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Workplace wellness: industry associations
are well placed and some are ready to take
a more active role in workplace health
Geraldine Marsh, Virginia Lewis, Jenny Macmillan and Su Gruszin*

Abstract

Background: Investments in settings-based health interventions can include workplaces, however, engaging with
businesses and convincing them to take a role can be difficult. Our research investigated the potential for trade or
industry associations (IAs) to have a role in promoting workplace health initiatives to their members.

Methods: Seventeen semi-structured interviews were undertaken with senior executives from IAs representing
industries in the mining, transport, agriculture, manufacturing, farming, hospitality, and construction sectors. Analysis
of interviews identified themes around attitudes to workplace health promotion programs and the perceived, actual and
potential role/s of IAs in promoting workplace wellness.

Results: IA representatives believed workplaces had potential to be promoting the health and wellbeing of workers
through their member organisations; however for some the extent of their role was unclear and for others there was
confusion between government-mandated safety initiatives and non-mandated health and wellbeing initiatives. All
reported that their IA could have a role in promoting worker health and wellbeing initiatives to member organisations.
IAs with larger companies as members were more likely to recognise the importance of workplaces promoting workers’
health; however, the degree of involvement considered appropriate varied. Most IAs had not discussed the topic with
their member organisations although they identified resources and support that could assist them in encouraging
members to undertake workplace health programs. Resources included industry-relevant business cases outlining the
benefits of workplace health, and industry-appropriate worker health information.

Conclusions: Our research suggests that across many industry sectors, larger IAs in particular are ready to take a more
active role in workplace health initiatives and are well placed to promote these to member organisations.
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Background
The potential of workplaces to be sites for investment in
setting-based health promotion is recognised particularly
in countries such as the United States where there are fi-
nancial incentives through health insurance schemes for
employers to take an active role in their employees’
health and wellbeing. Even where such incentives are ab-
sent there is still evidence for the benefits to workplaces
in promoting workers’ health and wellbeing including
improved morale, reduced absenteeism and increased
levels of productivity [1–7]. Carmichael and colleagues
reviewed the evidence for such programs and their

impact on individuals and workplaces across a range of
industries [4]. They concluded that preoccupations with
workplace health and wellbeing programs could be ex-
plained by a mix of business norms of responsibility to-
wards employees and belief in the positive impact of
employee health and wellbeing on business productivity
and performance [4]. In spite of this, not all businesses
provide health promotion initiatives in their workplaces.
It is a challenge to convince these businesses to take up
a health promotion role.
Research into workplace health promotion programs

has tended to focus on the benefits of such programs and
program design, including incentives to implement pro-
grams. There is little research on strategies to increase* Correspondence: S.Gruszin@latrobe.edu.au
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employer up take of such programs outside direct funding
and other incentives.
Our research investigated the views of industry associ-

ations (IAs) on workplace health promotion and whether
they had a potential role in promoting workplace well-
ness programs. ‘Industry association’ (or peak industry
body or council in Australia) is a term used for an advo-
cacy group or an association of industries or trades with
allied interests; member organisations are usually organi-
sations or companies that employ workers. The roles of
IAs, acting for the collective needs and objectives of
their members, can include: influencing government pol-
icy, and regulation; influencing public opinion; dissemin-
ating and exchanging information within industries; and
acting as informal regulators by setting voluntary stan-
dards of behaviour for members [8]. In the related occu-
pational health and safety (OH&S) field, although most
policy and legislation relates to large enterprises, IAs
have been noted as able to influence the improvement
trajectory and regulatory compliance in small and
medium-sized enterprises [9, 10]. Despite the signifi-
cance of their roles, IAs are relatively poorly studied [8].
‘Workplace wellness programs’ includes any workplace

health promotion activity or organizational policy designed
to support healthy behaviour in the workplace and to im-
prove health outcomes. Examples include Quit smoking
and physical fitness programs, and healthy eating promo-
tions such as provision of fresh fruit in work canteens.
This study was conducted as part of an evaluation of

an active workplace health and wellbeing program im-
plemented through the Queensland state government
[11]. Queensland is the second-largest state in Australia,
and the third-most-populous, with a diversified economy
that includes agricultural, resource, construction, tour-
ism, manufacturing and service sectors [12, 13]. In par-
ticular we explored whether IAs are, or could act as,
‘champions’ to promote the role of workplaces in diverse
industries in supporting the health and wellbeing of their
workers [14, 15].

