
The term
‘occupational
hygiene’ is
outdated and
should be
changed to
something that is
more meaningful
to those outside
the profession.
Two leading
hygienists argue
the case for and
against.
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What’s in a name?
Occupational hygiene: is it time for a rebrand?

ANDY GILLIES
The term ‘occupational hygiene’ does not do the
profession justice at a time when there is an urgent
need to address the toll of ill health caused by
hazardous exposure at work, says Andy Gillies.

Was Juliet right? In the most famous scene from
Shakespeare’s great tragedy, Romeo stood unnoticed
beneath the balcony as Juliet mused over the
significance of his family name: ‘Tis but thy name
which is my enemy’, she reasoned. And later she added:
‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any
other word would smell as sweet.’

Occupational hygienists have suffered a lack of
recognition and understanding of what we do and the
value we bring to organisations since the earliest
practitioners first plied their trade. This lack of
recognition is found amongst workers, managers and
business leaders, the health, safety and environment
community, the media and the general public.

Why does this matter? If the concern was a
collective pique over a perceived slight to occupational
hygienists then it wouldn’t, but there is a more serious
reason to be concerned. In simple terms, it matters
because it is a barrier to the effective use of the skills
and knowledge of occupational hygienists who can
help to prevent ill health and disease caused by work.
The toll of work-related disease and ill health is
massive – the Heath and Safety Executive estimates
that 1.2 million people in the UK suffered work-related
ill-health in 2010–11 – and we urgently need to
encourage and widen the application of good
occupational hygiene practice.

Let’s start with a definition. The International
Occupational Hygiene Association (IOHA) defines
occupational hygiene as: ‘The discipline of anticipating,
recognising, evaluating and controlling health hazards
in the working environment, with the objective of
protecting worker health and wellbeing and
safeguarding the community at large.’
OHlearning.com, the online hub for professional
education in occupational hygiene, explains it as: ‘The
practice of (i) identifying of hazardous agents;

chemical, physical and biological; in the workplace that
could cause disease or discomfort, (ii) evaluating the
extent of the risk due to exposure to these hazardous
agents, and (iii) the control of those risks to prevent ill
health in the long or short term.’

The British Occupational Hygiene Society (BOHS) –
one of the longest-established occupational hygiene
professional bodies in the world – has been promoting
the discipline in the UK since it was founded in 1953,
and yet the confusion and misconceptions remain.
Modern connotations of hygiene in the public mind are
with aspects of personal cleanliness – hand washing,
dental health, food consumption – all important, but
not central to what occupational hygienists do.

Occupational hygienists are specialists in exposure
assessment and exposure control for all types of
hazards encountered at work. Our professional training
through the Faculty of Occupational Hygiene (part of
the BOHS) equips us to recognise and assess health
risks from exposure to all kinds of physical, chemical
and biological health hazards at work, and more
importantly to devise practical and workable solutions
to minimise exposure. To obtain professional
qualifications, an occupational hygienist must have a
general education to degree level in a scientific or
related subject. It takes a minimum of five years’
comprehensive experience in the field of occupational
hygiene before a candidate is eligible to present
him/herself for examination at the senior level. It is a
well-established profession with a robust and dynamic
academic and scientific base, and its members must
meet a rigorous code of ethics and performance
standards.

Good occupational hygiene practice is an essential
tool in the efforts to reduce the unacceptable burden
of disease and ill health caused by work. We need to
increase the visibility and recognition of occupational
hygiene, and changing our name would give us the
opportunity to re-launch our profession. A new name is
needed to avoid confusion – for example to distinguish
occupational hygiene from another ‘OH’ (occupational
health) – and to project a realistic picture of what we
do.



If Romeo had not been a Montague then the play
would have had a happier ending. Changing a name
can have profound effects, and the occupational
hygiene community should grasp the nettle that we
have avoided for many years to raise our profile. That
will extend good occupational hygiene practice over
time, which will lead ultimately to a reduction in work-
related illness and death.

