 th
e 

ge
ne

ra
l s

oc
ia

l s
tr

uc
tu

re
,s

oc
ia

l p
ol

ic
y 

an
d 

w
ha

t G
ov

er
nm

en
t c

an
 d

o 
to

 im
pr

ov
e 

lif
e)

.
Su

gg
es

ts
 th

at
 th

e 
h

ea
lt

h
 c

ar
e 

sy
st

em
 n

ee
ds

 to
 b

e 
re

-f
oc

u
se

d 
to

 p
ro

m
ot

e 
co

m
pl

et
e 

h
ea

lt
h

.T
h

er
e 

ar
e 

im
po

rt
an

t l
in

ks
 

be
tw

ee
n

 h
ea

lt
h

 a
n

d 
w

el
l-

be
in

g.
T

h
e 

sc
al

e 
of

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
 o

fp
sy

ch
ol

og
ic

al
 w

el
l-

be
in

g 
on

 h
ea

lt
h

 is
 o

ft
h

e 
sa

m
e 

or
de

r 
as

 
tr

ad
it

io
n

al
ly

 id
en

ti
fi

ed
 r

is
ks

 su
ch

 a
s b

od
y 

m
as

s,
la

ck
 o

fe
xe

rc
is

e,
an

d 
sm

ok
in

g.
T

h
e 

N
at

io
n

al
 H

ea
lt

h
 S

er
vi

ce
 a

n
d 

ot
h

er
 h

ea
lt

h
 in

st
it

u
ti

on
s n

ee
d 

to
 c

on
ti

n
u

e 
to

 b
ro

ad
en

 th
ei

r 
fo

cu
s t

o 
pr

om
ot

e 
co

m
pl

et
e 

h
ea

lt
h

.T
o 

do
 th

is
,w

e 
n

ee
d 

to
 a

cc
el

er
at

e 
th

e 
m

ov
e 

to
w

ar
ds

 a
 p

re
ve

n
ta

ti
ve

 h
ea

lt
h

 sy
st

em
.W

e 
al

so
 n

ee
d 

to
 ta

ck
le

 m
en

ta
l h

ea
lt

h
 fa

r 
m

or
e 

sy
st

em
at

ic
al

ly
.T

re
at

in
g 

p
eo

pl
e 

h
ol

is
ti

ca
lly

 m
ea

n
s t

h
at

 h
ea

lt
h

 p
ro

fe
ss

io
n

al
s n

ee
d 

to
 g

o 
be

yo
n

d 
ju

st
 c

u
ri

n
g 

th
e 

bi
om

ed
ic

al
 c

au
se

s o
fd

is
ea

se
 to

 th
in

ki
n

g 
ab

ou
t t

h
e 

so
ci

al
 a

n
d 

ps
yc

h
ol

og
ic

al
 a

sp
ec

ts
 o

fh
ow

 p
at

ie
n

ts
 a

re
 tr

ea
te

d.

4047 p69-108 Vn0_05  18/8/06  11:25  Page 80



81Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment

TA
B

LE
1.

H
E

A
LT

H
 E

FF
E

C
T

S 
O

F 
W

O
R

K
 v

s U
N

E
M

P
LO

Y
M

E
N

T

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 1
a
: W

o
rk

 co
nt

in
ue

d

(K
lu

m
b 

&
 

W
om

en
,w

or
k 

an
d

 w
el

l-
b

ei
n

g
La

m
p

er
t 2

00
4)

R
ev

ie
w

 o
fr

es
ea

rc
h

 o
n

 th
e 

im
pa

ct
 o

fe
m

pl
oy

m
en

t o
n

 w
om

en
’s

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
n

d 
m

en
ta

l h
ea

lt
h

,i
n

cl
u

di
n

g 
14

0 
st

u
di

es
 

Sy
st

em
at

ic
 re

vi
ew

(t
h

ou
gh

 o
n

ly
 1

3 
w

er
e 

m
et

h
od

ol
og

ic
al

ly
-s

ou
n

d,
lo

n
gi

tu
di

n
al

 st
u

di
es

 w
it

h
 m

u
lt

iv
ar

ia
te

 a
n

al
ys

is
 c

on
tr

ol
lin

g 
fo

r 
co

va
ri

at
es

 a
n

d 
pr

ov
id

in
g 

ef
fe

ct
 si

ze
s)

.C
on

ce
pt

u
al

ly
,t

h
er

e 
ar

e 
tw

o 
co

m
pe

ti
n

g 
m

od
el

s a
bo

u
t t

h
e 

im
pa

ct
 o

fm
u

lt
ip

le
so

ci
al

 ro
le

s (
i.e

.a
dd

in
g 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t t

o 
fa

m
ily

 ro
le

s)
:s

tr
es

s v
s.

en
h

an
ce

m
en

t h
yp

ot
h

es
es

,i
m

pl
yi

n
g 

br
oa

dl
y 

–v
e 

or
 

+
ve

 im
pa

ct
s o

fe
m

pl
oy

m
en

t o
n

 h
ea

lt
h

 re
sp

ec
ti

ve
ly

.T
h

e 
fu

rt
h

er
 q

u
es

ti
on

 m
ay

 b
e 

u
n

de
r 

w
h

at
 c

on
di

ti
on

s 
em

pl
oy

m
en

t h
as

 a
dv

er
se

 o
r 

be
n

ef
ic

ia
l e

ff
ec

ts
.

