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Nigel Bryson OBE is a Chartered Fellow of IOSH and an OSHCR-

listed consultant specialising in worker involvement. With 30

years’ experience in this field, he is the author of ‘Zero harm

worker involvement – the missing piece’.

Probably the most undervalued resource available to managers is their workforce. Most managers will
recognise employment costs. But not enough have the skills, ability and support to inspire workers to
perform at their best. As a result, too many organisations miss out on the opportunity to improve efficiency,
productivity, profitability and health and safety performance. 

With rapid changes in technology, reorganisation, redundancies or reduced income, many businesses face
economic and competitive challenges. This clearly has an impact on workers. Their health and wellbeing
can be directly – and negatively – affected by organisational change. And this negative impact can go
beyond health to their ability to do their job effectively. 

While solutions to a particular organisation’s problems may be complicated, one of the most effective and
simple routes to unlocking the potential of the workforce is not used by most employers – worker
consultation. The Health and Safety Executive estimates that 60 per cent of employees in Great Britain are
not consulted on health and safety. This is, of course, illegal. Employees are legally entitled to be consulted
by their employer on a wide range of health and safety issues.

Traditionally, consultation has mainly been through unionised workplaces. But with the adoption of the EU
Framework Directive in 1989, all employees were given the right to be consulted. So, whether an
organisation is unionised or not, worker consultation is a legal requirement. The reason is that consultation
works.

The HSE’s current strategy1 highlights why consultation is important:

“Workplace research provides evidence to suggest that involving workers has a positive effect on health
and safety performance. Equally, there is strong evidence that unionised workplaces and those with health
and safety representatives are safer and healthier as a result.”

Estimates of the annual savings made by safety representative involvement by the then Department of
Trade and Industry2 were between £181 million and £578 million a year for society (at 2004 prices). This
was based on a reduction in lost time from occupational injuries and illnesses of between 286,000 and
616,000 days a year. It was estimated that safety representatives prevent between 8,000 and 13,000
workplace accidents and between 3,000 and 8,000 illnesses.

So consulting safety representatives makes workplaces safer and healthier, thereby reducing costs. But what
about productivity? In a worker involvement programme carried out by the HSE on noise and vibration3 in
20 manufacturing organisations over 18 months, it concluded: 

“All of the companies ended the project as enthusiastic proponents of worker involvement and all stated
that they had gained benefits from it both in health and safety terms, staff welfare and morale and also
financial savings (higher productivity or efficiency gains). For example, a firm in South Wales offered workers
a reduced working week with no effect on pay in response to increased productivity arising out of workers’
suggestions.”
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1 The health and safety of Great Britain: be part of the solution. HSE, 2009
2 Workplace representatives: a review of their facilities and facility time. DTI, 2007
3 Report on the Noise and Vibration Worker Involvement Project. HSC MISC/085/05. HSE, 2008
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On a wider front, the whole issue of worker engagement was reviewed for the government4 in 2009 by
researchers who concluded:

“We deal with the different definitions of engagement in the report. But at its core is a blindingly obvious
but nevertheless often overlooked truth. If it is how the workforce performs that determines to a large
extent whether companies or organisations succeed, then whether or not the workforce is positively
encouraged to perform at its best should be a prime consideration for every leader and manager, and be
placed at the heart of business strategy.” 

The report included numerous case studies showing how employee involvement had helped improve
business performance. This led the researchers to conclude that the greater the level of worker
engagement, the better the business performance of the organisation. 

Would you believe it? Make workers feel valued, be clear about what you want them to do, train them,
support them, encourage them, actively seek their views and what happens? Organisations perform
better.

When Gordon Brown was Chancellor, he asked global management consultancy McKinsey&Co to
review productivity in the UK. In 2004 this work was updated and reported5 on in a lecture6 given by
Dominic Casserley, managing partner at McKinsey. In this report, Mr Casserley indicated that
government tends to be interested in “innovation, research and development and new inventions”. Yet
productivity increases are:

“… about doing the everyday simple things better and making small incremental improvements. But
doing so on a continuing basis is what delivers real benefits. Unfortunately, not enough of this routine
but essential activity happens in this country because the hardest thing in business is getting people to
work differently, and that is something British management is not good at, in spite of evidence that
British workers do respond if properly motivated to do so. Foreign-owned business in the UK can get
80 per cent more out of the average British worker than a domestic firm can – using the same
workforce with the same allegedly poor qualifications.”

