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Methodology

The Health of the Workplace research took place in July 2012. The study was conducted by a specialist research agency 
which surveyed 1,000 employers and 1,000 employees from a broad range of industry sectors.

97002105_GEN4722.indd   2 06/12/2012   14:32



Foreword
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Methodology

The Health of the Workplace research took place in July 2012. The study was conducted by a specialist research agency 
which surveyed 1,000 employers and 1,000 employees from a broad range of industry sectors.

Now in its sixth year, Health of the Workplace is Aviva’s 
annual study tracking employee behaviours and business 
leaders’ attitudes towards workplace wellness. As an experienced healthcare 
provider, we’re committed to keeping abreast of the challenges that 
employers and employees face in relation to health in the workplace. We 
use these insights, together with information drawn from our own business, 
to develop communications that can help and support our customers. This 
approach also helps us to consistently improve our products and services. 
Over the years we’ve seen an increased appetite for workplace wellbeing. Moreover, we’ve seen a gradual recognition of 
the importance of putting proactive solutions into place to help keep employees healthy and aid early intervention.

Last year’s Health of the Workplace study revealed a new, caring environment. Business leaders were starting to 
recognise the relationship between productivity and a healthy, happy workforce. Their plans and priorities reflected this 
new-found paternal influence.

This appetite for workplace wellbeing comes at a time when employee health forms a key component of the 
Governments welfare reform programmes and public health agenda. Since Dame Carol Black’s first review into the 
health of the working population – ‘Working for a Healthier Tomorrow’ – we’ve seen an increased onus on employers to 
take responsibility for the health, safety and welfare of their employees.

In this year’s report, we explore workplace wellness once again. We re-visit some of last year’s findings to understand 
whether business leaders have met the health and wellbeing objectives that they set out to achieve in 2011. We also 
consider the macro-environment to understand whether this year’s focus on sport and celebration and Government 
initiatives such as its Public Health Strategy: ‘Healthy Lives, Healthy People’ and its Mental Health Strategy: ‘No Health 
without Mental Health’ have had a positive impact on the health of the workforce.

Our research uncovers a pressurised work environment – that brings about its own challenges in relation to employee 
health and wellbeing. Employers are reporting a rise in workplace stress and associated physical symptoms such as 
musculoskeletal problems, headaches and Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS). At the same time they’re seeing the age of 
their workforce changing and recognising the challenges this may bring.

Yet, employees are weathering the storm well – with many reporting they’re now leading a healthier lifestyle than they 
were a year ago. Employers also recognise the importance of offering the right support to keep their workforce healthy 
and productive.

I was particularly encouraged to see that employers that offer initiatives to keep their staff healthy are seeing the benefits 
of doing so. These include; improved morale, staff taking fewer sick days and a happier, more innovative workforce.

Our findings reaffirm the need for employers to have the right support in place to help keep their workforce healthy – 
and the value of doing so. We hope that you find the findings both insightful and thought provoking.

Mark	Noble,		
Health	Director,	UK	Life
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The work environment
With two-thirds (66%) of employers saying they need their employees to 
work harder than ever before, the work environment remains challenging for 
employers and employees. When we asked employers how the current work 
environment compares to the last couple of years, their views were divided; one 
in five (20%) felt that the situation has got worse, compared to 19% who feel the 
environment has generally improved.

Finding the right balance between work and home continues to be an issue 
for both employees and employers. Just over a third (35%) of business 
leaders admit they’re workaholics – putting in far too many hours. 16% 
say they no longer have time to exercise and the same amount admit their 
diet is suffering. One in ten (10%) business leaders say they’re drinking and 
smoking more to help them unwind.

Around two in five (39%) employers say their employees’ work-life balance 
has deteriorated over the past year. And, just under half (48%), say their 
staff appear to be working longer hours. 

This is a view validated by employees – over half (53%) say they’re having 
to work harder than ever before. Just under half (45%) admit they’re 
regularly working more hours than they’re contracted for and 42% say 
they work through their lunch break. However, unlike their employers, 
employees do appear to be leading a healthy lifestyle out-side of work - a 
step-change from our 2011 results. We explore this further on page 6 of 
this report.
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26% of employers say that a 
pressurised work environment has
become the norm. This is a view 
shared by 55% of employees
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work	a	day
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than my contracted hours

Half an hour more
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2 hours more 

3 hours more

4 hours more

5+ hours more
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The health of the workforce
Just over a quarter (26%) of employers say their focus on encouraging a good 
work-life balance has made a positive impact on employees’ health. However, a 
third (33%) of business leaders feel the work environment is challenging and just 
over a quarter (26%) say the volume of work is making the workplace a stressful 
environment. This situation means that many employers are finding it increasingly 
difficult to help their workforce stay healthy.

