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ABSTRACT

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic re-raised the subject of vaccines and their importance for public health. Given the number
of employees, one of the key environments in which vaccination should be promoted is the workplace. Material and Methods:
An original, anonymous and voluntary questionnaire with 13 questions regarding health behaviors of employees in Poland was dis-
tributed through HR departments of the companies invited to the research (Computer-Assisted Web Interview - CAWT technique)
This publication presents the results of answers to the 3 chosen questions concerning: health issues related to work, interest in health
promoting initiatives and following recommendations for physical activity. Results: According to the research presented in this ar-
ticle, 39% of employees in Poland were interested in vaccination against COVID-19. The most popular preventive initiatives are still
healthy eating and sport activities. The government allowed organizing vaccinations at the workplace, which gives new opportunities
but also obligations and risks. Overall, the potential of a workplace in fighting the coronavirus seems to be used to a very small ex-
tent. This carries the need to consult systemic solutions with representatives of employers and occupational medicine practitioners
as well as the government. Conclusions: The workplace should be one of the key habitats for health promoting activities, including
vaccinations. The above-mentioned issue should still be the subject of research for solutions tailored to the needs and capabilities of
each group (employers, occupational medicine professionals and government). One of the circumstances of promoting the health
of employees should be preventive examinations of employees — a doctor’s visit and contact with an occupational medicine nurse.
The potential of preventive employee examinations in this area seems to be unused and limited. The level of immunization of em-
ployees has an obvious impact on the state of the economy. In view of the voluntary vaccination against COVID-19, this requires

educational campaigns aimed at both employees and employers. Med Pr. 2021;72(6):653-9

Key words: workplace, employee, vaccination, public health, coronavirus, pandemic

Corresponding author: Agata Olearczyk, Medical University of Warsaw, Public Health Department, Nielubowicza 5,

02-097 Warsaw, Poland, e-mail: aolearczyk@wum.edu.pl
Received: July 11, 2021, accepted: December 2, 2021

INTRODUCTION

The pandemic of COVID-19 (as of October 13, 2021,
approx. 219 million cases worldwide) [1] has changed
the perception of global health threats, especially among
people not related to healthcare system. The public
health has come to the fore and the epidemiological
situation has shown that it is impossible to cope with
a disease on a global scale without cooperation and
joint actions of a disciplined and well-educated society.
Therefore, the importance of public health, especially in
the case of infectious diseases, is very clearly articulated.

The essence of public health policy, particularly in
the context of new health threats is firstly about pre-
dicting them, and secondly about preparing societies
for functioning in conditions of health risk. The pan-
demic of COVID-19 has proven beyond any doubt
that it is only through “an organized effort of the entire

society” — an inherent component of public health,
that the global health threat can be brought under con-
trol [2].

Based on forecasts and models it can be predicted that
conditions such as epidemics or pandemics will occur
regularly. That being so, it is crucial to respond accord-
ingly and competently to such threats. At the same time,
it should be kept in mind that the definition of health
applies not only to the somatic, but also mental, social
as well as economic areas, which is particularly import-
ant from the point of view of employees, employers, and
the scale of the national macroeconomy. The obvious
impact of the pandemic on this area necessitates a con-
duction of analysis related to the health of the working
population.

Vaccinations are considered to be one of the great-
est achievements of medicine. Thanks to them it was
possible to eliminate many health problems, such as
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smallpox. Moreover, compulsory vaccinations contrib-
uted to the near eradication of diseases such as measles,
whooping cough and polio.

Since the outbreak of the pandemic, intensive work
has been carried out in order to develop vaccines against
COVID-19. On November 9, 2020, the companies Pfiz-
er-BioNTech announced a breakthrough in the devel-
opment of COVID-19 vaccine - they confirmed its ef-
fectiveness at the level of 90%. On December 8, 2020,
the first vaccination with the Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine
took place in the UK already - it is worth noting that
it took place outside of clinical trials [3]. Shortly after,
the first vaccine was administrated in Poland, on De-
cember 27 of the same year. The World Health Organi-
zation emphasizes that immunization is one of the main
tools in the fight against the coronavirus.