T
h

e 
m

ai
n

 c
on

cl
u

si
on

 o
ft

h
is

 re
vi

ew
 w

as
 th

at
 p

ai
d 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t h

as
 e

it
h

er
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

l o
r 

n
eu

tr
al

 e
ff

ec
ts

 a
n

d,
im

po
rt

an
tl

y,
h

as
 n

o 
ad

ve
rs

e 
ef

fe
ct

s o
n

 w
om

en
’s

 h
ea

lt
h

.M
or

e 
sp

ec
if

ic
al

ly
:1

) 
th

er
e 

w
as

 st
ro

n
g 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 
em

pl
oy

m
en

t i
s a

ss
oc

ia
te

d 
w

it
h

 re
du

ce
d 

ps
yc

h
ol

og
ic

al
 d

is
tr

es
s;

2)
 th

e 
m

aj
or

it
y 

of
cr

os
s-

se
ct

io
n

al
 st

u
di

es
 fo

u
n

d 
th

at
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t i

s a
ss

oc
ia

te
d 

w
it

h
 b

et
te

r 
ge

n
er

al
 p

hy
si

ca
l h

ea
lt

h
,b

u
t t

h
e 

h
ig

h
er

 q
u

al
it

y 
st

u
di

es
 sh

ow
ed

 
co

n
fl

ic
ti

n
g 

re
su

lt
s (

im
po

rt
an

tl
y,

h
ow

ev
er

,o
n

ly
 1

 h
ig

h
er

 q
u

al
it

y 
st

u
dy

 sh
ow

ed
 a

ny
 a

dv
er

se
 e

ff
ec

ts
);

3)
 th

er
e 

is
 

co
n

fl
ic

ti
n

g 
ev

id
en

ce
 o

n
 w

h
et

h
er

 e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t h
ad

 a
 b

en
ef

ic
ia

l e
ff

ec
t o

n
 c

ar
di

ov
as

cu
la

r 
ri

sk
 fa

ct
or

s a
n

d 
di

se
as

e,
th

e 
m

aj
or

it
y 

of
st

u
di

es
 sh

ow
in

g 
n

o 
ef

fe
ct

 (
im

po
rt

an
tl

y,
h

ow
ev

er
,n

o 
h

ig
h

er
 q

u
al

it
y 

st
u

dy
 sh

ow
ed

 a
ny

 a
dv

er
se

 e
ff

ec
ts

);
4)

 th
er

e 
is

 st
ro

n
g 

ev
id

en
ce

 th
at

 e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t i
s a

ss
oc

ia
te

d 
w

it
h

 lo
w

er
 m

or
ta

lit
y,

th
ou

gh
 th

e 
re

la
ti

ve
 im

po
rt

an
ce

 o
f

se
le

ct
io

n
 a

n
d 

ca
u

sa
l e

xp
la

n
at

io
n

s r
em

ai
n

s u
n

cl
ea

r.
T

h
es

e 
re

su
lt

s s
u

pp
or

t t
h

e 
en

h
an

ce
m

en
t m

od
el

 a
n

d 
ar

e 
di

re
ct

ly
 

co
n

tr
ar

y 
to

 th
e 

oc
cu

pa
ti

on
al

 st
re

ss
 h

yp
ot

h
es

is
.

(L
ay

ar
d 

20
04

)
G

oo
d

 jo
b

s a
n

d
 b

ad
 jo

b
s

Po
lic

y 
pa

pe
r

(C
en

tr
e 

fo
r 

E
co

n
om

ic
 P

er
fo

rm
an

ce
)

A
rg

u
es

 th
at

 h
u

m
an

 h
ap

pi
n

es
s i

s m
or

e 
af

fe
ct

ed
 b

y 
w

h
et

h
er

 o
r 

n
ot

 o
n

e 
h

as
 a

 jo
b 

th
an

 b
y 

w
h

at
 k

in
d 

of
jo

b 
it

 is
.T

hu
s,

w
h

en
 jo

bs
 a

re
 to

 h
an

d,
w

e 
sh

ou
ld

 in
si

st
 th

at
 u

n
em

pl
oy

ed
 p

eo
pl

e 
ta

ke
 th

em
.T

h
is

 in
vo

lv
es

 a
 m

u
ch

 m
or

e 
pr

o-
ac

ti
ve

 
pl

ac
em

en
t s

er
vi

ce
 a

n
d 

cl
ea

re
r 

co
n

di
ti

on
al

it
y 

th
an

 a
pp

lie
s i

n
 m

an
y 

co
u

n
tr

ie
s.

4047 p69-108 Vn0_05  18/8/06  11:25  Page 81



82 Is work good for your health & well-being?
TA

B
LE

1.
H

E
A

LT
H

 E
FF

E
C

T
S 

O
F 

W
O

R
K

 v
s U

N
E

M
P

LO
Y

M
E

N
T

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 1
a
: W

o
rk

 co
nt

in
ue

d

(D
od

u
 2

00
5)

Is
 e

m
p

lo
ym

en
t g

oo
d

 fo
r 

w
el

l-
b

ei
n

g?
N

ar
ra

ti
ve

 re
vi

ew
E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t i

s a
n

 in
te

gr
al

 a
n

d 
do

m
in

an
t p

ar
t o

fl
if

e 
in

 th
e 

in
du

st
ri

al
is

ed
 w

or
ld

,a
n

d 
h

as
 a

 c
om

pl
ex

 re
la

ti
on

sh
ip

 
w

it
h

 in
di

vi
du

al
 w

el
l-

be
in

g.
E

m
pl

oy
m

en
t p

ro
vi

de
s t

h
e 

in
di

vi
du

al
 w

it
h

 fi
n

an
ci

al
 g

ai
n

s,
so

ci
al

 id
en

ti
ty

 a
n

d 
st

at
u

s,
a 

m
ea

n
s o

fs
tr

u
ct

u
ri

n
g 

ti
m

e 
an

d 
a 

se
n

se
 o

fp
er

so
n

al
 a

ch
ie

ve
m

en
t.

T
h

es
e 

‘n
ee

ds
’i

m
pr

ov
e 

se
lf

-e
st

ee
m

 a
n

d 
co

n
tr

ib
u

te
 

to
 a

n
 in

di
vi

du
al

’s
 se

n
se

 o
fw

el
l-

be
in

g.
H

ow
ev

er
,e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t c

an
 a

ls
o 

in
vo

lv
e 

bi
op

sy
ch

os
oc

ia
l s

tr
es

so
rs

,w
h

ic
h

 
af

fe
ct

 p
eo

pl
e 

th
ro

u
gh

 fo
u

r i
n

te
r-

lin
ke

d 
m

ec
ha

n
is

m
s –

 c
og

n
it

iv
e,

em
ot

io
n

al
,b

eh
av

io
u

ra
l a

n
d 

ph
ys

io
lo

gi
ca

l –
 w

hi
ch

va
ry

 w
it

h
 th

e 
in

di
vi

du
al

 a
n

d 
th

e 
co

n
te

xt
.I

n
di

vi
du

al
s i

n
te

ra
ct

 w
it

h
 m

od
er

n
 w

or
kp

la
ce

s i
n

 c
om

pl
ex

,m
u

lt
if

ac
to

ri
al

 
w

ay
s t

h
at

 a
ff

ec
t t

h
ei

r 
h

ea
lt

h
 a

n
d 

w
el

l-
be

in
g 

(b
ot

h 
po

si
ti

ve
ly

 a
nd

 n
eg

at
iv

el
y)