Andy Gillies is a Fellow of the Faculty of Occupational
Hygiene, managing director of Gillies Associates, and a
past president of BOHS.

ADRIAN HIRST
Adrian Hirst believes that changing the name of the
profession won’t help to define, describe or publicise it,
and that any such moves are likely to hinder and delay
the important progress, which the profession is making.

‘Lamp lighters’, ‘typing pool’ and ‘taping movies’ are
outdated terms, but ‘occupational hygiene’ is not.
Occupational ill health continues to fall and working
conditions continue to improve. This demonstrates
that occupational hygiene is more effective and better
recognised than ever before. As for being meaningful,
most occupational hygienists would admit that their
profession is not well known enough and is not
adequately described by its title. However, the fact that
the term ‘occupational hygiene’ is little known and
poorly understood is a failing of the profession itself
and not down to its title. 

At first sight the evolution of ‘occupational hygiene’
from the American sanitation industry of nearly a
century ago may no longer be relevant. However, the
origins of the term go back much further. The
etymology dates back to the Greek and Roman Gods.
Hygea was the daughter of the god of medicine, and
as such she was the personification of health. This
allegory carries real meaning and goes back so far in
time, that we can be sure it will never be outdated.

Previous suggestions to replace the term have
usually fallen at the first hurdle, namely that there is no
suitable alterative. Any alternative term must be short,
catchy and composed of familiar words, which add
clarity when joined. It also needs to differentiate
between overlapping disciplines, which play
complementary but discrete roles; such as occupational
medicine, and occupational health, which also suffer
from a lack of recognition. In addition, a new term
needs to be resilient, so that it does not become
outdated as circumstances change in the profession. 

The potential inadequacies of the term have been
debated for decades. If in this time no one has found a
better term then it seems unlikely they ever will.
Whilst self-criticism and review are healthy practices,
investing too much time and effort into this kind of

circular argument can be divisive.
Accountants, lawyers, and refuse collectors benefit

from being in professions with manifest titles. This is
not true for occupational hygiene, just as it is not true
for numerous other professions. All the ‘ologists, for
instance, from acarologists through to zoologists,
suffer from ambiguous job titles. Despite this, they
continue to be known for what they do. Oncologists
are well known and respected by those who need
them and undertakers’ are well known, even though
they use a euphemism to describe their profession. The
success of a name lies not in its content, but in how
the name is used.

The suggestion of name changing is usually made
by individuals who have encountered problems in
explaining the profession or trying to gain recognition
for it. Renaming a subject does not make it easier to
explain and, perversely, it can greatly reduce the
amount of recognition it receives. At a time when re-
branding is almost ‘de rigueur’ for commercial
organisations, it is tempting to consider a name
change in order to solve a problem. However, re-
branding is an exercise for the owners of sinking ships.
Occupational hygiene may be a slow moving ship but
she is internationally recognised and sailing in safe
waters.

The issues of recognition and understanding can
only be tackled by publicising, promoting and
explaining – not by renaming. Whilst the profession
puts a great deal of effort into promoting itself, we
struggle with the resources that are available to do
this. We would struggle all the more if we tried
promoting it under the auspices of a new name. 

From a global perspective, the International
Occupational Hygiene Association has representation
from 26 different countries, and is recognised by the
ILO and WHO. To change the name of the profession in
one country would be to divorce it from its
international relatives. To be effective, any change
would need to be at a global level, something that
represents an incomprehensible, if not insurmountable
feat. 

Finally, as I write this article, I am hopeful that the
BOHS’s recent application for chartered status will be
successful. In order to achieve chartered status, we will
have had to demonstrate usefulness to government
and acceptance by our allied professions. Having a
chartered society and chartered professionals will be a
significant step toward greater recognition for the
profession. Nationally and globally we are now on the
right road and we shouldn’t backtrack when things are
starting to move forward. 

Adrian Hirst is a senior lecturer at the University of
Manchester and a freelance occupational hygiene
consultant.
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