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INTRODUCTION

Suzanne Jones
Xchanging’s Health Benefits of Work Program Director

For some time, a growing body of 

international evidence has established 

the relationship between employment 

and positive health outcomes. We 

know that work is generally good for 

health and wellbeing, and that long 

term work absence, work disability and 

unemployment have a negative 

impact. Yet sadly, we also know that 

this growing collection of evidence is 

not actively embraced across society.  

Recovering from illness or injury at 

work as a positive health option is not 

universally applied in employment 

practice or healthcare clinical decision 

making and is yet to materially 

influence the social agenda. 

The Australasian Faculty of 

Occupational and Environmental 

Medicine (AFOEM) of the Royal 

Australasian College of Physicians 

(RACP) has made its mission to 

positively influence 

public policy around 

work and health and to 

promote the message 

of the Health Benefits 

of Work (HBOW). 

Xchanging is proud to 

support the RACP in its 

efforts.

In 2011 the RACP 

AFOEM released the 

Consensus Statement 

on the Health Benefits 

of Work. Xchanging 

became a signatory to the 

Consensus Statement in early 2013 

and since that time has actively and 

more formally campaigned in support 

of the RACP AFOEM’s work.

The purpose of the Consensus 

Statement is to seek signatory 

commitment to:

• promote awareness of the health 

benefits of work

• offer support and encouragement 

to those attempting to access the 

health benefits of work

• encourage employers’ continuing 

support of workers’ occupational 

health; and 

• advocate continuous improvement 

in public policy around work and 

health.

We were very proud to host the 

inaugural Xchanging HBOW 

Leadership Forum in Sydney in May 

2014.  Xchanging brought together 90 

delegates from across Australia and 

New Zealand representing statutory 

authorities, peak industry bodies, union 

and industry associations, life insurers, 

re-insurers, state and commonwealth 

workers’ compensation schemes, 

national employers, healthcare 

professionals, veterans’ affairs and 

academics. 

As well as promoting the message that 

work is good for health and ‘good work’ 

is important for everyone, the Forum 

acted as a catalyst for ongoing and 

structured dialogue which will drive 

change in a very practical way. 

“Xchanging is to be 

commended for taking this 

initiative and AFOEM RACP is 

excited to be collaborating with 

them in addressing a meeting 

of leaders who have the ability 

to bring about positive 

change.”

Dr David Beaumont; AFOEM 

President
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It was indeed uplifting to review post-

forum feedback such as:

• 97% of respondents viewed the 

Forum as very good to excellent

• 84% are interested in meeting 2 to 

4 times per annum to maintain the 

momentum 

• 87% expressed a strong degree of 

confidence that we, as a group, can 

drive the desired HBOW outcomes.

We were thrilled to host Professor 

Dame Carol Black at the Leadership 

Forum, who provided her insight into 

the history, benefits and future of the 

Health Benefits of Work initiative. 

During an engaging presentation, 

Professor Black explained the journey 

undertaken in the UK, starting in 2005 

with the development of the Health, 

Wellbeing and Work strategy and 

appointment of the National Director 

for Work and Health. 

Professor Black outlined progress 

made in the UK to date, citing several 

industry examples and studies. The 

presentation also outlined key 

learnings derived from the 

implementation of instruments such as 

the Fit Note, Fit for Work pilots, Health 

for Work Adviceline and the Council for 

Health and Work. 

Professor Black concluded her 

presentation with a discussion of some 

of the shared challenges and 

opportunities that are ahead for 

Australia and the UK. These include 

mental health, workplace leadership, 

workplace engagement, 

an ageing population 

and skills deficits.

Delegates were also 

privileged to hear from 

Doctors David Beaumont 

and Robin Chase. Dr 

Chase, a previous 

AFOEM President, and 

Dr Beaumont, now 

current AFOEM 

President, both 

entertained and 

informed the audience 

by providing important 

context and history to 

the HBOW initiative as 

well as detailing future 

Australasian efforts. It was then over to 

the delegates with Doctors Beaumont 

and Chase facilitating discussion and 

challenging participants to develop 

solutions.

The following report has been 

compiled directly from delegate 

insight, discussions and 

recommendations. The passion, 

commitment and desire to see change 

is evident.

I hope you enjoy reading the 

Xchanging HBOW Leadership Forum 

Report as much as we enjoyed hosting 

the Forum.

Kind regards, 

Suzanne Jones

“I am excited and delighted 

that Xchanging has organised 

this forum about the Health 

Benefits of Work. I am 

especially excited that they 

have been able to engage 

Professor Dame Carol Black, 

an international authority in 

this field and a wonderful and 

engaging speaker. Xchanging 

has to be congratulated for 

this initiative.”