.R
ec

og
n

is
es

 th
at

 w
h

ils
t u

n
em

pl
oy

m
en

t 
is

 c
or

re
la

te
d 

w
it

h
 p

oo
r 

h
ea

lt
h

,t
h

at
 d

oe
s n

ot
 p

ro
ve

 th
e 

co
ro

lla
ry

 th
at

 e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t m
u

st
 th

er
ef

or
e 

be
 g

oo
d 

fo
r 

h
ea

lt
h

.R
ec

og
n

is
es

 a
 w

id
e 

ra
n

ge
 o

fp
ot

en
ti

al
 o

cc
u

pa
ti

on
al

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
n

d 
ps

yc
h

ol
og

ic
al

 r
is

ks
 to

 h
ea

lt
h

,b
u

t a
ls

o 
re

co
gn

is
es

 a
sp

ec
ts

 o
fw

or
k 

th
at

 m
ay

 c
on

tr
ib

u
te

 to
 w

el
l-

be
in

g.
It

 is
 c

on
cl

u
de

d 
th

at
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t c

le
ar

ly
 c

on
tr

ib
u

te
s 

to
 th

e 
in

di
vi

du
al

’s
 ro

le
 in

 so
ci

et
y,

en
ab

lin
g 

th
em

 to
 a

tt
ai

n
 so

ci
al

 st
at

u
s a

n
d 

ps
yc

h
ol

og
ic

al
 id

en
ti

ty
.P

u
rp

os
ef

u
l a

n
d 

m
ea

n
in

gf
u

l a
ct

iv
it

y,
an

d 
a 

go
od

 w
or

k-
lif

e 
ba

la
n

ce
 se

em
 to

 b
e 

ke
y.

B
ei

n
g 

w
it

h
ou

t e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t i
s n

ot
 a

lw
ay

s b
ad

 –
 

ke
ep

in
g 

ac
ti

ve
 a

n
d 

pu
rp

os
ef

u
l m

ay
 m

od
u

la
te

 il
l-

ef
fe

ct
s o

fn
ot

 w
or

ki
n

g.
Fo

u
n

d 
th

er
e 

se
em

s t
o 

be
 li

tt
le

 re
se

ar
ch

 
sp

ec
if

ic
al

ly
 o

n
 th

e 
po

si
ti

ve
 a

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
 b

et
w

ee
n

 e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t a
n

d 
h

ea
lt

h
.C

on
cl

u
de

s t
h

at
 th

e 
co

m
pl

ex
 re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
 

be
tw

ee
n

 e
m

pl
oy

m
en

t (
an

d 
u

n
em

pl
oy

m
en

t)
 a

n
d 

w
el

l-
be

in
g 

is
 d

ep
en

de
n

t o
n

 th
e 

in
di

vi
du

al
 a

n
d 

th
e 

si
tu

at
io

n
 –

 a
t 

be
st

,w
h

en
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t f

u
lf

ils
 a

n
 in

di
vi

du
al

’s
 p

hy
si

ca
l,

so
ci

al
 a

n
d 

ps
yc

h
ol

og
ic

al
 n

ee
ds

,i
t c

an
 c

on
tr

ib
u

te
 to

 w
el

l 
–b

ei
n

g;
h

ow
ev

er
,a

t w
or

st
,w

or
k 

ca
n

 m
ak

e 
yo

u
 il

l.
T

h
e 

an
sw

er
 to

 th
e 

qu
es

ti
on

 ‘i
s w

or
k 

go
od

 fo
r 

w
el

l-
be

in
g?

’i
s t

h
at

 
‘it

 d
ep

en
ds

’–
 th

e 
ch

al
le

n
ge

 is
 h

ow
 to

 a
ss

es
s t

he
 in

he
re

n
t c

om
pl

ex
it

ie
s.

(T
hi

s r
ev

ie
w

 fo
cu

se
d 

on
 a

 v
er

y 
si

m
ila

r q
ue

st
io

n 
to

 th
e 

pr
es

en
t r

ev
ie

w
 a

nd
 a

pp
ro

ac
he

d 
it

,a
t l

ea
st

 p
ar

tl
y,

fr
om

 th
e 

pe
rs

pe
ct

iv
e 

of
oc

cu
pa

ti
on

al
 p

sy
ch

ol
og

y.
D

el
ib

er
at

el
y 

se
t 

ou
t t

o 
co

nt
ri

bu
te

 to
 th

e 
de

ba
te

 a
nd

 p
re

se
nt

ed
 m

or
e 

qu
es

ti
on

s t
ha

n 
an

sw
er

s)
.

(D
ea

co
n

 2
00

5)
H

ea
lt

h
 &

 P
er

fo
rm

an
ce

D
is

cu
ss

io
n

 p
ap

er
(A

X
A

/P
P

P
 H

ea
lt

h
ca

re
)

E
m

pl
oy

ee
s a

re
 th

e 
m

os
t v

al
ua

bl
e 

as
se

t o
fa

ny
 o

rg
an

is
at

io
n

.‘H
um

an
 c

ap
it

al
’d

es
cr

ib
es

 th
e 

po
te

n
ti

al
 v

al
ue

 o
fe

m
pl

oy
ee

s
to

 a
n

 o
rg

an
is

at
io

n
 a

n
d 

in
cl

ud
es

 th
ei

r h
ea

lt
h,

fi
tn

es
s,

kn
ow

le
dg

e,
sk

ill
s,

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
 a

n
d 

w
el

l-
be

in
g.

90
%

 o
fc

om
pa

n
ie

s
re

co
gn

is
e 

th
e 

st
ro

n
g 

lin
k 

be
tw

ee
n

 e
m

pl
oy

ee
 h

ea
lt

h 
an

d 
pr

od
u

ct
iv

it
y:

pr
od

u
ct

iv
it

y 
is

 n
ot

 ju
st

 a
 m

at
te

r o
fe

m
pl

oy
ee

s’
w

or
k 

ca
pa

bi
lit

y 
bu

t d
ep

en
ds

 o
n

 th
ei

r 
h

ea
lt

h
,f

it
n

es
s,

st
am

in
a 

an
d 

w
el

l-
be

in
g.

