
THE WORLD 
OF WORK  
IS CHANGING.





Technology has shaped the way we travel, the way  
we communicate, the way we relax and most of all,  
the way we work. It means we can achieve more and  
get it all done faster.

Living in an always-on culture means we have become 
disconnected from ourselves, less aware of our own 
physical and emotional needs or just too busy to pay them 
any attention. Although we leave the office, leaving our 
work behind is almost impossible. Nine to five has become 
24/7. There is always just one more email to check, one 
more deadline to chase.

A LOT HAS CHANGED  
SINCE THE DAWN OF  
THE DIGITAL AGE. 



THE MODERN WORLD OF  
WORK ALLOWS US TO DO  
GREAT THINGS, BUT IT BRINGS  
A NEW SET OF CHALLENGES. 

At Old Mutual Corporate, we pride ourselves in being 
thought leaders in our industry. It’s why we took a deep dive 
into learning more about disability and its risk cover – to 
understand how it influences our corporate clients and the 
people they employ.



WE SPOKE TO: 

• 100 Corporates (businesses) 
• 35 Intermediaries
• 4 Reinsurers
• 14 Assessors

AS OUR WORKING ENVIRONMENT 
HAS CHANGED, SO HAVE THE RISKS 
TO OUR HEALTH. 
Following the digital revolution, workers are a lot less likely to become physically 
injured. However, it seems that workplace health risks have not decreased, but 
rather changed. Reinsurers and assessors are seeing a shift in claims from physical 
injuries to stress-related and psychological issues, as well as those from prolonged 
sitting, and have even noted an increase in claims in general. 



One of the most notable health risks in the  
modern world of work is stress. There has 
been a significant increase in disability claims for
stress-related illnesses and psychological issues.
 
Another, is inactivity. With people spending more time sitting at desks, in cars and hunched over 
smartphones and tablets, muscular-skeletal problems and lifestyle related illnesses such as diabetes, 
hypertension and cancers are on the rise.

Respondents predict that these changes will continue into the 
future, and have indicated that there needs  
to be more of an emphasis on preventative care and 
rehabilitation in order to cut down on disability costs. 



Although many corporates don’t realise it, employees who claim disability have a significant impact on their 
bottom line. Today your top-performers could be most at risk and corporates suffer significant skills-loss when 
these individuals become unable to work. Other challenges corporates face include the cost of replacing 
employees and the difficulty of finding the right replacement candidate. 



DEFINING DISABILITY
We examined corporates’ current understanding of ‘disability’ and found that: 

 

We also asked corporates what they think disability cover includes, and 67% of them said ‘anything that 
renders you unfit to do your job’. 32% said that cancer was included and 30% mentioned loss of limbs 
(traditional disability). Only 11% of corporates knew that mental health issues are included in disability cover. 
However, this is still more than the percentage of corporates who mentioned HIV related illness – which was 10%. 

define it as ‘not being  
able to do one’s job’

perceive it as ‘injuries  
and accidents’ 

understood it to mean  
‘mental health problems’ 
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DO MOST MEMBERS HAVE THE RIGHT  
AMOUNT OF DISABILITY COVER?

98% OF RESPONDENTS WHO SAID 
NO, SAID THAT MEMBERS DO NOT HAVE 
ENOUGH COVER. 



THE CHANGING NATURE OF DISABILITY CLAIMS

Overall, 43% of respondents said that the nature of disability claims has changed in the last 
year. 36% of corporates and 45% of intermediaries share this sentiment. 



THE PRIMARY CAUSES OF DISABILITY CLAIMS MENTIONED BY 
MOST RESPONDENTS ARE:

• Poor lifestyle (too little exercise, unhealthy diet, smoking, substance abuse, obesity) [70%]
• Stress in general [54%]
• Psychological issues [39%]
• Physical injury [30%]
• Immune compromised individuals contracting secondary infections [25%]
• Motor accidents [23%]
• Economic/financial stress [17%]
• Stress from working in a dangerous industry, example: mining [13%]

10% OF ALL RESPONDENTS MENTIONED WORKPLACE 
STRESS AND REINSURERS ALSO MENTIONED 
MUSCULAR-SKELETAL ILLNESSES.   



LOWER ECONOMIC GROWTH, HIGHER DISABILITY CLAIMS 

It is interesting to note that 70% of respondents stated that the economy has an impact on the number of 
disability claims. When asked why members are more likely to claim during a poor economy, 41% of 
respondents said that financial stress leads to psychological stress which then results in physical problems. 
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OTHER REASONS INCLUDE:

• Stress around loss of jobs/retrenchments [38%]
• More stress/depression/emotional problems in general (at home and work) [26%]
• People that remain behind after retrenchments have to pick up more work – resulting in psychological  
 and physical stress from work overload and longer hours [21%]
• Employees don’t take care of themselves as they don’t have enough money (don’t eat right, work too  
 much and have no medical aid) [13%]
• Additional personal stress – cost of supporting family, single parenting, being a sole breadwinner and  
 partners being retrenched [9%]

