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ABSTRACT
Objectives To investigate occupational health frequent 
attenders’ (FAs) use of other healthcare sector services 
and whether parallel use affects their likelihood to receive 
a disability pension.
Design Longitudinal study combining routine medical 
record data with register data.
Setting Primary care in Finland is provided through 
three parallel healthcare sectors, all available to the 
working population. Additionally, patients can be referred 
to secondary care. This study combines medical record 
data from a nationwide occupational healthcare provider, 
with healthcare attendance data from private care and 
from public primary and secondary care attendance, 
sociodemographic data and disability pension decisions.
Participants Patients between 18 and 68 years of age 
who used occupational health primary care at least once 
during the study years 2014–2016 were included. The 
total study population was 59 650 patients. They were 
divided into three groups (occasional and persistent FAs 
and non- FAs) for analysis.
Primary and secondary outcome measures The 
primary outcome was FAs parallel use of private care 
and public primary and secondary care. The secondary 
outcome was work disability pension granted to FAs who 
used several healthcare sectors.
Results Both FA groups were more likely to use other 
healthcare service sectors more than non- FAs did. 
Persistent FAs were likely to use public secondary care 
services in particular (OR 4.31 95% CI 3.46 to 5.36). 
FAs using all healthcare sectors were also more likely 
to receive a disability pension than those FAs using only 
occupational health services (OR 4.53 (95% CI 1.54 to 
13.34). This association was strengthened by attendance 
in public secondary care.
Conclusions FAs using several healthcare sectors in 
parallel have an increased likelihood to receive a disability 
pension. There is need for care coordination to ensure 
adequate measures for work ability support.

BACKGROUND
Frequent attenders (FAs) are a group 
of patients that use healthcare services 

extensively. The phenomenon is often asso-
ciated with ill- health and chronic illnesses,1 
coexisting morbidity,2 sickness absences3 and 
work disability.4 FAs also have more medi-
cally unexplained symptoms5 than other 
clients. While FAs may have unmet needs, 
they may also have unrecognised illnesses.6 
All healthcare sectors, public, private and 
occupational health (OH), seem to have FAs 
but the morbidity and sociodemographic 
characteristics vary depending on the setting. 
For example, mental and musculoskeletal 
illnesses are linked to frequent visits among 
the working population,7–9 and they also 
cause a substantial proportion of long- term 
work disability.10

FA has been divided into occasional—
when service use diminishes on its own—and 
persistent—when high use continues for 

Strengths and limitations of this study

 ► This study combines real- world routine medical re-
cord data with multiple registers providing a unique 
opportunity to study parallel service use in primary 
and secondary care in Finland.

 ► Access to information about granted disability 
pensions enables reliable estimation of disability 
pensions as an outcome measure associated with 
multiple healthcare sector use instead of self- 
reported work disability.

 ► Comprehensive data linkage allowed adjusting for 
sociodemographic confounding factors.

 ► Limitations are that register data do not allow ex-
amining patients’ views and reasons for choosing 
different healthcare sectors.

 ► Also, lost to follow- up is greater in occupational 
health services than in public healthcare as access 
to occupational health services is linked to employ-
ment status.
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several years. Persistent FA (pFA) appears to be linked 
to for example long- term illnesses, medically unex-
plained symptoms and social problems,11 and also illness 
behaviour.12 In the working population, both occasional 
and pFA has been linked to increased likelihood of sick-
ness absences and disability pensions (DPs).4 13 Both FA 
groups appear to have similar work ability risks but for 
unknown reasons, the visits of occasional FAs decrease in 
number over the study period, part of this may be asso-
ciated with transitions between workplaces or benefits. 
Since there is little previous information on the risks 
associated with either occasional or pFA, it is necessary to 
study these groups also separately.

Primary healthcare may be organised in several different 
ways, but FA creates a a marked and roughly same kind of 
demand—the top 10% constitutes 30%‒40% of visits in 
primary care, although there is evidence that FAs create 
a greater demand in the public sector.1 11 14 Primary care 
in Finland is provided through several healthcare sectors 
(public, private and OH), which may allow for parallel 
service use across for example public and OH primary 
care.15 16 However, there are few studies examining this 
phenomenon. Survey studies have suggested that OH 
services (OHS) primary care may be used often as the 
sole primary care provider, if these primary care services 
are available to a patient.15 16

Whether FAs differ from other patients in their use 
of parallel services remains unclear. Also, whether occa-
sional and pFAs differ in their use of other healthcare 
sectors, is unknown. The FA phenomenon itself is chal-
lenging to study in a system where several healthcare 
sectors provide primary care services. Studying parallel 
use requires combining information from all service 
sectors, from systems that are not designed to fit together.

Another unanswered question is OHS FAs’ use of 
secondary healthcare, specialist care that is available after 
a referral from primary care services. Patients who suffer 
from severe illnesses or are at risk of work disability are 
likely to consult secondary care. Research indicates that 
secondary care costs are increased with FAs17 and that FA 
is associated with specialist consultation within OHS.18 
Whether this extends to FAs use of public secondary 
care, is yet unknown. As FAs in OHS primary care are 
more likely to receive a disability grant than other users,4 
it can be presumed that their illnesses are more severe 
and that they need secondary care consultations. Addi-
tionally, sociodemographic factors such as occupational 
class and education are also known to be linked to work 
disability and service use.14 19–22 Social determinants of 
health that include gender, education and employment 
act as background variables impacting on the occurrence 
and severity of disability23 and thus should be taken into 
consideration when studying factors related to work 
disability.