Since the inception of vaccinations in general they
have been accompanied by various theories often un-
supported by scientific evidence. The same is true of
vaccinations against COVID-19. Since the start of the
pandemic there have been numerous activities that not
only question the need for vaccinations, but also de-
ny the pandemic itself and undermine all scientific ev-
idence. In this context one of the main challenges for
public health is the promotion of information based
on reliable medical knowledge (evidence-based medi-
cine) and - along this path - the fight against the so-
called fake news. It is also a significant issue in terms
of health promotion at workplace - a population of just
over 17 million people in Poland. Likewise, according
to WHO the workplace is a habitat in which health pro-
motion can and should take place, including encour-
aging vaccination [4]. However, vaccination against
COVID-19 didn't outweigh the most popular preven-
tive initiatives among employees, such as healthy eat-
ing or financing sport activities. The aim of this work
is to present level of employees’ interest in vaccinations
against COVID-19 and other preventive initiatives at
the workplace (stationary and online).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The research used the CAWTI technique (Comput-
er-Assisted Web Interview), which is an online survey.
The survey was made available through the Qualtrics
tool which is a safe solution in terms of GDPR (General
Data Protection Regulation). An original, anonymous
and voluntary questionnaire was prepared consisting
of 12 main questions in total regarding the health be-
haviors of employees in Poland. Seven of the questions

were closed-ended and 5 of them had multiple-choice
option. The invitation to the study was addressed to
>50 companies, however the exact number may dif-
fer due to varies channels of distribution (the invita-
tion has been sent by a team of people). At the first
stage 21 of the companies that received the invitation
declared their willing to participate in the research.
Finally, 10 companies decided to participate and dis-
tributed the survey among employees through the HR
departments. The study took place from September to
October 2020. This publication presents the results of
answers to the 3 chosen questions concerning the em-
ployees’ interest in health promoting activities carried
out by the employer. The first question was answered by
1957 employees, the second one by 1942 and the third
one by 2035 employees. The vast majority of respon-
dents in all 3 questions were office workers — 75%
(N1 = 1468, N2 = 1454, N3 = 1517) from different in-
dustries: shared service, hi-tech, pharmaceutical and
FMCG (Fast Moving Consumer Goods). The working
conditions were mostly home office and the main oc-
cupational risk was working with a computer for >4 h.
The rest were blue-collar workers — 25% (N1 = 489,
N2 =488, N3 = 518) from the manufacturing industry.
The working conditions were mostly at the workplace,
with higher number of occupational risks — depending
on the position. The average age in the total group was
35 years old (the youngest person was 20 years old and
the oldest - 67 years old).

RESULTS

Most popular health issues related to work

The first question “Do you suffer from any health issues
related to your work specifics?” consisted of 9 answers
with multiple-choice option. In this question women
formed 42% of the respondents (N1 = 829) and men
58% (N1 = 1128). The vast majority of participants
(52%, N = 1017) declared that they suffer from back
pain due to their work specifics. It was followed by neck
and shoulder pain (39%, N = 763). As third placed sight
problems (34%, N = 656) followed by mental weakness
(33%, N = 645). The answer about mental weakness in-
cludes nervousness, petulance, anxiety and depression).
This trend is the same both for white-collars as well as
the blue-collars.

Further health issues related to work are: headache
(26%, N = 508), wrist ache (16%, N = 313), stomach
pain (9%, N = 176) and other (3%, N = 58). There are
also 352 employees that declare no work-related health



Nr 6 COVID-19

Interest in prevention at the workplace among employees in Poland 655

issues (18%). The distribution of the most popular
health issues related to work is presented in Figure 1.
In the group of respondents from this article’s re-
search, 32% of them are overweight (N = 700) and 12%
(N = 262) has obesity of I, II or III class — data are pre-
sented in Figure 2. The answers presented above trans-
lated at some point into answers to the next question.

Interest in pro-health initiatives offered by employer
The second question in the survey: “In which pro-health
initiatives offered by Employer (online or at the work-
place) would you participate?” consisted of 15 answers
with multiple-choice option. In this question women
formed 42% of the respondents (N2 = 824) and men
58% (N2 =1118).

