Response by the Association of NHS Occupational Physicians (ANHOPS)

Response specifically to the question relating to Effective OH Provision

ANHOPS is a professional organisation of occupational physicians working in the NHS.  It aims to encourage best practice through education, research and audit.  Although its members are employed by the NHS, many also provide professional advice to external employers through income generation arrangements, often but not exclusively, as part of NHS PLUS.   As a body, therefore, ANHOPS is actively concerned with the health of the employed working age population. Some NHS OH services have experience of working with employment services and disability organisations to promote and facilitate the employment of people with disabilities and chronic health problems back into the workplace.

Whilst recognizing the value of health promotion and the public health agenda, ANHOPS would not wish sight to be lost of the fundamental tenets of occupational health;

· Work should not be the cause of ill-health, 

· Ill-health is frequently compatible with appropriate work,

· Work is beneficial to one’s general health and wellbeing.
More work is needed however to implement this message in both the workplace, including within the NHS as an employer, and in society in general.  

As doctors, our specialist expertise is in the more complex interactions between illness and work, and we would express a note of caution that management matters sometimes become inappropriately medicalised. For example, change at work may be stressful, and even distressing, but a diagnosis of depression and the prescription of antidepressants is not a helpful approach. It is sometimes argued that as doctors, occupational physicians contribute to, or perpetuate the medicalisation of absence from work or worklessness but we would contend that most occupational physicians work with bio-psycho-social rather than medical models in this context, and have the breadth of vision, and key influencing and communication skills to make a significant difference in the management of complex problems in the workplace. 
ANHOPS recognizes that there may be many barriers to work apart from illness, and as such endorses a multidisciplinary approach to all aspects of health, work and well-being.  Occupational health practice strives to be impartial, and offer competent objective advice to management and employees alike. Occupational Physicians are best placed in particular to interpret complex medical conditions and offer practical advice on the implications for work, but also to recognise and resolve the complex bio – psychosocial, environmental and organisational issues which lead to illhealth or incapacity for work in modern society.

The effective provision of occupational health services across the entire population of working age is a massive undertaking. NHS OH services vary in size and resources but have valuable multidisciplinary expertise to contribute to the development of services to both the employed and unemployed workforce in their communities. The NHS is itself a diverse business with many technologies and, as previously stated many NHS OH services already work with other employers, so NHS occupational health workers have generic and specific expertise in a wide range of industrial settings, not confined to health care. These skills are already been well used and extended through NHS Plus. We have the advantage of links into local health communities, primary care Trusts and secondary providers and should therefore also be well placed to influence shifts of attitude in other clinicians to change attitudes with regard to sickness certification and endpoints of rehabilitation.

 To achieve effective outcomes across the nation, not least within its largest employer, the NHS also requires consistency.  ANHOPS is of the opinion that both challenges and opportunities exist to improve occupational health provision within and outside the NHS and as such would be pleased to contribute further to the health, work and well-being debate.   
For further information, our contact is Dr Alison Rimmer, Alison.rimmer@sth.nhs.uk See also www.ANHOPS.com

