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Professor Ronald E 
Lane CBE 

◦ 1945 First UK Professor in 

Occupational Medicine

◦ Lane's weekly outpatient sessions 

at Manchester Royal Infirmary:  

lead and cadmium poisoning, 

disease in the cotton industry, 

electric shock, noise-induced 

hearing loss and rehabilitation. 



Research 1945-1975

• Cardiovascular disease among 

cotton operatives 

• Byssinosis in the waste cotton 

industry 

• Rheumatism in miners 

• Resettlement of the disabled 

• Neurosis in factory workers 

◦ Medical Research Council

◦  Nuffield Fund

◦  Cotton Growers charities



Always pushing

◦ Training courses for nurses

◦ Lobbied RCP on importance of industrial 
medicine

◦ FOM founded in 1978

◦ Lobbied BMJ and BJIM formed

◦ Universities: Newcastle and Glasgow 

◦ Trained six professors





45 years later 
…..occupational 

medicine 

Mainly industry based – ICI/IBM/oil companies

National Coal Board

HSE- Employment Medical Service

Military 

Few NHS Posts

Manchester, Aberdeen, Edinburgh/Dundee, 
Birmingham, Southampton, Newcastle, (London)



Warning tremors



1994-2014



What happened ? 

◦ Doctors at a financial 

disadvantage if follow an 

academic career

◦ Fitness to work less exciting 

than preventing serious disease

◦ Competitive university 

environment 

◦ Funding/career prospects



Some positivity from Government



Changes in 
occupational 

health practice

◦ Change in hazards

◦ Low back pain to mental ill health 

◦ Safe work is good for you

◦ Worklessness as a major public health 

issue and contributes to inequalities

◦ Work as a health outcome

◦ Private providers 



SEEDS OF HOPE 



Explosion of interest in OH 



Skills of 
occupational 

health 
professionals and 

academics 
suddenly in 

demand 

Certain occupational groups appeared to 
be at increased risk of acquiring Covid-19

Health care workers/care home/meat 
factories/taxi drivers 

Risk assessments

Job-exposure matrices 

Seat at the top table and recognition 



Mini seismic event

◦ Importance of the health of NHS 
staff

◦ Pivotal role of NHS OH&W 
services 

◦ Importance of risk reduction

◦ Importance of prevention rather 
than purely reactive services



Encouraging a 
reshaping of the 

landscape

◦ Chris Whitty CMO (England) 

◦ Lucy Chappell NIHR 

◦ Jeanelle de Gruchy (OHID)







Colt Foundation

◦ NIHR Academy roadshow at  
RCP 

◦ NIHR Colt Foundation 
Advanced Fellowship 

◦ Invited Lucy Chappell and 
other NIHR representatives to a 
Colt scientific day 



A major shift in the 
funding landscape 

◦ 10 development awards up to 
£120k

◦ 4-6 research collaboration awards 

◦ £750k-2 million to be launched in  
2024



Funding is finally available

◦ NIHR Public Health: Healthy extended working lives

◦ NIHR Public Health: Workforce health

◦ NIHR Health Services Delivery Research: Workforce research 

partnerships

◦ Government Innovations funds (£37.5million): Effectiveness of policies 

to improve labour market outcomes 

◦ Orthopaedics Research UK 



Post pandemic drop in productivity 



Change in 
number of 50-
69 year olds 
who are 
inactive by 
reason for 
inactivity, 
United 
Kingdom, 
2020-2022 

Source: Tinson A, 
Major A, Finch D. 
(2022) 



EVERYONE IS 
TALKING ABOUT 
OCCUPATIONAL 

HEALTH

“It is part of a UK Government 

push to widen access to OH 

services and meet the increase 

in demand for them.” 



“If we can take the same scientific 

approach to testing interventions to 

promote health at work as we have to 

reducing injury, occupational diseases 

and exclusion of people with disability, 

this could be a key area for advances 

over the next decade”.

Three-part series and 

editorial on work and 
health 



Academic occupational medicine is 
vital

◦ New and emerging technologies

◦ Precarious employment 

◦ Existing hazards

◦ New therapies: work-participation 

◦ Teaching

◦ Evidence-based clinical practice and policy     
(meta, meso, micro) 



Research 2023
◦ Life-course perspective

◦ Data linkage

◦ Observational and workplace-based 

research 

◦ Qualitative and policy research 

◦ Implementation research 

◦ Robust quasi-experimental studies 

◦ Multi-stakeholder partnered projects 



Why was Manchester so successful?

The pre-eminence of the unit at its inception was attributable to a 

complex set of factors. At an individual level there was an intellectual 

vigour, rigorous open discussion and strong characters such as Lane and 

Schilling. The times were optimistic and funders like the Medical 

Research Council, Nuffield Fund, and Cotton Growers charities, were 

keen to see issues in occupational health being actively addressed. 



PLATE TECTONICS
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