T
h

er
e 

is
 th

er
ef

or
e 

a 
st

ro
n

g 
bu

si
n

es
s 

ca
se

 fo
r 

in
ve

st
in

g 
in

 e
m

pl
oy

ee
s’

h
ea

lt
h

 a
n

d 
w

el
l-

be
in

g:
‘b

et
te

r 
h

ea
lt

h
 m

ea
n

s b
et

te
r 

bu
si

n
es

s’.
(D

is
cu

ss
es

 th
e 

or
ga

ni
sa

ti
on

 a
nd

 p
ro

vi
si

on
 o

fo
cc

up
at

io
na

l h
ea

lth
 se

rv
ic

es
,a

bs
en

te
ei

sm
,p

re
se

nt
ee

is
m

,e
m

pl
oy

ee
 a

ss
is

ta
nc

e 
pr

og
ra

m
m

es
,

em
pl

oy
ee

 h
ea

lt
h 

in
su

ra
nc

es
,r

eh
ab

ili
ta

ti
on

 a
nd

 th
e 

re
su

lt
in

g 
pr

od
uc

ti
vi

ty
 b

en
ef

it
s)

.

4047 p69-108 Vn0_05  18/8/06  11:25  Page 82



83Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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84 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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89Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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93Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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94 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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100 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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101Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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103Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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107Table 1: Health effects of work vs unemployment
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108 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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138 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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153Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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154 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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155Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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157Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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159Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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163Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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174 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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176 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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183Table 4: The impact of work on the health of people with mental health conditions
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TA
B

LE
 5

:T
H

E
 IM

PA
C

T
 O

F 
W

O
R

K
 O

N
 T

H
E

 H
E

A
LT

H
 O

F 
P

E
O

P
LE

 W
IT

H
 M

U
SC

U
LO

SK
E

LE
TA

L 
C

O
N

D
IT

IO
N

S

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 5
: T

h
e 

Im
p
a
ct

 o
f W

o
rk

 o
n
 th

e 
H

ea
lt
h
 o

f P
eo

p
le

 w
it
h
 M

u
sc

u
lo

sk
el

et
a
l C

o
n
d
it
io

n
s

(F
el

so
n

 1
99

4)
O

cc
u

p
at

io
n

-r
el

at
ed

 p
hy

si
ca

l f
ac

to
rs

 a
n

d
 a

rt
h

ri
ti

s
N

ar
ra

ti
ve

 re
vi

ew
O

cc
u

pa
ti

on
al

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
ct

iv
it

ie
s o

ve
r 

m
an

y 
ye

ar
s c

an
 in

du
ce

 o
st

eo
ar

th
ri

ti
s i

n
 se

le
ct

ed
 jo

in
ts

 (
n

ot
ab

ly
 th

e 
kn

ee
 

an
d 

sp
in

e 
in

 m
in

er
s;

th
e 

h
ip

 in
 fa

rm
er

s;
u

pp
er

 e
xt

re
m

it
y 

jo
in

ts
 in

 p
n

eu
m

at
ic

 d
ri

ll 
op

er
at

or
s)

.O
ve

ra
ll,

la
bo

u
r 

fo
rc

e 
pa

rt
ic

ip
at

io
n

 b
y 

th
os

e 
w

it
h

 a
rt

h
ri

ti
s i

s d
ec

re
as

ed
 c

om
pa

re
d 

w
it

h
 th

os
e 

w
it

h
ou

t i
t,

bo
th

 a
m

on
g 

m
en

 a
n

d 
w

om
en

 (
es

p
ec

ia
lly

 w
h

en
 th

e 
co

n
di

ti
on

 is
 se

ve
re

).
Pe

op
le

 w
it

h
 p

re
-e

xi
st

in
g 

ar
th

ri
ti

s a
re

 e
sp

ec
ia

lly
 li

ke
ly

 to
 

ex
p

er
ie

n
ce

 w
or

k 
di

sa
bi

lit
y 

w
h

en
 fa

ce
d 

w
it

h
 p

hy
si

ca
lly

 d
em

an
di

n
g 

jo
bs

 in
 w

h
ic

h
 th

ey
 h

av
e 

lit
tl

e 
co

n
tr

ol
 o

ve
r 

th
e 

pa
ce

 o
r 

th
e 

sp
ec

if
ic

 p
hy

si
ca

l d
em

an
ds

 o
ft

h
ei

r 
la

bo
u

r.
(N

o 
da

ta
 p

ro
vi

de
d 

on
 th

e 
he

al
th

 e
ff

ec
ts

 o
fm

ov
in

g 
pe

op
le

 w
it

h 
ar

th
ri

ti
s t

o 
m

or
e 

ac
co

m
m

od
at

in
g 

jo
bs

).

(F
or

dy
ce

 1
99

5)
B

ac
k 

p
ai

n
 in

 th
e 

w
or

kp
la

ce
IA

SP
 T

as
k 

Fo
rc

e 
(R

ep
or

t f
ro

m
 a

 ta
sk

 fo
rc

e 
as

se
m

bl
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l A
ss

oc
ia

ti
on

 fo
r t

he
 S

tu
dy

 o
fP

ai
n 

(I
A

SP
);

 it
 is

 a
ki

n 
to

 a
 

re
po

rt
po

lic
y 

pa
pe

r)
.I

t c
on

ce
rn

s t
h

e 
pr

ev
en

ti
on

 o
fn

on
-s

p
ec

if
ic

 lo
w

 b
ac

k 
pa

in
 d

is
ab

ili
ty

,a
n

d 
de

al
s w

it
h

 w
or

ks
it

e-
ba

se
d 

in
te

rv
en

ti
on

s t
o 

m
in

im
is

e 
di

sa
bi

lit
y,

a 
pr

og
ra

m
 to

 su
bs

ti
tu

te
 jo

b-
ch

an
ge

 fl
ex

ib
ili

ty
 fo

r 
in

ap
pr

op
ri

at
e 

di
sa

bi
lit

y 
as

si
gn

m
en

t,
ea

rl
y 

m
ed

ic
al

 m
an

ag
em

en
t,

an
d 

ea
rl

y 
di

sa
bi

lit
y 

m
an

ag
em

en
t i

ft
h

at
 fa

ils
.