 Reinsurers also mentioned that not receiving bonuses  
 negatively affects employees’ mind-sets. When asked  
 which disabilities have increased, 71%  of all re- 
 spondents said psychological disorders and 70%    
 said cancer of some type. 
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24% said muscular-skeletal issues, 16% 
said cardiovascular illness and 13% said 
HIV.  Only 5% of all respondents said that 
physical workplace injuries have increased. R
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BIGGEST HEALTH RISKS FOR EMPLOYEES IN THE NEXT 3 YEARS

Muscular-skeletal /
Connective tissue disorders

Obesity 

Cancer Cardiovascular
circulatory disorders 

Diabetes

Loss of limb / physical 
injuries / burns

 

HIV
Aids

Loss of visual/
auditory function

 

Stress related illnesses

 

Poor lifestyle/
lower standard living

 
 

TB 
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Psychological psychiatric 

mental disorders 



REINTEGRATING EMPLOYEES/ MEMBERS 
INTO THE WORKPLACE
 93% of corporates said that they are aware of their ‘duty to accommodate’ according 
to the Labour Relations Act. The act states that employers are responsible to  
help reintegrate employees that have become disabled back into the workplace. 



HOW CORPORATES MANAGE THE ‘DUTY TO ACCOMMODATE’

• Try as far as possible to accommodate the employee 

 HR policy is to accommodate/find something suitable 

• Have in-house programmes and experts to assist/support/educate staff, such as 

 o wellness programmes [8%]
 o training programmes [7%]
 o occupational therapist/doctor on site [6%]
 o ergonomics team on site to make modifications [3%]
 o employee assistance programmes [3%]
 o proactive incapacity management process [2%]

• Support the employee by allowing them to attend appointments, medicals, follow-ups, etc. [5%]
 12% of respondents say that their ‘duty to accommodate’ has not impacted their HR policies at all.

64%

40%



    According to 50% of respondents,
    finding suitable alternate work is one of the biggest  
     challenges in reintegrating employees who have  
      claimed disability. 



THE OTHER MAIN CHALLENGES ARE:

Difficulties for the employee in 
balancing their disability, work  
and family  

Willingness of the employee to take 
on other jobs which they are able 
to do
 
 

Getting employees to accept 
they are fit to work again 

Getting accurate and relevant 
information on the progress of the 
employee’s disability 
 
 

Obtaining adequate info from 
appropriate medical practitioners

 

Getting employee co-operation in 
getting well, to enable them to come 
back to work

 
 



Medical assessments and doctors – hard to get reports, it takes 
long to produce reports, inadequate reports, inconsistent findings 
and patient-doctor confidentiality issues 

Sometimes there is no alternative job – no 
vacancies in positions or they aren’t skilled enough 

 
 

People don’t always want to come 
back to work 

                                                         Rural areas have challenges – contact is an 
issue, access to medical experts not always possible, transport problems, no email, 
cell phone communication is bad, so there are delays

 
 

ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES:

CHALLENGES



More and more corporates are starting to realise 
that the best way to manage disability claims is to be 
proactive - to help employees avoid having to claim in 
the first place. And if they do have a claim, help get 
staff back to work as soon as possible to minimise the 
cost to the company (instead of replacing someone, 
getting temporary staff or having disruption in a team).



WHAT COMPANIES ARE DOING TO MANAGE POTENTIAL 
DISABILITY CLAIMS:

When asked whether they have a wellness programme in place, 79% of corporates said yes, but the 
emphasis is on the kind implemented by medical aids who tend to only focus on physical wellness markers such 
as eyesight, weight, blood pressure, and glucose and do not include mental, lifestyle and skeletal health.

80% of IMEDs say that their clients have wellness programmes. However, current wellness programmes  
appear to have a short-term physical/medical focus rather than long-term health/wellness management. 
Taking into consideration how the world of work has changed, and the fact that 63% of respondents said 
that psychological illness is one of the biggest threats to employee health over the next three years,  
corporate wellness programmes need to shift their focus towards more long-term holistic (physical and mental) 
health management. 



80% of corporates say that they proactively get involved 
if they see a potential disability claim and 70% of them say 
they have an absenteeism management programme in place.

Only 32% have a very high level of involvement, while 
43% having some degree of involvement and the balance 
of 26% having little to no involvement in getting their 
employees back to work.