The results show that the greatest interest of em-
ployees was in back pain prevention (50%, N = 971).
It was closely followed by stress management (49%,
N = 951). In the third place are the activities related to
healthy eating and the financing of sports activities, in-
cluding online platforms (47%, N = 912). An interest in
vaccinations against COVID-19 was shown by 39% of
respondents (N = 757), which placed the initiative in
the fourth place. It is worth noting that these declara-
tions were collected before the research on the vaccine
was finalized and before it was marketed. Interestingly,
only 31% of respondents (N = 602) declared their inter-
est in vaccination against influenza.

In addition to the aforementioned initiatives em-
ployees also showed interest in the prevention of can-
cer, occupational burnout and vision defects (36%,
N = 699), managing work from home (32%, N = 621),
prevention of musculoskeletal system diseases (31%,
N = 602), ergonomics of the workplace (25%, N = 485)
and ongoing psychological support (21%, N = 407).
The total split of interest into individual initiatives of-
fered by employer is presented in Figure 3.

Following recommendations for physical activity

Employees’ interest in healthy eating and financing sport
activities remains at the peak, although the results of
the survey show that many employees still do not follow
the recommendations. In the third question “How often
do you exercise?;” 23% of respondents (N = 468) admit
that they don’t exercise at all and 26% (N = 529) exercise
but not as often as it's recommended. In this question
women formed 41% of the respondents (N3 = 843) and
men 59% (N3 = 1192). Recommendations about aer-
obic training (at least 75 min a week - high intensity)
is followed by 35% of respondents (N = 712). Muscles

back pain 52
neck and shoulder pain 39
sight problems 34

mental weakness 33

Health issue related to work

headache 26
wrist ache 16
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no health issues 18

0 10 20 30 40 50
Respondents [%)]

[=2)

0

Figure 1. The answers given by 1957 respondents (office workers
form different industries and blue-collar workers from

the manufacturing industry) to the question “Do you suffer from
any health issues related to your work specifics?” (study in Poland,
September—October 2020)
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Figure 2. Split of body-mass index (BMI) among 2188 respondents
by age and gender (study in Poland, September-October 2020)

strengthening exercises (at least twice a week) are per-
formed by 31% of respondents (N = 630). The answers
to this question are presented in the Figure 4.

Employees’ and employers’ interest

in vaccination against COVID-19

When it comes to employees’ interest in vaccinations,
it is behind the above-mentioned subjects. The interest
declared 39% of respondents (N = 757), which placed
the initiative in the fourth place. The national trend is
also far from desired level.

DISCUSSION

The conducted analysis shows information on employ-
ees health issues related to work specifics, such as sed-
entary work, but also work in production, which is
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Figure 3. The answers given by 1942 respondents to the question
“In which pro-health initiatives offered by employer (online

or at the workplace) would you participate?” (study in Poland,
September—October 2020)
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Figure 4. The answers given by 2035 respondents to the question “How
often do you exercise?” (study in Poland, September—October 2020)

reflected in many other studies and publications. Two
most common issues are related to musculoskeletal sys-
tem. Further issues are related to sigh problems and
mental weakness. According to Social Insurance Insti-
tution (ZUS), the musculoskeletal system diseases stand
for 18% of annuity judgements, while mental disorders
stand for 18,2% [5]. As many as 2/3 of employees sub-
mit problems with bones, joints, or muscles as the most
severe issues, which has also a global aspect [6]. Ac-
cording to the research of European Working Condi-
tions Survey (EWCS), 43% of respondents complain on
back pain and 42% on neck and shoulder pain. Yet an-
other research shows that [7] remote work, which in-
creased significantly during the pandemic, may bring
benefits in maintaining a balance between private life

and professional, which improves the overall well-be-
ing of employees.

Nevertheless, as shown by studies from before the
epidemic, many employees on a daily basis experienced
various types of pain related to the musculoskeletal sys-
tem caused by sedentary work [8,9]. The answers con-
cerning physical pain of the musculoskeletal system
(back, neck, shoulders) were marked 1780 times in total.
Also noteworthy is the answer regarding mental weak-
ness of varying degrees. The impact of the COVID-19
epidemic on mental health can be observed in numer-
ous studies, on many levels of life, causing many disor-
ders and problems, both individual and collective.

