Promoting Healthy Workplaces in Ontario

(Submitted by the Hamilton Chamber of Commerce Human Resources Committee and the Mississauga Board of Trade)
Issue:

To encourage healthy workplaces in Ontario, the availability of consistent messaging at the provincial level regarding recommended policies, practices, and tangible supports is needed. 
Background:
The impact of healthy workplaces goes beyond influencing the well-being of employees and their families.  The World Health Organization states “it is of paramount importance to the productivity, competitiveness and sustainability of enterprises, communities, and to national and regional economies”
.  According to Duxbury and Higgins, “at this point in time, governments pay the lion’s share of the costs associated with poor workplace health practices through their support of the country’s health care system”
.
Current legislation aids employers in providing work environments that are physically and psychologically safe for employees (e.g. the Occupational Health & Safety Act along with the Bill 168 amendments re: violence and harassment, Human Rights). However, evidence demonstrates that healthy workplaces initiatives are more effective when a wider comprehensive approach is used
. Specifically, personal health resources (e.g. flexible work schedules to accommodate physical activity, refrigeration to store healthy foods, etc.) and enterprise community involvement (e.g. what a workplace does to support the well-being of their community such as sharing their expertise with small and medium size businesses or reducing their environmental footprint) are also important avenues of influence1 that must be integrated with other healthy workplace practices as part of how a workplace operates at a strategic level.  According to a Canadian Council on Integrated Healthcare report “employers who are inconsistent in their approach to workplace health, and rely on ad hoc, non-strategic approaches, are less likely to achieve or sustain success”
. 
A provincial approach to workplace health could integrate the gaps between existing legislation and best practice.  Such an approach would not be another piece of legislation, but a time saving reference point for Ontario businesses to help them determine their course of action.  In their document “Proposal for an Ontario Comprehensive Workplace Health Strategy”
, the Ontario Healthy Workplace Coalition outlines several guiding principles and strategy components to consider: 
· Guiding principles: visible provincial leadership; broad stakeholder engagement; relevance to businesses of all sectors and size; linkages to mandates of key organizations and provincial Ministries; a strong business case demonstrating the savings for both businesses and the province; and an economically viable solution with resource contributions from many stakeholders. 
· Strategy components: leadership to develop and implement; social marketing to promote; tools and resources; policy and incentives development; and research and evaluation to monitor the effectiveness. 

A provincial approach to workplace health should also monitor the workplace relevant aspects that may emerge from the Mental Health Commission’s framework for a national mental health strategy
 as well as the proposed provincial mental health and addictions strategy from the report: “Respect, Recovery, and Resilience: Recommendations for Ontario’s Mental Health and Addictions Strategy
.”
As the Ontario Healthy Workplace Coalition’s guiding principles suggest, successfully launching a provincial approach to workplace health requires commitment from government in the form of visible leadership5.  Engagement of Chambers of Commerce, employers and private insurers by senior bureaucrats and politicians is necessary not only for developing a provincial approach, but also for developing healthy public policy in order to maximize conditions to improve employee health.  Take transportation for example, which certainly has health implications for employers and employees.  Research shows that people who use public transit are 3 times more likely to obtain 30 minutes of moderate physical activity 5 days a week than non-users
.  Another study found that transit users spend a median of 19 minutes daily walking to and from transit.  29% achieve the recommended 30 minutes of physical activity a day solely by walking to and from transit
.  Workplaces could improve employee health by promoting mass transit use and through having an opportunity to inform policies that can help facilitate effective use of transit by their employees. 
RECOMMENDATIONS:

The Ontario Chamber of Commerce urges the Government of Ontario to:

1. Develop a provincial approach for workplace health that can be used a reference point for policy and practice in Ontario. 

· Consider using the guiding principles and strategy components outlined in the Ontario Healthy Workplace Coalition’s “Proposal for an Ontario Comprehensive Workplace Health Strategy” 5
· Incorporate the workplace relevant aspects that may emerge from the proposed provincial and national mental health strategies.  
2. Ensure public policy is set by senior bureaucrats and politicians in consultation with Chambers of Commerce, employers, and private insurers in order to maximize opportunities to increase employee health. 
3. Advocate that the federal government:
· Designate a lead agency for workplace health policy, programs, and research using existing resources (e.g. strengthen or expand mandates, better coordination within the current system, etc.)
· Develop a nation-wide comprehensive workplace health strategy that recognizes the interrelationships between work, health and community that links to or is based on the proposed approach for Ontario as per the first recommendation. 
4. Provide employers with:
· A strong business case for healthy workplaces. 

· A catalogue of best practices and policies that take into account the diversity of work (e.g. non-standard employment) and the differences in needs from businesses of different sizes and sectors in Ontario. 
· Clear standards for healthy workplaces by using benchmarking criteria set out by national/international agencies and academic centres on workplace organization and health (e.g. World Health Organization, National Quality Institute (NQI), Groupe de promotion et de prévention en santé (GP2S), Healthy Scorecard, Workplace Health Research Unit) that employers can use as a guide. 
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