Using several healthcare sectors is likely to scatter 
care creating a need for care coordination. In addition, 
work disability rates may increase when the condition is 
not identified sufficiently early and timely information 

on prognosis, treatment options and possibilities to 
modify work might not be shared and instituted. Health-
care sectors that are not linked to the return to work 
programme of a workplace or who may not know of reha-
bilitative possibilities may suggest DP too early. OHS has 
the best expertise in the rehabilitative measures avail-
able to support work ability and the possibility to discuss 
work modifications with the workplace,24 and thus, it 
should be part of patient consultations. However, patients 
might choose to use other service providers for different 
reasons. In order to understand patients’ use of health-
care sectors, and understand how care coordination can 
be improved, we first need to understand if patients are 
using other healthcare sectors while they are clients of 
OHS.

This study aims to examine how FAs, both occasional 
and persistent, in OHS primary care use parallel health-
care services (primary and public secondary). We also 
examine whether use of several service sectors is asso-
ciated with the likelihood of receiving a disability grant 
even when adjusted for confounding sociodemographic 
factors.

METHODS
Study setting and design
The Finnish OHS have two simultaneous roles: manda-
tory preventive functions and voluntary primary care 
(curative) functions, both arranged by the same service 
provider. OHS primary care is a parallel service to 
public and private care and employed patients can use 
all sectors.25 The public primary and secondary care are 
available to all citizens with a copayment, while most costs 
are subsidised by taxes. OHS is funded by employers and 
is available free of charge to all employed patients at the 
time of the visit. The costs paid by the employers are partly 
subsidised through funding collected from employers 
and employees through an insurance plan, and approx-
imately 75% is paid by the employers. Private care is paid 
by the client and only a minor compensation is available 
through Social Insurance Institution of Finland (KELA).

Patients might use just one or all of the available 
primary care sectors—OHS, private and public. In addi-
tion, they may use public secondary care services which 
are available after a referral from the primary care level, 
and which have a copayment fee. Public secondary care 
is specialist care including both inpatient and outpatient 
episodes.

This is a longitudinal study combining register data 
from several data owners. The study population was 
formed based on real world medical record data from 
Pihlajalinna, a large private OHS provider, which at the 
time of the study included 40 OHS units across Finland. 
The clientele of Pihlajalinna represents the working 
population of Finland fairly well including workplaces 
from a wide range of industries and rural as well as 
urban areas. The medical record data from Pihlajalinna 
were combined with service use data from private care 
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and public primary and secondary care. Data on other 
primary and public secondary care visits were received 
from the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) 
and KELA. THL keeps the Care Register for Healthcare 
and the Register of Primary Health Care visits. KELA has 
the data on private care visits based on reimbursement 
applications. The data were further complemented with 
sociodemographic data from Statistics Finland and data 
on DP from the Finnish Centre for Pensions (FCP).

In Finland, DP may be granted for individuals whose 
work ability has been reduced due to an illness for at least 
a period of 1 year. Partial or full fixed- term DP may be 
granted when rehabilitation is expected and for the dura-
tion of rehabilitation. For a full DP (fixed- term or perma-
nent) work ability must be reduced by at least 3/5 and for 
partial DP (fixed- term of permanent) by 2/5 based on a 
physician’s assessment in both healthcare and insurance 
sector. Full DP leads to withdrawal from the labour force. 
DPs are funded through a mandatory insurance paid by 
all employees and employers.

Data collection and study population
OH primary care data contained visits to different OHS 
professionals during 2014–2016. These data were used 
to determine FA status in OHS primary care. The data 
were sent by Pihlajalinna to Statistics Finland, which 
pseudonymised the data and combined them with socio-
demographic data from their FOLK- database.26 The use 
of public primary care services and public secondary 
care services are available from THL’s Care Register 
for Healthcare, and they were combined with the data 
by Statistics Finland. We included only outpatient visits 
in public secondary care. The visits to private care were 
gathered from KELA and further added to the data by 
Statistics Finland. Data on DP were provided by FCP and 
added to the data set. Tampere University processed the 
pseudonymised data in the information safe environment 
provided by Statistics Finland.

Our initial data comprised 78 507 patients. The study 
material was limited to employees aged 18–68 years who 
had visited the OHS primary care face to face at least 
once during the study years 2014–2016. Only illness- 
related visits conducted face- to- face were included, and 
health check- ups that were not initiated by the patient 
were excluded. After these exclusions there were 59 676 
patients in the study population. Twenty six patients could 
not be linked to other registers and were excluded at this 
point. After these exclusions our final study comprised 59 
650 patients.

Statistical analysis
FAs were defined as top decile of attenders based on 
their visits to the OHS primary care. Details on defining 
FA- groups can be found described in a previous study (4). 
Those patients who were in the top decile of attenders in 
2014 were named 1- year- FA (1yFA). Those patients who 
were in the top decile in all three study years (2014–2016) 
were considered pFA. Patients who were never in the 

top decile were considered a reference group, non- FA. 
Patients who were FA in 2015 and/or 2016 but not in all 
3 years were excluded. A flow diagram of patient categori-
sation and exclusions can be found as an online supple-
mental appendix.

The sociodemographic variables were derived from the 
Statistics Finland FOLK- database. In the descriptive part 
we examined occupational class divided into manual (eg, 
cleaners, cooks, mechanics), lower non- manual (eg, sales 
assistants, nurses), upper non- manual (eg, managers, 
engineers, teachers), entrepreneurs combined with 
farmers and lastly the group others.27 28 We also examined 
educational level (basic < 10 years, intermediate 10–12 
years, high > 13 years),27 unemployment (yes/no)27 and 
living alone.27 All these factors were drawn from 2015 
which was in the middle of our study period for patients 
using parallel services and for those using OHS primary 
care only. These variables were included in the analyses 
as confounding factors to account for the known social 
determinants of health that influence also disability.

The employer size was divided into four groups according 
to the number of employees (micro: 1–10, small: 11–50, 
medium: 51–250 and large: >251 employees). Employer 
industry was categorised according to TOL 2008/NACE 
Rev. 2. These were drawn from 2015 and were used in the 
adjusted models.

