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Preventing OSH risks
to distributed workers



This document gives real-life examples of occupational safety 
and health leadership and management for distributed workers. 

The purpose of this document is to 
provide employers and practitioners 
with real-world examples of what 
organisations have done to prevent, 
mitigate, manage and respond to 
occupational safety and health (OSH) 
risks and to provide health promotion 
for distributed workers. It aims to 
encourage and inspire others to take 
action to support and protect the safety 
and health of this group of workers. 

Recommendation: 
In some cases, the risks or OSH needs 
involved were identified as a result of an 
incident or accident; in others, they were 
flagged up by the distributed workers 
themselves or emerged over time. In all 
cases, it is recommended that employers 

take a collective approach to decision-
making and designing solutions, so that 
workers and other relevant stakeholders 
areinvolved in developing the solution.

This document sets out four examples 
of organisations who have found ways 
to remove hazards or risks in order to 
protect the health of distributed workers.  
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Areas of activity Examples included

Preventing OSH risks to 
distributed workers – i.e. 
removing the hazard or risk

1 Preventing risks to workers laying electrical 
power cables

2 Risk prevention for inspectors visiting other 
organisations’ construction sites

3 ‘Positive intervention’ to prevent risks
4 Satellite communication devices for use in 

remote places



1 Preventing risks to workers laying 
electrical power cables

The organisation prevents risks for its 
workers laying electrical power cables in 
a number of ways:
- allowing the client, who has the 

technical knowledge to understand 
where an electrical power cable 
needs to go, to plan the route, 
taking into account the multiple risks, 
underground and overhead.

- conducting a pre-site meeting with 
the client to check out risks and 
re-route cables when necessary if the 
risk is too high, for example, moving 
to the other side of the road in order 
to avoid running near an existing 
power cable.

- putting in place and disseminating 
policies and procedures around 
the use of the right equipment.

- bringing in new, updated tools 
that prevent damage in an accident 
or incident – for example a new 
safety shovel, that is designed 
so as not to sever a power 
cable if it is hit by mistake.

- interfacing with the workers 
regularly - for example, by the 
OSH practitioner having an 
open-door policy so workers 
can come in with new ideas.

- providing a reward scheme 
encouraging workers to put their 
ideas forward to help prevent risk.

- ensuring the training provided to 
workers is appropriate and sufficient.

- at supervisory or manager level,  
dealing with individual site risks in 
re-routing cables, using different 
digging techniques to prevent risks.

- looking at where risks lie and 
how they can be managed, 
including where accidents or near 
misses have occurred and how 
changes can be implemented 
to prevent those in future.

- talking to other utilities companies 
and local authorities to share ideas 
and information, for example on new 
equipment and new procedures.

- conducting regular equipment 
inspections.

- encouraging workers and supervisors 
to identify risks on a particular 
job, for example due to weather 
conditions (rain, poor visibility) or 
location (being near a school), and 
take appropriate action to reduce the 
risks presented.

2 Risk prevention for inspectors 
visiting other organisations’ 
construction sites

The organisation aims to prevent risks to 
its inspectors by emphasising that they 
should not put themselves or anyone 
else at risk. They have this message 
written into everything that they do and
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reinforce it when issues arise. As part of 
this, it is made clear that, when visiting 
another location, if a worker feels that 
they are being put at risk by the host 
organisation’s lack of OSH process, they 
have the right to refuse to work there. 
Thus risk prevention may involve making 
other people aware of the risks that they 
could be presenting to visitors.

For example, a worker was visiting 
a construction site in the Far East to 
ensure that the cranes being used there 
were being tested properly. There were 
several cranes in one location, but it 
was unsafe to move between them 
because of the site layout. So the worker 
refused to conduct the inspection until 
they were given sufficient safe access. 
The worker reported the situation to 
their line manager and the problem was 
escalated up the management chain. 
The management team supported the 
worker to request safe conditions.

To extract the learning from this 
situation, the organisation drew up 
a visit report that was distributed to 
make everyone aware of what had 
arisen and how to deal with similar 
situations in future, including reinforcing 
the message around not taking risks 
on other organisations’ premises. 
It held meetings to communicate 
the message to other locations.

3 ‘Positive intervention’ 
to prevent risks

Keeping workers 100 per cent safe is 
one of the organisation’s values and it 
uses a ‘positive intervention’ approach 
to enable workers to come forward 
with ideas for safer ways of working. 
For example, a worker instigated 
a ‘positive intervention’ related to 
insulated shovels: he showed his line 
manager and OSH practitioner how 
the shovels being used at the time 
for digging near power cables were 
not fully insulated and that there was 
a better insulated shovel available 
on the market that would make the 
work a lot safer. The OSH practitioner 
and supervisor took it forward to the 
senior management team, who took 
the issue on board straight away 
and authorised replacement of the 
shovels. The OSH practitioner ran a 
campaign and replaced all the shovels 
being used by the relevant workers.

4 Satellite communication devices 
for use in remote places

The organisation’s distributed workers 
had previously just had mobile phones, 
but these did not function in some of 
the very remote areas in which some 
of their workers were operating.
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An incident occurred when one of its 
distributed workers had gone out in the 
hills, dropped two other people off at 
a site, gone on to their destination and 
then found that their vehicle had a flat 
tyre. Due to the remoteness of their 
location, they couldn’t contact the other 
people on the site to tell them that they 
were going to be late picking them up 
and couldn’t contact the main office 
because of poor mobile phone signals.

As a result, the organisation decided 
it needed to do something to make it 
easier and more secure for distributed 
workers to be in contact. They 
identified satellite communication 
devices that operate wherever people 
go and they now include a question 
in their risk assessment that asks 
whether a worker is going to be 
outside of mobile phone ranges. 

If the risk assessment identifies that 
remote location is going to be an issue, 
the worker is provided with one of 
these devices before they go out so 
they can send messages. A message 
from the device sends an email to an 
identified buddy back in the office, 
allowing the remote worker to check 
in and confirm they are OK; it has a 
GPS system (provided by an external 
company) so when the worker sends 
their check-in message it pinpoints 
exactly where they are on a map. 

The device also provides an emergency 
SOS function that goes to a third 
party. When an emergency call is 
made, the third party contacts the 
person’s buddy within the company 
to check whether it is appropriate to 
initiate the emergency procedure. If 
so, it activates the emergency services 
anywhere in the world to make sure 
that somebody goes out and finds 
the individual wherever they are.

Initially, the organisation brought 
in six devices to see how they were 
used and has now brought in another 
eight. The device is easy to use and 
the associated website provides a full 
explanation of what the user needs 
to do, but the organisation found it 
also needed to sit down with people 
and take them through how it works. 
These are potentially life-saving 
technologies, because if something 
does go wrong the worker can call the 
emergency line, but that people know 
how they work and have set them up 
correctly before they’ve gone out. 
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