R
ec

om
m

en
da

ti
on

s:
N

on
-s

p
ec

if
ic

 lo
w

 b
ac

k 
pa

in
 sh

ou
ld

 b
e 

re
-c

on
ce

pt
u

al
is

ed
 a

s a
 p

ro
bl

em
 o

fa
ct

iv
it

y 
in

to
le

ra
n

ce
,n

ot
 a

 m
ed

ic
al

 p
ro

bl
em

.E
m

ph
as

is
e 

w
or

ks
it

e-
ba

se
d 

in
te

rv
en

ti
on

s.
St

ru
ct

u
re

 m
ed

ic
al

 m
an

ag
em

en
t

on
 a

 ti
m

e-
co

n
ti

n
ge

n
t n

ot
 p

ai
n

-c
on

ti
n

ge
n

t b
as

is
.T

o 
re

cl
as

si
fy

 a
s u

n
em

pl
oy

ed
 th

os
e 

w
h

o 
fa

il 
to

 a
ch

ie
ve

 
re

st
or

at
io

n
 o

ff
u

n
ct

io
n

 a
n

d 
re

tu
rn

 to
 w

or
k.

E
st

ab
lis

h
 v

oc
at

io
n

al
 re

di
re

ct
io

n
 p

ro
gr

am
s f

or
 th

e 
u

n
em

pl
oy

ed
.

(T
he

 b
as

ic
 te

ne
t w

as
 th

at
 w

or
k 

is
 h

ea
lt

hy
 a

nd
 p

ro
vi

de
s a

 le
ve

l o
fa

ct
iv

it
y 

co
nd

uc
iv

e 
w

it
h 

pr
ev

en
ti

on
 o

fl
on

g-
te

rm
 

di
sa

bi
lit

y.
T

he
 u

nd
er

ly
in

g 
co

nc
ep

ts
 o

fa
ct

iv
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t (

as
 o

pp
os

ed
 to

 re
st

) 
un

de
rp

in
 m

od
er

n 
gu

id
el

in
es

-b
as

ed
 

ap
pr

oa
ch

es
 to

 th
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t o

fl
ow

 b
ac

k 
pa

in
) 

(A
ls

o 
in

 T
ab

le
 7

).

4047 p184-205 Vn0_05  18/8/06  11:34  Page 184



TA
B

LE
 5

:T
H

E
 IM

PA
C

T
 O

F 
W

O
R

K
 O

N
 T

H
E

 H
E

A
LT

H
 O

F 
P

E
O

P
LE

 W
IT

H
 M

U
SC

U
LO

SK
E

LE
TA

L 
C

O
N

D
IT

IO
N

S

A
u

th
or

s
K

ey
 fe

at
u

re
s (

A
dd

it
io

n
al

 re
vi

ew
er

s’
co

m
m

en
ts

 in
 it

al
ic

s)

Ta
b
le

 5
: T

h
e 

Im
p
a
ct

 o
f W

o
rk

 o
n
 th

e 
H

ea
lt
h
 o

f P
eo

p
le

 w
it
h
 M

u
sc

u
lo

sk
el

et
a
l C

o
n
d
it
io

n
s

co
nt

in
ue

d

(F
ra

n
k 

et
 a

l.
19

96
)

Se
co

n
d

ar
y 

p
re

ve
n

ti
on

 o
fd

is
ab

il
it

y 
in

 o
cc

u
p

at
io

n
al

 b
ac

k 
p

ai
n

N
ar

ra
ti

ve
 re

vi
ew

A
 re

vi
ew

 o
ft

h
e 

n
at

u
ra

l h
is

to
ry

 o
fl

ow
 b

ac
k 

pa
in

 (
LB

P
) 

an
d 

th
e 

ri
sk

 fa
ct

or
s f

or
 c

h
ro

n
ic

 d
is

ab
ili

ty
,a

s t
h

e 
ba

si
s 

fo
r 

se
co

n
da

ry
 in

te
rv

en
ti

on
s t

o 
re

du
ce

 th
e 

du
ra

ti
on

 o
fo

cc
u

pa
ti

on
al

 d
is

ab
ili

ty
.D

es
pi

te
 th

e 
la

ck
 o

fh
ig

h
 q

u
al

it
y 

R
C

Ts
,t

he
 a

ut
ho

rs
 c

on
cl

ud
e 

th
at

 th
er

e 
is

 st
ro

n
gl

y 
su

gg
es

ti
ve

 e
vi

de
n

ce
 fo

r s
ev

er
al

 w
or

kp
la

ce
-b

as
ed

 in
te

rv
en

ti
on

s.
1)

 M
an

ag
em

en
t r

et
ra

in
in

g 
to

 m
or

e 
ac

ce
pt

an
ce

 a
n

d 
ac

co
m

m
od

at
io

n
 o

fL
B

P,
fa

ci
lit

at
in

g 
pr

om
pt

 re
po

rt
in

g 
an

d 
tr

ea
tm

en
t,

in
cl

u
di

n
g 

ac
ti

ve
 re

h
ab

 se
rv

ic
es

 a
t w

or
k,

an
d 

th
e 

pr
ov

is
io

n
 o

fm
od

if
ie

d 
du

ti
es

.2
) 

P
ro

-a
ct

iv
e 

an
d 

em
pl

oy
ee

-s
u

pp
or

te
d 

co
m

m
u

n
ic

at
io

n
 b

et
w

ee
n

 th
e 

w
or

kp
la

ce
,i

n
ju

re
d 

w
or

ke
r,

h
ea

lt
h

 c
ar

e 
an

d 
ot

h
er

 in
vo

lv
ed

 
pa

rt
ie

s.
3)

 'M
an

ag
ed

 c
ar

e'
 to

 e
n

su
re

 o
pt

im
u

m
 m

ed
ic

al
 tr

ea
tm

en
t a

n
d 

re
h

ab
ili

ta
ti

on
,a

cc
or

di
n

g 
to

 th
e 

be
st

 
sc

ie
n

ti
fi

c 
ev

id
en

ce
 a

n
d 

cu
rr

en
t g

u
id

el
in

es
.4

) 
In

te
gr

at
io

n
 o

fa
ll 

th
es

e 
el

em
en

ts
 in

 a
 c

om
pr

eh
en

si
ve

 in
te

rv
en

ti
on

pr
og

ra
m

m
e 

in
 th

e 
w

or
kp

la
ce

.

