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We live in a globalised world. 
Organisations large and small can do 
business across continents. 

International businesses have increas-
ingly diverse workforces. The HR chal-
lenge remains the same, of course: mak-
ing sure employees are at their best, 
whether they’re based in Singapore or 
Sydney, Manchester or Mumbai.

The idea that a healthier workforce 
leads to improved profit margins is 
nothing new. Healthier employees take 
less sick leave and tend to be more pro-
ductive. Employees value their health 
– working for an employer that takes a 
genuine, proactive interest in their well-
being can lead to greater engagement, 
work and loyalty. 

In truly international organisations, 
your approach to employee health might 
need to be different from region to region. 
Regardless, being proactive is important. 
You need a well-rounded, relevant and 
engaging offer. 

Offering the right health benefits pack-
age should be part of that. But a more 
personal approach looking at wider well-
being, preventative measures and your 
employees’ individual circumstances will 
be most meaningful. 

Here’s some food for thought for HR 
professionals working with international, 
and internationally-mobile employees. 

Health for frequent flyers
Employees that are regularly on the move 
need to make very specific choices about 
their health. Here are some tips on guid-
ance you can offer colleagues to help them 
make healthy ones. 

1. Maintaining good blood 
circulation while flying 
Sitting still for long periods of time can 
put people at risk of developing deep vein 
thrombosis, a condition where a blood 
clot forms in a deep vein, usually in the 
leg. It can lead to serious complications. 

Remind frequent flyers regularly about 
reducing the risk of DVT by exercising 
their legs at least once every hour. Consider 
boosting awareness of the issue by purchas-
ing flight socks for these employees. 

2. Eating and drinking safely
When travelling on business to cer-
tain parts of the world, employees may 

need to take more care over what they 
eat and drink. Contaminated food and 
water could lead to diseases like chol-
era, typhoid and hepatitis, but is easily 
avoided through: 

Drinking bottled or boiled water•	
Ordering drinks without ice•	
Washing hands before eating•	
Peeling fruit and raw vegetables•	
Eating freshly cooked and piping hot •	
food.

3. Protecting skin from the sun 
Employees spending time in a warmer cli-
mate than they’re used to should be extra 
vigilant. They should take extra care to 
protect their skin in the sun if they have:

A family history of skin cancer•	
Moles or freckles•	
Pale skin and/or fair or red hair and/or •	
blue eyes
Skin that burns easily or if it’s been •	
badly sunburnt before.

4. Regular check-ups before 
travelling abroad
Getting ill when you’re far from home can 
be a stressful experience. Regular health 
and dental check-ups can nip any minor 
complaints in the bud before they get 
more serious – and provide peace of mind 
for regular travellers. Longer-term prob-
lems can also be avoided if they are caught 
early and will mean less time spent away 
from work in the long run.

Health insurance is most often associ-
ated with access to critical care in times 
of emergency or distress. However, it’s 
worth checking what your company’s 
cover includes as your staff may be able to 
access free health and dental check-ups as 
standard – and your employees are more 
likely to take advantage of them if they 
know it’s free or a low-cost co-payment. 

Health and the workplace
Instilling good habits in the workplace 
early on will have significant, long-term 
effects for your employees and your busi-
ness. Advice for employers on dealing with 
issues like repetitive strain injury (RSI) and 
back-pain is widely available, but there are 
a broader range of issues to consider. 

Mental wellbeing
Stress can act as a gateway to other, more 
serious health problems such as depression 

and heart disease so it’s important to address 
it in its early stages. Of course, work isn’t 
always the origin, but wherever it comes 
from stress can affect attendance, perform-
ance and team morale, so it’s important to 
have mechanisms that allow you to spot and 
address it wherever possible.

Signs of stress  in colleagues can 
include:

Reduced work performance•	
Child-like behaviour like sulking, cry-•	
ing or arguing
Aggression •	
Poor timekeeping•	
Absenteeism•	
Physical signs such as tremors, stomach •	
problems, weight gain or loss
Increased drinking or smoking. •	

If you notice any of the above among your 
employees, there are a number of ways 
you can help to reduce this stress:
1. Consider how demands on the 

employee could be better managed, 
including workload and working envi-
ronment 

2. Offer the employee more influence over 
how they carry out their role

3. Consider what resources, encourage-
ment or sponsorship could be provided

4. Promote a positive working environ-
ment to avoid conflicts

5. Be clear about the employee’s role, giv-
ing them defined duties that match the 
organisation’s broader objectives 

6. Consider whether organisational 
changes should be better dealt with and 
communicated to staff. 

Stress can easily be overlooked as an inevi-
table part of working life. But failing to 
spot the signs and tackle them early can 
lead to it becoming embedded in your 
culture. A stress-free workforce is more 
committed, productive, and serves its cus-
tomers better. 

Obesity
Obesity carries serious health risks, increas-
ing the likelihood of a range of diseases 
including diabetes, heart disease and several 
forms of cancer. It also increases the risk 
of high blood pressure, osteoarthritis and 
strokes. It contributes to back problems – a 
major cause of absence from work.

Obesity has also been linked to sleeping 
problems. Not only is this another cause 
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Where do YOU go for inspiration? 
We recommend Dallas,  Texas,  USA. 
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By Dr Mark Simpson, Medical 
Director, Bupa International.
For further information about Bupa 
International and its business health-
care plans, call +44 (0) 1273718308 
from 8am-6pm Monday to Friday 
and 9am-1pm on Saturday, 
or visit us online at 
www.bupa-intl.com/for-business.

of falling productivity, but it can even be 
dangerous if your employees are driving 
or operating heavy machinery.

It’s a sensitive subject for employers 
to approach, but there are ways to offer 
guidance to your employees without mak-
ing them feel uncomfortable. For most 
employers, the best way to tackle obesity 
is to encourage a healthy diet and active 
lifestyle among employees. You could do 
this through:
1. Introducing policies that encourage 

physical activity. Your travel expenses 
policy could encourage walking to and 
from work, for example

2. Encouraging cycling to work by provid-
ing showers and secure parking spaces 
for bikes. Make the most of any govern-
ment initiatives that allow employers 
to loan cycles to employees as a tax free 
benefit

3. Supporting and encouraging lunchtime 
walks and local leisure activities

4. Encouraging staff to walk over and 
speak to colleagues face to face rather 
than phoning or emailing

5. Thinking about the nutritional value 
of canteen meals and the contents of 
vending machines. Could you provide 
free fruit?

6. Providing gym facilities, or contribut-
ing towards gym membership. If your 
staff are already covered by a provider, 
they may have access to preferential 
rates at health and fitness clubs. 

Health insurance as a benefit
In many countries around the world 
healthcare cover is considered as impor-
tant as a company pension. It is becom-
ing increasingly common in benefits 
packages for employees posted over-
seas and can play a big part in hiring 
and retaining the most talented people. 
Selecting the right health cover is there-
fore crucial, and this revolves around 
making sure it matches the individual 
needs of your employees. 

Although only a handful of places 
currently require all expats to have pri-
vate medical cover in place, such as Abu 
Dhabi, there is a growing likelihood that 

it will become compulsory, particularly in 
the GCC region. 

But while offering the right private 
medical cover is important, there is a big-
ger job to be done than just offering a 
benefits package alone. 

To offer a tangible and valued benefit to 
employees, a health insurance plan should 
ideally be one part of an organisation’s 
broader efforts to engage employees on 
their health. Done well, educating and 
encouraging your workforce to look after 
their own wellbeing, both inside and out-
side of the workplace, will make a real dif-
ference to them – and to your business’ 
bottom line.