Historically, workers and trade unions in the UK were traditionally blamed for the economic ills of
business. Yet here is a renowned McKinsey consultant making it clear that UK management is failing to
inspire workers “in spite of evidence that British workers do respond if properly motivated to do so”. 

So there is plenty of verified evidence that worker involvement improves health, safety and business
performance. Yet the HSE estimates that the majority of employers in Great Britain do not even consult
their employees.

I would suggest that it’s about time the majority of managers and workers woke up to what is going
on – or not going on – in relation to worker involvement. This is neither a new issue nor a blinding
revelation. As the author of the 2010 government review of health and safety Lord Young might say, it
is ‘common sense’. Only he didn’t say it because in his report ‘Common sense, common safety’, there
was no place for what workers thought about health and safety. He made no reference to the issue.

Worker involvement is not some magic solution to the challenges organisations face in today’s world.
And it is also true that there are some workers who would try the patience of a saint – but they are a
minority. What is needed is a change in thinking. 
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4 Engaging for success. Department of Business, Innovation and Skills. BIS/Pub8859/07/09NP URN09/1075, 2009
5 Why productivity is a problem. Anthony Hilton, Evening Standard, 16 March 2004
6 Lecture by Dominic Casserley, managing partner, McKinsey, London School of Economics, 15 March 2004



Worker involvement should be put at the centre of every organisation’s business approach. By
supporting effective worker involvement in health and safety, their workplace knowledge can be
tapped. As suggested in the McKinsey lecture, day-to-day incremental improvements can be made
which increase health, safety and business performance. The relationship between managers,
supervisors and workers can be improved. The main drawback is the lack of desire to make any change,
particularly in times of economic depression.

Yet this change of approach is needed now more than ever. Managers must get more out of the
resources they have. Just forcing people to work harder will have limited effect. Employers must put
more effort, resources and direction into making sure their managers and supervisors facilitate greater
worker involvement. By doing so there is clear evidence that the payback is a safer, healthier and more
efficient organisation.

Workers are not the problem in health, safety and business issues – they are the solution to the
problems organisations face. What they need from their managers is the opportunity to make a
difference. 

People support what they help create.
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Nigel Heaton is a director of Human Applications. A Chartered

Member of IOSH, he works with the boards of plc and public

sector organisations to help them get to grips with health and

safety.

Never work for a company that says: ‘Safety is our number one goal’. Either they’re not telling the truth
or they don’t get it. Commercial organisations exist to make a profit. As early as the 1920s, American
industrialist Henry Ford was sued for attempting to develop a more caring corporation;* the Health and
Safety at Work Act is predicated on there being viable work before we need to keep people safe.
Safety is one of many competing drivers that organisations, particularly in these cash-strapped times,
must prioritise.

The message is clear: if we want to pursue a safety agenda we must couch it in commercial terms. We
have legislation to back us up but using the big stick approach means that we give out negative
messages and are seen purely as a cost. We must talk to organisations in terms that they can
incorporate into their long term mission statements and annual objectives. 

So, the first question we need to address is where the organisation wants to position itself in terms of
its safety performance. Is it attempting to be:
- world class
- best in class
- average in sector
- bottom quartile
- legally compliant?

Or is it happy to operate illegally if it can get away with it?

These are hard questions, but if you don’t know what you’re aiming to achieve, how will you know when
you’ve got there? It’s not just about setting a goal, it’s about determining how you go about getting there.
What does an organisation that is ‘best in class’ look like in terms of health and safety performance?

On the route to achieve our health and safety goal, we face a number of dangers. Sometimes we think
we’ve cracked it and relax too early. It’s all too common to see organisations run health and safety
campaigns, often around single issues, and then feel that they have ‘sorted’ health and safety and move
on. 

One of the headlines in the January/February 2011 issue of Health and Safety Bulletin reads: “Lafarge
Cement picks up £130,000 fine and a safety leadership trophy”. The story tells of an explosion (after an
admission of failing to maintain electrical equipment safely) leading to the company’s second significant
penalty in two and a half years. Just one month before the court appearance, the company won the
Leadership Training and Management Systems trophy at the Mineral Products Association health and
safety best practice awards, and was runner up in a second category. How well did Lafarge Cement think
it was dealing with health and safety?
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*In the case Dodge v. Ford, in 1919, the Michigan Supreme Court held that Henry Ford owed a duty to the shareholders
of the Ford Motor Company to operate his business to profit his shareholders, rather than the community as a whole or
employees.
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What are we trying to achieve – what does ‘good’ look like from a corporate perspective? From a safety
perspective it is about five easy principles:
1. trained people
2. using workplaces and equipment that are properly supplied and maintained
3. doing the job the way it’s supposed to be done
4. wearing the right personal protective equipment
5. managers that care. 

