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Background

Tradies National Health Month (TNHM) is one of the key consumer facing campaigns
run by the Australian Physiotherapy Association (APA). The campaign, which runs
throughout the month of August, places a firm focus on the health of Australia’s
tradies, raising awareness of a wide range of health conditions that may impact
tradies, and physiotherapy as a treatment option.

As part of the first TNHM research survey in 2018, the APA commissioned a survey of
545 Australian tradies to generate a picture of Australian tradies: their ages, health
concerns, health needs, barriers to seeking treatment, and their injury experience.
Empirica Research was engaged by the APA to conduct this research.

The success of the 2018 survey means that the APA has repeated this research for
TNHM 2019, with a slightly expanded scope. As well as gather key information about
tradies’ attitudes to health and wellbeing on the job, the 2019 survey explores their
propensity to exercise and participate in sport, their attitudes and behaviours around
warming up for work, and expansion of questions to incorporate mental as well as
physical health aspects.

This report details the findings from the survey.

O

AUSTRALIAN
YSIOTHERAPY
ASSOCATION

choose.physio

Methodology

Conducted on behalf of the APA by
Empirica Research

The survey took place between Thursday April
18 and Sunday, June 2, 2019

87% of respondents were male; 13% female

Biggest age brackets were 16-24 (36%)
followed by 25-29 (26 %)

850 56% 44%

online survey of of respondents were employees
850 Australian were from working full time
tradies Australian

capital cities
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emographics: 850 Australian Tradies

Gender Age State

NSW l 2%

2529

303« I 17
3530 I 10% oo [ o
4549 [l 3%

SA 6%
5054 [ 2% - ’

5559 | 1% ACT - 6%

26%

6064 | 1% xs l .
= Male 6569 0%
= Female 70+ 0% NT | <1%
b

Employment status

A capital city or its surrounding 6%

Employee — Working part-time - 6%

Location

A large city, but not a state 14% Employee — Working as a casual - 6%
capital N

Working on a contract basis . 5%

Not currently working but intending to retumn to the workforee 0%

Employee —Working as an apprentice _ 16%

A regional /country area 30%
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Executive summary

Tradies — healthier than we think?

Some are quick to label tradies as unhealthy eaters with poor
exercise habits; however, it seems the pie-eating stereotype might be
due for an update. With 70% of tradies reporting that they are trying to
be healthy with their diet, and 69% classifying themselves as it’,
today’s tradies seem to be changing the mould.

In terms of exercise, 56% of tradies say they exercise regularly
outside of work (and 43% say that they exercise outside of work
specifically for the purpose of guarding against injury), with going to
the gym for weights, cardio, and/or fithess classes the most common
form of exercise. Only 20% (skewed slightly towards older tradies,
with families, and likely less time) said that they never exercise.

Almost half of those surveyed (48%) hadn’t taken a single sick day in
the past 6 months.
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Tradies themselves are the most important tool —but not enough see it that
way. Consistent with the results of our 2018 survey, tradies are inclined to
take better care of their tools and their work vehicle than they are of their own
body and mind:

% strongly agree/agree that they take good care of...

their work tools 88%

their work vehicles

76%
their mental health

62%

their body 61%

This is a concerning result not only because of what it says about how
tradies view their own health, but because 68% and 69% of tradies
respectively say that they find it hard to do their job if they are not at their
physical or mental best.
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Executive summary

Tradies’ actions at work are not enough for their awareness of the demands of the job

Tradies recognise that their work is physically demanding, yet overall workplace culture appears to lean towards an
attitude of toughing it out:

69% 68% 60% 36% 21%

believe that being sore is say that they find it hard to say they often have say that they generally say they would think someone was a bit soft if they complained
just normal for the work do their job if they are not aches and pains as a finish their work day about being sore from a physically demanding job (twice as high
they do at their physical best result of their job stiff and sore as the percentage who say they would think someone was soft for

needing to take a day off for mental health reasons, 10%)

Despite recognising the demands on their body inherent in their job, however, participation in preventative activities
and avoidance of risky behaviours is surprisingly low:

68% 58% 43% 24%

Only 68% say that they follow safe Only 58% say they stop doing Only 43% exercise outside of work Only 24% stretch or warm up before
lifting guidelines —the most common something if it feels bad —so 42% of specifically to protect against injury to starting work, ie three-quarters are
good habit reported, but leaving almost tradies are likely to be pushing their their muscles or joints —so more than usually going into physically

a third of tradies at greater risk of injury bodies past their healthy limits at work, half are not consciously using exercise demanding work cold

from unsafe lifting and potentially aggravating prior or as a form of pre-hab.

existing injuries or impeding recovery



Executive summary

Tradies are still being injured at work

27% of tradies surveyed reported having been injured once as a result
of their work, and 42% reported having been physically injured more
than once. The most frequent type of work-related injuries reported are
joint, ligament, soft tissue and/or musculoskeletal injuries (63%).