(N
IO

SH
 1

99
7)

M
u

sc
u

lo
sk

el
et

al
 d

is
or

d
er

s a
n

d
 w

or
kp

la
ce

 fa
ct

or
s

Sy
st

em
at

ic
 re

vi
ew

(L
ar

ge
,s

ys
te

m
at

ic
 re

vi
ew

 o
ft

he
 e

pi
de

m
io

lo
gi

ca
l e

vi
de

nc
e 

on
 r

is
k 

fa
ct

or
s f

or
 a

 w
id

e 
va

ri
et

y 
of

w
or

k-
re

la
te

d 
m

us
cu

lo
sk

el
et

al
 d

is
or

de
rs

).
C

on
cl

u
de

d 
th

at
 th

e 
co

n
si

st
en

tl
y 

po
si

ti
ve

 fi
n

di
n

gs
 fr

om
 a

 la
rg

e 
n

u
m

be
r 

of
cr

os
s-

se
ct

io
n

al
 st

u
di

es
 (

w
hi

ch
 d

o 
no

t e
st

ab
lis

h 
ca

us
at

io
n)

,s
tr

en
gt

h
en

ed
 b

y 
th

e 
lim

it
ed

 n
u

m
be

r 
of

pr
os

pe
ct

iv
e 

st
u

di
es

,p
ro

vi
de

s s
tr

on
g 

ev
id

en
ce

 fo
r 

in
cr

ea
se

d 
ri

sk
 o

fw
or

k-
re

la
te

d 
m

u
sc

u
lo

sk
el

et
al

 d
is

or
de

rs
 fo

r 
so

m
e 

bo
dy

 
pa

rt
s.

Fo
r 

so
m

e 
bo

dy
 p

ar
ts

 a
n

d 
ri

sk
 fa

ct
or

s t
h

er
e 

is
 so

m
e 

ep
id

em
io

lo
gi

ca
l e

vi
de

n
ce

 fo
r 

a 
ca

u
sa

l r
el

at
io

n
sh

ip
.

Fo
r 

ot
h

er
 b

od
y 

pa
rt

s a
n

d 
ri

sk
 fa

ct
or

s,
th

er
e 

ar
e 

in
su

ff
ic

ie
n

t s
tu

di
es

 fr
om

 w
h

ic
h

 to
 d

ra
w

 c
on

cl
u

si
on

s o
r 

th
e 

ov
er

al
l c

on
cl

u
si

on
 fr

om
 th

e 
st

u
di

es
 is

 e
qu

iv
oc

al
.I

n
 g

en
er

al
 th

er
e 

is
 li

m
it

ed
 d

et
ai

le
d 

qu
an

ti
ta

ti
ve

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n

 
ab

ou
t e

xp
os

u
re

-r
es

po
n

se
 re

la
ti

on
sh

ip
s b

et
w

ee
n

 r
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s a
n

d 
m

u
sc

u
lo

sk
el

et
al

 d
is

or
de

rs
.T

h
e 

re
vi

ew
er

s 
co

n
si

de
re

d 
th

at
 th

e 
ep

id
em

io
lo

gi
ca

l l
it

er
at

u
re

 id
en

ti
fi

ed
 a

 n
u

m
be

r 
of

sp
ec

if
ic

 p
hy

si
ca

l e
xp

os
u

re
s s

tr
on

gl
y 

as
so

ci
at

ed
 w

it
h

 sp
ec

if
ic

 m
u

sc
u

lo
sk

el
et

al
 d

is
or

de
rs

 w
h

en
 e

xp
os

u
re

s a
re

 in
te

n
se

,p
ro

lo
n

ge
d,

an
d 

pa
rt

ic
u

la
rl

y 
w

h
en

 w
or

ke
rs

 a
re

 e
xp

os
ed

 to
 se

ve
ra

l r
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s s
im

u
lt

an
eo

u
sl

y.
T

h
er

e 
is

 e
vi

de
n

ce
 th

at
 p

sy
ch

os
oc

ia
l f

ac
to

rs
 

re
la

te
d 

to
 th

e 
jo

b 
an

d 
w

or
k 

en
vi

ro
n

m
en

t p
la

y 
a 

ro
le

 in
 th

e 
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t o
fw

or
k-

re
la

te
d 

m
u

sc
u

lo
sk

el
et

al
 

di
so

rd
er

s o
ft

he
 u

pp
er

 e
xt

re
m

it
y 

an
d 

ba
ck

.M
us

cu
lo

sk
el

et
al

 d
is

or
de

rs
 c

an
 a

ls
o 

be
 c

au
se

d 
by

 n
on

-w
or

k 
ex

po
su

re
s.

T
he

re
 a

re
 in

su
ff

ic
ie

n
t s

tu
di

es
 to

 d
et

er
m

in
e 

w
he

th
er

 c
on

ti
n

u
ed

 e
xp

os
u

re
 to

 p
hy

si
ca

l f
ac

to
rs

 a
lt

er
s t

he
 p

ro
gn

os
is

 
of

m
u

sc
u

lo
sk

el
et

al
 d

is
or

de
rs

.(
T

hi
s r

ev
ie

w
 d

oe
s n

ot
 c

le
ar

ly
 d

is
ti

ng
ui

sh
 b

et
w

ee
n 

in
ci

de
nc

e,
pr

ev
al

en
ce

,i
nj

ur
y,

ch
ro

ni
ci

ty
,a

nd
 w

or
k 

lo
ss

,a
nd

 si
m

pl
y 

as
su

m
es

 th
at

 st
at

is
ti

ca
l a

ss
oc

ia
ti

on
s r

ep
re

se
nt

 a
 c

au
sa

l r
el

at
io

ns
hi

p.
B

ec
au

se
 

of
th

e 
fo

cu
s o

n 
ri

sk
 fa

ct
or

s a
s o

pp
os

ed
 to

 o
ut

co
m

es
,i

t p
ro

vi
de

s l
it

tle
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
on

 w
or

k 
re

te
nt

io
n 

or
 re

tu
rn

-t
o-

w
or

k
is

su
es

).
(S

ee
 a

ls
o 

N
at

io
na

l R
es

ea
rc

h 
C

ou
nc

il 
19

99
,a

nd
 D

e 
B

ee
k 

&
 H

er
nm

an
s 2

00
0 

be
lo

w
).