If we follow these principles, the payback to the organisation is obvious – even before you reach ‘safe’,
you’re probably assuring other elements that feed into better operations. So, fixing kit before it breaks and
hurts someone means less unplanned downtime; making sure the right people are competent means
better quality work.

We must get the message to the board in terms that directors understand. Safety matters sometimes –
the board just needs to figure out when.

The corporate risk register is the ideal tool for implementing an effective health and safety programme.
Resist having a separate ‘health and safety’ risk register. Corporations don’t operate multiple risk
registers for finance, reputation or operations. Health and safety risks must stand up for themselves and
compete for finite resources on merit. If there is a health and safety risk it must be described in a way
that allows it to be judged alongside other risks. That means registers containing meaningless risks such
as ‘fire’ hinder our case.

A colleague worked for an organisation in which ‘fire’ appeared on a risk register. What did this mean?
Where was the fire? Why would it happen? What actions were required? The actual risk was that of a
fire in the main work area caused by the activity carried out there. In a serious fire, the company would
lose irreplaceable documents, effectively bankrupting it. This was against a backdrop of cutting the fire
sprinkler system on grounds of cost and failing to have facsimile documents produced and stored off
site – again, to save money. Once the board understood that a single fire would destroy the company,
more sensible risk management decisions were taken. The problem is absolutely one of
communications. The GIGO (garbage in, garbage out) principle applies here – boards will only control
what they know about; managers will only care about what they’re measured on. It’s critical to ensure
effective two-way communication.

So how can we improve communications? Firstly, context is king. Be specific in relating your health and
safety issues to the context of a company objective. If the objective is ‘We won’t hurt anyone’, rewrite
it. It needs to be more SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timebound). We should
take these SMART objectives and determine what health and safety events could happen that will
affect the organisation’s ability to meet its objectives. You need to apply rules to identify the events
(typically accidents). Our preferred predictive tool is the civil law concept of ‘reasonable foreseeability’.
Predict what the public, people like you (and occasionally experts such as the Health and Safety
Executive) would predict. It’s not just about prediction, though – it’s about the ‘why’ and the ‘impact’.
Don’t tell me what you anticipate, tell me why it will happen by referring to auditable data. Then
evaluate the impact. Recognise that impacts will always be multi-factorial – health and safety, financial,
operational, reputational and so on. Tell me which is the worst (again based on the application of
reasonable foreseeability), then tell me what I need to do about it. Make the business case. Follow the
rules and then insist that other disciplines do the same. Decisions to devote resources to any issue must
be based on the business case for doing so.

Sometimes you’ll be lucky enough to come across a business that really will prioritise health and safety
over other areas, but even these rare few will have limited resources. Make sure that any organisation
puts the right resources into the right risk at the right time.
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Then assess the results. If you expend resources on health and safety, measure the effectiveness of the
spend. This doesn’t have to be in crude terms such as ‘we had fewer accidents’ – though no-one will
deny that this helps! Relate health and safety spend to increased profitability, higher production rates,
lower staff turnover.

Then, persuade boards to move to lead indicators. Boards really shouldn’t be interested in how many
accidents occurred in the organisation in any quarter. They need to know:
- what are our top health and safety risks this quarter?
- what actions need to be taken to mitigate these risks? Who is going to carry out these actions?

How much will they cost and how will they benefit us?
- how are the actions we identified earlier progressing?

It’s all about understanding the message – health and safety can make your company better. The smart
application of health and safety principles, presented in terms that integrate into the organisation’s
existing risk management structure, will drive our profession forward.

A final thought: I believe that all risks can be articulated in around 30 words, not to the point of a
detailed assessment but to the point of getting the message across. We call this the ‘XYZ’ model. It’s
based on a cause and effect model and allows us to say why we are worried. The model states that risk
against any objective can be described as: X occurs because of Y, resulting in Z. ‘X’ is a reasonably
foreseeable event. ‘Y’ is a single event that causes ‘X’ to occur. ‘Z’ is a measurable impact that relates
to the objective. So our fire example becomes:
- objective: maintain the integrity of our documentation
- X: a fire occurs
- Y: because we carry out hot work near highly flammable material
- Z: resulting in a catastrophic loss of irreplaceable records.

It’s a hard-hitting message, supported by a more detailed assessment that provides the organisation
with a set of simple steps to manage the risk.