The data were analysed using R- software. In all anal-
yses, p values less than 0.05 were considered statistically 
significant. We examined the association of FA- status 
with the use of multiple healthcare sectors using binary 
logistic regression in unadjusted and adjusted models. We 
used binary logistic regression to analyse whether parallel 
healthcare use of FAs was associated with DPs granted 
between 2015–2018 (the DPs combined were partial and 
full fixed- term DP, and partial and full permanent DP) 
when compared with those FAs that did not use other 
healthcare sectors. We adjusted for sex, age, occupational 
class, educational level, living alone and employer’s size 
and industry and unemployment. When examining DP 
in the groups 1yFA and pFA having used different health-
care sectors the groups became too small for analyses and 
therefore were combined.

Patient and public involvement
No patients were involved in the design of the study.

RESULTS
The study population constituted 59 650 patients during 
2014–2016. There were 592 pFA and 2468 1yFA in 2014. 
Due to lost to follow- up, the group of 1yFA diminished 
so that in 2016 there were 1391 individuals in the 1yFA 
group. Men constituted 46%, 44% and 58% of patients 
for 1yFA, pFA and non- FA, respectively (table 1). FAs 
in OHS had more often used other healthcare service 
sectors than non- FAs.

During all the study years, 43.7% of the whole study 
population had not used public primary care services 
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(table 2). Altogether, 49.2% had not used private care 
and 46.5% had not used public secondary care during the 
study years. Nearly a third (31.6%) of the pFA group had 
used public secondary care services in all 3 years, while 
23.7% of 1yFA and 10.1% of non- FA, respectively, had 
used services during the 3 years. In total, 14.4% of pFAs, 
17.2% of 1yFAs and 12.3% of non- FAs had used public 
primary care during the three study years.

The sociodemographic characteristics of different 
status groups using various healthcare sectors are shown 
in table 3. There were proportionally more pFAs with 
high educational level using other healthcare sectors in 
addition to OHS. Also, there were proportionally more 
women using additional healthcare sectors than only 
OHS. Both FA- groups were more likely to use other 
service sectors than non- FA (table 4). This was particu-
larly true with public secondary care: pFA had adjusted 
OR 4.32 (95% CI 3.47 to 5.38) and 1yFA adjusted OR 2.41 
(95% CI 2.19 to 2.65). Adjusting for confounding factors 
did not significantly alter the results.

FAs parallel use of services was associated with increased 
likelihood of them receiving a DP (table 5). The OR for 
receiving DP among those FAs having used any other 
service sector was 3.01 (95% CI 1.07 to 8.44) and among 
those having used all other service sectors was 4.53 

(95% CI 1.54 to 13.34) in the adjusted model compared 
with those FAs not using parallel services. Use of public 
secondary care appeared to be the dominant factor.

DISCUSSION
OHS FAs are more likely to use other service sectors 
despite their extensive use of OHS. Notably, pFAs, who 
were in the top decile of attenders during all three study 
years were likely to use public secondary care services. 
Those FAs of any category that use all healthcare sectors 
are also more likely to receive a disability grant than 
those FAs using only OHS. Use of public secondary care 
appeared to be the dominant factor in receiving DP 
decision.

The finding that FAs, both occasional and persistent, 
are more likely to use several healthcare sectors indicates 
that despite numerous visits in the OHS primary care, 
there is need for additional or complementary services. 
This may be due to several reasons. OHS sometimes 
concentrates on illnesses affecting work ability and care 
of chronic illnesses, such as diabetes, might be steered 
to public primary care. Analysing the impact of specific 
diagnoses in different service sectors is important, but 
not possible in our study due to missing data and data 
incompatibility. Also, although patients may have access 
to OHS, the employer’s contract might limit the access 
to more expensive examinations thus creating need to 
find complementary services. On the other hand, reasons 
for choosing other service provider than OHS may also 
be found from distance to the nearest healthcare service 
provider, aim to maintain a sustainable patient–physician 
relationship or other factors that cannot be accounted 
for in this study. Interestingly, the group of pFAs had 
frequent visits to the OHS unit through all the study years, 
yet they were more likely to use other service sectors, 
too. A question rises of whether patients choose to treat 
some illnesses in OHS and some in other sectors or if this 
scattering of care is created by the system that aims to 
steer control visits from public secondary care to public 
primary care. These issues require further examination.

FAs have conducted some 20%–40% of visits in previous 
studies of primary care.7 11 29 30 In OHS, FAs conducted 
36% of the visits.18 When added to the use of public and 
private healthcare, the number of visits and thus costs will 
increase. Use of several service sectors might also lead to 
overlapping examinations and treatments. This in return 
might lead to unnecessary costs in healthcare that could 
be avoided through careful planning. On the other hand, 
use of several service sectors might also be planned and 
appropriate, if FAs have chronic illnesses that are not 
related to work and thus save employers’ costs. However, 
a possibility to use parallel services exists and if the 
patient suffers from chronic illnesses, a plan should be 
made to indicate where and by whom different aspects 
of care are covered. A coordinated view on the past and 
planned care should be available to all healthcare sectors 
taking part in the care. The Patient Data Repository is 

Table 1 Descriptive data of 1yFA, pFA and non- FA in 
occupational health primary care

