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FEATURE: HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Dr John Cummins explores how bad food habits in 

the workplace can impact productivity.

BY DR JOHN CUMMINS, EXECUTIVE MEDICINE, SYDNEY

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

THERE ARE THREE PILLARS IN  

developing a workplace that promotes good 

health and productivity: encouraging excellent 

nutrition, enabling a variety of physical  

movement and managing the effects of any  

mental stress. 

It’s the first of these three pillars that appears  

to be the simplest but is rarely adopted.

Good diet = good health
The Interheart study, which covers all continents, 

demonstrated that 90 per cent of coronary artery 

disease and stroke risk can be explained by 

lifestyle measures, of which excellent nutrition, 

with a heavy emphasis on eating plenty of fruits, 

salads and vegetables, is an integral component.

The New England Journal of Medicine published 

an article in 2013 showing that the Mediterranean 

diet reduces future risk of heart attack by 30 per 

cent, which has the same correlating effect as a 

pharmaceutical cholesterol-lowering medication.  

The Mediterranean diet has been consistently proven 

to have a protective effect on arteries over the past 

two decades. 

From a cancer perspective, processed meats 

(sausages, salami, etc) are directly carcinogenic, 

particularly increasing the likelihood of bowel cancer, 

while obesity (a reflection of excess caloric intake) 

likely explains 20–30 per cent of all cancers.

Then there’s high glycaemic index carbohydrates, 

such as white bread, dates, watermelon and 

cornflakes, that result in sugar surges in the blood 

which stresses the pancreas and possibly contributes 

to type 2 diabetes. 

As Australians, we naturally live in a culture that 

encourages weight gain by its sedentary focus. Our 

culture is awash with excessive carbohydrates, a lack 

of emphasis on fibres (for example, legumes, beans, 

peas, chickpeas, lentils and even peanuts),  

as well as an inadequate intake of vegetables  

and salads. 

The inluence of nutrition on behaviour
Energy levels can fluctuate according to the  

timing of meals, as well as the volume and  

make-up of meals, caffeinated beverages and  

sugar-loaded drinks. 

There are two ways in which work culture can 

influence positive nutrition behaviour in employees. 

The first of those is the food that’s supplied to 

employees at work. Often food provided for events 

like team meetings and lunchtime gatherings are 

extremely poor food choices, such as nutrient-poor 

biscuits and high-calorie, sugared soft drinks and  

fruit juices. 

In addition, food that’s supplied and brought in 

for corporate events is often high in saturated fats, 

poor-quality carbohydrates and lacking in vegetables 

and salads. 

The second practice is to educate staff on how to eat 

healthily at work. It’s not complex, yet some people 

don’t understand basic healthy eating concepts.  »

WHAT SHOULD WE 

BE EATING?
IF YOU IMAGINE A FAMILY 

DINNER PLATE, THE 

PORTION ALLOCATION 

WOULD BE DIVIDED AS 

SUCH: 

50% of your 
plate (food 
intake) should 
be vegetables, 
salads or other plant  
food that relect a variety  
of colours.

25% should 
be a healthy 
lean protein. 
For example, tofu, chicken 
breast, turkey breast or 
grilled ish. 

25% should be a 
multigrain or low 
glycaemic index 
carbohydrate. 
For example, multigrain 
bread, sweet potato 
(not regular potato) or 
multigrain pasta.

50%

25%

25%
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HR MANAGER
DRIVE THE HR FUNCTION
Melbourne Western suburbs. 
$90k - $100k + super + car. 
SME organisation.

This manufacturing SME located in Melbourne’s Western Suburbs is 
at the forefront of their industry. An exciting opportunity exists for a 
professional and hands on HR Manager to join their organisation. 

You’ll have five direct reports and be responsible for driving the HR 
function from an operational and technical perspective. In a true HR 
business partnering approach you’ll coach and support all employees. 
The organisation is going through a change and prior experience 
managing the redundancy process is required. You’ll play an integral 
role in training and development and dealing with ER/IR issues. 

You’ll have proven experience as a hands on HR professional and the ability 
to work autonomously with minimal 
direction. You’ll also have strong 
communication skills with the ability 
to write concise reports. Experience 
in a blue collar or industrial SME 
business is highly advantageous. 

Contact Carli Rothschild at  
carli.rothschild@hays.com.au  
or 03 9604 9659.
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HR BUSINESS PARTNER
CREATE & COLLABORATE
Western Sydney.

This Australian consultancy provides a range of business services 
to a niche local and international customer base. An exciting 
opportunity exists for an experienced HR Business Partner to join 
their collaborative and close knit HR team. Reporting to the Head 
of HR, you’ll be responsible for a client base of 250. 