Health and safety professionals operate in a climate where every penny is being squeezed. They must
compete for resources and be prepared to fight their corner. It’s about effective communication,
creating the business case and being seen as part of the solution, not part of the problem. Expect –
even demand – to be challenged. Explain why and when health and safety matters. Let go of the trivial
and expect others to do the same. And communicate the vision thing – where we are now, where we
are planning to go and how we are going to get there.

This article was written using ideas developed at Human Applications. The author is particularly indebted to Bernie
Catterall and Matthew Trigg for ideas and input into our understanding of what ‘risk management’ actually is.
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Ian Dormer is Managing Director of Rosh Engineering, a small

business based in County Durham. Rosh specialises in repair,

refurbishment, installation and enhancement of power

transformer and high voltage equipment and employs 30 people.

As a life long pen-pusher, my solution to most problems is to put it in writing. It’s all on paper, from
reminder notes, to giving news and information about significant events such as the birth of a child, to
arrangements for company shutdowns. 

Health and safety is no different and when we took up the challenge of improving our company’s
performance in health and safety all those years ago, the great bureaucratic machine was in full swing.
But this misses the real essence of what health and safety is about and our eyes were opened when we
were at risk of losing a substantial customer.

Rosh Engineering has produced tonnes of paperwork spelling out our procedures and policies,
documenting actions and activities, recording audits and training plans. It’s all neat, beautifully filed and
extraordinarily comprehensive. 

Our customer base is primarily the electricity supply industry. We repair and refurbish power
transformers, which are large steel boxes full of oil with up to 400,000 volts going through them. We
do this outdoors on site at locations throughout the UK and northern Europe. Management supervision
is minimal, but the hazards are enormous.

Our customers regularly complimented us on the comprehensive nature of our health and safety
paperwork. But then comments came through that while staff did what was necessary on site, in
practice they fell short of the excellence our paperwork achieved. Then real concerns came through
about our site staff’s health and safety culture. Did they really deliver what the management had
written?

We had it all wrong. Our welders, fitters, electricians and painters chose a craft-based career because
they didn’t want to be an administrator like me. Give our electricians a complex panel to wire and they
are in their element. Our welders are happy to tackle a difficult pipe weld in an awkward corner. A
500-page CDM folder with reams of detailed and comprehensive health and safety information sends
them to sleep. 

In fact, reading a document telling them how to weld a pipe, or the risks associated with electricity,
gets a bit dull after a while, as they have done this so many times in their career – why bother to read
it again? Faced with this volume, they also didn’t bother to look at all those new and significant risks
and issues for their particular location. We were not writing the procedures and policies for our staff,
but for the auditors, or for the Health and Safety Executive and the lawyers if something went wrong.

This understandably concerned our health and safety-focused customer. We were about to lose a major
slice of our business. Our site staff had become immune or turned off to the health and safety message
by our overpowering determination to produce the most paperwork. A change was necessary. 

Managers started to spend more and more time talking to each project team, engaging them in
dialogue. What do you think? Is this the best way? Do you have any ideas? They encouraged them to
challenge and, at the same time, own their work area. But most importantly, they wanted to make it a
positive experience. 
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Health and safety is not a bad thing. It is good. Instead of berating a colleague or a subcontractor for
not wearing their safety glasses on site, the approach now was more along the lines of: ‘Hey, don’t
forget your safety specs!’ or ‘Do you need to borrow safety specs? We don’t want you getting anything
in your eye!’ This leads individuals to think about their own work and that of others with a more
positive and safety-minded approach.

Management can’t think of all risks on site. We depend on the people at the coalface assessing and
responding to the changing environment. When working outside in the UK, there is a good chance it
will rain one day. A bit of drizzle is not dangerous on the whole – a downpour certainly can be. When
does drizzle become so bad it’s a dangerous downpour? For all the years I’ve been putting things in
writing, I can’t write down the answer to this question effectively in a risk assessment or company
procedure. I need to make sure the operative on site understands risk and takes control of the
environment.

The reaction of our customers to this more front-led, positive approach to safety has been significant.
We have restored our customers’ faith in the belief that we are a safe company to work with. Our
customers will not tolerate and can’t afford to have anything less on their sites. Price gets our tender
considered. Health and safety performance wins the contract.

We still produce too much paperwork. We’re not brave enough to eliminate it, and too small a business
to effect a change throughout our industry. We’re now trying to do it differently and make the
paperwork more user-friendly. If less means more, in both business success and safety performance,
that’s a great result.
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