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ABSTRACT 
This study aims to identify and describe the illnesses factors of health workers. It is an integrative review of the literature 
which used for the selection of the studies the Latin American and Caribbean literature databases in health sciences and 
biomedical literature ciattions and abstracts. The descriptors/keywords/MesHterms were: “Health Workers”, “Health 
Professional”, “Occupational Diseases” and “Working Conditions” and the corresponding in English “Health Personnel 
AND“Occupational Diseases” AND“Working Conditions”. The Boolean operators adopted in the strategies were "and" and 
"or", in the period from 2012 to 2015. They composed the corpus of analysis 20 studies. Of the analysis emerged the 
categories: factors of the illness of the workers; and strategies to promote health and minimize illness. It is concluded that 
health workers are exposed to situations of the work environment that can compromise their psychological, physical and 
emotional health, being important to identify strategies to minimize the factors of illness in these workers. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
With the expansion and development of the 

economy and technologies, the organizational and 

structural context that makes up the daily routine of 

work in society can lead to both benefits, and to 

produce problems for the worker´s health 

worker(1). 

In Brazil, the concern with the worker and the 

environment in which he works has gained 

prominence since the Law no. 8080/90, which has 

on the conditions for the promotion, protection and 

recovery of health, being one of the objectives and 

assignments the execution of health actions of the 

worker, which includes, among others, the control 

of potential risks and harms to health existing in 

the work process and assessment of the impact that 

technologies cause to health(2). It is also noted, in 

the national picture, the publication of laws, such 

as the one governing the national health policy of 

the worker and the Workers (PNSTT), existing 

since 2012, which aims to define the principles, 

guidelines and strategies for the development of 

whole attention to the worker´s health(3). 

It is known that workers, particularly those of 

the health field, are exposed to some situations 

inherent in the employment context, such as work 

overload, insufficient human resources, blood 

contact and secretions, fragility in working 

relationships, which exposes them to Illness 

physical and psychic, making it important to 

investigate the related factors. The national agenda 

of Health Research priorities signals this, 

highlighting the subagenda health, environment, 

work and biosafety, which, in the item on the 

impact of the restructuring of the work on health, 

cites the need for studies on aggravations, 

including the diseases arising from work overload, 

exposure to risk factors, among others(4). 

Thus, this study aimed to identify and describe 

the illness factors of health workers. 

 

METHOD 

 

This is an integrative review(5) with the 

following research question: What factors interfere 

with the illness of health workers? 

The bibliographic survey was held in the period 

from June to August 2016 in the Latin American 

and Caribbean literature databases in Health 
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sciences (LILACS) and biomedical literature 

Ciattions and Abstracts (PUBMED). It was chosen 

to use the advanced form with the following key 

words/keywords/MesHterms: “Health Workers”, 

“Health Professional”, “Occupational Diseases” 

and “Working Conditions” and the corresponding 

in English “Health Personnel” AND “Occupational 

Diseases” AND “Working Conditions”. The 

Boolean operators adopted in the strategies were 

"and" and "or", with temporal clipping in the 

period from 2012 to 2015. 

The selection of the studies was carried out 

through the reading of titles and abstracts, using as 

inclusion criteria: articles of primary studies 

available in full and studies available online in 

English, Portuguese or Spanish. Exclusion criteria 

were: theses, dissertations, projects and primary 

studies not characterized as research. 

In the LILACS database 98 abstracts were 

obtained. Of these, 89 did not meet the established 

criteria, resulting in nine publications for analysis. 

In PUBMED, the search resulted in 696 

publications, being excluded 568 from the insertion 

of the filters “free full text”, “humans” and 

“English”. From the 128 studies identified, 117 

publications were excluded, resulting in 11 studies. 

Through the exhaustive reading of the texts in 

full, it was possible to extract the information of 

the selected articles, systematizing them in a table 

prepared by the authors of this manuscript that 

addressed the title of the study, year, main results 

and conclusions. Data were analyzed according to 

the thematic analysis(7). 

