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Abstract

Background: The evidence surrounding the value of workplace health promotion in positively influencing employees’
health and wellbeing via changes to their health behaviours is growing. The aim of the study was to explore
employers’ views on the promotion of workplace health and wellbeing and the factors affecting these views.

Methods: Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, 10 focus groups were conducted with employers
selected from a range of industries and geographical locations within Western Australia. The total sample size was 79.

Results: Three factors were identified: employers’ conceptualization of workplace health and wellbeing; employers’
descriptions of (un)healthy workers and perceptions surrounding the importance of healthy workers; and employers’
beliefs around the role the workplace should play in influencing health.

Conclusions: Progress may be viable in promoting health and wellbeing if a multifaceted approach is employed
taking into account the complex factors influencing employers’ views. This could include an education campaign
providing information about what constitutes health and wellbeing beyond the scope of occupational health and
safety paradigms along with information on the benefits of workplace health and wellbeing aligned with perceptions
relating to healthy and unhealthy workers.
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Background
Prevention of chronic diseases is an important global
health issue [1, 2]. Unhealthy lifestyle practices such as
poor nutrition, physical inactivity, alcohol use, and smok-
ing can contribute to the chronic disease burden and sig-
nificantly impact population health outcomes [3, 4]. At
the workplace, unhealthy lifestyles have been shown to re-
duce productivity and increase absenteeism and present-
eeism [3, 5]. Workplaces provide access to a considerable
proportion of the adult population and as such are an
ideal setting for health promotion initiatives [3, 6–8].
Therefore, programs aimed at the workplace have the po-
tential to reach a large segment of the population who

might not be exposed to other health promotion initiatives
[9]. Workplaces also provide an opportunity for tailoring
programs and health messages to meet specific needs of
industry segments and demographic groups.
Health promotion efforts are usually directed towards

improving the health of a workforce through initiatives
such as health risk assessments, vaccinations, and well-
ness activities targeted at improving healthy eating,
physical activity, cigarette use, alcohol consumption, and
mental health outcomes [5, 6, 10, 11]. Another area that
influences the health of employees, but is often consid-
ered separate from health promotion, is occupational
health and safety or health protection. Occupational
health and safety encompasses efforts that prevent injury
or illness due to workplace specific exposures, by con-
ducting safety training, environmental modification, and
the provision of and use of personal protective equip-
ment [6]. There is often an overlap between health
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promotion and health protection (e.g., creating smoke
free zones) and there are calls to integrate both areas be-
cause both contribute to the overall health and wellbeing
of employees [6]. Further, in many jurisdictions, health
protection is codified in occupational health and safety
or similar regulations. Health and wellbeing in the work-
place can be viewed as a broad concept comprised of
personal satisfaction; work-life satisfaction; and general
health which is a combination of mental/psychological
health and physical/physiological health [12].
The evidence surrounding the value of workplace

health promotion in positively influencing employees’
health and wellbeing via changes to their health behav-
iours is growing [13–19]. Several factors influencing the
implementation of workplace health promotion pro-
grams have been identified [20]. These factors act at
multiple levels of influence with implementation deter-
minants including characteristics of the socio-political
context, the organisation, the implementer, the interven-
tion program, and the individual [20]. A range of stake-
holders share an interest in workplace health promotion
ranging from employers and employees to insurance
companies, occupational physicians, various government
departments, labour unions, universities, and organisa-
tions with a health promoting focus [21]. At the level of
the organisation, two under-researched aspects of par-
ticular interest are employers’ perceptions regarding the
importance of having healthy workers and the responsi-
bility these staff feel towards influencing worker health
[21–24]. Their perceptions are important because an in-
tegral part of implementing health promoting policies
and programs into the workplace is obtaining support
from those in managerial or leadership roles [6, 25–29].
Literature exploring the perceived role of the workplace

in influencing employees’ health behaviours is limited,
with much of the work carried out solely exploring em-
ployees’ views (e.g., Pridgeon and Whitehead [30]), and
only a few studies investigating the views of managers
or employees in leadership roles (e.g., Linnan et al.
[22]; Hannon et al. [31]; Audrey and Procter [24]). In
addition, limited research appears to have been con-
ducted in an Australian setting. Qualitative and quanti-
tative research carried out with stakeholders from
various organisations in the United States has revealed
that there is perceived merit in workplace health pro-
grams because they were able to improve employee
morale, reduce health care costs, increase productivity,
reduce absenteeism, and contribute to the positive pro-
motion of the company image [22, 31]. Several barriers
to their implementation have, however, been cited in-
cluding costs, time scarcity, logistical issues, and cul-
tural barriers [22, 31].
The literature indicates that creating a healthy work-

place is important [13–17] and given that many

workplaces do implement health promoting programs
for their workers, this would suggest that some em-
ployers feel they have a role to play in creating healthy
work environments. The difficulty is determining which
aspects contributing to employees’ health those in man-
agement or leadership roles should have responsibility for
and to what extent. Responsibility regarding occupational
health and safety is of clear importance, and often legis-
lated, while the lines are somewhat blurred and discretion-
ary in relation to activities covered under the broader
topic of health and wellbeing [6]. While employers in Lin-
nan et al.’s study [22] could see the merit in implementing
health and wellbeing programs, many did not believe it
was their responsibility to make such programs available;
ensuring worker safety was, however, perceived to be a key
responsibility. More research needs to be conducted ex-
ploring employer perceptions relating to responsibility re-
garding health and wellbeing at work.
Explanations of healthy workplaces are present in the