As we know from variety of publications, stress and
sedentary work have a significant impact on overweight
and obesity. These in turn increases the rate of absen-
teeism and presenteeism, lowers the productivity and
generates further costs [6]. According to the Social In-
surance Institution (ZUS) data, mental and behavior-
al disorders cause 10,8% of sick leaves in Poland [10].
According to Main Statistical Office, 18,3% of adults in
Poland is tired permanently or most of the time [11].

The study also shows new information on employees’
interest in pro-health activities organized by employer
and provides data on employees’ BMI. Some of the re-
sults follows national and global trends. For example,
44% (N = 962) of respondents have either overweight or
obesity, while >50% of Europeans are overweight [12].
Another example shows, that 23% (N = 468) of respon-
dents don’t exercise at all, while the research conducted
by Main Statistical Office in 2015 showed that over half
of Polish population (53%) doesn’t perform any sport
activities [11].

Employees declared in the study interest in influen-
za vaccinations even lower, than in vaccinations against
COVID-19. In the period September 2019-February
2020, >4.8 million cases and suspected cases of flu were
recorded in Poland, as well as 65 deaths due to influ-
enza [13], while vaccination coverage was estimated at
4.12% [14]. In the same flu season in 2020-2021, during
the second wave of the COVID-19 epidemic, these sta-
tistics decreased to 1.7 million cases and 0 deaths [14],
and the number of vaccinated people increased up to
5.2% [15]. Flu vaccinations have been a popular initia-
tive organized by employers at the workplace. The fol-
lowing season will show, if this trend is maintained and
how it affects the vaccination rate.

Contrary to influenza vaccinations or even a back
pain prevention or healthy eating, when organiz-
ing vaccinations against COVID-19 at the workplace,
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employers encountered new opportunities but also ob-
ligations and significant risks. Since May 4, 2021, Pol-
ish government prepared the guidelines on conduct-
ing vaccinations at the workplace [16]. According to
the rules:

employer needs to find and sign an agreement with
the vaccination point,
employer has to send an enrolment application pro-
viding the number of people willing to get vacci-
nated - this requires from employer gathering data
about the potential interest of employees in vacci-
nations which is a subject of GDPR rules. For exam-
ple, to what extent is employer authorized to gather
information about employee’s interest in vaccina-
tions and when it is treated as a medical (sensitive)
data?

The potential of a workplace in fighting the corona-
virus seems to be used to a very small extent. Many em-
ployers are challenged in terms of data protection and
processing, as well as code of conduct in the event of
the adverse vaccine reactions. Other potential risks are
when a significant number of employees won't be able
to work after the vaccinations. This subject is sensitive
and requires an organized and reliable code of conduct
together with the information about the responsible en-
tity and support for the employer.

As can be seen from the study, the interest in
the future vaccine against COVID-19 did not make
it to the podium. Three months after introduction of
the vaccine employees could start their vaccinations, but
we can also see some anti-vaccination beliefs, and this
doesn’t bypass the working age population [17]. Over
6 months after the first vaccination in Poland, on June
30, 2021, 34.16% (N = 13 034 402) of Polish popula-
tion was fully vaccinated and 44% (N = 16 788 252)
received at least 1 dose. Over 3 months late later, on
October 13, 51,5% (N = 19 648 767) of Poles are ful-
ly vaccinated, which is still far from required. The to-
tal number of performed vaccinations on October 13
was 38 043 351. The highest number of performed vac-
cinations daily was on June 3 at it was 652 524. Since
then, we can observe a significant decrease of the num-
ber of performed vaccinations on a daily basis (from
>650 000 vaccinations to 30 845 vaccinations on Oc-
tober 13) [18]. Unfortunately, the immunization rate is
still far from desirable [19,20].

The COVID-19 epidemic forced the implementa-
tion of many new solutions and approaches. The work-
place has become one of many places with high risk
of transmission of the virus which is a challenge for

employers both in terms of keeping employees safe,
as well as maintaining the business continuity. A sev-
eral recommendations came into force, such as: dele-
gating as many employees as possible to work remotely,
limiting business trips, providing disinfectants and sur-
face decontamination, ongoing updates about the cur-
rent situation and suspension of periodical occupation-
al medicine examinations [21].