A key focus will be providing support across HR, talent 
management and L&D. You’ll also need to build efective 
relationships with stakeholders. You’ll be an experienced Business 
Partner who has supported a creative and entrepreneurial 
workforce which includes a large corporate function. With 
generalist HR experience and a passion for building culture and 
staf engagement, you’ll be commercial with a background in 
creating and delivering a HR strategy. 

Contact Natalie Clark at  
natalie.clark@hays.com.au  
or 02 8226 9609.

Simple practices to put in place to enable good 

nutrition choices include healthy eating messaging  

in areas where people congregate, such as the  

water fountain and kitchen areas. Another good 

policy is to hold nutrition seminars with external 

speakers and offering nutitional counselling as a  

staff health benefit. 

These strategies could have a significant impact  

on productivity if implemented. 

In my experience, many workers simply need  

to be educated on how to choose a healthy meal, 

especially when buying their lunch from a food  

court or local cafe.

Tips to eating well 
Most people tend to eat a very healthy breakfast, with 

low GI cereal and skim or low fat milk, or multigrain 

toast with avocado or another healthy spread. 

Yet, typically they then order lunches from food 

courts that are high GI, carbohydrate-rich – types 

of food that you don’t need to eat a lot of to put on 

weight. For example, if staff eat lunches that contain 

energy-rich foods, such as white bread or turkish 

bread, white rice and red or fried meat, without many 

vegetables, they feel tired in the early afternoon.

Here are some healthy work lunch alternatives:

•	 A filling salad made on a base of lentils and/or 

chickpeas.

•	 A general garden salad with protein, such as 

chicken, but skip the creamy dressing.

•	 A vegetarian pattie on multigrain bread with  

a large amount of salad as filler.

•	 Rice paper rolls with bountiful salad filling – 

generally Vietnamese food is often fresh with 

plenty of plant-type food. 

•	 In terms of take-away, look for healthy food chains 

that are salad-based. 

If you look hard enough, you can find a food 

outlet dedicated to vegetarian or very healthy food. 

Try to avoid the majority of food that is sold in food 

courts which can be unhealthy and energy-dense, 

predisposing individuals to significant weight gain. 

What food should be in the ofice?
Firstly, fruit juice should not be in sight in  

a workplace kitchen, as it predisposes individuals  

to increased suger intake and potential weight  

gain. Besides, water is a great healthy alternative  

and is free.

Healthy snack options could include: 

•	 Nuts (a maximum of 18 nuts per snack).

•	 Raw vegetables cut ito bite-sized pieces.

•	 Some healthy commercially-packaged snacks.

•	 Multigrain biscuits/snacks.

•	 Avocado, salad, baked beans, etc. 

•	 A fruit bowl that’s kept topped up all week is 

very important. Two pieces of fruit a day keeps 

us healthy, reduces blood pressure due to the 

high potassium content in fruits and reduces the 

risk of bowel cancer because of the high fibre 

fruit contains.

Food that’s brought in for events should be  

from a supplier who can cater for foods that 

are rich in salad and vegetables, less dense in 

carbohydrates and have a healthy protein, whether 

that’s chicken breast, fish, turkey breast or tofu. 

Ideal examples include Vietnamese rolls, stir-fried 

vegetables with a healthy protein, vegetarian 

choices or even soups.

Catering and the next step
In my experience, it’s rare to see catered corporate 

events that provide the ideal food mix. For many 

of the business people that I see, the predominant 

reason for weight gain is driven by the provision  

of food in the workplace. Many are forced to  

spend significant time in meetings, and being 

fed nutrient-poor and calorie-rich foods, such as 

biscuits and breads.

One good thing about many catering companies 

is that the presentation of their food is generally 

pleasing to look at – after all, we eat with our eyes. 

Fruits and vegetables come in an array of 

attractive colours and textures, so a little extra 

time in the workplace spent arranging creative and 

healthy platters is a quick crowd pleaser. Plus, staff 

are getting the nutrients they need to avoid the 

afternoon slump. 

Plus, with a plethora of readily available, and 

affordable, health food options in mainstream 

supermarkets today, platters of deep fried foods 

and pies are quickly becoming a thing of the past.

Good nutrition and healthy eating habits  

are not concepts that are often campaigned in the 

workplace. However, with the direct relationships 

between bad food choices, weight gain and poor 

energy levels, the food provided and promoted 

in the workplace is something that could do with 

serious thought and possibly action by those in 

leadership positions. 
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“HOLDING A 

NUTRITION 

SEMINAR... 

COULD HAVE A 

SIGNIFICANT  

IMPACT ON 

PRODUCTIVITY.”
DR JOHN CUMMINS,  

EXECUTIVE MEDICINE,  
SYDNEY