FACTORS IN PROVIDING GOOD DISABILITY COVER 

In order to deliver the best cover for our clients, we first need to understand their needs. That’s why we 
asked respondents what they see as excellent service from a disability cover provider. The two most common 
responses were quick payment of claims [53%] and proactive communication [35%]. 
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OTHER RESPONSES INCLUDED:

• Competence/knowledgeable sales staff [34%]
• Ease of submitting a claim [33%]
• Fair settlement of claims [31%]
• Flexibility to accommodate clients’ requirements [29%]
• Demonstrating an understanding of the client’s business [28%]
• Keeping clients up to date on their claim status [26%]
• Effectiveness of claims processing staff [24%]
• Accessibility to claims staff [20%]
• Business partner/provides advice [18%]
• Speed of response to request for quote [17%]



WE ASKED RESPONDENTS WHO THEY THINK IS THE BEST 
DISABILITY COVER PROVIDER AND 52% OF THEM AGREED  
OLD MUTUAL IS. REASONS GIVEN:

o Good feedback/communication [40%]
o Efficient claims process [32%]
o Excellent/good service [27%]
o Reputation/track record [24%]
o Competitive pricing/reasonable [21%]
o Good relationship/understanding of our business/client interaction [23%]
o Fast turnaround times [13%] 

These findings demonstrate our commitment to partner with our clients and to give  
them flexible solutions for their specific needs. We strive to make each point of contact  
as simple and seamless as possible and aim for efficiency in everything we do.  
Consistently delivering great service has helped us build a good track record and  
an excellent reputation. 





THE FUTURE OF DISABILITY COVER

Because the world of work has changed so 
significantly, disability cover needs to evolve  
to be sustainable in the future.
One of the key changes respondents mentioned was customisation. In fact, the need for greater  
customisation was the most common response. 

The second was stricter claims assessments and a clearer definition of ‘disabilities’ and what exactly 
 policies cover. 

14% of respondents emphasised the need for the prevention of claims. These respondents felt employers  
need to see their workforce as an asset and look after them. They also said that employers should incentivise 
healthy behaviour.

If prevention is not possible, respondents suggest incentivising employees to get back to work. 



RESPONDENTS SUGGESTED THESE INCENTIVES TO GET 
EMPLOYEES BACK TO WORK:

• A smaller pay-out [50%], for temporary disability to make going back to work attractive
• Give a bonus for returning to work as an incentive – it can’t be more attractive to be at home  
 than at work
• Provide more support after disability/illness to try and get the employee back to work
• Include rehab benefits and monitor recovery 
• Employees need to be held accountable for taking their medication and receiving treatment

 It’s clear that in order for disability cover to remain sustainable it has   
 to be redefined, offer greater customisation and focus on prevention  
 and rehabilitation. 



IN ORDER TO MANAGE AN OVERALL INCREASE IN DISABILITY 
CLAIMS, CORPORATES NEED TO:

• Be more involved with employee health
• Realise that wellness is not only physical, but also mental
• Have early detection and intervention processes in place
• Have access to medical facilities

DISABILITY INSURANCE PROVIDERS HAVE A 
RESPONSIBILITY TO:

• Provide a clearer definition of disability
• Implement more stringent claims’ assessments
• Be more vigilant 



HOW INSURERS CAN HELP

Getting employees back to work

• Appoint a dedicated case management team to oversee - make sure person attends medicals,  
 gets updated reports, takes pills, etc. [36%]
• Offer rehabilitation programmes and services – i.e. physio, counselling (even for physical 
 problems) [31%]
• Motivate/incentivise the employee to come back to work [13%]
• Help with post-disability costs, i.e. physio [10%]
• Help the employer to fund reskilling programmes [6%]



CLAIMS PROCESSING

• Good communication with the claimant, be open and empathetic [12%]
• Faster turnaround time for enquiries/claims [7%]
• Give detailed guidance to employer throughout the process, with regard to paperwork and    
 reintegration [7%]

OTHER

• Training and education to increase awareness of disability cover, what it means and what the process   
 entails [21%]
• Provide employee wellness programmes/days/prevention before disability [15%]



THRIVING IN THE MODERN WORLD OF WORK 

In order to keep up with the modern world of work we not only need to pay more attention 
to our physical health, but also our emotional wellness. According to an article published on 
Fin24 on 26 July 2017, mental health spend has increased by 87% in the past five years – 
reaching R2bn in 2016. Hospitalisation for mental illness had claims of R32m more  
than expected. 

Employers have started to realise the need to decrease  
work-related stress. France has gone as far as passing a  
law that requires companies to specify hours during which  
it is illegal to send work-related emails. In 2012, Volkswagen 
even blocked all work emails to employees’ BlackBerries  
after hours. 



PRACTICAL TIPS TO MINIMISE WORK-RELATED STRESS

• Employers can
  Provide employees with wellbeing initiatives that focus on mental as well as physical health
 Ensure that staff take enough leave
 Proactively identify employees that are at risk of burning out
 Ensure staff have access to healthy food options
 Try to limit after-hours work-related communication

 

• Employees should

 Take breaks throughout the day
 Try not to eat lunch at their desks
 Eat well and make time for exercise
 Do at least one relaxing mental activity a day such as reading a book
 Speak up and get help if they are feeling overwhelmed
 Only work overtime when really necessary 



WE’RE IN TOUCH with the changing  
world of work and that’s why we  
offer great advice and flexible solutions 
 for your specific needs. It’s what enabled us  
to pay out  93%  

of all disability claims in the last year.



For more information visit 

www.oldmutual.co.za

Old Mutual is a Licensed Financial Services Provider