 

RESULTS 

 

We analyzed 20 articles, which constituted the 

corpus of analysis, being classified into levels of 

evidence(6), which are determined according to the 

methodological characteristics. For this study, three 

articles were classified in level IV, which 

corresponds to evidence from well delineated cohort 

and case-control studies; one article at level V, 

which is evidence originating from a systematic 

review of descriptive and qualitative studies; and 16 

at level VI, corresponding to evidence derived from 

a single descriptive or qualitative study. The largest 

number of publications was identified in Portuguese 

language, with nine publications followed by nine in 

English and two in Spanish 

As for the methodological approaches, six 

publications used a qualitative approach, there were 

13 publications with a quantitative approach and 

one with a qualiquantitative approach. Table 1 

presents some information from the articles. 

The studies were grouped into two categories: 

workers’ sickness factors; and strategies to promote 

health and minimize illness. Regarding the workers’ 

illness factors, precarious work conditions, work 

environment, multi-employment, biological risks, 

chemical exposure and physical manipulation of 

large loads were identified(8,9). As health problems, 

gastritis, obesity, sleep disturbances and impairment, 

hypertension and musculoskeletal disorders were 

identified(10); as emotional damage: depression and 

anxiety(11), burnout syndrome(12,13), lack of 

recognition and support at work, institutional 

rigidity and suffering due to the death of patients(14). 

Other studies have shown the need for adequacy 

of the number of professionals(15), respiratory and 

dermal exposure to latex(16), absenteeism due to 

illness(17), mental disorders(18) and voice 

disturbances(19). 

Work-related diseases are illness factors that can 

influence the workload and personal life of health 

workers, and strategies are needed to promote health 

and minimize illness. Research(20) performed with 

the nursing team of a renal clinic identified as a 

strategy to reduce exposure to occupational risks the 

availability and demand of the use of personal 

protection equipment by the supervisors, continuing 

education, work gymnastics, furniture suitable for 

procedures and the largest number of workers to 

reduce ergonomic risks. 

A study(21) carried out with workers of the 

intensive care unit nursing team identified as 

strategies to avoid the banalization of suffering and 

escape from psychic suffering the search for 

individual and/or collective spaces that offer a 

qualified listening, giving a new meaning to the 

work. Emphasis was placed on greater flexibility of 

prescribed standards. 

In order to deal with stress and possible work-

related syndromes, such as burnout, strategies were 

identified as the need for training of the heads of the 

professionals(22), music therapy(23), awareness of the 

psychosocial risks related to worker exposed to 

different work shifts(24), the establishment of 

programs for the prevention of musculoskeletal 

disorders(25) and the improvement of working 

environments(26). 
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Table 1. Articles included in the study 
No Data 

base 

Journal Article title Year Methodology 

1 Lilacs RevistaGaúcha de 

Enfermagem 

Context of work, pleasure and suffering in basic 

health care 

2015 

 

Quantitative 

2 Lilacs Saúde e Sociedade The contradictory right to health of persons in 

deprivation of liberty: the case of a prison unit 

in Minas Gerais 

2014 

 

Qualitative 

3 Lilacs Revista de Salud Pública Working conditions and environment in 

provincial public hospitals of the city of 

Córdoba, Argentina 

2013 Quantitative 

4 Lilacs Revista Psicologia 

Organizações e Trabalho 

Mental health and nature of work: when 

emotional demands are inevitable 

2014  Qualitative/ 

Quantitative 

5 Lilacs Rev. pesqui. cuid. 

fundam.(Online) 

The dialysis unit as a risk exposure scenario 2014 

 

Qualitative 

6 Lilacs Revista Psicologia 

Organizações e Trabalho 

Psychological distress of intensive care unit 

workers 

2012 

 

Qualitative 

7 Lilacs Psicol. ciênc.prof. Psychological illnesses of intensive care unit 

workers 

2013 

 

Quantitative 

8 Lilacs Revista Brasileira de 

Enfermagem 

Impact of a music therapy program on the level 

of stress of health professionals 

2013 

 

Quantitative 

9 Lilacs Ciência & Saúde Coletiva Latex sensitivity and specific antibody dosage 

in healthcare professionals 

2012 

 