Just under half (48%) of employers say their employees 
seem more tired than they did a year ago. The same 
amount have seen an increase in stress amongst their 
employees. However, this isn’t just effecting employees’ 
abilities to cope mentally; around a third (34%) say they’ve 
seen an increase in employees going off sick with the 
physical symptoms associated with stress:

•   28% have more employees going off with headaches.

•   28% have seen an increase in people with 
musculoskeletal problems.

•   23% have seen an increase in gastro-intestinal illness.

The situation is also having an effect on business leaders’ 
health; 36% say they feel tired all the time and a third 
(33%) say they feel stressed. One in five (20%) say they’re 
getting more headaches and 11% are suffering from 
gastro-intestinal problems. Just over one in ten (12%) admit 
that they feel ‘burnt out’.

Employees	are	showing	some	resilience
When we asked employees if they felt that the current 
work environment was affecting their health, their views 
confirmed many of the employers’ perceptions. A quarter 
of employees (26%) said they felt tired all the time and 
22% say they feel really stressed. 16% admitted they were 
finding it difficult to sleep and one in ten (12%) are getting 
more headaches.

Despite over half (51%) of employees feeling the workplace 
is becoming increasingly stressful, our research highlights 
resilience amongst some employees. Nearly a third (30%) 
said they didn’t think that the work environment had 
affected their health and just 6% said they’d taken time 
off sick. This could however be due to an increase in 
‘presenteeism’ – people coming into work when they are 
unwell.

Top	5	things	employees	say		
their	employers	could	do	to		
improve	their	health
1)  Remove some of my work pressure

2)  Introduce benefits such as Private  
Medical Insurance

3)  Offer flexible working hours

4)  Encourage a good work-life balance

5)  Provide healthy food in canteens
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39% of employers say they’re 
seeing their sickness absence  
levels rise as a result of stress.
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Employees are leading  
healthier lifestyles
Employees are taking more responsibility for their own health. This could be helping 
them cope both mentally and physically with the stressful work environment. 
Moreover, this healthy behaviour looks set to continue. Over a quarter (27%) of 
employees said they’d like to increase their exercise levels over the coming year.

How	many	units	of	alcohol		
people	drink	per	week?

How	often	do	people	exercise?
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Our research also reveals that people are paying more 
attention to the amount of alcohol they drink. This 
suggests that the Department of Health’s campaigns to 
raise awareness of the risks of drinking are hitting home. 
Around one in five (18%) employees say they don’t drink 
alcohol and a quarter (24%) say they drink moderately. 
Encouragingly, over a quarter (28%) of employees say 
they drink less now than they did last year.

Furthermore, fewer employees are smoking than in our 
2011 study; 67% of employees say that they don’t smoke 
and 11% say they now smoke less than they did a year 
ago. 

Employees are also becoming more active. Just under a 
quarter (22%) of employees say that they try to exercise 
as much as possible and 19% say they exercise more 
than they once did. 

It’s possible that this year’s sporting activities and 
celebrations may also provide a positive influence for 
healthy living; 38% of employees say the Olympics have 

made them think more about their health and wellbeing 
and 24% say they’ve been encouraged to take up a new 
hobby. 16% of employees say the activities this year have 
given them the motivation to exercise more regularly.

Around one in five (17%) employers say that this years 
‘festivities’ have given them the opportunity to have more 
fun in the workplace. And, 19% say that more people 
have taken up sport. Around one in ten (9%) employers 
have introduced new sports clubs while a similar amount 
(10%) say they’ve introduced more health-related 
benefits.

Unfortunately, work still appears to be a barrier to 
exercise for some people – 18% of employees say that 
they used to exercise a lot but they’re now too busy at 
work to do so. However, on a positive note, those that 
do find time to exercise are achieving adequate levels. 
Over a quarter (29%) of people say that they exercise 
once or twice a week and 22% say they exercise more 
than three times a week.
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Health and wellbeing  
in the workplace
An encouraging 65% of employers say it’s more important than ever to protect the 
health of their employees. Our research highlights the value that health benefits 
can offer a company – both in terms of people and financial outcomes. Over half 
(57%) of employees said if they feel healthy, they’re more productive at work. And, 
52% agreed they’d be more loyal to an employer if they helped them look after 
their health.

“Now it’s clear that the economic 
turmoil is continuing for longer than 
any of us had hoped so it is more 
important than ever to help your 
employees look after their health. 
Companies that offer initiatives to 
keep their staff healthy say they’re 
seeing the benefits of doing so. 
These include; improved morale, staff 
taking fewer sick days and a happier, 
more innovative workforce.”
Dr Doug Wright,  
Medical Director, Aviva, UK Health
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Employers are offering a range of benefits to help their 
employees lead a healthy lifestyle. Typical initiatives 
include supporting staff to have a good work-life balance 
(43%), encouraging healthy eating (21%), cycle to 
work schemes (21%) and health benefits such as Private 
Medical Insurance (11%).