literature. For example, Sauter et al. [32] define a healthy
workplace as one that “maximizes the integration of
worker goals for well-being and company objectives for
profitability and productivity” (p. 250). There is, however,
a lack of information on employer perceptions surround-
ing what defines a healthy worker and, conversely, what
defines an unhealthy worker. Exploring their perceptions
may assist with understanding how such perceptions tie
into views relating to responsibility for worker health. The
present study used a qualitative approach to explore some
of the factors affecting employers’ views on the promotion
of health and wellbeing in the workplace. Qualitative
methods were deemed ideal given the paucity of research
in this area and the necessity to make meaning regarding
employers’ definitions and perceptions.

Methods
Phenomenology was used to underpin the research
process. This methodology promotes an examination of
the lived experiences of individuals and draws on tenets
from a number of disciplines including psychology, edu-
cation, and philosophy [33]. A qualitative cross-sectional
design involving focus groups was utilised to gather in-
formation about employers’ views on workplace health
and wellbeing and the factors affecting these views. The
study protocol was approved by the University of Western
Australia Human Research Ethics Committee.

Setting and sample
A purposive sample of participants was obtained. All
participants were 25 years of age or older and were busi-
ness owners or managers or were responsible for organ-
isational occupational health and safety, and so in a
position to influence changes to the workplace in terms
of health and wellbeing (i.e., a health and safety officer,
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team manager or leader, supervisor, or trainer). For the
purposes of this study they are referred to as employers
because they were acting as workplace representatives.
To elicit a broad range of responses and identify relevant
issues for various business groups, participants were
men and women, selected from a range of geographical
locations and industries; which were defined as blue or
white collar.
A social research agency was employed to recruit the

focus group participants via random digit dialling. As
part of the recruitment process, potential participants
were informed that they were being recruited to join a
discussion on health and wellbeing in the workplace. All
participants provided their informed written consent to
take part in the study prior to the commencement of
data collection. Participants were offered AUD$80
(USD$65) reimbursement for their time and expenses.

Focus groups
A total of 10 focus groups were conducted to collect the
data. Ten participants were invited into each group, with
attendance rates ranging from four to 10. The total sam-
ple size was 79. The demographic profiles of the groups
are presented in Table 1.
Focus groups were chosen as the data collection

method because (1) the area under investigation was
non-sensitive and topical (2) they enabled a diverse
range of opinions to be accessed, (3) they provided a
space to explore group dynamics and traits (both be-
tween and within groups), and (4) they were logistically
appropriate. The focus groups were conducted using a
semi-structured approach, as per Fontana and Frey [34].
The lead author facilitated each of the groups and a re-
search assistant was also present for the purpose of tak-
ing field notes. The discussion topics were introduced in
each group in a similar order, with some variations oc-
curring according to the spontaneous mention of par-
ticular issues by the participants. The discussion began

with a series of word associations relating to healthy
workers; unhealthy workers; and workplace health and
wellbeing. Participants were asked to write down on a
piece of paper, “What springs to mind when you hear
the words ‘healthy worker’?” The same activity was re-
peated changing the words to ‘unhealthy worker’ and
then ‘workplace health and wellbeing’. Each participant
read out their list of words or phrases to the group.
These conversations evolved into discussions around the
perceived importance of healthy workers, the role of the
workplace in influencing health and wellbeing, and im-
plementation of health and wellbeing initiatives in work-
places. Overall, the participants were very engaged in the
topics being discussed. The groups ran from 61 to 89 min.
Each group was audio recorded and recordings were sub-
sequently transcribed verbatim and de-identified to ensure
the confidentiality of participants.

Data analysis
All transcripts (including field notes) were uploaded into
QSR NVivo10 (QSR International Pty Ltd, Australia) for
coding and analysis. Analysis commenced prior to cod-
ing as the lead researcher engaged the research assistant
present at the focus groups in an analytical conversation
at the end of each group as a strategy for identifying and
unpacking concepts as they unfolded. In particular, par-
ticipant comments conveying significant emotion were
noted to further assist in the examination of meaning.
Subsequently, a coding hierarchy was created using the
discussion guide and themes emerging from the data
[35]. The initial coding framework was approved by the
members of the research team.
To begin with, the data were coded line by line to as-

sist with identification of concepts which were subse-
quently grouped together to form categories [36].
Changes were made to the categories throughout the
coding and analysis process as relationships between
concepts became clear; this involved both grouping and
modification of categories in conjunction with an on-
going dialogue with the research team. While all of the
data were coded, data saturation was reached prior to
the end of coding; at this point it was apparent that no
new information was emerging from the data and repe-
tition of concepts became consistent. Once coding was
complete, matrix searches were used to facilitate identi-
fication of issues most salient to different groups of
participants based on characteristics such as geographic
location, industry types, business size, and gender.
A number of steps were undertaken to ensure the

trustworthiness of the research. These included (1) tri-
angulation via the inclusion of a range of participants
in various roles residing in different locations and
working in variable sized businesses, (2) peer review
via ongoing discussion with the research team as well