Qualitative 

10 Pubmed J Am Coll Cardiol. Occupational health hazards of working in the 

interventional laboratory a multisite case 

control study of physicians and allied staff 

2015 Qualitative 

11 Pubmed J Occup Health Cross-sectional study of anxiety disorder among 

doctors 

2012 Quantitative 

12 Pubmed J Occup Health Changes in psychosocial work conditions in 

taiwanese employees by gender and age from 

2001 to 2010 

2013 Quantitative 

13 Pubmed BMC 

MusculoskeletalDisorders 

Prevalence and risk factors for foot and ankle 

musculoskeletal disorders experienced by 

nurses 

2014 Quantitative 

14 Pubmed Rev Saúde Pública Absenteeism in nursing workers 2012 Quantitative 

15 Pubmed Acta Medica Iranica Association between social capital and burn out 

in Nurses of a Trauma Referral Teaching 

Hospital 

2015 Quantitative 

16 Pubmed BMC Women's Health Reproductive health and burn-out among 

female physicians: nationwide, representative 

study from Hungary 

2014 Quantitative 

17 Pubmed Global Journal of Health 

Science 

Assessment of sick building syndrome and its 

associating factors among nurses in the 

educational hospitals of shahidsadoughi 

university of medical sciences, yazd, iran 

2015 Quantitative 

18 Pubmed Ijomeh Latex allergy in thai nurses 2014 Quantitative 

19 Pubmed Occupational medicine Working conditions and common mental 

disorders 

2013 Quantitative 

20 Pubmed CoDAS Relationship between voice disorder and work 

in a group of Community Health Agents 

2013 Qualitative 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The structuring of capitalist relations may be 

linked to the sickness of health workers. These 

experience the aggravating effects on health and the 

illness has unique characteristics to their work 

activity(27). In the health area, the actual work does 

not depend exclusively on the competence and 

commitment of the worker, since it is involved in 

the working conditions and in the interaction with 

those who receive care(28). 

Studies(8,9,10,11) describe the working conditions 

of professionals and the various factors that can lead 

to illness in the workplace, such as exposure to 

biological, chemical and excessive physical hazards. 

Some health problems such as gastritis, obesity, 

back pain, sleep disorders, high blood pressure, high 

emotional demands with negative effect on workers’ 
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mental health(10), possible symptoms of 

depression(11), poor recognition and job support and 

institutional rigidity(14). 

Health workers in general are exposed to 

disease-causing agents, a fact that makes it 

necessary to know about individual and collective 

protection measures and the development of health 

promotion policies for this population(20). Acting in 

the midst of unfavorable risks and conditions 

directly influences physical and mental health, 

causing stress and injury to work. This condition 

occurs because the activities performed by them 

demand attention and responsibility, causing the 

psychosocial factors triggered by the activities that 

condition the onset of stress at work(29) and other 

diseases. 

About this, study(15) investigated the occurrence 

of the latex sensitivity reaction in dentists, medical 

and nursing students from a federal university. It 

was identified that the knowledge about the number 

of professionals who present this complaint in the 

work environment can show the necessity of the 

adequacy of the same. Another study(16) aimed to 

determine the prevalence of latex sensitization in 

nurses and to identify risk factors associated with 

sensitization, and concluded that respiratory 

exposure seems to play an important role in addition 

to dermal exposure, indicating that, if the gloves of 

latex cannot be replaced by non-latex alternatives, 

replacement of gloves with lower protein content 

should be considered. 

On radiation, research(30) with professionals who 

were in daily contact with the radiation in their work 

environment identified that the musculoskeletal pain 

varied significantly according to the description of 

the work, the highest incidence reported by 

technicians (62%), and nurses (60%), followed by 

attending physicians (44%) and trainees (19%, p 

<0.001). There was no statistical difference in the 

prevalence among the groups regarding cancer (p = 

0.96). 

A study(13) that aimed to describe the 

reproductive health of physicians identified that 

burnout syndrome is associated with the 

development of reproductive disorders, emphasizing 

that exhaustion is an important risk factor for high-

risk pregnancies and spontaneous abortions. 

Research(18) aimed at assessing the prevalence of 

common mental disorders (CMDs) and their 

associated factors in a group of physicians from a 

public health unit showed that CMDs can be 

developed by workers in daily practice due to 

dissatisfaction excessive commitment to work. 