Dr Robin Chase; previous 

AFOEM President
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THE XCHANGING HEALTH BENEFITS OF WORK

Leadership Forum Outcome Report

The beneficial contribution of work to 

physical and psychological health was 

recognised nearly 2000 years ago when 

Greek physician and writer on medicine 

and philosophy Galen (c. 130 – c. 200) 

said “Employment is nature’s physician 

and is essential to human happiness.” 

While there are few who disagree that 

work can provide significant health 

benefits, inimical financial, social and 

systemic conditions continue to delay 

or prevent universal participation and 

application in positive recovery at work 

practices.  Wider health issues, 

education, law and order and a range of 

other societal and individual needs 

compete for resourcing to support 

workforce participation.  Investing the 

necessary thought, energy and 

innovation that might nurture catalysts 

for change across the world of work, is 

too often stifled by an environment 

that fears diminishing financial returns 

and does not routinely look to the 

research to guide its employment and 

workplace participation practices.

We sought to address the key 

issues at the Forum

Prior to the Forum delegates were 

surveyed to identify, in their 

experience, the two most significant 

obstacles to maximising the health 

benefits of work. They defined the 

current state as limited by:

1. general practitioners, as the gate-

keepers of capacity, too often 

certifying people off work without 

reflecting the beneficial nature of 

work

2. conflicted workplace environments 

which do not support active 

recovery in the workplace.

During the Forum delegates were 

asked to draw on their diverse 

expertise and describe the preferred 

future state.  

“The message of the Health Benefits of Work has 

permeated widely in both Australia and New 

Zealand. And yet perhaps it is not clear to some 

stakeholders what their role of should be. It is time 

we clarified the issues that can act as blockers to 

progress and agree actions required. To achieve this 

we need champions to step up and ask the difficult 

questions.”

Dr David Beaumont; AFOEM President

The challenge of healthy work
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Delegates placed responsibility for 

workplace wellness firmly in the hands 

of the employer, and envisioned a 

future where:

• employers embrace the health and 

well-being of employees and 

understand the financial and social 

consequences of failing to do so

• respectful workplaces exist at all 

levels which create a harmonious, 

balanced and productive 

environment and where employees 

are respected, safe, healthy, 

empowered, engaged and 

connected

• employers ensure early, 

appropriate, constructive and 

effective workplace conflict 

management to prevent absence 

and facilitate the safe recovery at  

work of their injured or ill workers

• transparent communication and 

targeted education are rated highly 

in the workplace, particularly 

around building individual 

resilience, and where employees 

are acknowledged and rewarded 

for effort 

• employers embrace the concept of 

‘good work’ performed in an 

environment of trust within a 

supportive and collaborative 

workplace culture.

Delegates were strong 

in their message that 

those with carriage for 

gatekeeping in the 

healthcare environment 

have a clear 

responsibility to:

• not only support 

evidence based 

practice and 

decision making as 

educated providers, 

but to actively 

espouse the health 

benefits of work

• be accountable for, 

and cognisant of, 

the impact of their clinical decision 

making and messaging regarding 

recovery at work

• focus on developing or influencing 

the assessment of work capacity 

and a resultant work certificate 

based on capacity not incapacity

• drive best practice outcomes 

through collaboration using a 

shared evidence base 

• approach return to work holistically 

and nurture a shared health 

awareness program that is 

accepted and ‘lived’ by all 

stakeholders.

The preferred future state

We  were delighted by the 

survey response that 84% of 

delegates are interested in 

meeting 2 to 4 times per year 

to maintain momentum 

created by the Forum. 

Already, the forum has 

proved to be a catalyst for 

much activity facilitating 

people’s access to the health 

benefits of good work. 

Xchanging intends to 

maintain its commitment with 

plans already underway for 

the HBOW Leadership Forum 

2015.
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Groups were asked to consider the top 

four forces or actions required to effect 

change, including healthcare 

approaches, education and legislative 

change, which would 

facilitate movement 

toward the preferred 

state.

In particular, 

delegates were asked 

to consider how we 

can:

• make it easier 

for general 

practitioners as the 

gatekeepers to 

support capacity for 

work; and

• support 

employers to provide 

appropriate 

employment and a 

suitable workplace 

environment for people dealing 

with health and recovery issues.

Delegates believed change would not 

occur without some serious support.  