Table 1 Demographic profile of groups (n = 79)
Group Location Industry Men Women Participants

1 Rural Blue collar 7 2 9

2 Rural White collar 0 6 6

3 Rural Blue collar 5 3 8

4 Rural White collar 8 2 10

5 Metropolitan Blue collar 4 5 9

6 Metropolitan Blue collar 0 8 8

7 Metropolitan Blue collar 4 0 4

8 Metropolitan White collar 3 6 9

9 Metropolitan White collar 0 8 8

10 Metropolitan White collar 8 0 8

Total 39 40 79
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as colleagues not working on the project on data cod-
ing and analysis processes, and (3) an audit trail involv-
ing the assistance of members of the research
examining the coding and analysis processes and inter-
pretation of findings [37].

Results
Three main factors were identified as influencing em-
ployers’ views on the promotion of health and wellbeing
in the workplace and these are summarised in Fig. 1.
These included (1) employers’ conceptualisation of work-
place health and wellbeing, (2) employers’ descriptions of
(un)healthy workers and perceptions surrounding import-
ance of healthy workers, and (3) employers’ beliefs around

the role the workplace should play in influencing em-
ployee’s health and wellbeing.

Employers’ conceptualisation of workplace health and
wellbeing
Previous research has shown that there is often confu-
sion regarding what workplace health and wellbeing en-
tails [12]. Therefore, to place conversations on the topic
of workplace health and wellbeing in context, it was
necessary to understand participants’ perceptions of
what it means. By carrying out the word association ac-
tivity in the focus groups, it enabled participants to think
broadly on the topic, which resulted in a wide range of
responses. Workplace health and wellbeing was perceived

Fig. 1 Employers’ views on the appropriateness of workplace health and wellbeing
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to encapsulate one or all of the following areas: occupa-
tional health and safety, mental health, nutrition, physical
activity, and general health issues. Responses varied from
group to group and within groups.
The rural groups viewed health and wellbeing in the

workplace as mostly relating to occupational health and
safety. This was particularly the case in the two focus
groups that were set in a large mining town where safety
was a prominent issue. Because of the narrow focus on
occupational health and safety in these two groups,
many conversations pertaining to other aspects of
workplace health and wellbeing (e.g., how lifestyle
health behaviour risk factors can be reduced) were
somewhat diminished compared to the other groups.
These participants were focused on safety issues relat-
ing to the avoidance of accidents and injuries. The
metropolitan groups, especially those comprised of
white collar workers, were more likely to view health
and wellbeing in the workplace as encompassing a
broader range of issues touching upon all themes iden-
tified. Women, more so than men, focused on health in
a more holistic manner. Across all groups, a particular
emphasis was placed on mental health issues, mostly in
relation to work-related and personal stress.

“Work/life balance, mental health, and then stress…
I’m dealing with a lot of people with mental health
and stress issues at the moment.” (FG9, metropolitan,
white collar, women)

Employers’ descriptions of (un)healthy workers and
perceptions surrounding importance of healthy workers
To effectively investigate the factors influencing em-
ployers’ views on health and wellbeing in the workplace, it
was important to understand their perceptions surround-
ing what defines a healthy worker and, conversely, what
defines an unhealthy worker. Several terms were used to
describe both the healthy worker and the unhealthy
worker and these were subsequently grouped into themes.
No weighting was given to any one aspect over another
when depicting the workers; however the frequency of
comments provided indicated that the state of workers’
mental health was the most salient defining feature.
The healthy worker was described in terms of positive

mental attributes. Examples of these attributes included
being alert, cheerful, focused, confident, and calm.
Healthy workers could also be recognised by their high
productivity, their collegiality, their use of safe work
practices, their healthy physical appearance, their ability
to maintain a work-life balance, and their health con-
sciousness (e.g., maintaining a healthy diet and sleeping
enough). In contrast, unhealthy workers were described
as having negative mental attributes (e.g., being stressed,
having a negative attitude, lacking self-respect, and

visibly unhappy), experiencing significantly reduced
productivity, lacking vitality and fitness, being unpleas-
ant company, not having a supportive network, regularly
making poor food choices, and being reliant on stimu-
lants (e.g., caffeine or cigarettes) and other drugs.
Most participants reported that healthy workers were

of utmost importance in the workplace. Reasons pro-
vided for this perception included the increased product-
ivity, more positive attitudes, and greater levels of safety
perceived to be associated with healthier workers. A link,
however, between the importance of healthy workers
and a need to introduce health and wellbeing initia-
tives at work was not often made by participants,
hence the dashed line instead of continuous arrow
presented in Fig. 1.
Productivity was the most frequently mentioned out-

come of importance in relation to having healthy
workers. Greater productivity was believed to translate
into higher business profitability. Unhealthy workers
were perceived to be more likely to take sick days or
carry out their duties in a slow manner due to fatigue,
thus costing the business. It was also noted that there
were difficulties associated with the need to fulfil duties
when workers with unique roles were absent.