Methods
As part of our evaluation of a state-wide initiative across
Queensland, Australia, where a workplace health and
wellbeing program was being implemented through the
state government [11], we investigated the views of se-
nior executives from IAs across the major industry
groups in the state. A semi-structured interview sched-
ule was constructed with input from relevant state gov-
ernment workforce health and safety experts, who also
assisted in identifying appropriate IAs through a web
scan of representative employer bodies and member or-
ganisations (Additional file 1).
Seventeen semi-structured interviews were conducted

with senior executives from IAs representing the mining,

transport, agriculture, manufacturing, farming, hospital-
ity, and construction sectors. When organising inter-
views, efforts were made to ensure that the participant
was in a position that was, or would be, responsible for
health and wellbeing policy and practice in the organisa-
tion. An inductive content analysis was used to identify
themes [16] around attitudes to workplace health pro-
motion programs and the perceived, actual and potential
role/s of IAs in promoting workplace wellness. The data
were initially analysed by one member of the research
team (GM), with emerging themes subsequently con-
firmed through independent analysis, and discussion
among other members of the research team (JM, VL).

Results
All of the senior executives of IAs who were interviewed
believed that workplaces had a role in promoting the
health and wellbeing of their workers. Some, however,
were unsure what the role was, and some thought the
role was limited. The latter was particularly the case
where the IA’s member companies/businesses were small
and had limited capacity to resource such a role. It was
also the case where there was a perception that health
and wellbeing were personal rather than employer re-
sponsibilities, especially in sectors such as agriculture or
hospitality with a higher proportion of transient and cas-
ual workers, or where there is a high level of subcon-
tracting. IAs in sectors that relied on a high level of
expertise and that potentially had difficulty recruiting (or
retaining) workers reported higher levels of interest in
health and wellbeing programs for workers.
A number of those interviewed confused government-

mandated occupational health and safety (OH&S) re-
quirements that emphasise workplace safety, with health
and wellbeing programs which are optional and use the
workplace as a setting for health promotion activities.
Representatives from IAs with larger, national or inter-
national companies as members, or those with previous
involvement in health and wellbeing programs, were
more likely to distinguish between these programs and
safety requirements.
All of the executives interviewed believed that their IA

could have a role in promoting the importance of
worker health and wellbeing to their member organisa-
tions, however the degree of involvement considered ap-
propriate varied, with IAs whose members were larger
companies more likely to recognise the importance of
workplaces in promoting workers’ health. Most of the
senior executives interviewed recognised that members
could benefit from workplace health and wellbeing pro-
grams, however they reported that their IAs had not dis-
cussed the topic with their members. Some commented
that their role was to reflect the interests of their mem-
ber organisations rather than direct them, and therefore
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they would only take on a role if there was an expect-
ation from their members to do so. Others expressed
concern at the potential cost to their member organisa-
tions relative to the perceived benefit.
As noted above, there was some confusion between

government-mandated OH&S requirements and work-
place health and wellbeing programs. Senior executives
were clearer about the assistance they could provide
around safety compliance. When asked to give examples
of how they could or did support member organisations
in promoting the health and wellbeing of their workers,
the majority responded with examples around safety
such as chemical storage, safe tractor driving, safety
clothing or health issues arising from poor safety.
Senior executives did, however, identify resources and

support that would assist them in encouraging their
member organisations to undertake workplace health
programs. These focussed on information and resources
including the evidence of benefits, and access to ser-
vices. Industry-relevant business cases outlining the ben-
efits of workplace health, particularly the potential to
improve productivity and therefore the financial return
to businesses, were seen to be essential to encouraging
the take up of programs. Industry-appropriate worker
health information was also reported to be important,
together with access to an advisor who could answer
member organisations’ questions and assist with imple-
mentation of programs.

Discussion
There are significant concerns around the rising costs of
health care associated with ageing populations and in-
creased incidence of chronic diseases and conditions
[17, 18]. Although the current Australian government
policy focus is on containing the costs of hospitalisation
and clinical management rather than on prevention and
health promotion, in the longer term prevention and
health promotion are the essential components needed
to address preventable hospital admissions [17].
Work has become more sedentary contributing to the

increased incidence of obesity, and musculoskeletal and
other health issues [5, 7, 19–25]. These potentially im-
pact on workplace productivity and are key reasons for
employers to initiate workplace health promotion pro-
grams. In some sectors such as mining and construction,
workers may live on-site for at least some of the time,
especially when jobs are in remote areas. In these cases
in particular, it could be argued that the employer has a
responsibility to ensure that there are opportunities for
employees to engage in healthy lifestyles.
Workplaces can provide opportunities for group activ-

ities and incentives to participate in health promotion that
may not be available elsewhere. There is now a body of
evidence that workplace health and wellbeing programs