Trends	in	health		spend
Although only 6% of companies increased the budget 
available to spend on staff health and wellbeing over 
the past year, 13% of businesses introduced new health 
related benefits. The most popular benefits introduced 
were counselling services (26%), gym membership 
discounts (26%), cycle to work schemes (25%) and 
Private Medical Insurance (24%). Employers that 
introduced new benefits over the past year all reported 
positive impacts on productivity (89%), motivation (88%), 
sickness absence (83%) and staff wellbeing (86%).

Encouragingly, 43% of employers feel that investment 
in employees’ health and wellbeing is more essential 
now than ever before, with one in five (17%) employers 
planning to increase the amount they spend on health-
related benefits over the coming year. One in ten (9%) 
say they plan to introduce new benefits.

Around two in five (41%) say they’re doing this because 
they recognise the fact that a healthy, motivated 
workforce is more productive. A quarter (25%) said 
additional health benefits would help attract and retain 
staff and 21% wanted to be seen as a caring employer 
that takes its duty of care requirements seriously.

69% of employers say that their 
employees’ health and wellbeing 
has a direct effect on productivity.
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The	benefits	of	having	initiatives	
in	place	to	keep	staff	healthy

Positive	impact	of	health		initiatives
Employers that actively encourage their staff to lead a healthier lifestyle 
by investing in health benefits are seeing a positive effect  on their 
workforce – not just in terms of reduced sickness rates (32%), but also 
on wider business performance. Just under half (43%) of employees 
say that if their employer invests in their health and wellbeing, they feel 
they owe it to them to work harder. Moreover, 66% of employees said 
that they’d be more likely to choose an employer if they took the health 
and wellbeing of their staff seriously.

Top	5	health	issues	for	
companies
1)  Stress-related illness (36%)

2)  Presenteeism (29%)

3)  Staff unable to work while  
they wait for NHS treatment (24%)

4)  Increase in sickness absence (23%)

5)  Ageing workforce (18%)

57% of employees say that 
employers should spend more on 
health and wellbeing provisions to 
keep workers fit and healthy  
during tough times.

97002105_GEN4722.indd   8 06/12/2012   14:33



Flexible
working

hours

Good work-life 
balance

Healthy food in 
the office

Health 
screenings

Gym 
membership 

discounts

Benefits such as 
Private Medical 

Insurance

Workplace 
wellness 

programme

Occupational 
health support

Cycle to work 
schemes

Counselling 
services

43%

39%

29%
27%

26%

23%

19%

15% 15%
14%

Aviva Health of the Workplace Report 9 

Additional support employees 
would like their employers to offer
Our research highlights three key areas that employees feel would help them stay 
healthy; more control over their time, support from their employers to help them lead a 
healthy lifestyle and benefits that help them identify and treat health problems.

Support	employees	would	like	
from	their	employer

The number one factor employees feel would help them 
stay healthy is having flexible working hours (43%). A 
similar percentage of employees (39%) would like a better 
work-life balance. It’s encouraging to see this is a view 
shared by employers; 42% of employers say a key focus 
for the coming year is to improve the work-life balance of 
their employees.

Employees would also like more support from their 
employer in helping them to lead a healthy lifestyle, 
19% would like healthy food in the office and 26% feel 
that discounted gym membership would give them the 
incentive they need to help them to stay healthy.

Just over a quarter (26%) of employees said they’d like 
their employer to offer regular health screenings and 23% 
feel that their employer should give everyone access to 
benefits such as Private Medical Insurance.

Call	for	better	reporting
Over three quarters (78%) of employers feel they’re 
demonstrating their commitment to corporate social 
responsibility by looking after the health of their staff. This 
is a view shared by employees. 

However, employees feel that businesses should be 
more transparent about the steps they’re taking to 
improve workplace wellbeing. Over half (53%) felt their 
employer would be encouraged to take more care of their 
employees’ health if they were obliged to report their 
progress in an annual company report.

While just 8% of employers say that they currently have 
such a reporting mechanism in place, our research shows 
that employers do have some measurements in place. 
Just over a third (36%) of employers measure the impact 
on absence rates, 18% benchmark staff motivation and 
morale in regular ‘climate’ surveys and one in five (21%) 
get anecdotal feedback from staff.
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When employees are unwell, they want to know they’ll 
find out what’s wrong with them quickly and be able to 
access the treatment they need. Just under half (45%) 
of employees said they want prompt treatment and a 
prompt diagnosis (42%). In addition employees wanted 
to know they have a supportive employer (27%) who’ll 
let them take as much time off as they need to get 
better (35%).