“It’s very important because it affects the running of the
business. If you’ve got numerous people with sick days
and that sort of thing, it has a financial impact on the
business.” (FG10, metropolitan, white collar, men)

“I think it’s important because our employees are
actually friends and they’re people we care about and
we want them to be well and healthy for their own
sake. When somebody is not well their production is
down and that costs you as a small business, but the
money side is less important than the moral side of
their wellbeing.” (FG1, rural, blue collar, men and
women)

Employee attitude and demeanour were also highlighted
as typical traits of a healthy worker that were highly desir-
able in the workplace setting. For example, interactions
between fellow employees and customers or clients could
be positively or negatively influenced depending on the
mood of staff members. The morale of the team was listed
as particularly important.

“If someone is happy and cheerful, well they’re healthy,
they give better customer service, they work better with
their colleagues, and you’ve got a happier team. If
they’re cheerful they will joke amongst each other.
Having been in a position of being an unwell boss, I’ve
known how grumpy and glum and cranky and
irritable I can be.” (FG2, rural, white collar, women)
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“They want to be there, I mean obviously they boost
your morale, I mean the morale is going to be up.
When morale’s down everyone’s whinging, no one
wants to be there, it’s toxic.” (FG4, rural, white collar,
men and women)

Healthy workers were viewed as necessary due to their
role in maintaining workplace safety. This was most
commonly reported in the blue collar and rural groups.
Mental alertness was reported to be an integral aspect of
the healthy worker; this trait was singled out as a vital
feature of workers.

“You have to have a healthy (workforce), well from
where I come from, it’s the risk you know, if you’re not
healthy and fit you’re a danger. You know the size of
the stuff that I’m involved in someone can be killed,
you can be killed or, you know it can be massive. Plus
it’s a risk to everybody else. So you must be healthy
and happy.” (FG5, metropolitan, blue collar, men and
women)

In contrast to the beliefs reported above, it was re-
ported by a handful of participants that there was little
or no relationship between the health of employees
and productivity and other desirable traits (e.g.,
cheerful demeanour and team player). A manager of
a hotel mentioned:

“Down where I work, some of the staff may be
unhealthy, but whether or not I look at them as an
unhealthy staff member, well that doesn’t really make
much sense. Some of the healthiest staff there are the
laziest staff there. And some of the people that are
slow, oh not slow, but they don’t look healthy, they
smash out work. They know what they’re doing and
they get it done.” (FG7, metropolitan, blue collar, men)

A few participants believed that workers could engage
in high risk behaviours including regular illicit drug use,
while still maintaining high levels of competence and
success in their roles. This contradicts earlier descrip-
tions of healthy workers.

“Well I’d dispute that…I think the proof would be go to
(the city), there would be many drug users, many
lawyers on cocaine and are doing an exceptional job.
So it depends what you’re talking about.”
(FG10, metropolitan, white collar, men)

Employers’ beliefs around the role the workplace should
play in influencing employees’ health and wellbeing
Generally, participants identified a need for healthy
workers; however views varied between and within groups.

Employers’ conceptualisation of workplace health and
wellbeing also influenced their beliefs. Occupational health
and safety was unanimously viewed as essentially the role
of the workplace, however on the broad topic of health
and wellbeing, views differed depending on industry and
location and whether or not workplaces already prioritised
health and wellbeing initiatives. Such comments were
more pronounced in the rural areas and from participants
working in blue collar industries.

“During work hours I think yes. Because nowadays the
liabilities are generally on the employer to push for
safe work practice – was that a safe area that he was
working in when he hurt himself? That would be more
looked at than the actual person’s fatigue level or
something like that.” (FG1, rural, blue collar, men and
women)

“Obviously the health and safety of the workers is
paramount at work.” (FG3, rural, blue collar, men and
women)

Safety aside, it was felt that employers were respon-
sible for the health and wellbeing of employees, but that
the level of responsibility and context varied. It was first
and foremost up to the individual to maintain an accept-
able level of personal health, while the workplace was
often viewed as playing a more minor role that should
support employee health. There was reluctance to en-
force particular behaviours outside the scope of occupa-
tional health and safety as this was sometimes perceived
to interfere with personal choice.

Respondent 1: “Well certainly the employee is
(responsible). The management can have a view and
provide support, but I’ve been in organisations where
they have a gym and people choose not to use it – it’s
their choice. Or they have facilities for mental health
which they don’t choose to use, so it’s really a case of
providing the backup, but individuals are individuals
and they do what they wish.”

Respondent 2: “Themselves first, and then
management should be the people that are overlooking
it and seeing what he’s doing wrong or if he’s eating
bad or this and that, so it’s up to me it’s up to
management to say, “Hang on mate, come here”. Talk
to them on the side and say, “Try this. Try that. Have
a problem come back to me”. That is what it is.”
(FG8, metropolitan, white collar, men)

As mentioned earlier, the responsibility of the work-
place in terms of the mental health of their workers was
a strong theme throughout the focus groups. This was
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also related to friendships in the workplace and the
sense of responsibility, which was again, more salient in
those from smaller businesses. There emerged a hier-
archy of responsibility with safety at the top, followed by
mental health, and then lifestyle factors at the bottom
(e.g., nutrition and physical activity).

