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I am grateful to the Editors of this issue of La
Medicina del Lavoro for asking me to write a brief
introduction to this highly valuable collection of se-
lected articles dedicated to fitness for work in health
care workers. In fact, this topic was considered to be
of major importance by the Preventive Medicine for
Health Care Workers Section of the Italian Society
of Occupational Medicine and Industrial Hygiene
(SIMLII). This collection of scientific papers was
coordinated by our Section and prepared by specific
working groups composed of experts who have vast
experience in these topics. The papers should be of
particular interest since they address aspects of fit-
ness for work related to five different situations of
risk, which indeed frequently occur in health care
settings. Moreover, I believe that this initiative, via
articles with opinions reflecting the state of the art
concerning these peculiar problems, will be particu-
larly useful at the present time, both because the
topic of fitness for work in general is still the subject

of only a very limited number of publications and
because the issue is specifically addressed to workers
who belong to a work sector that in the vast majori-
ty of cases includes the major employers (at least by
number of employees) at local level in the economic
and social structure of Italy, and where it is likely
that workers be exposed to both traditional and
emerging risk factors that need to be taken into ac-
count in occupational medicine.

The formulation of fitness for work for a specific
task is the final stage of health surveillance and risk
assessment and is intended to protect the physical
and mental health of workers, while at the same
time respecting their professional capacities.

The difficulties that occupational physicians must
face when assessing fitness for work are numerous.
This is especially true in the case of health care
workers: in this area, the risk factors that workers
may face are many and may occur in association.
Furthermore, workers may have lifestyle and physio-
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logical or pathological conditions of greater suscep-
tibility that can significantly affect their perfor-
mance. Moreover, in this field, considering the fact
that assistance is the primary activity, the objective is
not only prevention for workers but also the assess-
ment of “risk for third parties”. The primary aim is
to support people with health problems and disabili-
ties and help them to remain in, or wherever possi-
ble, to return to work, which is economically and so-
cially important for individuals and the community.

In the formulation of fitness for work, the occu-
pational physician must be able to practise his pro-
fession with absolute authority and impartiality, al-
ways acting in accordance with the most advanced
technical knowledge, but also observing the Hip-
pocratic Oath and the Code of Ethics of the Inter-
national Commission of Occupational Health
(ICOH) (7).

In addition to the general remarks on fitness for
work in health care workers and specific reports
about workers exposed to biological, chemical-aller-
gological and biomechanical risks and with sub-
stance abuse problems, opinions have been collected
by Stefano Porru (of the Preventive Medicine for
Health Care Workers Section) from the relevant
stakeholders in health care settings, such as General
Manager, Medical Director, Workers’ Safety Repre-
sentative, Prevention and Protection Service and
Occupational Physician, in order to fully appraise
the theme of the organization of health and safety
activities for prevention in health care settings.

In this latter respect, the Italian Association of
Preventive Medicine for Health Care Workers al-
ready expressed its view in two documents published
in this journal (1, 8); it now seems that the issue
must be adressed in the light of changes introduced
by Legislative Decree 81/2008, in order to provide
additional guidelines for better organization of pre-
vention activities involving health care workers,
which should be applied in an homogeneous way
throughout the country.

This issue can be considered the final initiative of
the outgoing members of the Section, which was
chaired in the latter years by Prof. Lorenzo Alessio,
University of Brescia, thus continuing the activity
initiated in 1991 with the establishment of the Ital-
ian Association of Preventive Medicine for Health

Care Workers, which was subsequently merged in
2007 with the SIMLII, as a National Theme Sec-
tion; countless initiatives were carried out in this pe-
riod (1, 8, 4), including Consensus Documents on
risk associated with the use of latex gloves (3, 6) and
handling of antineoplastic drugs (2, 5).

Through this series of actions, the aims that were
set have been achieved, which were mainly to pro-
mote prevention and safety of health care workers in
order to develop scientific research in a specific field,
to enhance prevention services, and to ensure regular
updating of staff. In the future, it will be necessary to
continue such cultural activity and the promotion of
information, including the activity of working
groups dedicated to specific topics such as biological
risk, biomechanical overload, work-related stress,
developing multicenter trials involving large number
of workers with the cooperation of professional fig-
ures in prevention.
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