Overall, 26% of tradies ever injured at work reported that they are still
carrying one of these injuries. Overall, 82% of these tradies are suffering
from a joint, ligament, soft tissue and/or musculoskeletal injury, with this
figure largely consistent across trade type.

And the costs of injury are not insignificant

Of those tradies injured on the job, 57% reported that they took time off
due to the injury, which resulted in financial strain (for 42% of those who
took time off), strain on work relationships and commitments (39%), and
on their personal relationships (20%).

In total, a quarter of all those injured at work (25%) said that as a result
of the injury, they experienced mental health issues such as depression
or anxiety. This figure was highest among labourers, among whom 58%
of those injured reported that they had experienced struggles with their
mental health as a result.
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Changing social norms key to encouraging better

habits of health care for tradies at work

While only 24% of tradies say that they warm up or stretch before
starting work, this is almost the same as the proportion who don’t warm
up before they exercise (73% of tradies who exercise usually warm up
or stretch beforehand). While a little of this discrepancy could be
attributed to not having or making time for it in a work context, believing
it's not necessary for the individual or in the work context, or not
knowing exactly how to warm up for work, the single biggest factor is
simple and powerful: What does everyone else around me do?

73% 24%

In their exercise context, where At work, where 75% of
only 12% of tradies who exercise tradies who exercise say
say that ‘nobody else stretches or ‘nobody else stretches or
warms up’, 73% will warms up’, only 24%
warmup/stretch most of the time; warm up/stretch.



Executive summary

Employers’ can help change social norms around

warming up for work

Linked to the social norms of warming up at work is the importance of
management support for such beneficial health practices. As many
tradies disagreed (32%) as agreed (36%) that their employer would
approve of their taking the time to warm up and stretch before starting
work, and 66% agreed that they would be more inclined to stretch or
warm up before starting work if their employer prioritised it.

Physios second only to GPs in health visits by tradies
After the GP, physiotherapists are the most frequented health professional
for tradies. Almost two-thirds (65%) have ever been to see a GP, 32% for a
work-related issue; 45% have ever seen a physio, with 26% having seen a
physio for a work related issue.

Exercising as likely to lead to injury as work, but

more likely to lead to a physio visit

The proportion of tradies who exercise who report sustaining an injury
through participation in their chosen activity (69%) is the same as the
proportion of all tradies who reported ever having sustained an injury
through work (70%). Where these two groups differ, however, is in their
visitation of physiotherapists:

53% 35%

of exercising tradies injured of tradies ever injured through
through their activity sought work have sought treatment
treatment from a physio; from a physio
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Executive summary

Communication, communication, communication
We know that 69% of tradies find it difficult to do their job when not
feeling their best mentally, yet only around 1 in 3 (31%) of tradies feel
comfortable to speak to their employer about a mental health issue.
When it comes to talking to their co-workers about mental health issues
impacting their work, even fewer tradies, approximately 1 in 4 (25%),
are willing to open up.

In terms of physical injury, the figures aren’t much better, with only 53%
of tradies feeling comfortable speaking to their employer about a
physical injury that is impacting their work, and only half (50%) feeling
comfortable opening up to their co-workers.

The lack of open communication about both physical and mental health
problems among co-workers and employers is concerning. The ‘tough
tradie’ culture of not speaking up when you need help —whether for a
physical or mental health problem —seems to be persisting among many
tradies.

In contrast, 73% of tradies said they would not think a co-worker was a
“‘wuss” if they took time off for mental health reasons. So, whilst most
tradies say it's okay for someone else to take a mental health day, they
don’t seem to be willing to engage in the necessary conversations with
their employers if they might need to take one themselves. It appears
that tradies are inclined to have ‘tougher’ expectations of themselves
than of their peers.
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Research findings

Tradies and sports/exercise

Weekly exercise/sporting frequency by age

Eight out of ten tradies reported

that they exercise at least once a T r=e50) [ -~ p—
week, with younger tradies

reporting exercising more

frequently than older tradies. 2629 (n=219) |G 39% i

3034 r=140). | S 3% 27%
35+ (n=175) | 40% 21%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

mNever 1-2 days 3-4 days m5-7 days

. . Motivations for exercising (all tradies who exercise, n=676)
With respect to why tradies
exercise, fitness for work is not as To stay healthy 26% 49% 17% 5% 3%

strong a consideration as overall For fun 20% 38% 22% 7% 8%

health and enjoyment. For refaxatonsiress refief s [l
To ensure am fitfor wark o G

To allow me tocompete s

My partner encourages/wants me to (partnered tradies only, n=509) 16% _

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

mExtremely infuential mVery mModerately Slightly = Not at all influential



Research findings

Tradies and sports/exercise

The tradies who exercise participate in a wide range of
diverse activities. While exercising at a gym was the most
commonly reported form of exercise, followed by walking,
AFL, and running/jogging, tradies are also swimming and
surfing, playing basketball, cricket, golf, and soccer. There
is even a handful doing yoga and pilates.
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Do you ever do any of the following to guard against injuring yourself at work?