“That is part of your job as a boss so as to keep an eye
on the mental health of your workers to see where
they’re actually travelling. You obviously don’t want to
step into their personal lives but you’ve still got to be
on the edge of it, see if there are problems with the
family and that type of thing because that combined
with fatigue is absolutely critical to your people.”
(FG1, rural, blue collar, men and women)

“If we notice someone stressed we’ll pull them aside
and have a chat to them, if we notice any, I don’t
know, something unusual happening we’ll identify it
if we can and have a chat to the staff to make sure
there’s something not underlying that we can help
with. And we have workplace counselling available
where you can go and speak to somebody.”
(FG6, metropolitan, blue collar, women)

Around half of all participants reported having some
sort of policy or program relating to mental health,
cigarette use, alcohol consumption, healthy eating, or
physical activity indicating some level of perceived re-
sponsibility beyond occupational health and safety is-
sues. These included employee assistance programs,
healthy staff menus, smoke free zones, provision of low
and non-alcohol alternatives at work functions, and ac-
tive transport policies. Such programs were rarely re-
ported in small business settings.
In contrast to the findings reported above, some

participants felt that the workplace did not play a role in
influencing workers’ health and wellbeing. Such senti-
ments were often associated with two beliefs: (1) work-
places only exist to make money, and (2) the workplace
should not attempt to control personal lifestyle behav-
iours. The latter belief was often articulated as the
‘nanny state’. The nanny state was discussed with anger
and frustration by several participants especially those in
the rural groups; one participant threw their paperwork
into the middle of the table in a display of angry dismis-
sal regarding the concept of creating health and wellbeing
programs at work; thus highlighting the controversy of
this topic for some participants.

“If someone has got an unhealthy lifestyle, is the
workplace the place to try and sort that out? I don’t
think so. I think companies exist to make money they
don’t exist to improve people’s lives. They come to

work, work hard and you go home and if you’ve got
issues you sort it out at home. I don’t think the
workplace is a place to sort somebody’s issues out.”
(FG3, rural, blue collar, men and women)

“And this is the grey area, if you’re talking about the
organisation doing something for the individuals about
their health, because normally that’s an individual’s
choice, and most organisations wouldn’t see it as
their responsibility. It’s a bit like a ‘nanny state’.”
(FG8, metropolitan, white collar, men and women)
“I have a problem with the whole concept…our whole
society is moving where individuals don’t take
responsibility for themselves, and I’m not saying it’s
wrong for a workplace to adopt this, I think it’s quite a
healthy thing, but how much money do we spend on
it?” (FG4, rural, white collar, men and women)

To further explore the nanny state issues being raised,
participants were asked to imagine that they could apply
for funding to implement healthy workplace changes.
Perhaps counterintuitively, all expressed a desire to im-
plement changes if funding was provided. Their re-
sponses seemed to imply that many of their concerns
regarding a nanny state were somewhat alleviated and
indicated some sense of duty in relation to their em-
ployees’ health. Many of these responses were reported
in an enthusiastic manner, with excitement expressed
about the prospect of being able to help their colleagues
to achieve healthier lifestyles. Such a finding highlights
that many influences may be at play when employers are
making decisions relating to the implementation of
health promoting initiatives at work.

Interviewer: “So what about if you could apply for a
grant for up to $10,000 to improve the health and
wellbeing of your workplace in line with the smoking,
nutrition, alcohol, and physical activity areas. Would
that be appealing?”
Respondent 1: “Yes. It would relieve our funding
because we’re so tight on what we spend our money on.
To know that you actually had that money to spend to
promote wellbeing, hopefully that they will take on
themselves at the end of the day – it would be great.”
Respondent 2: “Definitely. I think if it was any form of
grant, I would turn around to my staff and buy a gym
membership for everyone and say, “Look, you’re
designated for two hours this week. You let me know
what hours suit you to go the gym or whatever”, or
some sort of a program.”
Respondent 1: “The benefit coming out of it that they
would continue that physical activity or that healthy
program and things like that. You can’t keep pouring
it into it. You hope that from the initial push then
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people will try and keep that.” (FG4, rural, white
collar, men and women)

Discussion
This phenomenological study explored some of the fac-
tors affecting employers’ views on the promotion of
health and wellbeing in the workplace. The identified
factors were complex and dynamic, with differences ap-
parent according to the location, size, and industry of
the workplaces represented in the study. The results
from the present study provide insights that may assist
researchers, health promoting organisations, practitioners,
insurance companies, occupational physicians, various
government departments, and labour unions to more ef-
fectively generate interest and action from employers to
create improvements in employee health outcomes and
associated work-focussed benefits. While the findings are
most applicable to the Australian context, they may have
relevance for international settings given the universal ap-
plicability of workplace health promotion and the growing
trend towards the implementation of health and wellbeing
programs in the workplace [13–19].
In the present study, workplace health appears

entrenched within a health and safety paradigm among
many of the employers (especially those from rural areas).
It also appears to be more commonly understood in larger
workplaces. In a recent research review, it was found that
workplace health and wellbeing programs are less com-
mon in small compared to larger businesses [38]. This was
largely the result of both direct program costs and indirect
costs including staffing and time. Further, a qualitative
study [39] involving 18 managers from small to medium
sized businesses in the United Kingdom, found that there
was limited awareness of what constitutes workplace
health promotion. If representative of the wider organisa-
tional community, the promotion of workplace health and
wellbeing is most likely to exist in larger businesses that
have clearly distinguished it from their legal responsibility
for health and safety. A workplace education campaign
providing clear information about what constitutes health
and wellbeing beyond the scope of occupational health
and safety paradigms may be warranted to enable a dia-
logue within workplaces to open; this may be especially
relevant for smaller workplaces.
The results of this study add to the field by providing