Regarding this, the authors point out that one of the 

factors contributing to the sickness of workers is the 

overload of work, with complaints of fatigue and 

lack of time for activities such as rest, leisure, 

physical activities, and other health care(27). 

Research(17) that aimed to analyze the factors 

associated with self-reported illness in nursing 

workers identified the relationship of more than one 

job and musculoskeletal diseases. A study identified 

that activities performed in more than one place 

contribute significantly to the overload in the work 

of nursing workers, and the intensification of work 

generates overload and ethical crisis between the 

values and questions of health professionals(14). 

Regarding the ethical issues involved in health 

care, it is mentioned that situations in which the 

technical procedure is considered less complex, 

since it does not involve emotional demands in its 

execution, make the worker to look at an ethical and 

almost mechanical posture as strategy for not 

absorbing psychic demands for their personal life, in 

an attempt to preserve their well-being(5). 

Research(19) carried out with a group of 

Community Health Agents (ACS) aimed to analyze 

the relationship between the voice disorder and the 

work. It was observed that 56.9% of the authors 

referred to present and/or past voice disorders, with 

the most frequent vocal symptoms being dry throat 

(40 - 61.5%), speech fatigue (35-53.9%) and sore 

throat (33 - 50.8%). 

As strategies to favor workers’ health, there is 

more qualified listening, support, encouragement, 

communication, discussion of problems, 

flexibilization of prescribed norms and 

reorganization of some procedures based on the 

suggestions of the workers themselves(31). Thus, it is 

necessary to look at the factors of illness, since these 

aspects perpass in the work routine, which signals 

the importance of preventing the risks that workers 

face in their daily work life(27). In this sense, 

strategies are necessary so that the worker is not 

affected by diseases that already have their known 

risk factors through scientific research. 

It is believed that the physical work environment 

should provide comfort and well-being to the 

workers, promoting their health, since this can 

become an aggressive element to the person when 

constituted by risks(31). The objective of this study 

was to identify the health professionals’ conceptions 
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of a dialysis unit about the risks they were exposed 

to and found the risk of exposure to biological 

agents blood and secretions, chemical risk related to 

products used for material sterilization/disinfection 

and machines, ergonomic risks related to complaints 

of back pain, especially in the lower back, and 

problems with machine noise. From the data found, 

strategies were developed to reduce risks, which 

involved the adequate use of personal protective 

equipment, care of body posture and the availability 

of adequate furniture(32). 

Night work makes it difficult for the body to 

recover(14), since during the day the professionals 

take on other activities, both personal and 

professional. It is also argued that night sleep of 

workers is hampered by the light and the noise of 

workplaces. On this, a study(24) conducted in Taiwan 

with more than 60,000 workers signals the need to 

raise public awareness about the consequences of 

shift work in different genders. 

Work-Related Musculoskeletal Disorders 

(DORTs) are a public health problem that has a 

great impact on the world scenario, as they may 

have consequences for the individuals affected, such 

as temporary or permanent disabilities that have 

altered the organizational structure of the institution 

to which they belong(31). A study(25) performed with 

hospital nurses with musculoskeletal injuries in the 

foot and ankle suggests that prevention-oriented 

education programs, self-management strategies and 

treatment of musculoskeletal foot/ankle diseases are 

implanted. DORTs have a high rate of relapse and 

can generate disabilities that compromise both the 

work activities and the quality of life of many 

nursing professionals(32). 

Study(22) on the stress of nursing workers 

suggests the planning of training of the heads in 

order to improve the reception/referral in the stress 

situations of the professionals. The fact that the 

worker is usually able to handle a certain workload, 

and under certain conditions, does not mean that he 

can always maintain the same pace and context 

without harm to his health(32). 

A study(21) that aimed to understand the 

defensive strategies used by intensive care unit 

health workers identified the banalization of 

suffering, rationalization and escape, which may 

mean resistance in recognizing one’s own pain and 

suffering when the expression of these feelings may 

represent an embarrassing situation. Research(23) 

aiming to verify the effects of a music therapy 

program on the level of stress of health professionals 

identified as effects a statistical decrease in the 

perception of stress after the session of music 

therapy, which proves to be an important tool for 

minimizing the day-to-day stress of health 

professionals. 

