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WORLD PATIENT SAFETY DAY, 2020

“The COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the urgent need for strong 
national programmes to protect the 
health and safety of health workers, 
medical professionals, emergency 
responders, and the many other 

workers risking their lives on  
our behalf.”

dr tedros adhanom ghebreyesus 
director-general

world health organization

WORLD PATIENT SAFETY DAY, 2020

“We need special measures to 
protect the millions of health workers 

and other workers who risk their 
own health for us every day. I call on 
all countries to assure well-defined, 
decent and safe working conditions 

for all health workers.”

guy ryder 
director-general

international labour organization
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Executive summary
Health is a universal human right and a main contributor to well-being, economic development, growth, wealth 
and prosperity for all. Health systems play a key role in protecting, restoring and maintaining the health of 
patients and populations. A well-trained, motivated and supported health workforce is the backbone of every 
health system and without them, there would be no health care. 

Health workers around the world are at the front line of the daily battle to contain diseases and to save lives 
while often risking their own health and sometimes their lives. Unsafe working conditions increase the risk 
of occupational diseases and injuries among health workers and jeopardize patient safety, quality of care 
and the overall resilience of health systems. 

The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has drawn attention to the importance of the protection of 
health workers (1), emphasizing the need to ensure that the occupational safety and health of health workers 
is a priority. This is fundamental if they are to be enabled to do their jobs and to protect the health of patients 
and populations. The development and implementation of national programmes for protecting the health 
and safety of all health workers is an effective way to ensure the application of national occupational safety 
and health legislation and policies tailored to the needs of the health sector.

This policy brief is intended to provide a short overview on the issues and recommendations for policy 
decision-makers in ministries of health and ministries of employment and labour; local authorities; managers 
of health facilities; professional associations of the various groups of health workers; and organizations of 
workers and employers in the health sector.

Key messages
•	 Protecting health workers and ensuring occupational health and safety is fundamental for well-

functioning and resilient health systems.
•	  Health workers face a range of occupational risks associated with biological, chemical, physical, 

ergonomic and psychosocial hazards including violence, affecting the safety of both health 
workers and patients.

•	 Ensuring the occupational safety and health of health workers needs to be a priority and is a 
prerequisite for quality care. 

•	 Comprehensive and gender-responsive programmes on occupational health and safety for health 
workers in line with national occupational health and safety policies and laws are recommended 
to effectively protect health workers
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The need to protect health 
workers 
Globally, there are 136 million workers in the health and social work sector1, approximately 70% of whom 
are women (1). Yet, there are persisting projected shortages of 18 million health workers by 2030, primarily 
in low- and lower-middle-income countries (2).
 
A safe and healthy work environment is fundamental to decent work and a key element of human dignity. 
While infection prevention and control with a view to patient safety is well considered in most health 
services, the aspect of occupational safety and health for health workers tends to be neglected. Findings 
from research across all regions of the world reveal lack of attention to safety and health concerns, which 
negatively influences retention of health workers (3). 

The health sector is among the most hazardous sectors for health and 
safety

The health sector – which is supposed to restore, protect and promote health – is also hazardous to the 
health of its own workers. A total of 54% of health workers in low- and middle-income countries have 
latent tuberculosis that is 25 times higher than the general population (4). In the 2014–2016 Ebola outbreak 
in West Africa, the risk of infection among health workers was 21 to 32 times higher than in the general 
adult population (5). Between 17% and 32% of health-care workers in developed countries suffer from 
occupational burnout (6). Between 44% and 83% of nurses in clinical settings in Africa have chronic low 
back pain compared to 18% among office workers (7). Globally, 63% of health workers report experiencing 
any form of violence at the workplace (8). Medical professions are also at higher risk of suicide in all parts of 
the world (9). During the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic, 23% of front-line health-care workers 
worldwide suffered depression and anxiety and 39% suffered insomnia (10). Health workers were also the 
most affected occupation by COVID-19 (11). 