They reported that change required:

• a whole of government approach, 

incorporating health, welfare, 

industrial relations and 

compensation systems

• sound leadership with clear 

messaging from Boards, CEOs and 

senior management.  The concepts 

of health benefits of work and 

‘good work’ must be an 

organisational priority.  

Organisations must pledge to 

outline a clear vision, create 

continual awareness and actively 

implement and evaluate health 

benefits of work programs

• bringing research findings into the 

commercial world by developing a 

nexus to evidence based practice 

and industry/business partnering 

with the academic community to 

build, share and collaborate on 

best practice

• flexible working arrangements 

which promote workers’ sense of 

control, empowerment and 

support 

• structured and creative return to 

work practices with mandates for 

supporting return to work programs 

giving consideration to KPIs and 

benchmarks such as reporting on 

wellness programs

• industry specific approaches and 

differing strategies catering for 

small, medium and large 

enterprises

• on the job mentoring, people 

management training and skill 

development to support employee 

decision making. 

“Attending this forum was a 

powerful reminder for me of 

the important role work 

plays in the community in 

relation to living happy, 

healthy lives. 

Having the opportunity to 

spend time with other people 

who are passionate about 

HBOW left me with no doubt 

of the need to support such 

an important initiative”.

Bernadene Gordon; 

Director, Underwriting & 

Claims Policy; Insurance & 

Superannuation;  

AMP Life Ltd

Forces that will drive change toward the preferred state
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The delegates identified a number of 

forces adversely impacting the ability 

to deliver the required level of change:

• absence of leadership at CEO level 

• lack of capability at lower 

management levels exacerbated 

by the responsibility for 

improvement in workplace culture 

usually falling outside their core 

accountabilities. Some view this as 

unsupportive line managers who 

fail to reward workers appropriately 

and  seem unable to change 

workplace culture

• a fiscal environment and 

concomitant economic pressures 

creating a reluctance to invest 

more broadly in wellness programs 

or innovative employment 

practices.  Often fiscal outcomes 

are reported annually whereas 

wellness investment is realised 

over a longer period. What is good 

for society may not be seen as in 

the interests of business, so there 

exists a need for some form of 

incentive to redress this incongruity 

• stigma associated with injuries, 

ill-health, time off work and a 

compensable environment 

compounded by the increasing 

medicalisation of stress claims

• pre-injury job dissatisfaction and 

poor job match to environment

• poor application of legislation and 

an employer’s duty of care

• growing work stressors such as 

longer hours, workforce 

casualisation, working from home 

and offshoring  

• vocational rehabilitation either not 

utilised or inappropriately used

• the litigious nature of our society.

Forces that will restrain necessary change

“Swiss Re is pleased to be the first reinsurer to 

sign to the Health Benefits of Work statement. 

This is important to us both as a reinsurer and 

an employer, as we believe that recovering from 

illness or injury in “good work” is beneficial for 

everyone - the individual, their family, the 

employer and the economy. We are also proud 

to be working with Xchanging to ensure the 

dialogue continues across the industry.”

Noelene Palmer; Head of ANZ Operations, 

Director; Swiss Reinsurance Company
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Delegates at Xchanging’s Health 

Benefits of Work Leadership Forum 

called for action in a number of areas 

to support the drive to change:

Employers and employer 
associations

• Improved and tailored absenteeism 

management systems with 

accountability within a workplace to 

implement injury and illness 

support.

• Automated systems to trigger 

actions when notified of employee 

injury or illness, for example allied 

health professional contact.

• Better education for supervisors 

and leaders in dealing with injured 

and ill employees.

• Collective consideration and 

recognition of the interplay 

between industrial relations, 

human resources and workers 

compensation issues.

• Better redeployment options and 

support when indications are 

strong that returning to pre-injury/

illness employment is not viable. 

• Resilience training for employees 

and managers.

• Greater support from industry 

associations recognising that return 

to work support requirements vary 

between the small, medium and 

large corporate and public sectors.

Health providers

• Introduction of support 

mechanisms and healthcare 

networks based on current chronic 

disease models in Medicare Locals 

with the aim of establishing 

communities of best practice.

• Public awareness and education 

campaigns to promote

• the health benefits of work 

highlighting risks associated 

with  long term work absence.

• the concept of healthy conflict 

resolution.

• Development of best practice 

models for return to work that 

improve conflict resolution and 

mediation outcomes – perhaps 

incorporating the design of an 

effective toolkit for management 

use.

• Reinvigoration of rehabilitation 

engagement and workplace 

collaboration so that workers 

receive early intervention 

supported by the right treatment at 

the right time.