benefit both the individuals participating as well as the
businesses for which they work [1–7]. Challenges remain,
however, with involving individual businesses in workplace
health and wellbeing programs.
As noted above, the IA senior executives interviewed in-

dicated some confusion between government-mandated
OH&S requirements (e.g. legislated requirements for
workers in some industries to wear safety clothing) and
workplace health and wellbeing programs (e.g. promoting
Quit smoking and physical fitness programs in which
workers can choose to participate or not). This may be
particularly the case when the latter programs are being
promoted by government which also monitors compliance
with occupational safety legislation. Our research indi-
cated that this confusion is shared by both IAs and their
member organisations. Although confusion may not on
the surface appear to be an issue, it could skew the data
around uptake of programs. For example, when asked:
does your organisation have a role in workplace health
and wellbeing? some may respond in the affirmative when
in fact they are involved in meeting the requirements of
OH&S regulations rather than providing workplace health
promotion activities. The confusion may also discourage
health promotion program uptake, as organisations may
feel they are already doing something and be reluctant to
do more.
Reach is also an issue. When advocating for and sup-

porting delivery of health and wellbeing programs, ap-
proaches to individual organisations may not be the
most efficient or cost-effective approach for government.
Although IAs may need to be provided with resources,
they are likely to be a more cost-effective way to reach
and support uptake of programs in hard-to-reach loca-
tions. The costs of introducing health and wellbeing pro-
grams can also be a barrier for workplaces, particularly
small ones. In the Danish experience related by Kvorning
and colleagues, regulators and other stakeholders includ-
ing IAs, developed programs with financial and facilita-
tor support to assist small enterprises with limited
resources [26]. Credibility may also be an issue especially
if programs are being promoted by government to the
business sector [8, 26, 27]. Program credibility can be
built and advocacy for programs can be delivered across
large numbers of workplaces using the existing networks
and capacity of IAs. IAs are therefore well placed to act
as intermediaries between governments wanting pro-
gram implementation and those directly involved ‘at the
coalface’ [26].
Carmichael and colleagues summarised the necessity, be-

fore developing an intervention, of understanding the char-
acteristics of the organisation, its work practices, work
environment, policies and the workforce (including attri-
butes such as health status and fitness for tasks, beliefs and
perceptions) [4]. Through IAs, and their understanding of
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their member organisations, the language and appropriate-
ness of promotional materials and resources can be refined.
As one interviewee stated:

Mates in Construction [a construction industry health
program] works because it is presented in the
language and approach guys on the worksite
understand, workers are positive about the program
and it is relevant to them.

A basic mechanism for developing best practice is the
provision of opportunities for like organisations working
on similar initiatives to share knowledge and experiences
[18, 28, 29]. IAs provide an excellent opportunity for
doing this through their existing networks and processes
such as member newsletters and forums. While outside
experts can be brought in to provide additional perspec-
tives, the IAs are likely to provide greater credibility and a
more trusted space for discussion [15, 24, 27]. As a type of
‘intermediating organisation’, IAs can also coordinate the
activities of would-be or early adopters, and shape the dif-
fusion trajectory of commercial innovations [30].

Strengths and limitations
Themes presented in this investigation are specific to
the 17 participating senior executives representing their
IAs, and as such only those who were willing to discuss
their views are included. There may have been other im-
portant and/or alternative views that were not can-
vassed. The senior executives who agreed to provide
their views may have been more interested in workplace
health and wellbeing than others who did not provide
their views. Our findings may also have limited general-
isability due to the small and varied sample. The views
provided, however, represent a diversity of positions,
drawn from senior executives in a range of IA types
from the very small to the large and well resourced, and
include broad coverage of the economically important
industries in the state.

Conclusions
Our research suggests that Industry Associations (IAs)
have been overlooked as an agent for change, and that
many are ready to take a more active role in workplace
health promotion, particularly those representing larger
member organisations. Policy initiatives and programs
that seek to encourage workplace health promotion pro-
grams could be strengthened by involving IAs in all
steps from program formulation through to the imple-
mentation of programs in workplaces.
Theoretically, IAs are well placed to extend workplace

health promotion program reach and effectiveness in the
large numbers of workplaces that are their members and in
many industries. IAs understand the specific circumstances,

needs and challenges experienced by the industries they
represent. They can provide credible arguments on the
relevance of health promotion within their sectors, and they
have the networks and in many cases the resources to work
with government regulators, employers and workplaces to
extend the reach of initiatives and influence change.
Additional research into the differences between IAs de-

