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There is strong evidence that work, health and well-being are closely and powerfully linked and need to be addressed
together. (Dame Carol Black)[1]

The conjunctive phrase “...and well-being” is often used in the occupational safety and health (OSH) literature in the
context of health and well-being. However, historically, well-being has not been defined, operationalized, prioritized or
specifically considered. To gain perspective on the concept of well-being, it is useful to think of the history of OSH in a
conceptual way in terms of five overlapping characteristic eras (see Figure 1)*. These include: Foundational concepts;
Child labor/basic welfare/emerging perspectives; Toxic chemicals/physical agents/safety; Health and productivity/work
organization factors and stress-related disorders; and, Total Worker Health®/well-being/future of work/sustainability. The
most recent era starting with the early 2000's is influenced by:

1) the realization that the nature of work, the workforce, and the workplace is changing in major ways and at a rapid
pace;

2) recognition that a large number of factors external to work such as health behaviors (e.g., alcohol and drug use), aging,
pandemics, and chronic disease are influencing work and workers' health, that some of these conditions are in turn
influenced by workplace exposures, and that these factors and effects require new, systems-oriented prevention
strategies;

3) growing attention to fatigue, psychosocial hazards and effects; and

4) increasing consideration of decent®, sustainable and healthy work as societal goals. [2] [3]
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Figure 1. Major eras of occupational safety and health
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Well-Being Defined

To better address these four contemporary factors there is need for an overarching concept such as “well-being”, that
encompasses the broad range of domains in the most recent eras of OSH. In general, well-being is understood as a
summative concept that characterizes the overall quality of workers' lives (work and nonwork), including OSH aspects,
and it may be a major determinant of productivity at the individual, enterprise and societal levels.[4] [5] As treated in the
literature of various disciplines, well-being can be subjective, objective or a composite of the two.[6] Subjective well-being
can include flourishing, happiness, satisfaction, and a sense of purpose. Objectively, well-being is having adequate food,
clothing, shelter, economic resources, and legal rights.

The threat to well-being of workers is not due just to changes in work and workplace hazards, it is also due to the
interaction of work and nonwork factors.[7] Such factors as demographics, economic considerations and globalization,
migration, climate change and chronic disease are drivers of current and future working conditions. To optimize well-
being, there is need for a comprehensive perspective that allows full consideration of possible leverage points (direction,
magnitude and causality) for producing meaningful change.[8] To achieve this, we need to understand the relationship
between ‘well-being in work’ and ‘well-being in life’ in terms of directionality, magnitude and causality.

Studying Well-Being in OSH

Much of the literature on the relationship between ‘well-being in work’ and ‘well-being in life’ looks at the intersection
between life satisfaction and job satisfaction.[9] [10] [11] Commonly it has involved cross-sectional studies where causal
inference is generally not able to be assessed. More recently, a 2020 longitudinal study determined relationships
between factors involved in job satisfaction and life satisfaction.[8] These relationships can be bi-directional or uni-
directional (life-to-work or work-to-life).
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The concept of well-being can be used in OSH in a variety of ways. As shown in Figure 2, it, can be used in research,
practice, and policy. To these ends, well-being can be investigated in terms of what can cause it and its impact on
productivity, organizational effectiveness, and health-related outcomes. Well-being may prove to be a leading indicator of
these outcomes. It can be a practical objective for employers and workers, and it can be the target of policy or an
indicator of whether a policy achieves well-being.

Figure 2. Uses of well-being concepts and surveys.
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If the concept of well-being is to be operationalized for use as an objective or a condition of workers or organizations
there is a need for a way to measure it. The literature on measuring well-being is broad and provides many approaches.
[12] The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) developed a conceptual framework for worker
well-being that includes five domains and 20 subdomains that have been incorporated in a survey instrument called the
NIOSH WellBQ.[13] [14] The instrument may be useful as a tool for research, practice and policy development.