definitions and descriptions of both healthy and un-
healthy workers. Previous research demonstrates that
employers’ beliefs and perceptions surrounding the im-
portance of healthy workers may be key factors influen-
cing the creation of workplace health and wellbeing
initiatives [12]; while this was also found in the present
study, the link was not nearly as convincing. More re-
search that can further explicate this link and any mod-
erating or mediating factors is required. Despite this, it

is recommended that information on the potential bene-
fits of the promotion of workplace health and wellbeing
aligned with perceptions relating to healthy and un-
healthy workers may be necessary to contextualise infor-
mation provided.
The results of this study add to the existing literature

demonstrating that while employers may be cognisant of
the benefits of healthy workers, they remain uncertain
about their personal or corporate responsibility to pro-
vide health promoting opportunities for their em-
ployees. Reluctance to direct employees on matters
outside the scope of their job roles has been reported else-
where [21, 24, 31, 38]. For example, McCoy et al. [38]
found that in small businesses, employers expressed a
strong disinclination to “meddle” in their employees’ lives
in relation to the promotion of health and wellbeing initia-
tives. This reluctance may also reflect the views of some
employers in this study that it is possible to be an effective
employee while exhibiting poor lifestyle choices.
Employers from smaller workplaces in the current

study were more likely to describe feeling personally re-
sponsible for their employees’ health, particularly their
mental health. This contrasts with employers from larger
workplaces who were less likely to express that it was
appropriate for them to make suggestions relating to
their employees’ lifestyle choices. Workplaces that have
a high risk of injury, such as mining, were focused on re-
ducing injury risk, which may include strategies to re-
duce alcohol and other drug consumption, treat mental
health issues, and improve the physical fitness of em-
ployees. However, such strategies are within the context
of reducing immediate threats to injury, rather than in-
fluencing the broader lifestyle choices of employees. In
these workplaces, once the decision to change work
practices is made, employers are empowered to imple-
ment new policies and practices. This contrasts with
other similar sized businesses in different industries, or
medium and small businesses in other industries, where
the risk of serious injury at work was considered unlikely
and therefore employers expressed greater reluctance to
suggest or dictate changes in work practices for health
purposes. Previous research has shown that employers
typically do not feel responsible for influencing their em-
ployees’ health behaviours [21–23], unless there is a risk
of injury. Moreover, prior research demonstrates that
the way in which ‘responsibility’ is perceived between
employers and employees is different, whereby em-
ployers and other stakeholders (e.g., labour unions and
insurance companies), view responsibility as being akin
to duty [21]. In contrast, employees view responsibility
as the equivalent to autonomy. It has been suggested
that this conceptual incompatibility may result in distrust
between stakeholder groups [21]. Such a finding may have
important implications, in light of the results from the
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present study, especially as they relate to the need for clear
communication regarding different stakeholders’ positions
on responsibility (e.g., nanny state concerns).
While many participants in the present study did not

report feeling responsible for their employees’ health,
they expressed concern for their employees’ mental and
physical health because they had established personal
friendships (as per Linnan et al. [22]). This seemed to be
a very salient theme for employers from smaller busi-
nesses where participants interacted directly with their
employees and developed close personal relationships.
Participants from larger businesses did not mention
friendship; this may be the product of a corporate cul-
ture that physically and corporately separates owners,
managers, and workers. While employers from larger
businesses may not be working directly with many of
their employees, friendships do exist among team
members that resemble small business employer atti-
tudes towards their staff. It is possible that within larger
organisations opportunities may exist for team leaders
and supervisors to positively influence their group
members’ health behaviours (as per Harter et al. [40]),
although this requires further investigation.
Two integral components of a healthy workplace are the

health of employees and the performance of workplaces
[41]. Productivity is linked with profitability and when
workplace health promotion is presented as a productivity
measure, employers view it as a financial return on invest-
ment decision [9]. However, there is at best modest and
not well quantified evidence that implementing a health
promotion initiative in the workplace increases productiv-
ity or profitability [9, 17]. In this study, when the promo-
tion of workplace health and wellbeing was presented to
employers as a way to positively influence their employees’
lives, and financial considerations were put to one side,
those who had previously expressed nanny state concerns
unexpectedly became enthusiastic about the introduction
of health-promoting initiatives. With financial barriers re-
moved, participants did not consider the financial return
on investment and shifted their focus to generating a
range of workplace health strategies and how they might
be implemented, rather than focusing on the productivity
justification for introducing these types of initiatives.
Given the wide range of workplace health promotion
strategies that can be introduced with little or no cost, fur-
ther investigation into the potential for moving away from
a return to investment approach is warranted. This may
lead to gains in workplace health promotion uptake.
Finally, the morale of the workforce was an important

perceived benefit associated with healthy workers, they
were more likely to consider their implementation if
they believed these types of initiatives would improve
the health or morale of their employees and whether the
company could afford the implementation costs. These

findings support efforts to be clear about the benefit of
each strategy as well as the non-financial rewards of
implementing strategies.