185Table 5: the impact of work on the health of people with musculoskeletal conditions
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186 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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195Table 5: the impact of work on the health of people with musculoskeletal conditions
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196 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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200 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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203Table 5: the impact of work on the health of people with musculoskeletal conditions
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205Table 5: the impact of work on the health of people with musculoskeletal conditions
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207Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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209Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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215Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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216 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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217Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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219Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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223Table 7: Health after moving off social security benefits
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225Table 7: Health after moving off social security benefits
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226 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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228 Is work good for your health & well-being?
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229Table 7: Health after moving off social security benefits
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231Table 7: Health after moving off social security benefits
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237Table 6: The impact of work on the health of people with cardio-respiratory conditions
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Appendix

REVIEW METHODS

The questions posed for this review required consideration of a wide range of evidence, of

varying type and quality, from a range of disciplines, methodologies, and literatures. This

required a flexible approach that was allowed to develop as the project progressed. At the same

time, a rigorous approach was required when it came to assessing the strength of the scientific

evidence. Combining these requirements necessitated a combination of review methodologies.

Systematic reviews have become the preferred method for analysing scientific literature,and are

well suited to addressing specific questions, e.g. on the effectiveness of interventions or

assessing the strength of a particular set of evidence. However, that methodology is less

appropriate for addressing broader questions and different kinds of evidence (Horan 2005).An

alternative approach is a ‘best evidence synthesis’, which summarises the best available evidence

and draws conclusions about the balance of evidence, based on its quality, quantity and

consistency (Slavin 1995; Franche et al. 2005). Quality refers to the methodological quality of

studies that can be considered acceptable; e.g. sample size, external validity, minimising bias.

Quantity refers to the number of (acceptable) research studies on a particular issue.

Consistency refers to the consistency of findings across studies, and represents a balance of the

available information. Naturally, a primary criterion for including studies is their relevance for

the purpose of the review and the research question. Importantly for the questions concerned

here, a best evidence synthesis approach offers quality assurance together with the flexibility

needed to tackle heterogeneous evidence and complex socio-medical issues.

In summary, the aims of this review were defined in broad general terms, searches were

designed to be very inclusive, and a number of the evidence statements represent post-hoc

interpretations depending on what was found in a voluminous literature. Inevitably, this makes

the review difficult to reproduce and requires a measure of trust in the authors’ judgement.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE EVIDENCE AND LITERATURE REVIEWED

For the purposes of this review and for literature searching,‘work’, ‘health’ and ‘well being’ were

interpreted broadly. There was a particular focus on the common health problems  that account

for most sickness absence, long-term incapacity and early retirement - minor/moderate mental

health, musculoskeletal, and cardio-respiratory conditions (Waddell & Burton 2004); so major

trauma and serious disease were included only if the evidence was particularly illuminating.

The basic process was to develop, in general terms, the key topics of interest and then to build up

a comprehensive set of literature databases. From the starting premise, the logical entry point
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was reviews on the health effects of unemployment. It was immediately apparent that that

evidence base is not solely about unemployment,but is actually a comparison of unemployment

and working, and that any health effects may be positive or negative. Most of those reviews were

of young or middle working-age adults, so a specific search was made for material on older

workers, which also introduced issues around retirement.

Whilst that material covered loss of employment, it did not include any systematic review of the

effects of re-employment. A separate search was therefore made for individual longitudinal

studies on the health impact of (re-)employment.

Only then was it apparent that all of the evidence retrieved to that point was about the impact of

work or unemployment on people who were, by definition, healthy. It did not address the

question of whether or not work was good for people who were sick or disabled. An additional

search was therefore made for reviews about the impact of work on the health of people who are

sick or disabled; this came from a different, largely clinical literature. The retrieved material

demonstrated a broad consensus of opinion but provided very little actual scientific evidence,

so separate searches were made in the three key health categories: mental health,

musculoskeletal, and cardio-respiratory conditions.

Finally, recognising that social security benefit recipients may represent a special case,a separate

search was made for evidence on the health impact of coming off benefits and re-entering work.

English language publications in this area are mainly from the UK and the US,which may not be

entirely relevant to other countries. Studies from workers compensation and similar

environments were excluded because the findings are not readily generalisable.

The overall shape of the review and the type of material included is shown in Table A1; the data

were inserted into the evidence tables (Tables 1 to 7), in chronological order.

LITERATURE SEARCHING AND SELECTION

Standard search methodologies have major limitations for this kind of poorly defined and ill-

standardised literature, which includes a variety of scientific and grey literatures that are

covered to variable extent by different electronic databases, and for which there is often no

standard indexing.

Search strategies were therefore broad, taking multiple and overlapping approaches to each area

of interest. Electronic databases and search engines included Pubmed; psychINFO; EMBASE;

CINAHL; OTseeker; JSTOR; Google Scholar; Nioshtic; ISI Web of Knowledge; SCOPUS.

Depending on the topics and the databases, numerous combinations of keywords were used

either singly or in combination, using Boolean operators and truncation where appropriate:

e.g. work, occupation, employment, unemployment, re-employment, health, ill health, well-
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being, sickness, sickness absence, return to work, retirement, and early retirement. Condition-

specific keywords were added when seeking papers on mental health,musculoskeletal disorders

and cardio-respiratory conditions (using MESH terms where appropriate), together with the

search terms recommended for retrieving literature on chronic disease and work participation

- work capacity, work disability, vocational rehabilitation, occupational health, sick leave,

absenteeism, return to work, retirement, employment status, and work status (Haafkens et al.

2006). The electronic searches were restricted to literature reviews, except for re-employment

(Table 2) where longitudinal studies were specified, and for moving off social security benefits

(Table 7) where all types of study were included.