Research(26) points out the need to improve 

working environment conditions, such as increasing 

the efficiency of the air conditioning system, 

increasing the fresh air flow in the sector, which 

contributes to reduce the workload of nurses and 

improve the quality of life at work. 

Finally, it is important to develop strategies for 

the maintenance, promotion and recovery of 

workers’ health, which provides job satisfaction(34). 

Workers satisfied with their work environment tend 

to carry out their work activities with more attention, 

acceptance and cordiality, contributing to the 

humanization of team and user relationships(32). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The results conclude that the health work carried 

out in unhealthy environments brings psychological, 

physical and emotional repercussions, characterizing 

the health damages of these professionals, which 

can be manifested through the absence of 

motivation and sickness of the worker, which may 

compromise the quality of life and the assistance 

provided. On the other hand, strategies have also 

been identified to minimize the factors of illness of 

these workers, which can be developed in various 

work environments. 

As a limitation of the study, one can cite the non-

use of more specific words and descriptors, 

especially related to a particular profession, which 

may have contributed to the reduced selection of 

studies. 

It is hoped that the results of the research may 

support the planning of preventive measures in 

clinical practice aimed at improving the working 

conditions of health workers, as well as generate 

data for future studies on the subject. 

FATORES DE ADOECIMENTO DOS TRABALHADORES DA SAÚDE: REVISÃO INTEGRATIVA 

RESUMO 
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Este estudo tem como objetivos identificar e descrever os fatores de adoecimento dos trabalhadores da saúde. Trata-se de 
uma revisão integrativa de literatura que utilizou para a seleção dos estudos as bases de dados Literatura Latino-Americana e 
do Caribe em Ciências da Saúde e Biomedical Literature Ciattions and Abstracts. Empregaram-se os descritores/palavras-
chave/MesHterms: “Trabalhadores de Saúde”, “Profissional da saúde”, “Doenças ocupacionais” e “condições de trabalho” e 
os correspondentes em inglês health personnel AND occupational diseases AND working conditions. Os operadores 
boolianos adotados nas estratégias foram “and” e “or”, com recorte temporal no período de 2012 a 2015. Compuseram o 
corpus da análise 20 estudos. Da análise emergiram as categorias: fatores do adoecimento dos trabalhadores; e estratégias 
para promover a saúde e minimizar o adoecimento. Conclui-se que os trabalhadores da saúde estão expostos a situações do 
ambiente laboral que podem comprometer a sua saúde psicológica, física e emocional, sendo importante identificar 
estratégias para minimizar os fatores de adoecimento nesses trabalhadores 

Palavras-chave: Trabalhadores de saúde. Doenças ocupacionais. Condições de trabalho. 

FACTORES DE ENFERMEDAD DE LOS TRABAJADORES DE LA SALUD: REVISIÓN 

INTEGRADORA 

RESUMEN 

Este estudio tiene como objetivos identificar y describir los factores de enfermedad de los trabajadores de la salud. Se trata de 
una revisión integradora de literatura que utilizó para la selección de los estudios las bases de datos Literatura Latino-
Americana y del Caribe em Ciências da Saúde y Biomedical Literature Ciattions and Abstracts. Se emplearon los 
descriptores/palabras clave/MesHterms: “Trabajadores de Salud”, “Profesional de la salud”, “Enfermedades ocupacionales” y 
“condiciones de trabajo” y los correspondientes en inglés health personnel AND occupational diseases AND working 
conditions. Los operadores booleanos adoptados en las estrategias fueron “and” y “or”, con recorte temporal en el período de 
2012 a 2015. Compusieron el corpus del análisis 20 estudios. Del análisis surgieron las categorías: factores de enfermedad 
de los trabajadores; y estrategias para promover la salud y disminuir la enfermedad. Se concluyó que los trabajadores de la 
salud están expuestos a situaciones del ambiente laboral que pueden comprometer a su salud psicológica, física y 
emocional, siendo importante identificar estrategias para reducir los factores de enfermedad en estos trabajadores. 

Palabras clave: Trabajadores de salud. Enfermedades ocupacionales. Condiciones de trabajo. 
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