Strengths and limitations
As the findings presented are qualitative in nature, it is
not possible to generalise the information provided be-
yond the scope of the sample participating in the re-
search. In particular, the views expressed may not be
representative of employers from other areas within the
country or internationally. However, the data generated
provide important information that can assist health
promoting organisations, researchers, practitioners, in-
surance companies, occupational physicians, various
government departments, and labour unions to more ef-
fectively generate interest and action from employers.
Future research could be directed towards testing and
quantifying these themes so as to advance an under-
standing of the pathway to successful workplace health
and wellbeing initiatives, programs, and policies. This
would help to improve the capacity of workplaces want-
ing to effectively implement healthy changes and gener-
ate information that more clearly explicates the drivers
of this type of change in the workplace.

Conclusions
The results of this study indicate that several factors influ-
ence employers’ views on the appropriateness of workplace
health and wellbeing initiatives and it is important to
understand how best to target employers from different
business sizes, industries and geographical locations. When
it comes to influencing employees’ health and wellbeing be-
yond the scope of occupational health and safety, a multi-
faceted approach involving education about what workplace
health and wellbeing encapsulates is warranted. Further, in-
formation on the potential benefits of the promotion of
workplace health and wellbeing aligned with perceptions
relating to healthy and unhealthy workers may be necessary
to contextualise information provided. Finally, different
workplace circumstances must be given consideration
when designing initiatives and interventions.

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

Authors’ contributions
MP and MR received funding to conduct the study and developed the
original idea and design of the study. MP submitted the study protocol for
ethics approval, conducted the focus groups with assistance from RT, and
drafted the initial version of the manuscript. All authors were involved in the
creation/approval of the discussion guide and coding schema; data interpretation
and the thematic analysis of the transcripts; and critical review and approval of
the final version of the manuscript.

Acknowledgments
This study was funded by the Government of Western Australian (Department
of Health) as part of a joint Australian, State and Territory Government initiative
under the National Partnership Agreement on Preventive Health.

Pescud et al. BMC Public Health  (2015) 15:642 Page 9 of 10



We are very grateful to the focus group participants who took part in this
research. The authors would also like to acknowledge Hayley O’Connell,
Kathryn Owens, and Laura Robinson for their assistance with data collection.

Author details
1Health Promotion Evaluation Unit, 35 Stirling Highway, Crawley 6009,
Australia. 2Regulatory Institutions Network (RegNet), The Australian National
University, Acton, Australia. 3National Heart Foundation (WA), Subiaco,
Australia. 4Cancer Council WA, Shenton Park, Australia.

Received: 2 February 2015 Accepted: 6 July 2015

References
1. Geneau R, Stuckler D, Stachenko S, McKee M, Ebrahim S, Basu S, et al.

Chronic diseases: chronic diseases and development 1: raising the priority
of preventing chronic diseases: a political process. Lancet. 2010;376:1689–98.

2. Strong K, Mathers C, Leeder S, Beaglehole R. Chronic diseases 1: preventing
chronic diseases: how many lives can we save? Lancet. 2005;366:1578–82.

3. Sorensen G, Landsbergis P, Hammer L, Amick 3rd BC, Linnan L, Yancey A, et
al. Preventing chronic disease in the workplace: a workshop report and
recommendations. Am J Publ Health. 2011;101:S196–207.

4. World Health Organisation. World Health Report 2002, Reducing risks,
promoting healthy life. Sadag: World Health Organization; 2002.

5. Cancelliere C, Cassidy JD, Ammendolia C, Côté P. Are workplace health
promotion programs effective at improving presenteeism in workers? A
systematic review and best evidence synthesis of the literature. BMC Public
Health. 2011;11:395. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-11-395.

6. Hymel PA, Loeppke RR, Baase CM, Burton WN, Hartenbaum NP, Hudson TW,
et al. Workplace health protection and promotion. A new pathway for a
healthier and safer workforce. J Occup Environ Med. 2011;53:695–702.

7. Sorensen G, Emmons K, Hunt MK, Johnston D. Implications of the results of
community interventions trials. Annu Rev Publ Health. 1998;19:379–416.

8. United States Department of Health and Human Services. Healthy People
2010: National Health Promotion and Disease Prevention Objectives.
Publ. No. (PHS) 91–50213, Washington, DC: National Center for Health
Statistics; 2000.

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

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

11. Kirk AK, Brown DF. Employee assistance programs: a review of the
management of stress and wellbeing through workplace counselling and
consulting. Aust Psychol. 2003;38:138–43.

12. Danna K, Griffin RW. Health and well-being in the workplace: a review and
synthesis of the literature. J Manag. 1999;25:357–84.

13. Anderson LM, Quinn TA, Glanz K, Ramirez G, Kahwati LC, Johnson DB, 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;37:340–57.

14. Malik SH, Blake H, Suggs LS. A systematic review of workplace health
promotion interventions for increasing physical activity. Brit J Health
Psychol. 2014;19:149–80.

15. Odeen M, Magnussen LH, Maeland S, Larun L, Eriksen HR, Tveito TH.
Systematic review of active workplace interventions to reduce sickness
absence. Occupat Med. 2013;63:7–16.