Patients 2014 − 2016, n=59 650

1yFA
n=2468

pFA
n=592

non- FA
n=56 616

n % n % n %

Sex

  Male 1134 45.9 262 44.3 32 550 57.5

  Female 1334 54.1 330 55.7 24 040 42.5
43

Age

  18–34 631 25.6 108 18.2 18 483 32.7

  35–44 546 22.1 132 22.3 13 213 23.3

  45–54 628 25.4 188 31.8 13 990 24.7

  55–68 663 26.9 164 27.7 10 904 19.3

Used other primary care sectors 2014–2016

  Public 
primary care

1635 66.2 352 59.5 31 593 55.8

  Private care 1490 60.4 382 64.5 28 456 50.3

Used public 
secondary 
care

1833 74.3 494 83.4 29 602 52.3

Total 2468 592 56 590

FA status was defined as the top decile of attenders (frequent attender 
10%, FA10).
non- FA = Patients who were never in the top decile were considered 
as a reference group, non- frequent attenders.
pFA = Patients being in the top decile in all three study years (2014, 
2015 and 2016).
1yFA = Patients being in the top decile of attenders in 2014.
non- FA, non- frequent attenders; pFA, persistent FA; 1yFA, 1- year- FA.
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a national information system service for archiving elec-
tronic patient data produced in the healthcare service in 
Finland. The user interfaces vary depending on the elec-
tronic medical record system in use, and unfortunately it 
appears that electronic health records do not necessarily 
support this aim.31 Through better user interfaces and 
cumulating information, there is hopefully a brighter 
future ahead. Currently information is transferred often 
solely by the patient, which might lead to discontinuity 
of care and misunderstandings. In parallel healthcare 
sectors referral systems should be available from all 
service sectors to another. Additionally, work- related 
illnesses and work disability risks should be identified in 
all healthcare sectors and steered to OHS.

The illnesses treated in public and private care are 
possibly of the kind that affect work ability, such as mental 
or musculoskeletal disorders.13 These chronic illnesses 
are likely to have work ability effects and their identifica-
tion in other service sectors would be crucial for timely 
measures for disability prevention. There is need for 
education and mechanisms that support steering patients 
to OHS in these cases. Currently there are no widely used 
mechanisms to guide patients in need of OHS care to 
their service provider, other than through the patient’s 
own initiative. However, it should be noted there are 

initiatives that pilot these steering mechanisms aiming 
to ease availability and access to OHS primary care32 and 
extensive availability of the OHS services are likely to aid 
this aim.33

To our knowledge, this study is the first to examine the 
association between multiple service sector use and DP 
among FAs through register data. The finding that FAs 
using all service sectors are more likely to receive a DP 
emphasises the need for coordination of FAs’ care. Work 
disability, leading to part- time or full- time withdrawal from 
the work force, is an acknowledged problem in industri-
alised countries. Governments underline the importance 
of ensuring that workers do not leave the labour market 
prematurely for health reasons,34 35 as illness- based 
retirement is not only a loss to the individual but also an 
economic and social challenge. In Finland in 2019, the 
expenditure created through DPs was 1.8 billion euros, 
mostly due to musculoskeletal and mental disorders.10

According to our study, FAs’ use of all healthcare sectors 
is associated with likelihood of receiving a DP. If patients 
use several healthcare sectors their risk of work disability 
may not be identified in a timely manner and they might 
not receive the supportive interventions they need. 
Without coordination of care and services, OHS cannot 
support the employee or employer to for example tailor 

Table 2 Proportion of different FA- groups in OHS having visited the different service sectors in one, two or all study years

No public primary care visits
Public primary care visits in 
1 year

Public primary care visits 
2/3 years

Public primary care visits 
all 3 years

n (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)

Non- FA 24 997 (44.2) 14 749 (26.1) 9862 (17.4) 6982 (12.3)

1yFA 833 (33.8) 688 (27.9) 522 (21.2) 425 (17.2)

pFA 240 (40.5) 149 (25.2) 118 (19.9) 85 (14.4)

All 26 070 (43.7) 15 586 (26.1) 10 502 (17.6) 7492 (12.6)

P<0.0001

No private care visits Private care visits in 1 year
Private care visits 2/3 
years

Private care visits all 3 
years

Non- FA 28 134 (49.7) 14 120 (25.0) 8516 (15.0) 5820 (10.3)

1yFA 978 (39.6) 636 (25.8) 488 (19.8) 366 (14.8)

pFA 210 (35.5) 158 (26.7) 97 (16.4) 127 (21.5)

All 29 322 (49.2) 14 914 (25.0) 9101 (15.3) 6313 (10.6)

P<0.0001

No public secondary care 
visits

Public secondary care visits 
in 1 year

Public secondary care 
visits 2/3 years

Public secondary care 
visits all 3 years

Non- FA 26 988 (47.7) 15 235 (26.9) 8635 (15.3) 5732 (10.1)

1yFA 635 (25.7) 662 (26.8) 586 (23.7) 585 (23.7)

pFA 98 (16.6) 141 (23.8) 166 (28.0) 187 (31.6)

All 27 721 (46.5) 16 038 (26.9) 9387 (15.7) 6504 (10.9)

P<0.0001

FA status was defined as the top decile of attenders (frequent attender 10%, FA10).
non- FA = Patients who were never in the top decile were considered as a reference group, non- frequent attenders.
pFA = Patients being in the top decile in all three study years (2014, 2015 and 2016).
1yFA = Patients being in the top decile of attenders in 2014.
P value, χ2 test of independence.
non- FA, non- frequent attenders; OHS, occupational health services; pFA, persistent FA; 1yFA, 1- year- FA.



6 Reho TTM, et al. BMJ Open 2022;12:e052740. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-052740

Open access 

Ta
b

le
 3

 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
d

at
a 

of
 t

he
 s

oc
io

d
em

og
ra

p
hi

c 
ch

ar
ac

te
ris

tic
s 

of
 d

iff
er

en
t 

st
at

us
 g

ro
up

s 
(1

yF
A

, p
FA

 a
nd

 n
on

- F
A

) u
si

ng
 v

ar
io

us
 h

ea
lth

ca
re

 s
ec

to
rs

O
nl

y 
O

H
S

 v
is

it
s

O
H

S
 a

nd
 p

ub
lic

 s
ec

o
nd

ar
y 

ca
re

 v
is

it
s

O
H

S
 a

nd
 p

ub
lic

 p
ri

m
ar

y 
ca

re
 v

is
it

s
O

H
S

 a
nd

 p
ri

va
te

 c
ar

e 
vi

si
ts

N
o

n-
 FA

1y
FA

p
FA

N
o

n-
 FA

1y
FA

p
FA

N
o

n-
 FA

1y
FA

p
FA

N
o

n-
 FA

1y
FA

p
FA

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

n 
(%

)
n 

(%
)

S
ex

 
 M

al
e

68
56

 (8
0.

