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Abstract 

Occupational health nursing (OHN) has traditionally focused on formal employment sectors; however, with the rise of informal 

employment and the persistence of occupational hazards in rural areas, the need for community-based occupational health 

interventions is more urgent than ever. This review explores the pivotal role of occupational health nurses (OHNs) in addressing the 

unique health needs of workers in rural and informal sectors. It highlights challenges such as lack of regulation, inadequate access 

to healthcare, and exposure to occupational hazards, while emphasizing evidence-based strategies, policy frameworks, and the 

transformative potential of nurses in these under-resourced settings. 
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1. Introduction 

Occupational health is a vital component of public health that 

focuses on preventing work-related illnesses and promoting 

safety at the workplace. In rural and informal work sectors, 

occupational health issues are often overlooked due to the lack 

of regulatory frameworks, poor access to healthcare, and the 

invisibility of these populations in mainstream labor statistics. 

Informal workers—such as agricultural laborers, construction 

workers, street vendors, and artisans—constitute more than 

80% of India’s labor force, making them a key demographic for 

occupational health interventions. 

Occupational Health Nurses (OHNs) have a unique opportunity 

to bridge the gap between healthcare services and these 

underserved populations. Their scope of practice goes beyond 

clinics and industries, encompassing health education, 

surveillance, risk assessment, rehabilitation, and advocacy. 

 
2. Understanding the Rural and Informal Work Context 

2.1 Rural Workforce Profile 

The rural workforce primarily includes agricultural laborers, 

small-scale farmers, weavers, fishers, and women engaged in 

domestic or home-based industries. These workers are often 

engaged in physically demanding tasks with minimal protective 

equipment or training. 

2.2 Informal Sector Overview 

The informal sector consists of workers who lack formal 

contracts, social security, or employer liability coverage. 

Examples include construction laborers, domestic workers, 

vendors, drivers, and gig economy participants. Their 

occupational risks vary from chemical exposures and ergonomic 

hazards to psychological stress and workplace violence. 

 
3. Occupational Hazards and Health Challenges 

3.1 Physical Hazards 

Informal and rural workers are frequently exposed to extreme 

temperatures, heavy lifting, prolonged standing, noise pollution, 

and repetitive strain injuries. In agriculture, exposure to 

pesticides and animal-borne diseases is common. 

3.2 Chemical and Biological Hazards 

Many workers handle chemicals (e.g., pesticides, solvents, 

construction materials) without proper knowledge or personal 

protective equipment (PPE). Biological hazards such as 

infections, zoonotic diseases, and poor sanitation exacerbate 

health risks. 

3.3 Psychosocial Hazards 

The absence of job security, irregular income, exploitation, and 

gender-based discrimination contribute to chronic stress, 

depression, and anxiety among informal workers. 

 
4. Role of Occupational Health Nurses in Informal Settings 
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Occupational Health Nurses have a multifaceted role in 

promoting workplace safety and improving the overall health of 

informal workers. Their interventions can be grouped into 

preventive, promotive, and rehabilitative domains. 

4.1 Health Surveillance and Risk Assessment 

OHNs can conduct community-level assessments to identify 

high-risk occupations, common health issues, and gaps in 

existing safety practices. Mobile health units and local health 

camps are effective strategies. 

4.2 Health Education and Promotion 

Educating workers on ergonomics, hygiene, PPE usage, 

nutrition, and stress management forms a core part of nursing 

interventions. Nurses can tailor educational materials to literacy 

levels and cultural contexts. 

4.3 Primary Healthcare Delivery 

In the absence of formal clinics, OHNs often serve as primary 

healthcare providers. They manage minor injuries, monitor 

chronic illnesses, and offer maternal and child health services, 

especially to women workers. 

4.4 Advocacy and Policy Influence 

OHNs can advocate for inclusion of informal workers in national 

health insurance schemes, workplace safety regulations, and 

social welfare programs. Their voice is crucial in policymaking 

processes that aim to formalize and protect informal labor. 

 
5. Case Studies and Best Practices 

5.1 SEWA’s Health Cooperative, Gujarat 

The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) initiated a 

health cooperative model where trained community health 

nurses provide basic occupational healthcare, health education, 

and insurance linkage services to informal women workers. The 

model has proven scalable and effective. 

5.2 Mobile Occupational Health Units in Tamil Nadu 

Mobile health vans staffed with nurses, paramedics, and doctors 

have been deployed to reach construction and plantation 

workers. The program emphasizes on-site health checkups and 

awareness campaigns. 

 
6. Barriers to Occupational Health Nursing in Informal 

Sectors 

6.1 Lack of Recognition and Training 

Community health and primary care nurses often lack 

specialized training in occupational health. In addition, the role 

of OHNs in informal settings is not formally recognized in many 

health systems. 