Musculoskeletal issues continue to be one of the leading 
causes of sickness absence in the UK. It’s therefore 
not surprising that over half (52%) of employers say 
it’s important to have access to expert support to help 
employees with conditions such as musculoskeletal injury 
and stress. These two health issues in particular are 
extensively covered by group private medical insurance 
schemes.

Supporting employees when 
they’re unwell
Over half of employers (56%) say that their main focus when an employee is 
unwell is to get them fit and back to work as soon as possible. A similar amount 
(53%) also want to know they have access to expert medical support and advice to 
help them do this – particularly when managing employees with musculoskeletal 
conditions and stress.

Aviva Health of the Workplace Report 10 

Prompt
treatment

Prompt
diagnosis

Adequate
time off 

work

Support 
from

employer

Peace of 
mind

Access to 
up-to-date 
drugs and
treatments

Support from
health experts 

to help me
understand

my condition

45%
42%

35%

27%

19%
16% 14%

The	most	important	things	employees	
say	they	want	when	they’re	unwell

39% of employers say that they’ve 
experienced members of staff who 
have been unable to work to full 
capacity while they waited for 
medical treatment
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Over half (57%) of companies surveyed offer Private 
Medical Insurance to all of their staff – compared to 41% 
who say that it’s available to staff of a certain grade. 
Around one in five (22%) employers extends cover to 
dependants and an additional 45% say that cover for 
dependants is available at extra cost.

Employers feel that Private Medical Insurance offers a 
number of benefits. These include:

•  Fast access to treatment, aiding swift recovery (49%).

•  Demonstrates that they care about their staff (25%).

•  Helps attract and retain staff (23%).

•  Helps reduce absence rates (20%).

•  Gives employers and employees the ability to plan 
treatment around busy work schedules (18%).

A focus on  
Private Medical Insurance
Consistent with our previous studies, Private Medical Insurance continues to 
be one of the most widely offered employee benefits. Around a third (30%) of 
employers say they include it in their employee benefits package and 31% say 
they consider Private Medical Insurance to be part of their company’s health and 
wellbeing strategy. Just under half (44%), feel that the product provides both 
employee and employer benefits.
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Awareness	of	Private	Medical	Insurance		
is	still	low
Despite many employers offering Private Medical 
Insurance, take-up of the benefit is still fairly low. Just 
22% of employers say that all eligible staff have taken out 
the benefit; 32% say that about three quarters of their 
employees have opted for cover and 21% estimate that 
half of their employees have joined their Private Medical 
Insurance scheme.

As we’ve seen in our previous studies, poor 
communication about available benefits appears to be 
playing a role in take-up figures. However, employers 
believe that perceptions of how the NHS is performing and 
better awareness of Private Medical Insurance could help 
increase take-up amongst their staff. Employers also feel 
that take-up would increase if Private Medical Insurance 
was no longer taxed as a P11D benefit.

What	employers	think	would	increase		
take-up	of	Private	Medical	Insurance		
within	their	company
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22%

20%

14%

19%

21%

Better awareness of 
the product
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e.g. waiting lists

Better communication of
the benefit

Tax incentives 
(no longer P11D)

Experience of other
people using it

Other
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A key element of the strategy involved the Government working closer 
with businesses and communities to promote healthy living. The strategy 
also recognised employers have a valuable role in helping to improve 
health outcomes through their influence over food, physical activity, 
alcohol and health in the workplace.

The strategy’s proposed initiative, the Public Health Responsibility Deal 
launched in March 2011, is one of the key mechanisms through which 
Government will form partnerships with businesses. Organisations 
are invited to become a partner and can sign up to a number of core 
commitments and pledges which include promoting healthy behaviour 
and activity.

Worryingly, one in five (21%) employers taking part in our study aren’t 
aware of Government initiatives such as the Public Health Responsibility 
Deal. However, 17% said they’d be keen to learn more. This highlights 
that employers have an appetite to look after the health of their 
employees. A third (33%) of employers were less positive saying that they 
didn’t feel that the initiative was beneficial for businesses.

Wider issues affecting the health 
of the workforce
In November 2010, the Government published its strategy for public health in 
England; Healthy Lives, Healthy People. The paper had a number of focus areas 
including lifestyle-driven health problems and empowering individuals and 
communities to develop their own ways of improving public health.
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When we asked employees what more 
could be done to improve Government-led 
public health campaigns, and make them 
more relevant to employees, 36% said that 
the Government needed to provide better, 
more accessible information and 31% said 
that the Government needs to recognise 
that people are busy and offer health 
tips that they can use everyday. Just over 
a quarter (27%) of employees felt their 
employer had a role to play in the success 
of Government-led campaigns, saying that 
they felt that employers should be given an 
incentive to take part in the initiative. 