Gym - weights/cardio/classes 40%

Walking for exercise 27%

AFL 17%

Running/ jogging 16%

Swimming 11%

Basketball 10%

Cricket 9%

Golf 9%

Surfing

\,
ES

Crossfit/F45/HIT

3 II
£

Soccer 6%

Rugby league/ union

5%

Touch football

4%
Tennis - 3%

Other 16%

Opa
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Research findings

More could be done to prevent injuries at work

Even though 86% of tradies agree or strongly
agree that their job is physically demanding, the
proportion of tradies who report taking action to

Do you ever do any of the following to guard against injuring yourself at work?

guard against injury at work leaves room for Follow guidslines for safe liftirg 58% .
improvement, with only 68% overall reporting T 6%
that they follow safe lifting guidelines, 58% that — 62%

they stop if something feels bad, and only 24% Stopdoingsomehing atwark i it feels bad 40% .

warming up or stretching before starting work.

43%
—— e

against injury to your musdles or joints 35‘?0/
b

L

24%
23%
Stretch or warmup before starting work 29%

20% m Total (n=850)
e 24%

14% m Carpenters (n=580)

Get checked regularly by a health professiona 36%
34%
P 19% Labourers (n=80)
7 Electrici =50
Don’t do anything 15% lectricians (n=50)
6%
o u Other trades (n=140)
4%
Something else 3%
4%
[ 1%
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This may be the
most commonly

done thing,
but is 68%
really enough?
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Stretching and warming up before work — an issue of workplace culture and social norms...

With so few tradies making warming up and stretching
before work a regular priority, it is instructive to look at
their collective attitudes towards stretching before work in
general.

+ Very few believe that there is no benefit to warming up
before starting work (9% agree or strongly agree), and
relatively few believe that they personally don’t need
to (20% agree or strongly agree). A knowledge barrier
applies to some (30% agree or strongly agree)

+ Lack of time to warm up (38% agree or strongly agree)
and perceptions of employer disapproval (32% agree
or strongly agree) are mild institutional barriers, but
these pale in comparison to the impact of employer
prioritisation and social norms:

> 75% of tradies agree or strongly agree that
nobody else they work with stretch or warm up
before starting work

> 66% agree or strongly agree that they would be
more inclined to stretch or warm up before
starting work if their employer prioritised it.

Attitudes towards stretching/warming up before work — all respondents (n=850)

Nobody else | work with stretches or warms up before startingwork 7% 3%

Iwould be more inclined to stretch or warm up before starting work if myemployer

prioritised it 8% 2%

1S13141Dq |PUOIINISUI
/34n3jn3 3spjdyiom

| don’t have time to stretch or warm up before starting work 27% 7%

My employer would [not]approve of my taking the time to warm up and stretch before

) 0y
startingwork (reversed statement) 28% 8%

| don’t know what exercises | should do to warm up before starting work 36% 9%

| don’t need to stretch or warm up before starting work 32% 10%

Stretching or warming up before starting work doesn’t do anything 46% 17%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%

Strongly agree Agree Neither disagree nor agree M Disagree B Strongly disagree

S431110q [DUOSIdd

100%
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Research findings

..because they do warm up when they exercise

Looking at just the cohort of tradies who
exercise, the difference in approach to
stretching and warming up for sport
compared to work is dramatic, and the
impact of social norms is clear:

* In their exercise context, where only
12% say that ‘nobody else stretches or
warms up’, 73% will warm up and
exercise most of the time;

* At work, where 75% say ‘nobody else
stretches or warms up’, only 24% do.

How regularly do you warmup/stretch before you start... (tradies who exercise, n=676)

Exercise/Sport 14% 7%

Work 18% 23%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

mEverytime M Mosttimes Sometimes Hardly ever mNever

Nobody else stretches or warms up before starting... (tradies who exercise, n=676)

Exercise/Sport pi/ 17% 39% 32%

Work 30% 14% 8% 3%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

m Strongly agree Agree Neither disagree nor agree  mDisagree B Strongly disagree
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