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roadmap for sustainable healthcare conference:  

how wales is getting it right with prudent health 

	
Perspectives on working life 
 
With people living longer and state pension age increasing, people will be working longer into their old age. 
As Professor Dame Carol Black, DBE and Bevan Commissioner, told a recent conference on Sustainable 
Healthcare, the ratio of earners and wealth generators to dependents needs to be as high as possible.  
However, in line with the rest of the UK, Wales is facing a growing challenge in terms of the health of its 
workforce, with high sickness and absence levels and large numbers of people leaving employment early 
and permanently due to illness or injury. 
 
There is agreement that a system-wide cultural shift is needed throughout the NHS and the public health 
system: recognising and promoting the therapeutic benefits associated with good employment and 
identifying work as an important health outcome. Engaging patients in conversations about the relationship 
between their health and work will be essential in achieving this cultural shift and in helping people with 
long-term conditions to remain in work. 
 
It is estimated that the cost of work-related ill health in Wales is at least £500 million per year. It has also 
been estimated that sickness absence due to common health complaints can be reduced by 20-50 per cent 
with effective and early intervention in the workplace.1  

 
The conference explored the link between health and work and how Prudent Healthcare principles can be 
embedded into the work agenda. Panel members discussed the challenges of minimising the current levels 

Shared Decision-Making Tool 
 
AbbVie is supporting the development of a new shared decision-making (SDM) tool, led by Professor 
Debbie Cohen at Cardiff University.  The SDM Tool has been designed to aid and improve conversations 
and decisions about health and work between patients and their healthcare professionals.   
By facilitating better conversations around the patient’s concerns, needs and goals around their ability to 
work, this project aims to help optimise the management of their long-term condition and ultimately 
support people in returning to work. 
 



	
This conference is organised and funded by AbbVie and in partnership with the College of Medicine 

Date of preparation: February 2017 AXCOR170171 

of sickness absence in Wales, promoting recovery and rehabilitation, and preventing unwanted and harmful 
effects of long-term sickness absence. There was agreement that receiving timely and appropriate care and 
support – from healthcare professionals and employers – is key. 
 
The conference heard a number of powerful presentations, particularly on the theme of supported self-
management, with the message that you don’t have to be 100% fit to be able to work. Some speakers felt 
that people with disabilities were sometimes “dismissed” by employers as being unable to work without 
exploring their skills and capabilities. There are also many people with chronic, sometimes fluctuating, 
conditions who want to be in work.  Being supported to manage their conditions and working for employers 
who are flexible is vital for these individuals. 

 
Work reduces the risk of chronic disability and long-term incapacity. It also reduces poverty and social 
exclusion and improves a person’s quality of life and wellbeing. However chronic conditions can be 
disabling and AbbVie is particularly interested in helping people to live well with their conditions. Effective 
and timely treatment can relieve stress on patients and carers and reduce pressure on social systems by 
allowing people to stay in work. 
 
Future considerations: 
 

• Health professionals should be supported to talk to patients about the health benefits associated 
with employment, with work being seen as an important health outcome. 

• Employers should be encouraged to consider flexible working opportunities for people with long-
term conditions, to support them to remain in work or return to work after periods of illness. 

• Innovative service models to minimise sickness absence and promote recovery and rehabilitation 
should be explored and, where successful, shared and scaled up. 

 
For more information contact: 
 
Gail Grant, Government Affairs Manager, AbbVie Ltd 
T: 07990 088 767 E: gail.grant@abbvie.com 
 

Early Intervention Clinic for Musculoskeletal Disorders (MSD) 
 
AbbVie is supporting the creation of the UK’s first Early Intervention Clinic for people who have been 
signed off work with a MSD. Rolled out by Leeds Community Healthcare NHS Trust and led by Dr Steve 
Brennan, the clinic is designed to enable quick referrals from primary care, allowing patients to see a 
musculoskeletal specialist within five days. 
 
Early intervention to support people has been shown to reduce temporary work disability by 39% and 
permanent work disability by 50%.2 Unfortunately referrals of people with MSDs from primary care into 
specialist care settings can take several weeks, resulting in unnecessary discomfort and lengthy work 
absence.  
 
It is hoped the clinic will reduce work absence and improve patient outcomes and satisfaction.  If 
successful, the clinic will demonstrate a proof of concept that early intervention reduces lost working 
days and absenteeism and improves presenteeism. The clinic is also expected to save NHS resources 
through reducing hospital appointments as well as delivering savings to employers and the wider 
economy. 
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