Electronic searches were supplemented by personal databases, communication with experts in

the field, official reports and other grey literature. Extensive citation tracking was performed,

Appendix

TABLE  A1: The key stages of the review and the material included

Stages of review Included material Evidence table

Health effects of work vs. unemployment Systematic reviews, Table 1
Meta-analyses,
Narrative reviews,
Policy papers

Health impacts of re-employment Longitudinal studies Table 2

Work for sick and disabled people Reviews, Table 3
Policy statements,
Guidance

The impact of work on people with mental Systematic reviews, Table 4
health conditions Meta-analyses,

Narrative reviews,
Policy papers 

The impact of work on people with Systematic reviews, Table 5
musculoskeletal conditions Meta-analyses,

Narrative reviews,
Policy papers 

The impact of work on people with Systematic reviews, Table 6
cardio-respiratory conditions Meta-analyses,

Narrative reviews,
Policy papers

Health after moving off social Reviews, Table 7
security benefits Policy papers,

Longitudinal studies,
Intervention trials
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and in some poorly indexed areas this produced a sizeable proportion of the relevant articles.

Useful websites included: the UK Department of Health (www.dh.gov.uk); the UK Department

for Work and Pensions (www.dwp.gov.uk/ and www.dwp.gov.uk/asd/asd5/); the World Health

Organisation (www.who.int); the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development

(OECD) (www.oecd.org); the Council of Europe (www.europa.eu.int); the UK Health & Safety

Executive (www.hse.gov.uk); the US National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health,

(http://www.niosh.com.my/); the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work

(http://agency.osha.eu.int/OSHA); the US Occupational Safety and Health Administration

(www.osha.gov); the US Social Security Bulletin (www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb); the UK

Disability Rights Commission (www.drc-gb.org) and linked sites; the UK National Institute

for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) (www.nice.org.uk); the UK Health Development

Agency (HAD) (www.publichealth.nice.org.uk) and related sites; and the UK Work Foundation

(www.theworkfoundation.com).

The focus was on adults of working age, generally in the range 16 to 65+ years. Only

publications in English were included. Reviews published from 1990 onwards were taken to

supercede earlier publications and to be most relevant to modern work. Earlier reviews

(identified from citation tracking and personal databases) were only used if they were

considered classical sources. Literature acquisition extended through to January-March 2006.

The range of acceptable material was broadly similar to that used previously for this kind of

review (Waddell & Burton 2001; Waddell & Burton 2004; Burton et al. 2004). Systematic reviews,

which provide the most robust scientific evidence, were used wherever possible and given

higher loading in the evidence statements. However, for many areas of interest, systematic

reviews were not available, so key well-referenced and structured narrative reviews were

accepted if they concerned topics not covered elsewhere or if they added to better

understanding. Policy papers, statements, and guidance documents were included where they

demonstrated official positions or consensus.

Retrieved titles were screened, and abstracts obtained for all articles that appeared of possible

interest. The abstracts were scrutinised by at least one of the reviewers to identify those of likely

relevance, and discussed with the other to determine inclusion. Full papers were obtained by

agreement. A broadly inclusive approach was used, so articles were included if they provided

any material pertinent to the basic question ‘Is work good for your health and well-being?’, even

if that was not the primary focus of the article. Exclusion was primarily on the basis of lack of

relevance to that question. This open strategy for searching and selection was adopted to

minimise the risk of failing to find or include articles that might contribute to the evidence

synthesis.

A dedicated database was constructed, and all included papers were archived. Those articles

deemed ineligible were excluded from the review, but retained for possible future use.
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DATA EXTRACTION

Both reviewers appraised the included articles for information pertinent both to the

overarching primary questions and to subsidiary issues under each topic. Data were extracted

and entered into evidence tables variously by one of the reviewers and checked by the other;

disagreements were resolved by discussion. For reviews, the nature of the review and the

original authors’ main conclusions are reported. For original studies, the characteristics are

described and key findings reported. The present reviewers’ comments on individual articles

were added to the tables where appropriate.

EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS 

Working together, the two reviewers progressively distilled and summarised the material from

the evidence tables. Using an iterative process, evidence statements for each area were

constructed, refined, and agreed. They were grouped by the review stages given in Table A1, and

for ease of future referrence were given identifying letters based on the initial letter(s) of the

heading concerned.

Each evidence statement was accompanied by a rating of the strength of the underlying

evidence, with overt linkage to the evidence tables and supporting articles. The strength of the

evidence for each evidence statement was rated on the scientific evidence using the definitions

in Table A2.

Appendix

TABLE  A2: Evidence rating system used for the strength of the scientific evidence and 
evidence statements

Scientific Evidence Definition

*** Strong generally consistent findings provided by (systematic 
review(s) of) multiple scientific studies.

** Moderate generally consistent findings provided by (review(s) of) 
fewer and/or methodologically weaker scientific studies.*

* Weak Limited evidence – provided by (review(s) of) a single 
scientific study.
Mixed or conflicting evidence – inconsistent findings 
provided by (review(s) of) multiple scientific studies.

0 Non-scientific legislation; practical, social or ethical considerations;
guidance; general consensus.

[* scientifically weaker studies were those with methodological shortcomings such as low numbers, limited

external validity, and possible bias]
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The strength of the scientific evidence should be distinguished from the size of the effect: e.g.

there may be strong evidence about a particular link between work and health, but the effect

may be small. Where possible, effect sizes are indicated in the text of the evidence statements,

but precise data on effect size was limited.

To enhance meaning, the text of the evidence statements was used to describe the character and

contribution of the underlying evidence. Where the evidence statements were insufficient to

convey complex underlying ideas, important issues were discussed in narrative text.

Finally, the entire material was progressively distilled into an evidence synthesis to reflect the

overall balance of the evidence about work and health, together with any caveats and cautions.

This was used to develop a a balanced model of the relationship between work and health in the

context of healthy working lives.

QUALITY ASSURANCE

To guard against subjective bias in the search retrieval, data extraction, and evidence synthesis,

a final draft of the report was peer reviewed by two internationally acknowledged experts in the

field, with experience in occupational health; disability research, public policy, and

epidemiology. They were asked to give their critical comments on the evidence statements and

the strength ratings and synthesis, as well as to identify any evidence that may have been

overlooked or misinterpreted. Their feedback guided refinement of the final report.
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