Unsafe working conditions affect the performance of the health system

Unsafe working conditions are among the main reasons for strikes among health workers in low-income 
countries (12). Poor well-being and occupational burnout among health workers is associated with poor 
patient safety outcomes such as medical errors (13). Unsafe working conditions, stress, or, in some countries, 
the perceived lack of security, are among the main reasons for attrition of health workers, exacerbating 
health workforce shortages (14). Unsafe working conditions resulting in occupational illness and injuries and 
absenteeism are also a significant financial cost for the health sector. For example, in 2017, the annual costs 
of the occupational illnesses and injuries in the health-care and social services sector in Great Britain were 
the highest among all sectors, estimated at 3.38 billion United States dollars2 (15). 

1	 Health workers are all people engaged in work actions whose primary intent is to improve health. This includes health service providers, such as doctors, nurses, midwives, 
public health professionals, lab-, health- and medical and non-medical technicians, personal care workers, community health workers, healers and practitioners of traditional 
medicine. It also includes health management and support workers, such as cleaners, drivers, hospital administrators, district health managers and social workers, and other 
occupational groups in health-related activities  as defined by the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08). The policy brief refers to the combined 
health and social work sectors as defined by the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC), revision 4, section Q: Human health and social 
work activities.

2	 Converted from British pounds sterling.
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Global call for action
Respecting labour rights and providing safe and healthy working conditions to all workers, including health 
workers, is one of the global commitments under United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 
8 on decent work and economic growth (SDG target 8.8) (16). 

At the UN High-level Meeting on Universal Health Coverage held at the 74th session of the UN General 
Assembly in 2019, all heads of states and governments committed to scale up efforts to promote healthier 
and safer workplaces, and to increase the access of workers to occupational health services and to take 
action to improve the protection of health, safety and well-being of health workers (17). In the 13th General 
Programme of Work of the World Health Organization (WHO), Member States committed to pay special 
attention to decent working conditions for health workers (18). 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) Centenary Declaration for the Future of Work, 2019, asserts 
that safe and healthy working conditions are fundamental to decent work (19).

In their 2016 recommendations, the UN High-level Commission on Health Employment and Economic Growth 
underscored the need to ensure the protection and security of all health workers and health facilities in all 
settings, and during public health emergencies (2). 

The ILO Promotional Framework for Occupational Safety and Health Convention, 2006 (No. 187) urges 
Member States to develop national occupational safety and health programmes, in coordination with other 
national programmes and plans (20). The ILO Nursing Personnel Convention, 1977 (No. 149) provides for 
adapting existing laws and regulations on occupational health and safety to the special nature of nursing 
work and of the environment in which it is carried out (21).

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, WHO calls for healthy, safe and decent working conditions for all health 
workers and emergency responders (22).
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National programmes on 
occupational health for health 
workers
A national programme on occupational health of health 
workers provides a policy framework for actions to protect 
health, safety and well-being of workers in the health 
sector. It facilitates the regulatory compliance of facilities 
in the health sector with the national occupational safety 
and health laws and regulations, bearing in mind the 
specific working conditions and occupational hazards 
in the sector. It aims at providing decent work and a 
healthy and safe work environment for all health workers, 
thereby improving productivity and job satisfaction of 
health workers and their retention. Such programmes also 
contribute to improving the quality of care and patient 
safety. By strengthening the protection of health and safety 
of health workers and responders, such programmes 
increase the resilience of health services in the face of 
outbreaks and public health emergencies.

A national programme on occupational health of health workers refers to any national policy instrument that 
aims at protecting the health and safety of workers in the health sector. To date, more than 50 countries 
have developed and are implementing national policy instruments for protecting the health and safety of 
health workers. The form of these policy instruments is diverse and includes national programmes, plans of 
action, regulations and ministerial orders, collective agreements, national policy guidelines and standards, 
accreditation systems, and others.

Whatever the policy form of the national programme, it should strive to cover all health workers in all health 
facilities and work settings, both public and private, formal and informal. It should have measurable objectives 
to be achieved in a predetermined time frame, priorities and actions to improve the occupational health of 
health workers, as well as means to assess progress. 

The programme should aim at: 

	 providing decent working conditions and a healthy, safe and favourable working environment in the 
health sector;

	 preventing occupational diseases and injuries; and

	 ensuring the regulatory compliance of health services with national occupational safety and health 
standards. 