The profitability of preventive initiatives at the work-
place finds it support in many studies and reflects in low-
er absenteeism rate and higher productivity [6,22-24].
In Poland, most of employers’” preventive actions are still
limited to occupational medicine act [25]. The regulation
itself dates from 1997 and needed revision for a long time.
Thanks to the 2020 amendment, the occupational medi-
cine physician will be able to conduct a full examination
and comprehensive assessment of the patient and direct
him in the right direction [26]. That includes the possi-
bility of referral by an occupational medicine doctor for
specialist consultation tests depending on indications, in
particular: otolaryngological, neurological, ophthalmo-
logical, dermatological, allergological or psychological.
In practice, this means less paperwork and a simplifica-
tion of the process. Instead of compulsorily referring to
specialists, the OM (occupational medicine) doctor will
be able to focus, for example, on the secondary preven-
tion of civilization diseases and on health education.

However, many employers still treat occupational
medicine as cooperation with the doctor only. In turn,
this cooperation should connect all parties involved,
i.e., employees, employers, doctors and nurses of the oc-
cupational medicine service. It is worth using the poten-
tial of occupational health nurses, for example to mon-
itor the place for occupational medicine, especially in
production plants. The potential of preventive employee
examinations in this area seems to be unused and limit-
ed especially during the pandemic.

This carries the need to consult systemic solutions
with representatives of employers and occupation-
al medicine practitioners as well as the government in
order to search for the most effective solutions. Espe-
cially, that more challenges will come, such as the defi-
nition of the COVID-19 infection as an occupational
disease, which is still not unified and requires further
legal regulations [21,27]. With no doubt, activities pro-
moting health at the workplace have a positive impact
on the health potential of employees, which also has an
economic aspect and leads to productivity [28] and in
case of the pandemic - could effectively help in coping
with coronavirus COVID-19.
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This confirms the importance of employer’s engage-
ment in promotion of vaccinations at the workplace as
the key element of occupational medicine obligations
and engagement in public health. However, employers’
responsibility and support should be still the subject of
research and consideration, in order to elaborate solu-
tions tailored to the needs and capabilities of each group
(employers, occupational medicine professionals and
government). The very process of persuading and ed-
ucating about the need for health care in the workplace
is an element of the broadly understood health policy of
the state and cannot be separated from it.

Additional comments: During the time of writing
this article (August 17, 2021) the Ministry of Health
in Poland was preparing a project allowing employ-
ers to check whether employee is vaccinated against
COVID-19, or not. No such regulation has been intro-
duced yet (November 10, 2021). Since October 2021
the government recommends the third “boost” dose of
the vaccination for all adults, not earlier than 6 months
after completing the primary immunization.

CONCLUSIONS

The research shows that 82% (N = 1605) of employees
have different health issues related to their work specit-
ics. This also applies to the BMI results and following
physical activity recommendations, as 32% of them are
overweight (N = 700), 12% (N = 262) has obesity and
23% (N = 468) don't exercise at all. Employees also de-
clare interest in some health promoting activities orga-
nized by employer, but the vaccinations are not their top
priority. This leads to several conclusions:

The workplace should be one of the key habitats for
health promoting activities, including vaccination edu-
cation. In terms of COVID-19 vaccinations it seems to
be used in a very limited scope.

The above-mentioned issue should still be the sub-
ject of research and consideration, in search of solutions
tailored to the needs and capabilities of each group (em-
ployers, occupational medicine professionals and gov-
ernment). The very process of persuading and educat-
ing about the need for health care in the workplace is
an element of the broadly understood health policy of
the state and cannot be separated from it.

One of the circumstances of promoting the health
of employees should be preventive examinations of em-
ployees — a doctor’s visit and contact with an occupa-
tional medicine nurse is an opportunity to provide
health education. The potential of preventive employee

examinations in this area seems to be unused and limit-
ed especially during the pandemic.

The level of immunization of employees, but also
their health status in general, has an obvious impact on
the state of the economy. In view of the voluntary vac-
cination against COVID-19, this requires educational
campaigns aimed at both employees and employers.
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