














What is an Occupational and 
Environmental Physician?

Occupational and Environmental Physicians (OEPs) are 
highly trained medical specialists who provide services 
related to workers’ and employers’ health. The OEP’s 
approach is holistic, recognising the health effects of 
occupational, social, psychological and environmental 
factors. 

By addressing health within a broader context, the 
OEP is better able to provide a comprehensive and 
accurate assessment of the underlying causes of illness 
and disease. The OEP’s distinctive approach also allows 
them to minimise the risk of further illness, injury or 
disease. 

Some OEPs work for the government, the military 
or a large organisation. Work in private practice is 
common, providing services that include patient 
treatment, workplace assessments, health surveillance 
and supervision of vocational rehabilitation. 

OEPs provide Independent Medical Opinions on issues 
such as  tness to perform particular work duties, 
the work-relatedness of medical conditions, and 
impairment assessment.  

OEPs advise employers on illness and injury 
prevention, the management of sickness absence and 
health problems, and on strategies for minimising 

occupational 
and environmental 

risks. OEPs  work with other 
occupational health specialists to 

manage speci c environmental risk factors, such as 
electromagnetic radiation or handling of chemicals. 

What makes an OEP distinctive?
OEPs have a unique combination of workplace knowledge 
and specialist training and skills to deal with patients, 
other practitioners, and employers.   Experience in dealing 
with multiple parties and leading a positive outcome-
focused approach distinguishes OEPs from other medical 
practitioners.  The OEP’s knowledge and skills include:

broad education in managing a range of medical • 
conditions in relation to patients’ employment and 
environment

exposure to a wide range of work-sites and work-• 
practices, and training to assess these in terms of 
their potential effects on workers

a thorough, logical and scienti c approach to • 
the provision of expert diagnoses, evidence and 
opinions

ability to advise on the best prevention and • 
management strategy for workplace injuries

specialised management of work-related disability• 

ability to care for patients within their work and social • 
environment

skill in clinical decision-making and cost-effective • 

management of work-injury and sickness absence

detailed technical knowledge of environmental factors, • 
and their impact on health. 

How do you become an OEP?
After completion of a medical degree, a compulsory • 
intern year in hospital, and at least two additional 
years of general medical experience, doctors who 
choose to specialise as OEPs must train in a speci cally 
designed training program.  The program is run by the 
Australasian Faculty of Occupational & Environmental 
Medicine, which is part of the Royal Australasian 
College of Physicians. 

After completion of a recognised diploma degree or • 
masters level quali cation in occupational health, the 
doctor enters a training program under the individual 
supervision of an OEP mentor.  The mentor is an 
experienced OEP and provides advice and guidance 
throughout the program. 

Training is completed by ful lling all competency and • 
assessment requirements in a satisfactory manner.   This 
includes include written and clinical examinations.  

Trainees can carry out the program on a part-time basis, • 
and have up to ten years to complete the program.

OEPs with an interest or expertise in a speci c area of • 
occupational medicine (such as toxicology or aviation 
medicine) may pursue further studies in a sub-
specialty.

The Skills of an OEP

Technical skills

The OEP’s technical knowledge enables them to provide 
authoritative opinions on complex occupational and 
environmental health issues. OEPs advise on:

Physical factors• , such as the impact of heat, cold 
and vibrations on workers’ health

Chemical factors• , such as the risks of handling 
hazardous materials, and strategies for minimising 
exposure

Biological factors• , such as infectious diseases, 
and how their spread can be contained

Human factors• , including ergonomics and 
the impact of shiftwork and fatigue. OEPs can 
also possess expert knowledge on psychosocial 
factors, such as the impact of harassment and 
discrimination.

Consultancy abilities

OEPs are skilled in the investigation and diagnosis of 
work-related and environment-related conditions, and 
provide a comprehensive approach to the management 
and prevention of illness, injury and disease.  Patients 
are referred to OEPs by general practitioners, medical 
specialists, allied health staff, employer insurers, 
solicitors, unions, statutory bodies, and others. Referral 
may be for assessment and/or expert management 
advice.