6.2 Financial and Logistical Constraints 

Resource limitations hamper the establishment of mobile clinics, 

health outreach programs, and follow-up care, especially in 

remote rural areas. 

6.3 Gender and Cultural Sensitivity 

Many women in informal sectors hesitate to seek healthcare due 

to stigma, workload, and cultural restrictions. Nurses need 

gender-sensitive strategies and community engagement. 

 
7. Strategies to Strengthen Occupational Health Nursing 

7.1 Curriculum and Capacity Building 

Incorporating occupational health modules into nursing curricula 

and offering continuing education programs can prepare nurses 

to address emerging occupational health issues in community 

settings. 

7.2 Intersectoral Collaboration 

Partnerships among government health departments, NGOs, 

labor ministries, and nursing councils can enhance resource 

mobilization, training, and outreach coverage. 

7.3 Policy and Legal Frameworks 

National health policies must acknowledge the health rights of 

informal workers and integrate occupational health services into 

primary health centers (PHCs) and community health programs. 

 
8. Global Perspectives and WHO Recommendations 

The World Health Organization advocates for universal 

occupational health coverage, including services for informal 

and underserved workers. Several countries—like Brazil, 

Thailand, and South Africa—have integrated occupational 

health into primary care with promising results. 

India’s National Health Policy 2017 and Ayushman Bharat 

schemes can be leveraged to expand occupational health 

nursing in rural and informal sectors, though implementation 

remains uneven. 

 
9. Technological Innovations and Digital Tools 

Telemedicine, mobile health apps, and e-learning platforms can 

enhance access to care and professional training. Nurses can 

use digital data collection tools for surveillance, case reporting, 

and health education. 

Examples: 

• mHealth apps for symptom tracking 

• SMS-based health alerts in local languages 

• Digital record-keeping for injury reports 
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10. Ethical and Legal Considerations 

OHNs must respect confidentiality, informed consent, and 

cultural dignity while working in informal sectors. Navigating dual 

responsibilities to the employer (when applicable) and worker, 

especially in unregulated settings, requires strong ethical 

grounding. 

 
11. Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

1. Recognize and formalize the role of OHNs in rural 

and informal sectors. 

2. Develop specialized training programs for 

community health nurses on occupational safety. 

3. Include informal workers in occupational health 

surveillance and benefit schemes. 

4. Deploy mobile occupational health units in high-risk 

rural and informal clusters. 

5. Encourage participatory approaches involving 

workers in designing safety and health interventions. 

 
Recommendations for Practice and Policy 

Occupational health nursing (OHN) in rural and informal work 

sectors requires deliberate strategies rooted in recognition, 

capacity-building, policy advocacy, and community 

engagement. Given the vulnerabilities faced by informal workers 

and the critical, yet underutilized, role of community health 

nurses, the following recommendations aim to guide both 

practical interventions and policy reforms. 

 
11.1. Recognize and Formalize the Role of Occupational 

Health Nurses in Rural and Informal Sectors 

One of the primary barriers to effective OHN practice in informal 

settings is the lack of formal recognition of the occupational 

health nurse’s role outside industrial or corporate employment 

settings. In rural and informal sectors, nurses are often the first 

and sometimes the only point of contact for health services. 

However, their role in occupational health—particularly in 

identifying and mitigating work-related risks—is largely 

unacknowledged in both policy frameworks and operational 

guidelines. 

To address this, healthcare systems and professional nursing 

councils must recognize OHNs as essential contributors to 

community-based occupational health care. This includes 

integrating their roles within national health missions such as 

Ayushman Bharat and ensuring they are included in workforce 

planning and public health budgeting. Further, health 

departments at state and district levels should allocate 

designated positions for OHNs to focus specifically on 

occupational health issues in high-risk rural and informal work 

environments. 

Legal frameworks must also evolve to reflect this recognition. 

Amendments to occupational safety laws and health policies 

should explicitly outline the scope of practice for OHNs in rural 

and informal contexts. Such recognition not only enhances 

service delivery but also boosts professional morale and 

accountability. 

 
 

11.2. Develop Specialized Training Programs for 

Community Health Nurses on Occupational Safety 

A major gap in occupational health service delivery is the 

insufficient training among nurses, particularly those posted in 

rural health centers or working within community health 

frameworks. Most undergraduate and diploma nursing curricula 

offer limited exposure to occupational health principles, and 

even less on their application in unregulated or informal sectors. 