This is a view shared by employers. 
Over half (51%) of employers said they 
favoured tax incentives as the solution to 
encourage them to introduce new health 
and wellbeing initiatives in their workplace. 
This view is consistent with the findings 
from our previous Health of the Workplace 
reports.

Incentives	that	would	encourage	employers	to	
implement	workplace	health	initiatives
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The paper emphasises what Government can do to help 
and also the role of employers, schools, local authorities 
and the voluntary and community sectors. Whilst it does 
not obligate these other parties, full recognition is given 
to the fact that we all have a part to play in helping to 
improve mental ill-health. The Government’s approach 
towards employers is to support the promotion of 
wellbeing, resilience and mental health of staff.

No	Health	Without	Mental	Health:	
Implementation	Framework	(2012)	
Earlier this year, the Government introduced an 
Implementation Framework setting out how it plans to 
achieve the goals set out in the Mental Health Strategy1. 
This includes details on the role that employers can play in 
helping tackle the issue of mental ill-health.

The Framework highlights that effective management 
of mental health in the workplace can bring significant 
savings by:

•   Promoting mentally healthy workplaces for all.

•   Tackling the causes of mental ill-health.

•   Supporting people with mental health problems.

It’s encouraging to see that 59% of the employers we 
spoke to feel the Government’s Mental Health Strategy 
will have an impact on how they manage stress in the 
workforce. However, much like the Government’s public 
health initiatives, awareness of the strategy and associated 
guidelines appears to be low with nearly one in five (18%) 
employers saying that they weren’t aware of the initiative.

The Government’s  
Mental Health Strategy
Aligned to the Public Health Strategy, the Government’s Mental Health Strategy, 
‘No Health Without Mental Health’ aims to give both mental and physical health 
equal weight in England. It recognises that mental health is central to quality of 
life, economic success and closely linked with improving education, training and 
employment outcomes.

“The cost of mental health to 
business is just over £1,000 per 
employee per year, or almost 
£26bn across the UK economy. 
Effective management of mental 
health issues can save 30% of 
these costs.”
Source: No Health Without Mental Health: Implementation 
Framework, p.34, July 2012.
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1 “No Health without Mental Health: implementation framework”, Department of Health and Framework Working Group, July 2012.
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Employers are well versed in looking after 
the physical health of their employees. 
However, in today’s challenging workplace 
it’s more important than ever to have the 
appropriate HR policies and support in 
place to protect their employees’ mental as 
well as physical wellbeing.

Encouragingly, just under a third (31%) of 
employers say that they introduced new 
initiatives to help them manage stress in 
the workforce over the past year.  These 
range from having an open door policy 
(35%), training line managers to help 
them recognise the signs of stress (26%), 
through to counselling helplines via an 
Employee Assistance Programme (23%).

Stress management  
in the workplace
Right now, one worker in six has a mental health problem – almost 5 million of 
Britain’s 29 million workers.1 Our research reveals that over half the employees 
(53%) taking part in our research believe stress is a problem in their workplace 
– with around a quarter (24%) feeling that it’s a big issue. It’s encouraging to 
see that employers are increasingly recognising that stress is an issue for their 
business and taking steps to tackle it.
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1 mediacentre.dh.gov.uk/2012/07/24/employers-urged-
to-take-3-steps-to-improve- mental-health/

What	employers	think	would	help	them	tackle	workplace	stress

More	to	be	done
Despite a positive move from employers to actively tackle stress in the 
workplace, only a quarter (23%) of employees think that their employer 
is good at helping employees manage the condition. When we asked 
employees why they felt that their employer wasn’t managing stress 
effectively it became apparent that the challenging work environment 
could be a contributing factor. 44% of employees said that their employer 
is too busy to notice stressed employees. Similarly, 43% feel that their 
employer doesn’t see employees’ mental health as a business priority.

The good news is that many employers recognise that more needs to be 
done to help them spot when an employee is under pressure. Moreover, 
the recommendations and support available to employers via the 
Government’s Mental Health Strategy go some way to offer solutions to 
employers’ challenges. Employers can complement the support available 
from the Government with benefits such as Private Medical Insurance and 
Employee Assistance Programmes.

Top	3	things	that	
employees	say	makes	
their	employer	good	
at	managing	stress
1)    They ensure that I 

have a good work-life 
balance (40%).

2)    They encourage me to 
look after my health 
and wellbeing (31%).

3)    They spot when 
I’m stressed and do 
something about it 
(27%).

