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HEALTH AND SAFETY EXECUTIVE  

The HSE Board 
 

BACKS! 2005 REPORT – LESSONS LEARNT/ PUBLICATION PROPOSALS 
 

A Paper by Heather Bryant and John Price 
 

Cleared by Elizabeth Gyngell on 25 July 2006 
 

Issue  
 
1. The proposals to share the valuable lessons learnt from the Backs! 2005 campaign.  
 
Timing  
 
2. For information to the 2 August Board meeting.  Publication is due by early September.    
 
 
Recommendation  
 
3. That the Board notes the proposed publication arrangements for the executive 

summary (at Annex 1) and full report (at Annex 2). 
 
Background  
 
4. Back problems are one of the largest and most persistent occupational ill -health 

problems and - by their very nature - are found in all industries.  Large-scale 
campaigning activity is therefore essential if we are to deliver a significant reduction in 
such problems and achieve our PSA (ill health and working days lost) targets.  

 
5. In this light, Backs! 2005 was launched with the aim of promoting effective measures 

for managing back pain, and reducing manual handling injuries at work, including the 
provision and use of lifting aids. One of the largest campaigns of its type, it involved 
three major interventions (inspection, communications/media, and stakeholder 
engagement) and an extensive contribution – including partnership working with HSE –
by Local Authorities. 

 
6. The communications and inspection arms of the campaign peaked in June-July 2005, 

but substantial amounts of stakeholder activity continued through the rest of the year. 
This year, the campaign will resume with the launch of Better Backs in October and, 
thereafter, we have plans for a further roll-out in Autumn 2007.          
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Argument  
 
7.  Backs! 2005 was a major initiative and costs to HSE alone – including inspection and 

publicity costs – amounted to some £3.3M.   It is therefore important that we are 
transparent about how the money was spent – and what the campaign achieved – and 
publish the report accordingly.  Additionally, the report contains important lessons on 
project working, for HSE internal management purposes. 

       
8. All such details are included in the executive summary and report – but, for ease of 

reference, key findings include the following: 
                 

a) given that it is a ubiquitous problem, back pain lends itself to wide-ranging 
communications/inspection/stakeholder campaigns - and to extensive LA 
engagement (a success story in itself); 

 
b) - smaller-scale initiatives still have their place - but arguably our stakeholders 

are better placed to deliver them.   HSE funding of stakeholder initiatives/events 
yielded some impressive results for the stakeholders concerned (and at modest 
cost to HSE – a £100k spend from the Backs! 2005 stakeholder budget).   By 
contrast, smaller HSE projects have a disproportionate planning overhead - and 
will not make real inroads into our targets;  

 
c) -  immediate improvements are evident from all elements of Backs! ... the 

publicity/comms campaign reported increased awareness among 
employers/supervisors/employees alike ... workplace improvements were found 
on inspection follow-up visits ...  and stakeholder initiatives, as mentioned 
above, were similarly productive;  

      but 
      

d) will these improvements "stick" - and will they translate into delivery of our PSA 
targets ? This is what our future evaluation activity will seek to establish.   But, 
in any event, all the available evidence suggests that we need continued 
campaigning to have lasting impact - behaviours are not changed overnight.   

 
 
Consultation  
 
9. The draft report has been circulated for comment: 
          

a) within HSE – including to the Backs! 2005 Project Board and Steering Group, 
and COSAS; 

and 
b) to LACORS. 

 
   All were content with the draft, subject to some points of detail. 
    
Presentation  
 
10. Publication will take place by early September to keep it distinct from this year’s 

campaign.  In the meantime, we will be copying the full report to our Backs! 2005 
national stakeholders, for any final comments.     

 Page 2 of 5 



Costs and Benefits  
 
11.  We do not have the data to estimate overall savings from Backs! 2005.  Although the 

report includes some valuable case studies, where substantial savings have been 
made, they do not lend themselves to wider extrapolation.  

 
 
Financial/Resource Implications for HSE  
 
12.  Will be confined to electronic production/distribution of the executive summary and full 

report.    
 
 
Environmental Implications  
 
13.    None. 
 
 
Other Implications   
 
14.    None. 
 
 
Action  
 
15.    The Board is invited to note:   
 
i) the proposed publication of the executive summary (at Annex 1); 
ii) the publication of the full report (at Annex 2) as proposed at paragraph 10 above.  
 
Contact  
 
16.       Heather Bryant, heather.bryant@hse.gsi.gov.uk  (VPN 532 3909);  
            John Price, john.price@hse.gsi.gov.uk    (VPN 522 6831).            
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BACKS! 2005 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1 In 2003/4 back pain was the biggest cause of musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs accounting for an 
estimated 4.9 million working days lost (Self-Reported Work Related Injuries (SWI)). This equates to 1 in 
every 6 days lost from work-related sickness absence and an average time off per worker of 19 days.  
 