What is occupational health?
In 1950, the Joint ILO/WHO Committee on 
Occupational Health stated that: “Occupational 
health should aim at the promotion and 
maintenance of the highest degree of physical, 
mental and social well-being of workers in all 
occupations; the prevention amongst workers of 
departures from health caused by their working 
conditions; the protection of workers in their 
employment from risks resulting from factors 
adverse to health; the placing and maintenance of 
the worker in an occupational environment adapted 
to his physiological and psychological capabilities”.

Executive Board, 7. (1951). Joint ILO/WHO Expert Committee on 
Occupational Health: report on the first session. World Health 
Organization. https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/86728
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Key elements of a national 
occupational health programme 
for health workers
The WHO–ILO Global Framework for National Occupational Health Programmes for Health Workers provides 
strategic guidance for establishing the building blocks of a national programme (23). 

Building blocks of national occupational health programmes for health 
workers according to the WHO–ILO Global Framework

1.	 Identify a responsible person with authority for occupational health at both the national and workplace levels. 

2.	 Develop a written policy on safety, health and working conditions for health workforce protection at the national and 
workplace levels. 

3.	 Ensure access to Occupational Health Services by strengthening existing or establishing new occupational health 
programme, and allocate sufficient resources/budget to the programme, occupational health professional services, and the 
procurement of necessary personal protective equipment and supplies. 

4.	 Create joint labour–management health and safety committees, with appropriate worker and management representation. 

5.	 Provide ongoing (or periodic) education and training that is appropriate to all parties, including occupational health 
practitioners, senior executives, front-line managers, health and safety committees, front-line workers and their 
representatives, and the general public. 

6.	 Identify hazards and hazardous working conditions in order to prevent and control them, and manage risks by applying the 
occupational health hierarchy of controls, which prioritizes elimination or control at the source. 

7.	 Provide pre-service and ongoing immunization against hepatitis B and other vaccine-preventable diseases in the workplace 
at no cost to the employee and ensure all three doses of the hepatitis B immunization have been received by all workers at 
risk of blood exposure (including cleaners and waste handlers). 

8.	 Promote exposure and incident reporting, eliminating barriers to reporting and providing a blame-free environment. 

9.	 Promote and ensure health worker access to diagnosis, treatment, care and support for HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and viral 
hepatitis B and C. 

10.	Utilize appropriate information systems to assist in the collection, tracking, analysing, reporting and acting upon data to 
promote health and safety of the health-care workplace and health workforce.

11.	 Ensure that health workers are provided with entitlement for compensation for work-related disability in accordance with 
national laws. 

12.	Promote research on occupational health and safety issues of concern to health workers and translation of research into 
practice, particularly with respect to combined exposures and applied intervention effectiveness research. 

13.	Promote and implement greening health sector initiatives that incorporate occupational health, green and safe jobs 
while reducing greenhouse gas emissions with a preference for: use of renewable energy; providing safe drinking water; 
promoting hand hygiene; active transport; environmentally preferable management of hazardous health care waste; and 
environmentally preferable selection and disposal of chemicals such as pesticides, disinfectants, and sterilants.

Developed and adopted in 2010, the WHO–ILO Global Framework is meant to be adaptable to national 
contexts and emerging epidemiological developments.
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In the development of a national occupational health programme for health workers the ministry of health 
will need to consult and work together with other relevant ministries, such as the ministry of labour, social 
security, and/or other organization(s) responsible for the protection and promotion of health worker health 
and safety in the private as well as public sector, as well with the professional associations of health workers 
and the organizations of workers and employers in the health sector.

A detailed description and guidance on how to implement each one of the above recommendations will 
be provided in a separate WHO Technical guide for the development of national programmes on occupational 
health for health workers (24), which shall be considered a practical tool for the senior technical officials at 
the ministries of health, ministries of labour, and relevant stakeholders in the process of developing and 
implementing policy tools at national and subnational levels. The technical guide will also contain examples 
and lessons learned from several countries across the globe.
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Added value 
The implementation of national occupational health programmes for health workers serves as an important 
tool for strengthening countries’ capacities to protect the health and safety of health workers and emergency 
responders.

For health workers, the implementation of a national programme on occupational health contributes to 
reduced individual pain and suffering from work-related injuries and diseases and hence, improved health and 
better access to protective services, such as occupational health services, immunizations and psychosocial 
support. It also increases their trust in managers and policy-makers, knowing that they are taking care of 
their health and safety. 

