
VITAL CITIES & VITAL CITIZENS

Health is one of the three most crucial 

requirements for a prosperous, happy, life. 

Social cohesion, industry, work opportunities, 

social support, mental health, frailty 

amongst the elderly – all these are closely 

interlinked with health in cities and the 

effect of urbanisation on the health of a 

population. These issues are increasing in 

relevance because cities around the world 

are developing rapidly and it is envisaged 

that by 2030 75 per cent of the world’s 

population will live in an urban conurbation. 

Professor Alex Burdorf at Erasmus MC 

is considered an expert in the field of 

employment and health. He combines 

research at Erasmus MC with his work as 

coordinator of the Academic Collaborative 

Centre Public Health CEPHIR. At the core 

of his research is the question of how the 

large health differences between different 

groups of the population of the city of 

Rotterdam can be explained and the role 

that health plays in getting and keeping 

gainful employment.
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His work currently centres on three key areas: 

• The impact of the changes in working life and future health of the city’s population.  

 The traditional industry of shipyards and other key industries in the port of Rotterdam  

 has disappeared. Nowadays work requires different skills, is much more flexible with 

 temporary contracts, and boundaries between work and home are often less clear. 

 This transition has also impacted on the health of residents in Rotterdam, particularly 

 those in the lowest income groups, and those with chronic diseases that may hamper 

 their ability to continue to work. 

• Social inequality and life chances of the population: following people after secondary 

 school and analysing the impact of poverty, unemployment and health, Professor 

 Burdorf’s research also seeks to identify which interventions in terms of schooling, 

 labour market and health policies can have the most impact on inequality and life 

 chances in urban populations.

• How do social support structures within different communities in the city affect 

 physical health, mental health, employment and integration? Should integration be 

 required or can we take advantage of the pre-existing social structures in the 

 different communities in a way that strengthens social cohesion and supports public 

 health programmes?

“Social inequality and diminished participation caused by ill-health is a major cost to society, 
the individual concerned and local communities. Research by Professor Lex Burdorf at 
Erasmus MC is at the forefront of innovative methods to reduce premature disability amongst 
older workers and identify new interventions for education, work and health that can have 
the most beneficial outcome for life chances of future generations in urban populations.”

Results & next steps

• A series of evidence-based projects on workability have been undertaken, assessing 

 how to enable people with serious illness to remain in work, and supporting companies 

 to make the right interventions for employees in order to contribute to prolonged 

 working careers.

• A new method is being devised that can show working life expectancy and its 

 underlying determinants and that predicts how long a person is able to work.

• Transition programmes between jobs have been developed for those physically affected 

 by work, reducing premature disability among workers in physically strenuous jobs. 
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Impact 

Prosperity is largely determined by innovation and productivity. Professor Burdorf’s work 

connects the dots between health, social and employment agendas. The combination of 

research and intervention studies show how policy makers can develop programmes that 

can prolong a healthy working life. 
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