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What makes an occupational physician?
The occupational physician must have not only a sound clinical background but also 
knowledge of employment and anti-discrimination legislation, as well as of environmental 
and health and safety law.

Occupational physicians must have an understanding of epidemiology, disease prevention 
and toxicology.  They have to be able to identify, assess the risk to health of, and 
know how to control workplace hazards and also know how to recognise, prevent and 
manage occupational disease.  They also advise management on these risks and on their 
implications for employees’ health and for business continuity.

In assessing fi tness for work, occupational physicians need to understand not only 
the health of the employee but also the workplace context – taking into account the 
workforce and the psychological and physical environment  –  and any implications this 
may have for the employee’s health.

Occupational physicians must be effective communicators.  They work closely with 
occupational health nurses and with colleagues in primary and secondary care.  
They also have to be able to relate effectively to other health professionals such as 
occupational hygienists and ergonomists, as well as to management, trade unions and 
staff representatives in the workplace.

They need to be aware of the potential to promote health, by working with employers 
on improving workplace practices, and by working with employees on making                   
lifestyle changes.

Occupational physicians work not only in the NHS, but also in a wide range of commercial 
and industrial settings, including aviation, nuclear power plants, call centres, building 
sites, oil rigs, shops and factories, and in the Defence Medical Services. 

There are opportunities to develop special interest areas such as Travel Medicine, Disability 
Assessment Medicine, Aviation Medicine, Occupational Dermatology, Respiratory 
Medicine, Sports and Exercise Medicine, Radiation Medicine and Diving Medicine.

Becoming a specialist in occupational medicine

Providing high quality, objective, professional advice, sometimes in diffi cult situations, 
and with an awareness of  the various agendas of government, employers, employees, 
trade unions and pensions trusts, is a demanding role.

Occupational medicine also plays a key role in providing impartial, evidence-based 
advice to third parties, such as insurance and pension companies, about retirement on 
grounds of ill-health and related matters.

What is occupational medicine?
Occupational medicine is the medical specialty which covers the multi-faceted relationship 
between health and work.

It is concerned with ensuring that workplaces and work practices are safe and not 
detrimental to employees’ health, and that employees are fi t for the job they are doing.  
If there are problems, either with the workplace or with an employee’s fi tness, the 
occupational physician’s role is to advise on adjustments to the workplace, and/or to 
give appropriate advice and support to the employee.
 
Occupational medicine has an important part to play in rehabilitating employees back 
into work, after sickness or injury.  Rehabilitation is currently high on the government’s 
agenda.  The driving force behind this is twofold: both a recognition that employment 
is, in general, good for people – economically, socially, psychologically and in terms of 
general well-being – and also that many millions of work days are lost every year, some 
unnecessarily, to the nation’s economy.

Occupational physicians typically deal with traditional occupational 
diseases such as occupational asthma and dermatitis as well as those 
caused by exposure to noise, vibration and asbestos.  They  manage 
common health problems in the workplace such as stress, back pain and 
upper limb pain and are also involved in assessments of fi tness for work 
and for retirement on the grounds of ill health.
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