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Work is a powerful determinant of health. One’s employment status impacts both directly and indirectly on an 

individual, their families and communities. It is perhaps unsurprising that studies have shown that there is a 

strong, positive and mutually reinforcing relationship between work and health.  

 

Combined costs from worklessness and sickness absence amount to over £100 billion annually. In addition to 

this, 131 million working days are lost to sickness absence each year.
1
  It is imperative that people are 

supported to remain in work by intervening early to mitigate the impact of ill health in the long-term. 

 

People in employment report higher levels of wellbeing than those out of work and studies also suggest that 

moving into work leads to better health.
2
  However, the longer an individual is out of employment due to a 

health condition, the more difficult it can be to return to work. It is crucial that the risks of health-related 

unemployment are averted, and that people are supported to stay in work. The Government’s intention with 

the Fit for Work service was to support people in work with health conditions to shorten sickness absence. It 

provides work-related health advice, and supports employers with limited in-house occupational health 

services. 

 

Early intervention is crucial in enabling work retention. Individuals must have access to early, evidence-based 

and appropriate advice.
3
 Currently, interventions often happen too late and a vicious downward spiral ensues. 

 

A number of early intervention initiatives have been undertaken across the UK with promising results. This 

includes a study lead by Professor Ewan MacDonald, which found that intervening in the early stages of illness 

by phone reduced sickness absence.
4
  Another study conducted at Keele University, which offered those 

signed off work a phone call with vocational support, found that by intervening early patients still had efficacy 

to return to work.
5
  

 

The Early Intervention Clinic (EIC) pilot in Leeds, now in its second year, is another practical example of how 

people with musculoskeletal conditions (MSDs) are supported through early intervention to return to work. 

The clinic enables people who have been signed off work with a MSD to have rapid access to a specialist within 

days, as opposed to weeks, and ongoing advice.
6
   

 

Each year, 9.5 million working days are lost due to work-related MSDs, indeed musculoskeletal conditions are 

one of the top two health-related issues which stop people from working.
7
  Pilots such as the EIC are key in 

strengthening the evidence base on early intervention and retention in employment.  

    

A cultural shift is essential in the population at lare. Particularly among health professionals, who need to 

recognise the relationship between health and work, and that for many people, work is the key to a fulfilling 

life. 
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