For employers and managers of health facilities, the implementation of occupational health measures 
contributes to fulfilling the employer´s duty-of-care responsibility and regulatory compliance with occupational 
safety and health standards. Safer working conditions would result in reduced absenteeism and increased 
performance, morale and retention of health workers. Work improvements in health care are also a factor 
in advancing quality of care, patient safety, and infection prevention and control. Implementing a national 
programme also provides a level playing field for all health facilities and services, be they public or private. 

For national policy-makers, a national programme on occupational health for health workers contributes to 
the resilience and performance of health systems. Respect for health and safety rules and labour rights and 
promotion of decent work in the health sector also contribute to improving job satisfaction, recruitment 
and retention, enhancing labour relations and preventing strikes in the health sector. A national programme 
puts into action the political will and commitment to improve working conditions in the health sector. It also 
provides an opportunity for coordinated action by all public health and labour programmes towards common 
objectives. Furthermore, it offers an opportunity for social dialogue regarding occupational safety and health 
in the health sector and promoting decent work.  
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Steps in developing and 
implementing the programme
Based on the experience of pilot countries, the following steps may be taken in developing a national 
programme:

1.	 Obtain political decision for starting the development of the programme, ensure engagement and 
commitment of the relevant government agencies, such as ministries of health and of labour, depending 
on the national context.

2.	 Establish task force, identify most influential stakeholders and ensure engagement of workers’ and 
employers’ organizations and ensure capacity building of task force members on occupational safety 
and health systemic approach for the exercise of their functions.

3.	 Assess the national situation:
	 number of health workers and health facilities, organization of health system;
	 regulatory and policy basis of occupational health and safety and its application in the health sector;
	 situation in the country vis-à-vis the 13 elements of the WHO–ILO Global Framework; and
	 existing building blocks, gaps and needs to upgrade.

4.	 Write first draft of the national programme.

5.	 Clarify funding sources, whether special funding is needed – for example, for training or appointment 
of personnel.

6.	 Discuss the first draft at a national workshop with key stakeholders.

7.	 Develop second draft and invite all stakeholders to comment.

8.	 Finalize, publish, disseminate widely in all health-care facilities, and post on the Internet.

9.	 Roll out implementation at different levels in stages – from national to subnational to facility levels.

10.	Develop communication and technical tools for implementation – standards, posters, website.

11.	Build capacities for implementation such as train-the-trainers sessions; train responsible officers on 
work improvement in health services.

12.	Establish regular monitoring and evaluation processes.

The involvement and support of stakeholders – in particular, organizations of workers and employers in the 
health sector – and compliance with the national policy and regulations of occupational safety and health 
are important for the development of a functional national programme.
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Success factors 
Implementation of the national programme for occupational health for health workers requires sustained 
political commitment and leadership at the national, subnational and facility levels; stakeholder involvement 
and social dialogue with workers and employers; capacity-building; and monitoring and evaluation. 

Sustainability is a major factor of success for making lasting changes in working conditions in the health sector. 
The WHO Joint External Evaluation Tool for assessing countries’ preparedness for public health emergencies 
measures the level of implementation of the national programmes on occupational health for health workers 
at all levels as an indication of the capacity of a country’s health system to protect occupational health and 
safety of health workers and emergency responders (25).

Collaboration and social dialogue are critical for successful implementation. At the facility level the joint labour 
management committees should regularly review the implementation of the facility policy for occupational 
health. At the national level, the steering committee for occupational health of health workers should review 
the situation based on the indicators and reports of inspections, claims for compensation for occupational 
diseases and injuries, and the epidemiological situation in the country.
 
Capacity-building is key for the implementation of action to improve health and safety at work. It is necessary 
to have a training programme for initial and refresher training of the responsible officers for occupational 
health at all levels and for the representatives of workers in the committees at the national and facility level. 
The ILO/WHO HealthWISE tool – Work Improvement in Health Services (26) has been used successfully in 
several countries to build capacities for implementation of their national programme on occupational health 
of health workers. This is a practical, participatory quality improvement tool for health facilities. It stimulates 
health workers and managers to work together to improve workplaces and practices with low-cost solutions..
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