0)
11

5 
(7

4.
2)

27
 (7

5.
0)

15
 6

48
 (5

2.
9)

81
1 

(4
4.

2)
21

2 
(4

2.
9)

16
 2

77
 (5

1.
5)

66
1 

(4
0.

4)
13

2 
(3

7.
5)

13
 0

20
 (4

5.
8)

55
8 

(3
7.

4)
13

5 
(3

5.
3)

 
 Fe

m
al

e
17

15
 (2

0.
0)

40
 (2

5.
8)

9 
(2

5.
0)

13
 9

54
 (4

7.
1)

10
22

 (5
5.

8)
28

2 
(5

7.
1)

15
 3

16
 (4

8.
5)

97
4 

(5
9.

6)
22

0 
(6

2.
5)

15
 4

36
 (5

4.
2)

93
2 

(6
2.

6)
24

7 
(6

4.
7)

O
cc

up
at

io
na

l c
la

ss

 
 U

p
p

er
 n

on
- m

an
ua

l
20

22
 (2

4.
1)

(1
4.

4)
(8

.3
)

50
73

 (1
7.

2)
19

0 
(1

0.
4)

(1
0.

5)
44

19
 (1

4.
0)

15
9 

(9
.8

)
(1

1.
4)

62
26

 (2
1.

9)
19

5 
(1

3.
1)

(1
2.

8)

 
 Lo

w
er

 n
on

- m
an

ua
l

22
09

 (2
6.

3)
(2

0.
3)

(1
6.

7)
94

03
 (3

1.
9)

59
8 

(3
2.

8)
(3

4.
8)

98
32

 (3
1.

2)
54

9 
(3

3.
7)

(3
7.

8)
96

73
 (3

4.
1)

51
9 

(3
4.

9)
(3

6.
1)

 
 M

an
ua

l
29

96
 (3

5.
7)

(5
0.

3)
(6

9.
4)

89
85

 (3
0.

5)
59

9 
(3

2.
9)

(5
0.

8)
10

 1
59

 (3
2.

3)
47

9 
(2

9.
4)

(4
6.

9)
69

76
 (2

4.
6)

43
6 

(2
9.

4)
(4

6.
3)

 
 O

th
er

 
en

tr
ep

re
ne

ur
s

32
3 

(3
.9

)
–

–
12

48
 (4

.2
)

31
 (1

.7
)

–
11

50
 (3

.7
)

18
 (1

.1
)

–
15

09
 (5

.3
)

39
 (2

.6
)

–

 
 O

th
er

s
83

5 
(1

0.
0)

(1
3.

7)
–

47
74

 (1
6.

2)
40

3 
(2

2.
1)

(3
.6

)
59

23
 (1

8.
8)

42
2 

(2
5.

9)
(3

.7
)

39
86

 (1
4.

1)
29

6 
(1

9.
9)

(4
.2

)

E
d

uc
at

io
na

l l
ev

el

 
 B

as
ic

86
1 

(1
0.

3)
21

 (1
3.

7)
4 

(1
1.

1)
32

40
 (1

1.
0)

22
8 

(1
2.

5)
52

 (1
0.

5)
36

82
 (1

1.
7)

20
0 

(1
2.

3)
37

 (1
0.

5)
24

31
 (8

.6
)

14
9 

(1
0.

0)
37

 (9
.7

)

 
 In

te
rm

ed
ia

te
40

30
 (4

8.
1)

83
 (5

4.
2)

25
 (6

9.
4)

14
 8

19
 (5

0.
3)

10
14

 (5
5.

7)
31

2 
(6

3.
2)

16
 9

76
 (5

3.
9)

92
2 

(5
6.

7)
22

0 
(6

2.
5)

12
 3

75
 (4

3.
6)

77
4 

(5
2.

1)
22

2 
(5

8.
1)

 
 H

ig
h

34
94

 (4
1.

7)
49

 (3
2.

0)
7 

(1
9.

4)
11

 4
24

 (3
8.

7)
57

9 
(3

1.
8)

13
0 

(2
6.

3)
10

 8
25

 (3
4.

4)
50

5 
(3

1.
0)

95
 (2

7.
0)

13
 5

64
 (4

7.
8)

56
2 

(3
7.

8)
12

3 
(3

2.
2)

Li
vi

ng
 a

lo
ne

 
 A

lo
ne

16
46

 (1
9.

8)
45

 (2
9.

6)
9 

(2
5.

0)
55

42
 (1

9.
0)

41
2 

(2
2.

9)
12

3 
(2

5.
0)

59
01

 (1
9.

0)
36

5 
(2

2.
8)

87
 (2

4.
9)

51
39

 (1
8.

3)
31

7 
(2

1.
6)

96
 (2

5.
3)

 
 N

ot
 a

lo
ne

66
58

 (8
0.

2)
10

7 
(7

0.
4)

27
 (7

5.
0)

23
 6

34
 (8

1.
0)

13
86

 (7
7.

1)
36

9 
(7

5.
0)

25
 2

32
 (8

1.
0)

12
37

 (7
7.

2)
26

3 
(7

5.
1)

22
 9

81
 (8

1.
7)

11
49

 (7
8.

4)
28

4 
(7

4.
7)

 
 

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

(1
00

)
(1

00
)

-=
n 

m
is

si
ng

 w
he

n 
th

e 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
un

its
 w

er
e 

to
o 

sm
al

l t
o 

b
e 

re
p

or
te

d
 (g

ui
d

el
in

es
 o

f S
ta

tis
tic

s 
Fi

nl
an

d
, v

al
ue

s 
<

3 
sh

ou
ld

 n
ot

 b
e 

re
p

or
te

d
).