Better training 
on how to identify 
the symptoms of 
stress and what  
support to offer

Employees need 
to have the 

confidence to 
talk to their 

employers when 
they are feeling 
under pressure

Employers need 
to admit that 

stress is an issue  
for their business 

and take steps 
to tackle it

A good work-life
balance is key
to addressing

the stress
problem

Better access
to counselling
services such 

as CBT

Employees need 
to  take more 
responsibility
for their own 

health

Until the 
workplace

changes there's 
not much 
we can do

42%

36% 36% 36%

27%
25%

13%

Talk to a
friend

Talk to a
GP

Keep it to
myself

I'd try to
work out
the cause
and make
changes

Talk to a
colleague

Talk to
my

employer

Ignore it Drink
more

alcohol

Smoke
more

Call a
helpline

Take
time off

sick

Self
medicate

41%

26%

18% 17%
14%

11% 10% 9%
5% 4% 4% 3%
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Previous Health of the Workplace studies revealed that 
there’s still a stigma associated with mental health in the 
workplace. In fact, this year’s research shows that just 
11% of employees would turn to their employer if they 
were feeling stressed at work. This compares to 41% who 
say they’d confide in a relative or friend and a quarter 
(26%) of employees who’d talk to their GP. 

Worryingly, nearly one in five (18%) employees say 
they’d keep mental health problems to themselves, as 
they wouldn’t feel comfortable talking about the subject. 
A further 10% would ignore the issue in the hope that 
things would sort themselves out.

The	stigma	associated	with	mental	health	conditions

Just over a quarter (28%) of employees said they feel there’s less stigma associated with mental health in 
the workplace than there was a year ago. However, over a third (35%) felt mental health remains a ‘taboo’ 
subject. Just over half (56%), say they think that physical illness will always carry less stigma than mental 
health.

For those that feel that the stigma has decreased, just under half (48%) say it’s because mental health is 
better understood. Awareness activity such as Mind’s ‘Time To Change’ campaign and celebrities sharing 
their stories appear to have played a part in this. Over a third (36%) of employees say that TV and press 
campaigns have helped remove the stigmas associated with mental health and 28% feel that celebrities 
willingness to openly talk about their mental health issues have played a part. Around a quarter (23%) of 
employees feel that the Government’s Mental Health Strategy has helped.

The stigma associated with 
mental health
Many people are still uncomfortable talking about mental health. Over the past 
few months there’s been an increased focus from charities and the media to raise 
the awareness of mental health in society. We were interested to explore the 
impact of these activities in this year’s report.

“It’s encouraging to see that employees are 
beginning to feel less stigma in the workplace 
concerning mental health conditions, and 
many employers have more understanding 
and want to offer more support.
Mental health is now high on the agenda 
for both employees and employers in the 
UK. Employers have a vital role in helping 
to support those who are suffering from 
depression, anxiety or other psychiatric 
conditions. There are many companies who 
offer no support at all to such employees, 
but equally we are seeing more and more 
companies starting to provide support and 
running training and awareness campaigns.”
Dr Doug Wright, Medical Director for Aviva, UK Health
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What	employees	would	do	if	they	were	stressed

Just 20% of employees felt 
that stress wasn’t an issue in 
their workplace.
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A quarter (24%) of employers are concerned that an increase in the 
number of older employees will see sickness absence rates rise. A similar 
proportion (26%) were concerned that older employees would be 
absent with more serious conditions than their younger colleagues. Not 
surprisingly, nearly three-quarters (70%) of employers believe health 
issues in the workplace will increase because older employees suffer from 
different medical complications to younger employees.

While conditions such as bowel cancer and cardiac problems are often 
more prevalent in older people, analysis of our own claims data reveals 
that musculoskeletal problems are the biggest cause of claim across all 
age groups. This highlights the importance of having protection in place 
that proactively manages and treats musculoskeletal conditions.

On paper the top 5 conditions different age groups claim are similar. 
However, the severity of the condition and treatment differs. For example, 
while younger employees tend to suffer from musculoskeletal conditions 
that can be case managed with physiotherapy, we see more replacement 
surgery being carried out for older customers. Older customers also 
tend to suffer from lower incidence, but more serious conditions such 
as cardiac conditions that would require careful management in the 
workplace. This is further evidenced by our claims data which shows that, 
on average, the cost of a claim for those aged between 55-65 is £2715 
but rises to £3494 for those aged over 65 at the start of their claim.