2 The charity BackCare estimates the overall cost of back pain to the NHS, business and economy is 
£5 billion a year. 
  
3 Backs! 2005 was a national initiative aimed at reducing the incidence of back injuries at work in line 
with PSA targets. It was much more than ‘just’ an advertising campaign (!).   It formed part of a three-year 
plan to combat MSDs, and involved partnership working between the Health and Safety Executive (HSE), 
Local Authorities (LAs) and stakeholders. Stakeholders included employers, trades unions, health and safety 
groups, trade associations, and health professionals.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Highlights 
 
� Case study:  One duty holder (BAA) with 12000 direct employees and the potential to reach 

88000 workers reduced days lost from MSD absences from an average of 21.5 to 1.5 days 
per case (9 to 1.2 for back pain) by early physiotherapy intervention.  

 
� Publicity: Following the summer Better Backs campaign 39% of employers and 32% of 

workers surveyed recalled the publicity – of these 46% of employers stated they would take 
action. 

 
� Workplace inspections: Preliminary analysis of some of the data demonstrates inspections 

promoted action to reduce MSD risks. 51% of a sample of follow-up visits demonstrated clear 
improvement as a result of a single inspection, achieved by revising working procedures, 
manual handling training, purchase of new equipment or a combination of these. A further 
22% had work in progress. 

 
� National stakeholders: Case study results from National stakeholders suggest reductions in 

MSD sickness absence and incidents ranging between 10 and 93%. The partnership 
delivered the potential (based on stakeholder feedback) to reach an audience of around 10 
million workers. 

 
� Awareness raising activities: At least 119 events and activities were undertaken in support of 

Backs! 2005 with the contribution by HSE of £100K towards events acting as a catalyst. 
 
� Local Authority partners delivered a third of inspections and a significant number of events - 

and have signed up to deliver even more for 2006/7  

4 Early results are encouraging. Final results will inevitably take much longer to filter through via SWI 
and RIDDOR returns. Further evaluation will continue. Case studies indicate measurable positive outcomes 
towards Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets in terms of reductions in days lost and number of reported 
incidents of back injury.  
 
5 The national media campaign Better Backs resulted in increased awareness amongst employers, 
supervisors and employees. Early indicators suggest 39% of employers recalled the campaign publicity, of 
these 46% stated they would take some action. Results for supervisors and employees were similar. 
Greatest impact was achieved in Manufacturing and Construction sectors (BMG survey of 3000 employers, 
supervisors and employees). And a MORI poll shows heightened business awareness in 2006 compared to 
previous years, that lifting, carrying and moving objects represents an important health and safety risk to 
organisations.  
 
6 HSE and LA officers performed 4000 targeted inspections during Backs! 2005. Feedback and case 
study material suggest inspections prompted risk reduction actions. Whilst most sought improvement without 
formal enforcement action, over 200 notices were issued. This represents an increase in enforcement activity 
for the MSD topic compared to previous years.  
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7 Engagement of National stakeholders achieved significant added impact. Stakeholders shared best 
practice, produced additional targeted publicity, and implemented in-house risk reduction controls with some 
impressive results - including up to 93% reductions in MSD sickness absence and up to 59% reductions in 
MSD incidents. The combined potential audience of the National stakeholder group was approximately 10 
million workers (based on returns from stakeholders). The actual figure cannot be verified but the figure 
represents the size of the stakeholder organisations involved in the campaign. 
 
8 Educational events, supported by centrally produced publicity material, were wide ranging, well 
attended and very well received. The £100K event fund provided by HSE supported 80 events and activities.  
A further 39 were run without HSE funding. Feedback from partners suggests the offer of funding 
demonstrated HSE’s commitment to partnership and resulted in a greater willingness to run non-HSE funded 
events.  
 
9 Further partnerships were generated across HSE and between HSE and LAs and within Regions. 
Despite the short notice LAs rose to the challenge to deliver a considerable number of awareness events, 
produce linked publicity and deliver over a third of the targeted inspections. LA partners have committed 
additional resources to Better Backs in 2006 continuing their support for the three-year programme.  
 
10 Backs! 2005 was the largest single topic health related initiative of its kind in HSE. Whilst full costs 
are difficult to calculate the cost to HSE is estimated at around £3.3M. The initiative brought in a sensible 
approach to Regulation with an emphasis on partnership, shared expertise and innovation, and a very clear 
focus on outcomes. It has demonstrated that HSE and LAs are able to work together, and with other 
stakeholders on a major campaign to target a key area of ill health delivering results nationally, regionally 
and locally.  
And that such partnerships maximise impact and results. 
  
11 The results suggest the objectives have been met. The outputs from those involved, and the impact 
of media and supporting material point towards increased awareness of back pain – and that employers, with 
support from safety representatives and employees, have acted to prevent back injuries by providing and 
using sensible practical precautions such as handling aids or changed work practices.  
 
12 Backs! 2005 has been a significant achievement and has lessons for future project and programme 
working. Highlights should be publicised so that those involved can see the combined effect and value of 
their contributions. 
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