Using Well-being in OSH and Beyond

Ultimately, if the concept of well-being is to be used by OSH in the future there is need for the OSH field to be prepared
for, and to have the capacity to use it. This preparation requires that, in the future, OSH investigators and practitioners
need to have appropriate training, understanding of relevant complementary disciplines, and the readiness to think
about OSH concerns from a multifactorial perspective. Three approaches to expand OSH training to address well-being
can be envisioned. One pertains to increasing the knowledge base and skill sets of OSH practitioners and investigators
with augmented training and systems-thinking that is inclusive of extra-organizational influences and cross-disciplinary
perspectives and approaches. The second is to engage professions outside the OSH discipline to understand basic
principles of OSH, expand their attention toward OSH and to develop collaborations and partnerships with OSH
professionals. The third would be a combination of both.[15] For all three approaches to focus on well-being as an
outcome of OSH activity, a holistic analysis of worker health and well-being is needed.
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The OSH field will need to have a more transdisciplinary focus. A transdisciplinary focus means that researchers and
practitioners from different disciplines work jointly using a shared conceptual framework drawing together disciplinary-
specific theories, concepts and approaches to address common problems.[15] Recognizing the need for a more holistic
framework in OSH, NIOSH has initiated a new program of research under the rubric of Total Worker Health® (TWH) to
better understand how conditions inside and beyond the work environment combine to influence the well-being of
workers, to develop integrative prevention strategies that cross these domains to improve worker well-being, and to
improve the capacity of occupational health professionals in systems approaches to OSH.[16]

While OSH professionals generally take a systematic approach to their work, how to train OSH professionals in systems-
thinking and skills could be a challenge because of the multifactorial nature of so many of the contemporary and
emergent OSH problems, [15] although training programs of this nature have already been initiated by some partners of
the NIOSH TWH program. Systems thinking in OSH involves taking a holistic view of factors and interactions that
contribute to problems, diseases, and outcomes in workers. [17]

Ideally, OSH will become part of a societal consideration that includes sustainability, climate change, decent work and a
future impacted heavily by technology, all impacting work and worker well-being and requiring more expansive
intervention strategies in OSH. As noted, in this scenario, researchers and practitioners conducting research and
developing and implementing OSH interventions will require a broader set of skills and perspectives.[18] Psychosocial
hazards in particular will likely become an even greater problem for workers and employers, necessitating additional
skills and new inter-disciplinary partnerships for OSH professionals., While recognizing the increasing role of psychosocial
hazards and adverse effects, the OSH field will also have to address the ongoing threats of all hazards which the current
era overlaps with as shown in Figure 1, as well as new physical, chemical, and biological hazards.

Ultimately, adoption of the well-being concept in OSH will require further agreement on how to operationalize the
concept and development of investigatory and intervention strategies that reach beyond the workplace. It is important to
guard against blaming the workers for poor well-being outcomes and to consider privacy and confidentiality concerns
when addressing non-work characteristics. Additionally, because some interventions necessary to address the well-
being of workers may be outside the control of the workplace, broader society-level policies, changes in personal choice-
making, clinical services, and health promotion interventions will be necessary to affect well-being in these instances.

Moving Forward

Critical in the evolution of OSH (from a labor to more of a public health perspective) will be the need to address not only
hazards in work and elsewhere as they relate to worker well-being, but also lack of workers’ opportunity in terms of
unemployment and underemployment. The technological displacement of workers is a growing issue and one that will
affect the workforce into the future. The impact of underemployment and unemployment on well-being has been richly
described; however, in the future it may become more significant. Intervention to address this will be a challenge for
OSH. The field will have to evolve to address lack of employment opportunity as a hazard to workers by adopting a more
public health approach to worker health. Additionally, the OSH field may have to think not only of hazards to workers, but
hazards to, and characteristics of the workforce, and the health and welfare of workers’ families (Figure 3)*. Strategies to
affect all or parts of the workforce will be of critical importance. Both of these new focal areas for OSH are well beyond
historical practices and perspectives. However, they ultimately tie to worker well-being and a more broadly prepared field
of OSH professionals would ideally be well-positioned to pivot, evolve, and envision solutions and quickly implement
them.

Figure 3
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* These eras represent the authors’ interpretation of occupational safety and health history based on supporting
literature. See Melling and Carter (2012) [19] for further discussion.

T“Decent work sums up the aspirations of people in their working lives. It involves opportunities for work that is
productive and delivers fair income, security in the workplace and social protection for families, better prospects for
personal development and social integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, ability to organize and

participate in decisions that affect their lives, and equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men.” ILO [20]

1See the 2012 WHO report on the importance of health, safety, and well-being at work.[21]
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