FA
 s

ta
tu

s 
w

as
 d

efi
ne

d
 a

s 
th

e 
to

p
 d

ec
ile

 o
f a

tt
en

d
er

s 
(fr

eq
ue

nt
 a

tt
en

d
er

 1
0%

, F
A

10
).

no
n-

 FA
 =

 P
at

ie
nt

s 
w

ho
 w

er
e 

ne
ve

r 
in

 t
he

 t
op

 d
ec

ile
 w

er
e 

co
ns

id
er

ed
 a

s 
a 

re
fe

re
nc

e 
gr

ou
p

, n
on

- f
re

q
ue

nt
 a

tt
en

d
er

s.
1y

Fa
 =

 P
at

ie
nt

s 
b

ei
ng

 in
 t

he
 t

op
 d

ec
ile

 o
f a

tt
en

d
er

s 
in

 2
01

4.
p

FA
 =

 P
at

ie
nt

s 
b

ei
ng

 in
 t

he
 t

op
 d

ec
ile

 in
 a

ll 
th

re
e 

st
ud

y 
ye

ar
s 

(2
01

4,
 2

01
5 

an
d

 2
01

6)
no

n-
 FA

, n
on

- f
re

q
ue

nt
 a

tt
en

d
er

s;
 O

H
S

, o
cc

up
at

io
na

l h
ea

lth
 s

er
vi

ce
s;

 p
FA

, p
er

si
st

en
t 

FA
; 1

yF
A

, 1
- y

ea
r-

 FA
.



7Reho TTM, et al. BMJ Open 2022;12:e052740. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-052740

Open access

work tasks to support ability and to continue working. 
OHS has a legislated role in coordination of return to 
work programmes, work ability support and rehabili-
tation.36 37 OHS has a contact with the workplace and 
knowledge on the possibilities of social security system to 
support for example training for a new profession when 
one is unable to continue in their previous work. A case 
manager in the OHS holding the threads, when care is 
scattered to multiple service sectors, could also add a 
rehabilitative perspective to the individual care plan. It 
can’t be deduced based on our results, whether the DPs 
among our study population could have been prevented 
through supportive or rehabilitative measures.

The use of public secondary care appears to have the 
greatest effect on DP risk, which can be expected as 
patients who have severe illnesses are referred to public 
secondary care. On the other hand, it is possible that 
DPs are suggested for the patients more easily in public 
secondary care, if the specialists are not aware of reha-
bilitative possibilities and return to work programmes. 
An association between FA- status and work disability has 
been shown in a previous study,3 4 and this was underlined 
with FAs in OHS and musculoskeletal disorders—often 
requiring evaluation and treatment in public secondary 
care. However, OHS has several ways to support work 
ability and return to work when given the possibility, 
such as job accommodation,38 that might allow patients 
suffering from musculoskeletal disorders to continue 
working. There are indicative results of the effectiveness 
of this kind of measures also for mental disorders.39

The findings of the study can be cautiously generalised 
to the working population in Finland. Our findings could 
be indicative of similar risks in other populations where 
parallel services are used.Ta
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Table 5 Predictive value of parallel service use of OHS 
frequent attenders (1yFA and pFA) during 2014–2016 for 
any disability pension decision in 2015–2018 using binary 
logistic regression

OR (95% CI)

Unadjusted Adjusted*

Visits in OHS and 
public primary or 
private care

0.79 (0.24 to 2.59) 0.32 (0.07 to 1.56)

Visits in OHS and 
public secondary care

4.13 (1.52 to 11.25) 3.63 (1.29 to 10.25)

Visits in OHS and any 
other service sector

3.47 (1.27 to 9.43) 3.01 (1.07 to 8.44)

Visits in all service 
sectors

4.94 (1.80 to 13.57) 4.53 (1.54 to 13.34)

The reference group (=1.0) being FAs that have no parallel service use.
1yFA = Patients who were in the top decile of attenders in 2014 
pFA=patients who were in the top decile in all three study years 
(2014,2015 and 2016).
*Adjusted for sex, age, occupational class, educational level, living 
alone, unemployment, workplace size and industry.
OHS, occupational health services; pFA, persistent frequent attenders; 
1yFA, 1- year- FA.
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A strength of the study is the combination of OHS 
real world data with several good quality registers to 
examine all healthcare sectors. We were able to adjust 
for confounding factors given the comprehensive socio-
demographic data available. Using the data of a nation-
wide operating OHS provider is likely to reduce the effect 
of possible geographic factors such as long distances. 
Use of medical record data and the large study sample 
dilute human error and recall bias. However, our study 
has also limitations. We have used only outpatient visits 
to public secondary care since they are more in line with 
other outpatient visits. We could not control for changes 
in occupational status during the study years—thus, 
occasional FAs might use more other service sectors in 
later years because they do not have access to OHS care 
or since they have been employed with a new employer 
not providing OHS primary care services. However, the 
same trend is seen with pFAs, who have access and visits 
in OHS primary care during all study years. Another 
limitation is the lack of data on the comprehensiveness 
of OHS contracts which might have an influence on need 
to use other service sectors. However, 90% of the working 
population has access to OHS primary care.40 The OHS 
allows visits to physicians and nurses but might limit 
use of more refined laboratory tests or imaging. In this 
register study, it was not possible to account for personal 
reasons to choose a certain service sector such as distance 
to the service provider or diagnoses. We have included 
patients aged 18‒68 years but patients cannot enter DP 
once they have reached their old- age pension limit, which 
is generally 65 years. There were 582 persons aged 65‒68 
years (non- FA=553, 1yFA=26, pFA=3). Service use and 
disability are intertwined and service use is likely to be 
consequence of perceived work ability issues particularly 
in the OHS context. Using this setting, it is not possible to 
evaluate the accurate paths that lead to disability.

CONCLUSIONS
FAs of OH primary care who used several healthcare 
sectors have an increased likelihood to receive a DP. The 
association was emphasised with public secondary care. 
Coordination FAs’ care in OHS should be improved 
between different sectors to enhance work ability support.