The removal of the Default Retirement Age, 
increased longevity and continued financial 
pressures on the over 55s1 mean nearly 
a third (29%) of employers are already 
seeing a rise in the age of their workforce, 
with 37% expecting to see it get older in 
the future. And although half (50%) of 
employers believe there are positive benefits 
for individuals working past the traditional 
retirement age – a view shared by 50% 
of employees – nearly two fifths (38%) 
of employers predict that health issues 
associated with an ageing workforce will 
impact their business.
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1Aviva’s Real Retirement Report, July 2012

Most	common	claims	made	by	
all	of	Aviva’s	Private	Medical	
Insurance	customers:
1)   Knee pain

2)   Lower back pain

3)   Shoulder pain

4)   Neck pain

5)   Abdominal pain

Most	common	claims	made	by	
Aviva	customers	aged	70+
1)   Cataract

2)   Knee pain

3)   Hip pain

4)   Skin lesions

5)   Lower back pain 

“Dementia does not only affect older 
people. However, as working age 
increases, the chance of employers 
encountering people with dementia 
is inevitably going to increase. Many 
people with dementia are fully able 
to work and retaining their skills and 
experience is vital to the economy.
It’s important that employers are 
equipped to understand the signs 
of dementia to ensure they are able 
to support people who may be 
experiencing symptoms. Only then can 
we ensure that wherever they work, 
people with dementia feel that they can 
talk about the condition without stigma 
or fear of losing their job.”
George McNamara, Head of Policy and Public Affairs, 
Alzheimer’s Society

The ageing population

I may need to
introduce
flexible
working

I'll need to
offer different
health advice

I may need
training to spot

the signs of
dementia

I will not need
to change
anything

I will need to 
introduce new 

benefits such as 
Private Medical

Insurance

36%

29%

22%

18%

23%
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Employers	recognise	the	need	to	review	their	approach	to	workplace	wellbeing
Our research reveals that employers are embracing this change in the age of their workforce and recognising the need 
to review the support and benefits they offer older workers. A third (29%) of employers felt that they may need to 
offer different health advice. One in five (18%) said they’d have to offer different health benefits and a quarter (23%) 
of employers said they’d need training to help spot signs of serious conditions, such as dementia. Over a third (36%) 
realised they may have to introduce flexible working hours for older employees.

Our research also reveals employees’ requirements change with age and as a result, so do the benefits that they  value. 
Over a third (35%) of employees over 55 said having access to benefits such as Private Medical Insurance could help 
them stay healthy, compared to a fifth (22%) of 25-34 year-old employees.

A	need	for	a	change	in	HR	policy
The ageing population is also having an impact on absence rates as employees are increasingly seeking time off to care 
for elderly relatives. Just under half (43%) of employers allow their employees to take time off work for this reason – 
often relying on a manager’s personal discretion (27%). However, 21% of employers do not have any provision to deal 
with these requests.

A third of employees (32%) surveyed have asked for time off work to care for elderly relatives, with only 8% saying 
they were able to take as much time as they needed. A fifth (21%) of employers admitted that they do not allow 
employees time off to care for elderly relatives, resulting in a similar number of employees (18%) having to take paid or 
unpaid leave. Just 8% of employees were allowed as much time off as they required.
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Changes	employers	feel	they	need	to	make	to	adapt	
they	way	they	look	after	an	older	workforces’	health
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How	employers	plan	to	achieve	their	business	
objectives	over	the	coming	year

The majority of employers plan to achieve their 2012-13 
business objectives by focusing on their employees’ 
welfare. Consistent with last year’s research, the majority 
of employers plan to encourage their employees to lead 
a good work-life balance. This is up eleven percentage 
points from 31% in 2011 to 42% this year. Other popular 
approaches include; spending more time with employees 
to understand their issues in order to tackle them (29% 
- up from 17% in 2011) and to improve their absence 
management policy (19%). Just over one in ten (14%) 
employers said they’d introduce more health-related 
benefits.

Business	priorities	2011	v	2012

Business priorities for  
the coming year
Business priorities have remained fairly consistent over the past two years. 
Productivity remains the number one priority, followed by improving staff 
motivation and morale and reducing sickness absence. When we asked 
employers whether they’d met their business objectives for 2011, responses were 
mixed. However, in the main at least a third of businesses said that they’d met 
their key objectives.
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•  49% of businesses said that they’d met 
their objective to improve productivity.

•  36% said they’d improved staff motivation 
and morale.

•  35% reduced their sickness absence rates.

•  32% improved employee wellbeing.

•  31% implemented stress management 
policies.

•  54% met health and safety requirements.

•  31% felt they got a better return on 
investment from their employee benefits.
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Private Medical Insurance  
from Aviva
Our forward thinking approach and commitment to service has made us a major 
Group Private Medical Insurance provider. We recognise that our clients’ needs 
are varied and constantly evolving, and we provide innovative solutions to meet 
these changing needs.
We believe service and value are now being judged more by flexibility, cost containment, and a willingness to 
offer terms and features that suit a business’ very individual needs. 