Union bodies

• Union involvement and support.

Legislators

• Legislation to support wellness 

programs with audits and reviews 

of processes.

• Financial incentives and penalties.

• Appointment of national champion 

for the Health Benefits of Work.

The legal fraternity

• Sign up and act.

Actions to support driving forces to preferred future state
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At the Forum, Dame Carol Black urged 

participants to not only sign up to the 

RACP AFOEM Consensus Statement, 

but to bring their conviction to life 

through action.

Xchanging’s ongoing commitment

Xchanging is committed to advocating 

for continuous improvement in public 

policy concerning work and health, in 

line with the principles articulated in 

the Consensus Statement.  In so doing, 

we worked closely with the AFOEM and 

other signatories to convene this 

Forum with the hope that ideas will 

lead to improvements in workplace 

practice, public policy around work and 

health and the health arena in general.

Executive Group to determine the 

strategic direction

An exciting development subsequent 

to the Forum has been the 

establishment of the RACP AFOEM/

Stakeholder Executive Group. This 

Executive Group has been established 

to determine the strategic direction for 

implementation of the HBOW initiative. 

It comprises six members: three 

Fellows of the Faculty including the 

Faculty President, Dr David Beaumont 

and the Chair of the Faculty Policy and 

Advocacy Committee, Dr Robin Chase, 

two RACP policy staff and one industry 

member represented by Xchanging. Dr 

Warren Harrex has been appointed as 

the Executive Group Chair.

Xchanging is very proud to be the 

inaugural industry representative and 

to offer its support to the AFOEM in its 

ongoing efforts to promote the HBOW 

agenda. The Executive Group will 

oversee the College’s interface with 

the industry for the purpose of 

promoting the HBOW initiative. It will 

act as custodian of the vision of HBOW 

to ensure its proper intent and usage. 

Plans to establish the HBOW 

Signatory Steering Group

In addition, and an initiative that will no 

doubt prove to be a catalyst for change 

in Australia, the AFOEM has 

established the HBOW Signatory 

Steering Group (SSG). The purpose of 

the SSG is to further champion the 

integration of the HBOW policy agenda 

in the industry sector. It will be a forum 

to share information and collaborate 

on initiatives that enable organisations 

to implement HBOW programs as well 

as champion improvements 

throughout industry. The group may 

also facilitate the growth of the AFOEM 

RACP Consensus Statement signatory 

base and contribute to the HBOW 

evidence base. The SSG will be set up 

independently from AFOEM and the 

RACP although it will report to the 

Faculty via its newly established RACP 

AFOEM/Stakeholder Executive Group. 

Next steps
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Forum delegates at the Xchanging 

HBOW Leadership Forum were 

unanimous in their belief that change 

would not occur without support. 

We know there is much to do and much 

to change if we are to achieve a 

comprehensive and sustainable 

paradigm shift in the thinking, 

behaviour and practice which will 

maximise people’s access to the 

health benefits of work.

Each person can make a difference so 

within our own sphere of influence, 

let’s:

• lead by example and incorporate 

HBOW messaging into our daily 

communication

• walk the talk within our own 

organisation by speaking out and 

against outdated practices

• assist to drive innovation in 

employment practice 

• remain current in HBOW research 

findings and  best practice to better 

persuade others to implement 

evidence based practice

• each become a champion for 

change.

What is achievable as an individual is 

magnified through consensus. 

By working together we can drive 

greater change and achieve society 

acceptance of the premise that access 

to good work is an effective means of 

reducing poverty, social exclusion and 

all its associated and sometimes tragic 

ill-effects.

DVD copies of the HBOW Leadership 

Forum can be obtained by contacting 

info.nsw@au.xchanging.com 

Presentations delivered during the 

forum are available on Xchanging’s 

website at http://www.xchanging.com/

au/workers-compensation

To learn more about the Health 

Benefits of Work or to become a 

signatory, go to http://www.racp.edu.

au/page/afoem-health-benefits-of-

work

To join the Xchanging HBOW 

community of practice and receive 

HBOW – Making it Happen updates 

please email:  

suzanne.jones@au.xchanging.com 

Xchanging wishes to acknowledge 

the significant contribution of 

George Hallwood to the success of 

Xchanging’s HBOW Leadership 

Forum. George shares not only our 

passion for the HBOW initiative but 

also commitment to drive change. It 

was a privilege to work with you 

George.

Call to action More information

mailto:info.nsw%40au.xchanging.com?subject=
http://www.xchanging.com/au/workers-compensation
http://www.xchanging.com/au/workers-compensation
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