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"Disability need not be an obstacle

to success. I have had motor neu
ron disease for pract ically all my

adult life. Yet it has not prevented
me from having a prominent career
in astrophys ics and a happy family
life." These are the words of Pro

fessor Stephen W. Hawking in the
Forward to the Summary World
Report on Disability published by
the World Health Organization
(WHO) in 2011 . We can draw very
important insight from Professor
Hawking's experience. He credits
the benefit of first class medical care
and reliance on a team of personal
assistants who make it possible for
him to live and work in comfort and
dignity. His home and workplace
have been made accessible, and
computer experts have supported
him in his communication needs.
In short, through collaboration of
a caring family, medical and social
support systems, and a conscien
tious workplace, he was supported
in his full range of needs.
Unfortunately, disability is part of
the human collective. When a work
er experiences any type of disabil
ity, whether it is physical or mental,
there are many occupational and
personal factors that will affect their
ability to remain at work or return to
work. Identifying and understand
ing these factors can be pivotal.
However, in many organizations,
data collection and efforts are in silos
because separate departments or
individuals manage different aspects
of worker health, safety and wellness.
Thus, the full impact of a worker's
health-related absence on the orga
nization is poorly understood. As
a result, it may be difficult to keep

Employees who are supported in their
ability to function at work and in their
personal lives are more engaged.
workers who are experiencing health
issues at work and it may take longer
to get them back to productive work
following an absence. Efforts may be
duplicated and costly and may have
limited success.
While understanding the business
case is critical, care doesn't come
out in the numbers! Most diseases,
injuries and other health conditions
are multifactorial, especially as the
worker ages (Schulte et al., 2012).
In a recent study (Angeloni, 2013)
it was demonstrated that employ
ees who are supported in their abil
ity to function at work and in their
personal lives are more engaged.
They are less likely to take time off
work for health-related issues and
more likely to return to work ear
lier and safer. The crucial key is to
understand the complete range of
the worker's needs in the context of
their environment, so they can be
supported, engaged and productive
both in and outside the workplace.
There is a growing mountain of
evidence that proves using an inte
grated approach combining Occu
pational Health and Safety (OH&S)
with Health Protection and Pro
motion (HP&P) can maximize the
outcome of your disability manage
ment program. It brings stakehold
ers together to work collaboratively
across the organization and within
the community to address the chal-
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lenges and barriers that affect a work
er's ability to function in the event of
an injury, illness or disease (Sorensen
et al., 2014). According to the Dis
ability Management Employer Coali
tion, "companies with integrated
programs have been especially suc
cessful in cutting costs and effective
ly returning their employees to full
productivity." (Angeloni, 2013).
The integrated approach is power
ful because we gain knowledge of:
• The full impact of the worker's
absence, thereby motivating the
employer to invest in integrated
interventions, which may include
workplace accommodation and
other interventions to support
the worker in their environment
in and out of the workplace; and
• The medical and non-medical
challenges or barriers that may
be distracting or hinder the
worker from functioning at full
capacity at the time and in the
context of their environment.
The Occupational Health Nurse
(OHN) is in a unique position to
implement an integrated approach
to disability management with their
knowledge of the organization; its
strategic goals and operations; its
culture and the various social cli
mates, combined with rapport and
connections with internal and exter
nal stakeholders and knowledge
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