16. Osilla KC, Busum KV, Schnyer C, Larkin JW, Eibner C, Mattke S. Systematic
review of the impact of worksite wellness programs. Am J Manag Care.
2012;18:e68–81.

17. Rongen A, Robroek SJW, Lenthe FJV, Burdorf A. Workplace health promotion.
A meta-analysis of effectiveness. Am J Prev Med. 2013;44:406–15.

18. Goetzel RZ, Henke RM, Tabrizi M, Pelletier KR, Loeppke R, Ballard DW, et al.
Do workplace health promotion (wellness) programs work? J Occup Environ
Med. 2014;56:927–34.

19. Rajaratnam AS, Sears LE, Shi Y, Coberley CR, Pope JE. Well-Being, Health, and
Productivity Improvement after an Employee Well-Being Intervention in
Large Retail Distribution Centers. J Occup Environ Med. 2014;56:1291–6.

20. Wierenga D, Engbers LH, Empelen PV, Duijts S, Hildebrandt VH, Van
Mechelen W. What is actually measured in process evaluations for worksite
health promotion programs: a systematic review. BMC Public Health.
2013;13:1190. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-13-1190.

21. van Berkel J, Meershoek A, Janssens RM, Boot CR, Proper KI, van der Beek
AJ. Ethical considerations of worksite health promotion: an exploration of
stakeholders’ views. BMC Pub Health. 2014;14:458.

22. Linnan L, Weiner B, Graham A, Emmons K. Manager beliefs regarding
worksite health promotion: findings from the Working Healthy Project 2.
Am J Health Promot. 2007;21:521–8.

23. Verweij LM, Proper KI, Leffelaar ER, Weel AN, Nauta AP, Hulshof CT, et al.
Barriers and facilitators to implementation of an occupational health
guideline aimed at preventing weight gain among employees in the
Netherlands. J Occupat Environ Med. 2012;54:954–60.

24. Audrey S, Procter S. Employers’ views of promoting walking to work: a
qualitative study. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2015;12:12. doi:10.1186/
s12966-015-0174-8.

25. Bondi AM, Harris JR, Atkins D, French ME, Umland B. Employer coverage of
clinical preventive services in the United States. Am J Health Promot.
2006;20:214–22.

26. Dellve L, Skagert K, Vilhelmsson R. Leadership in workplace health
promotion projects: 1- and 2-year effects on long-term work attendance.
Eur J Publ Health. 2007;17:471–6.

27. Durlak JA, DuPre EP. Implementation matters: a review of research on the
influence of implementation program outcomes and the factors affecting
implementation. Am J Community Psychol. 2008;41:327–50.

28. Gabel JR, Whitmore H, Pickreign J, Ferguson CC, Jain A, Scherer H, et al.
Obesity and the workplace: current programs and attitudes among
employers and employees. Health Aff. 2009;28:46–56.

29. Heinen L, Darling H. Addressing obesity in the workplace: the role of
employers. Milbank Q. 2009;87:101–22.

30. Pridgeon A, Whitehead K. A qualitative study to investigate the drivers and
barriers to healthy eating in two public sector workplaces. J Hum Nutr Diet.
2013;26:85–95.

31. Hannon PA, Hammerback K, Garson G, Harris JR, Sopher CJ. Stakeholder
perspectives on workplace health promotion: a qualitative study of
midsized employers in low-wage industries. Am J Health Promot.
2012;27:103–10.

32. Sauter S, Lim S, Murphy L. Organizational health: a new paradigm for
occupational stress research at NIOSH. Jap J Occupat Ment Health.
1996;4:248–54.

33. Creswell JW. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design. 2nd ed. Los Angeles,
CA: Sage; 2007.

34. Fontana A, Frey JH. Interviewing. In: Denzin N, Lincoln Y, editors. Handbook
of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage; 1994. p. 361–76.

35. Strauss A, Corbin J. Basics of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage; 1990.

36. Corbin J, Strauss AL. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. 3rd ed. Los Angeles, CA:
Sage Publications; 2008.

37. Cohen DJ, Crabtree BF. Evaluative criteria for qualitative research in health
care: controversies and recommendations. Ann Fam Med. 2008;6:331–9.

38. McCoy K, Stinson K, Scott K, Tenney L, Newman LS. Health promotion in
small business: a systematic review of factors influencing adoption and
effectiveness of worksite wellness programs. J Occup Environ Med.
2014;56:579–87.

39. Moore A, Parahoo K, Fleming P. Managers’ understanding of workplace
health promotion within small and medium-sized enterprises: A
phenomenological study. Health Educ J. 2011;70:92–101.

40. Harter JK, Schmidt FL, Keyes CL. Well-being in the workplace and its
relationship to business outcomes. A review of the Gallup studies.
In: Keyes CL, Haidt J, editors. Flourishing: The Positive Person and the
Good Life. Washington DC: American Psychological Association; 2002.
p. 205–24.

41. Jaffe D. The healthy company: research paradigms for personal and
organizational health. In: Sauter S, Murphy L, editors. Organizational Risk
Factors for Job Stress. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association;
1995. p. 13–40.

Pescud et al. BMC Public Health  (2015) 15:642 Page 10 of 10