Further research is needed on whether OHS’ interven-
tions and care coordination could reduce DPs among 
patients using parallel services. More research is also 
necessary to examine patients’ perspectives on why they 
choose or need a certain service provider, for example, 
through qualitative research or surveys.

Contributors The study design was planned by RS, JU, MV, MS, AS, MK, SA and 
TTMR. Planning of data collection was done by RS, JU, MV, MS, AS, MK, SA and 
TTMR. The design for data analysis design was done by RS, JU, MV, MS, AS, MK, SA 
and TTMR. MK analysed the data. TTMR wrote the first draft and RS, JU, MV, MS, 
AS, MK, SA and TTMR contributed to the final version by revising and commenting 
on the draft. RS, JU, MV, MS, AS, MK, SA and TTMR approved the final version. 
TTMR and RS act as guarantors.

Funding This study was supported by the Finnish Work Environment Fund 
(TSR 117360). This study was also supported by State’s Research Fund (Valtion 
tutkimusrahoitus, 9×057).

Disclaimer The funders had no role in the design of the study nor collection, 
analysis, and interpretation of data or in writing the manuscript.

Competing interests None declared.

Patient and public involvement Patients and/or the public were not involved in 
the design, or conduct, or reporting, or dissemination plans of this research.

Patient consent for publication Not applicable.

Ethics approval The ethics committee of Pirkanmaa Hospital District (ETL 
R16041) approved the study and the administrative permission was granted by the 
National Institute of Health and Welfare (THL/556/5.05.OO/2016). Permissions to 
use pseudonymised register data were obtained from the original data holders as 
well. Good scientific practice, data protection guidelines and ethical standards were 
followed in collecting and analysing the data and in reporting the results.

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement Data may be obtained from a third party and are 
not publicly available. The data supporting the findings are combined for the 
purposes of this study and are stored by Statistics Finland. Restrictions apply to the 
availability of these data, which were used under license for the current study, and 
so they are not publicly available.

Supplemental material This content has been supplied by the author(s). It has 
not been vetted by BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have been 
peer- reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations discussed are solely those 
of the author(s) and are not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and 
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the content. Where the content 
includes any translated material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and reliability 
of the translations (including but not limited to local regulations, clinical guidelines, 
terminology, drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible for any error 
and/or omissions arising from translation and adaptation or otherwise.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY- NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non- commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the use 
is non- commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iD
Tiia T M Reho http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6402-2055

REFERENCES
 1 Vedsted P, Christensen MB. Frequent attenders in general practice 

care: a literature review with special reference to methodological 
considerations. Public Health 2005;119:118–37.

 2 Karlsson H, Lehtinen V, Joukamaa M. Frequent attenders of Finnish 
public primary health care: sociodemographic characteristics and 
physical morbidity. Fam Pract 1994;11:424–30.

 3 Bergh H, Baigi A, Månsson J, et al. Predictive factors for long- 
term sick leave and disability pension among frequent and normal 
attenders in primary health care over 5 years. Public Health 
2007;121:25–33.

 4 Reho TTM, Atkins SA, Talola N, et al. Frequent attenders at risk of 
disability pension: a longitudinal study combining routine and register 
data. Scand J Public Health 2020;48:181–9.

 5 Reid S, Wessely S, Crayford T, et al. Medically unexplained 
symptoms in frequent attenders of secondary health care: 
retrospective cohort study. BMJ 2001;322:767.

 6 Karlsson H, Lehtinen V, Joukamaa M. Psychiatric morbidity among 
frequent attender patients in primary care. Gen Hosp Psychiatry 
1995;17:19–25.

 7 Bergh H, Marklund B. Characteristics of frequent attenders in 
different age and sex groups in primary health care. Scand J Prim 
Health Care 2003;21:171–7.

 8 Gili M, Luciano JV, Serrano MJ, et al. Mental disorders among 
frequent attenders in primary care. J Nerv Ment Dis 2011;199:744–9.

 9 Reho T, Atkins S, Talola N, et al. Comparing occasional and 
persistent frequent attenders in occupational health primary care - a 
longitudinal study. BMC Public Health 2018;18:1–9.

 10 Finnish Centre for Pensions. Pension recipients in Finland in 2019. 
Helsinki, 2020.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6402-2055
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2004.03.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/fampra/11.4.424
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2006.08.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494819838663
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.322.7289.767
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0163-8343(94)00059-m
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02813430310001149
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02813430310001149
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/NMD.0b013e31822fcd4d
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-6217-8


9Reho TTM, et al. BMJ Open 2022;12:e052740. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2021-052740

Open access

 11 Smits FTM, Brouwer HJ, ter Riet G, et al. Epidemiology of frequent 
attenders: a 3- year historic cohort study comparing attendance, 
morbidity and prescriptions of one- year and persistent frequent 
attenders. BMC Public Health 2009;9:36.

 12 Smits FT, Brouwer HJ, Zwinderman AH, et al. Why do they keep 
coming back? psychosocial etiology of persistence of frequent 
attendance in primary care: a prospective cohort study. J Psychosom 
Res 2014;77:492–503.

 13 Reho TTM, Atkins SA, Talola N, et al. Occasional and persistent 
frequent attenders and sickness absences in occupational 
health primary care: a longitudinal study in Finland. BMJ Open 
2019;9:e024980.

 14 Perhoniemi R, Blomgren J. Frequent attenders of three outpatient 
health care schemes in Finland: characteristics and association 
with long- term sickness absences, 2016- 2018. BMC Public Health 
2021;21:870.

 15 Virtanen P, Mattila K. Työterveyslääkärin potilas käy myös 
terveyskeskuksessa, tosin harvoin [Patients of occupational health 
physicians also visit health centre GPs, albeit seldom] (In Finnish with 
English summary). Suom Lääkäril 2011;47:3583–6.