pending on their size (in particular) and the workforce at-
tributes of their member organisations may be useful. Key
differences identified in our research related to the size of
member organisations, and the type and employment ar-
rangements of workers. For example: (a) larger IAs were
more likely to recognise the importance of workplaces in
the role of promoting workers’ health; and (b) those with
smaller, more limited capacity member organisations (or
in sectors such as agriculture or hospitality with a higher
proportion of transient or casual workers or of subcon-
tracting) were more likely to be unsure of, or think that
their role should be limited. Further research could also
identify the specific barriers that apply; for instance, lack
of time and skill - directly related to small size - that IAs
may need assistance to address.
The importance of worker health and well-being should

be promoted to IAs in order for IAs to promote it in turn
to their member organisations. Appropriate resources can
be provided by relevant government departments and reg-
ulators, and non-government organisations (such as re-
spiratory health fora and heart and stroke foundations).
Opportunities to share knowledge and experiences among
existing IAs and their member organisations should also
contribute to the development and furthering of best
practice in workplace health promotion programs. Many
IAs are already well positioned to act as ‘champions’ in
supporting and assisting their member workplaces to pro-
mote the health and wellbeing of their workers and the ac-
tive involvement of IAs should be encouraged.

Additional file

Additional file 1: Interview Guide, The Role of Peak Industry Bodies/
Member Organisations Promoting the Health of Workers, four questions
used to direct discussions. (DOCX 19 kb)

Abbreviations
IAs: Industry Associations; OH&S: Occupational Health and Safety

Acknowledgements
Thank you to all those who took part in the interviews for the state-wide
evaluation of the Queensland Healthier. Happier. Workplaces Initiative; we
appreciate people giving their time to support the evaluation.

Funding
This paper draws upon, but was not funded by, the state-wide evaluation of
the Queensland Healthier. Happier. Workplaces Initiative (which was funded
by the Queensland Department of Health).

Marsh et al. BMC Health Services Research  (2018) 18:565 Page 4 of 5

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-018-3364-7


Availability of data and materials
The data that support the findings of this study (interview transcripts,
content analyses, and confidential reports to the funder on the evaluation
findings and recommendations) are not publicly available due to the
confidential nature of individuals’ engagement in the evaluation within
which they were conducted. Reports may be available on request to, and
only with the agreement of, the Queensland Department of Health. Any
interested readers should contact the corresponding author [SG] in the first
instance.

Authors’ contributions
GM, JM and VL made substantial contributions to the conception and design
of the project. GM and JM designed the interview schedule, and conducted
the interviews. GM, JM and VL analysed and interpreted the content of
interviews. GM drafted the manuscript. GM, VL and SG critically revised the
manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript to be
published.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study was approved by the Faculty of Health Sciences, Faculty Human
Ethics Committee, La Trobe University. The Chair evaluated the study as of
negligible risk. Application reference number FHEC14/02.
Informed consent was obtained from participants, either in writing prior to
the interview being scheduled, or verbally if the interviewer requested to do
the interview at the time of telephone follow-up. Verbal consent was
recorded.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Received: 5 February 2018 Accepted: 5 July 2018

References
1. Anderson LM, Quinn TA, Glanz K, Ramirez G, Kahwati LC, Johnson DB,

Buchanan LR, Archer WR, Chattopadhyay S, Kalra GP, et al. The effectiveness
of worksite nutrition and physical activity interventions for controlling
employee overweight and obesity: a systematic review. Am J Prev Med.
2009;37(4):340–57.

2. Baicker K, Cutler D, Song Z. Workplace wellness programs can generate
savings. Health Affairs (Millwood). 2010;29(2):304–11.

3. Baxter S, Sanderson K, Venn AJ, Blizzard CL, Palmer AJ. The relationship
between return on investment and quality of study methodology in
workplace health promotion programs. Am J Health Promot. 2014;28(6):
347–63.

4. Carmichael F, Fenton S-J, Pinilla Roncancio M, Sadhra S, Sing M. Workplace
wellbeing programmes and their impact on employees and their
employing organisations: a scoping review of the evidence base. Discussion
paper. Birmingham: University of Birmingham; 2016.

5. Conn VS, Hafdahl AR, Cooper PS, Brown LM, Lusk SL. Meta-analysis of
workplace physical activity interventions. Am J Prev Med. 2009;37(4):330–9.

6. Goetzel RZ, Ozminkowski RJ. The health and cost benefits of work site
health-promotion programs. Annu Rev Public Health. 2008;29:303–23.

7. Pronk NP. Physical activity promotion in business and industry: evidence,
context, and recommendations for a national plan. J Phys Act Health. 2009;
6:S220–35.

8. Rajwani T, Lawton T, Phillips N. The "voice of industry": why management
researchers should pay more attention to trade associations. Strateg Organ.
2015;13(3):224–32.