To build a competent workforce, nursing education institutions 

and training bodies must develop and implement specialized 

certification programs and continuing education modules in 

occupational health nursing. These programs should include: 

• Principles of occupational safety and health (OSH) 

• Hazard identification and risk assessment in informal 

settings 

• Ergonomics, PPE usage, and basic industrial hygiene 

• Surveillance and reporting of occupational diseases 

and injuries 

• Psychosocial aspects of informal labor 

• Legal and ethical responsibilities in OHN practice 

Training must be practical and tailored to rural contexts, 

incorporating case studies, field visits, and participatory 

methods. Government health departments can collaborate with 

nursing colleges, public health institutions, and international 

organizations like WHO and ILO to develop standardized 

curricula and competency checklists. 

Additionally, online platforms can be used to deliver refresher 

courses to working nurses, especially in remote areas where 

access to conventional training is limited. Mobile learning apps, 

webinars, and tele-mentoring can be effective tools in this 

regard. 
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11.3. Include Informal Workers in Occupational Health 

Surveillance and Benefit Schemes 

Surveillance systems in India and many other low- and middle-

income countries (LMICs) largely exclude informal workers from 

their purview. Consequently, occupational illnesses and injuries 

in this group remain underreported, making it difficult to plan or 

allocate resources effectively. 

A critical recommendation is to design inclusive surveillance 

mechanisms that capture health data from informal sector 

workers. Occupational health nurses can play a central role in 

this process through: 

• Community-based screenings and health check-up 

camps 

• Injury and illness documentation during home visits 

• Worker health registers maintained at Primary Health 

Centres (PHCs) 

• Reporting tools for tracking occupational diseases such 

as silicosis, pesticide poisoning, repetitive strain 

injuries, etc. 

In addition, informal workers should be explicitly included in 

social protection and health benefit schemes, such as the 

Employees' State Insurance Scheme (ESIS), Ayushman Bharat, 

or other state-level insurance programs. This requires 

coordination between health, labor, and welfare departments. 

OHNs can assist in enrolling eligible workers into these 

schemes, raising awareness about entitlements, and facilitating 

access to care and compensation. Special attention should be 

given to vulnerable sub-groups such as migrant laborers, 

women workers, and home-based artisans, who are often 

doubly marginalized. 

 
 

11.4. Deploy Mobile Occupational Health Units in High-Risk 

Rural and Informal Clusters 

Given the geographical and infrastructural limitations in rural 

areas, mobile occupational health units (MOHUs) provide a 

scalable and cost-effective solution for extending services to 

informal workers. These units can be equipped with basic 

diagnostic tools, educational materials, and essential medicines 

and staffed by nurses trained in occupational health. 

The role of OHNs in these units includes: 

• Conducting on-site risk assessments and health 

screenings 

• Administering vaccinations and first aid 

• Distributing PPE and demonstrating its proper use 

• Offering individual and group counseling on 

occupational hazards 

• Liaising with local health officials and employers 

Mobile units also enhance surveillance and data collection, 

especially in industries like brick kilns, fishing, small-scale 

mining, and construction sites, where fixed health infrastructure 

is either absent or inaccessible. 

Partnerships with NGOs, corporate CSR programs, and 

government health missions can ensure the sustainability and 

scalability of such initiatives. Periodic evaluation and data 

reporting will also help in advocating for policy support and 

resource allocation. 

 
 

11.5. Encourage Participatory Approaches Involving 

Workers in Designing Safety and Health Interventions 

Top-down health interventions often fail to address the unique 

needs of informal workers due to a lack of cultural relevance, 

trust, or practicality. Therefore, adopting participatory 

approaches is essential for the success of any occupational 

health initiative. 

OHNs can act as facilitators in community-based 

participatory research (CBPR), engaging workers in: 

• Identifying workplace hazards 

• Developing culturally appropriate safety messages 

• Co-creating educational materials in local languages 

• Designing locally acceptable PPE or ergonomic tools 

• Monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of 

interventions 

Women, in particular, should be involved in the design and 

implementation of interventions, as they often bear the dual 

burden of work and caregiving responsibilities. Inclusive 

approaches also build community ownership, leading to more 

sustainable health behaviors. 

Worker health committees, peer educators, and local volunteer 

networks can be formed to promote health literacy and 

behavioral change. OHNs should also engage with local 

governance structures like Panchayats, labor unions, and 

cooperatives to advocate for safe and healthy work 

environments. 

 
12. Conclusion 

Occupational health nursing in rural and informal work sectors is 

not merely a service—it's a movement toward equity, justice, 

and sustainable development. The commitment of community 
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health nurses, combined with systemic support and policy 

innovation, can transform invisible labor into a visible priority. 

As frontline health providers, OHNs must be empowered, 

trained, and recognized for their critical role in promoting health, 

preventing occupational disease, and ensuring the dignity and 

rights of millions of workers who remain unseen yet essential. 
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