 16 Ikonen A, Räsänen K, Manninen P, et al. Use of health services 
by Finnish employees in regard to health- related factors: the 
population- based health 2000 study. Int Arch Occup Environ Health 
2013;86:451–62.

 17 Smits FT, Brouwer HJ, Zwinderman AH, et al. Morbidity and doctor 
characteristics only partly explain the substantial healthcare 
expenditures of frequent attenders: a record linkage study between 
patient data and reimbursements data. BMC Fam Pract 2013;14:138.

 18 Reho TTM, Atkins SA, Talola N, et al. Frequent attenders in 
occupational health primary care: a cross- sectional study. Scand J 
Public Health 2019;47:28- 36.

 19 Reho T, Atkins S, Korhonen M, et al. Sociodemographic 
characteristics and disability pensions of frequent attenders in 
occupational health primary care - a follow- up study in Finland. BMC 
Public Health 2021;21:1847.

 20 Krokstad S, Johnsen R, Westin S. Social determinants of disability 
pension: a 10- year follow- up of 62 000 people in a Norwegian 
County population. Int J Epidemiol 2002;31:1183–91.

 21 Bruusgaard D, Smeby L, Claussen B. Education and disability 
pension: a stronger association than previously found. Scand J 
Public Health 2010;38:686–90.

 22 Leinonen T, Martikainen P, Lahelma E. Interrelationships between 
education, occupational social class, and income as determinants of 
disability retirement. Scand J Public Health 2012;40:157–66.

 23 Marmot M. Social determinants of health inequalities. Lancet 
2005;365:1099–104.

 24 Lappalainen L, Liira J, Lamminpää A, et al. Work disability 
negotiations: supervisors' view of work disability and collaboration 
with occupational health services. Disabil Rehabil 2019;41:2015–25.

 25 Vuorenkoski L. Finland: Health system review. Health Systems in 
Transition 2008;10.No. 4, 2008.

 26 Statistics Finland. FOLK- database, Basic data - data description. 
Available: https://taika.stat.fi/en/aineistokuvaus.html#!?dataid= 
FOLK_19872019_jua_perus20_002.xml [Accessed 30 Mar 2021].

 27 Forssas E, Manderbacka K, Arffman M, et al. Socio- Economic 
predictors of mortality among diabetic people. Eur J Public Health 
2012;22:305–10.

 28 Lahtinen H, Sirniö O, Martikainen P. Social class and the risk of 
unemployment: trends, gender differences and the contribution of 
education. Acta Sociol 2020;63:303–21.

 29 Jørgensen JT, Andersen JS, Tjønneland A, et al. Determinants of 
frequent attendance in Danish general practice: a cohort- based 
cross- sectional study. BMC Fam Pract 2016;17:9.

 30 Kapur N, Hunt I, Lunt M, et al. Psychosocial and illness related 
predictors of consultation rates in primary care--a cohort study. 
Psychol Med 2004;34:719–28.

 31 Kaipio J, Lääveri T, Hyppönen H, et al. Usability problems do not 
heal by themselves: national survey on physicians' experiences with 
EHRs in Finland. Int J Med Inform 2017;97:266–81.

 32 Piitulainen K, Korhonen I, Husman K, et al. Tukimalli työhönpaluuseen 
selkäleikkauksen jälkeen mukaan [New support for return to work of 
temporarily incapacitated workers: Results of operational integration 
of occupational health and other health services] (In Finnish). Suom 
Lääkäril 2019;74:1048–51.

 33 Rasanen K, Heikkinen J, Myllykangas M. Työterveyshuollon 
sairaanhoitopalvelujen käyttö vaihtelee tarjonnan mukaan [Supply 
and use of consultation services in occupational health units 
in the nine biggest cities in Finland] (In Finnish). Suom Lääkäril 
2014;69:1325–30.

 34 Waddel G, Burton KA. Is work good for your health and well- being? 
London, UK, 2006.

 35 Työelämäryhmän loppuraportti. Ehdotuksia työurien pidentämiseksi 
[Suggestions to prolong working careers, Report] (In Finnish), 2010.

 36 Occupational health care act. Työterveyshuoltolaki. 1383/2001.
 37 Uitti J. Hyvä työterveyshuoltokäytäntö [Good Occupational Health 

Practice] (In Finnish). 3rd- 4th ed. Helsinki: Työterveyslaitos, 
2014: 217–8.

 38 Van Oostrom S, Driessen M, de Vet H. Workplace interventions for 
preventing work disability (review). Cochrane Database Syst Rev 
2009;2:1–67.

 39 Mikkelsen MB, Rosholm M. Systematic review and meta- analysis 
of interventions aimed at enhancing return to work for sick- listed 
workers with common mental disorders, stress- related disorders, 
somatoform disorders and personality disorders. Occup Environ Med 
2018;75:675–86.

 40 Lappalainen K, Aminoff M, Hakulinen H. Työterveyshuolto Suomessa 
vuonna 2015 [Occupational healthcare in Finland 2015 Report] (In 
Finnish with english summary). Työterveyslaitos, 2016.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-9-36
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2014.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2014.08.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2018-024980
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10866-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00420-012-0778-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2296-14-138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494818777436
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494818777436
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11873-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11873-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/ije/31.6.1183
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494810378916
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494810378916
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1403494811435492
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(05)71146-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2018.1455112
https://taika.stat.fi/en/aineistokuvaus.html#!?dataid=FOLK_19872019_jua_perus20_002.xml
https://taika.stat.fi/en/aineistokuvaus.html#!?dataid=FOLK_19872019_jua_perus20_002.xml
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckr044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0001699318817594
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12875-016-0412-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0033291703001223
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijmedinf.2016.10.010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/oemed-2018-105073

	Parallel use of primary and secondary healthcare by frequent attenders in occupational health and their work disability: a longitudinal study in Finland
	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Study setting and design
	Data collection and study population
	Statistical analysis
	Patient and public involvement

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	References