9. Baldock R, James P, Smallbone D, Vickers I. Influences on small-firm
compliance-related behaviour: the case of workplace health and safety.
Environ Plann C-Government Policy. 2006;24(6):827–46.

10. Bush D, Paleo L, Baker R, Dewey R, Toktogonova N, Cornelio D. Restaurant
supervisor safety training: evaluating a small business training intervention.
Public Health Rep. 2009;124:152–60.

11. Healthier. Happier. Workplaces [https://workplaces.healthier.qld.gov.au/].
Accessed 15 July 2018.

12. Queensland Statistics [http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/index.php]. Accessed 15
July 2018.

13. Queensland Economy [https://www.treasury.qld.gov.au/economy-and-
budget/queensland-economy/]. Accessed 15 July 2018.

14. Lewis V, Marsh G, Macmillan J, Silburn K, Borland R, White V. Queensland
Healthier.Happier.Workplaces initiative: state-wide evaluation. Final report,
October 2015. [report commissioned by Queensland Department of Health
(confidential)]. Melbourne: Australian Institute of Primary Care, La Trobe
University; 2015.

15. Marsh G, Lewis V. Report on interviews with representatives from peak
industry bodies/ member organisations, about their role in promoting
workplace wellness, November 2014. [report commissioned by Queensland
Department of Health (confidential)]. Melbourne: Australian Institute for
Primary Care & ageing, La Trobe University; 2014.

16. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol.
2006;3(2):77–101.

17. Baxter S. The international health promotion issue: the Australian
perspective. Am J Health Promot. 2016;30(5):400–2.

18. Kirsten W, Karch R, editors. Global perspectives in workplace health
promotion. Sudbury: Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC; 2012.

19. Biswas A, Oh PI, Faulkner GE, Bajaj RR, Silver MA, Mitchell MS, Alter DA.
Sedentary time and its association with risk for disease incidence, mortality,
and hospitalization in adults: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Ann
Intern Med. 2015;162(2):123–32.

20. Pronk NP. Fitness of the US workforce. Annu Rev Public Health. 2015;36:
131–49.

21. Schnall PL, Dobson M, Landsbergis P. Globalization, work, and
cardiovascular disease. Int J Health Serv. 2016;46(4):656–92.

22. Straker L, Coenen P, Dunstan DW, Gilson N, Healy GN. Sedentary work:
evidence on an emergent work health and safety issue. Final report.
Canberra: Safe Work Australia; 2016.

23. Thorp AA, Owen N, Neuhaus M, Dunstan DW. Sedentary behaviors and
subsequent health outcomes in adults: a systematic review of longitudinal
studies, 1996-2011. Am J Prev Med. 2011;41(2):207–15.

24. Yang Y, An RP, Zhu WM. Physical activity and prolonged sedentary behavior
in US working adults. Arch Environ Occup Health. 2016;71(6):362–5.

25. Zhou ZX, Xi YB, Zhang F, Lu Q, Zhang FB, Huang DC, Ren H, Wang KZ, Yin
ZN. Sedentary behavior predicts changes in cardiometabolic risk in
professional workers: a one-year prospective study. J Occup Environ Med.
2016;58(4):E117–23.

26. Kvorning LV, Hasle P, Christensen U. Motivational factors influencing small
construction and auto repair enterprises to participate in occupational
health and safety programmes. Saf Sci. 2015;71:253–63.

27. Watkins A, Papaioannou T, Mugwagwa J, Kale D. National innovation
systems and the intermediary role of industry associations in building
institutional capacities for innovation in developing countries: a critical
review of the literature. Res Policy. 2015;44(8):1407–18.

28. Drew SAW. From knowledge to action: the impact of benchmarking on
organizational performance. Long Range Plan. 1997;30(3):427–41.

29. Kent KB, Goetzel RZ, Roemer EC, Prasad A, Freundlich N. Promoting healthy
workplaces by building cultures of health and applying strategic
communications. J Occup Environ Med. 2016;58(2):114–22.

30. Damsgaard J, Lyytinen K. The role of intermediating institutions in the
diffusion of electronic data interchange (EDI): how industry associations
intervened in Denmark, Finland, and Hong Kong. Inf Soc. 2001;17(3):195–210.

Marsh et al. BMC Health Services Research  (2018) 18:565 Page 5 of 5

https://workplaces.healthier.qld.gov.au/
http://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/index.php
https://www.treasury.qld.gov.au/economy-and-budget/queensland-economy/
https://www.treasury.qld.gov.au/economy-and-budget/queensland-economy/

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusions
	Additional file
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Publisher’s Note
	References