That’s why we’ve focused our efforts on key concerns for employers; cost containment throughout; clarity; 
a comprehensive product offering; a long-term commitment to health and welfare in the workplace, and a 
constant willingness to adopt and adapt successful initiatives to meet employers’ future requirements. For 
example:

Clarity

By enhancing the terms associated with our cancer cover, we believe customers benefit from greater levels of 
clarity around what is, or is not, covered. Our highest level of cancer cover now has increased benefits and 
treatment costs will be paid for as long as a specialist recommends them and post operative care has been 
enhanced. We also recognise that it’s sometimes the little things which make all the difference so cover for 
diet consultations, wigs and prostheses have all been added.

Comprehensive	product

The phrase ‘tailored solution’ is a well used one. But it’s still the best description for our large Group Private 
Medical Insurance product – Optimum – as we gain an understanding of our clients’ requirements before 
fleshing out bespoke terms and benefits. For example, with workplace stress related problems being a 
concern, companies can opt to increase benefit available for psychiatric conditions. Or, with limited budgets, 
they can reduce premiums by limiting the amount of time we’ll pay for targeted cancer therapies (we have 
five options available). Through Optimum and Solutions – our modular policy for SMEs – flexibility in a 
comprehensive product is our aim: our customers’ needs are at the heart of everything we do.
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Commitment	to	health	and	welfare	in	the	workplace

Over the last year, our work has ranged from small but powerful initiatives to quite large pieces of industry-
wide activity. We introduced our Health and Risk Consultancy service – helping corporate clients access a 
return on investment model across multiple products, while developing client-specific absence analysis that 
can help them reduce their overall costs. We’ve also started offering a Corporate Excess funding initiative. 
Similar to a Healthcare Trust, this initiative allows smaller companies to reduce their Insurance Premium Tax 
liabilities under a fully insured contract.

We’ve also been an active participant in the Office of Fair Trading’s review of private healthcare provision and 
now the ongoing investigation by the Competition Commission, often speaking out against the status quo in 
favour of significant changes to the current systems that would benefit a greater number of individuals.

Adopting	and	adapting

We draw on both in-house and external clinical expertise to help us shape initiatives that can adapt to our 
customers’ needs. For example, experience gained from our innovative approach to managing whiplash claims 
submitted through our motor insurance division, has informed our unique approach to managing similar 
health conditions under our Group Private Medical Insurance policies. This helped promote the development 
and adoption of Back-Up, our award-winning service using prompt, evidence-based recommendations to help 
employees suffering from back and neck pain. 97% of Back-Up customers are getting help from a dedicated 
clinical case manager within two hours of calling us, who then recommend and manage the most appropriate 
treatment plan, often including fast access to a local physiotherapist. We’ve now adapted and expanded 
this programme to introduce Back-Up Plus: migrating this ‘early intervention’ approach to cover other areas 
of the body such as the knees, ankles, elbows, hips, shoulders, and any other joint or muscular problems 
(musculoskeletal conditions).

Similarly, our open referral option will offer benefits to our customers. They’ll have the reassurance that the 
provider of their treatment is managing both cost and quality. This in turn will have a positive impact on the 
affordability of Private Medical Insurance premiums.

For more information about our products and services visit www.aviva.co.uk/health
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Long-term sickness absence continues to be an issue for 
many employers. It’s not uncommon for an employee 
to go on long-term sick leave at some point during their 
working career. However, many employers are still leaving 
themselves and their staff unprotected against sickness 
absence.

Aviva’s Group Income Protection policy offers employers 
financial protection as well as giving employees access 
to a range of rehabilitation support services. Dedicated 
claims visitors can meet with the employer (and employee 
if appropriate) to talk about the individual’s circumstances. 
Where hours or responsibilities are reduced, a partial 
benefit can be paid to help ease an employee’s return to 
work.

Further information about our Group Risk products 
(including full details of cover options) can be found at: 
www.aviva.co.uk/health

A range of videos can also be accessed at  
www.letstalkgrouprisk.co.uk

How Group Risk  
can help 

“Sickness absence not only 
has a knock on effect to 
other employees, but adds 
to the business concerns of 
employers as a whole. While it 
is encouraging that employers 
are implementing preventative 
measures to help control the 
effects of sickness absence, take-
up of one of the most effective 
solutions – Group Income 
Protection – is still relatively low.
“Many of the challenges 
employers and employees face 
as a result of sickness absence 
can be addressed by Group 
Income Protection. In addition 
to offering employers financial 
support, employees can receive 
a partial benefit if they make 
a staged return to work, while 
accessing a wide range of 
rehabilitation support to help aid 
their recovery.”
Steve Bridger, head of group risk, Aviva

97002105_GEN4722.indd   21 06/12/2012   14:34



Notes
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