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Two examples of COVID management
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“I know safety belongs with operations and that my safety guys control the 
system and the quality, and I've always pushed that with my guys, but now 
it stood out more than ever that safety people don't directly make safety.”

VERSUS

“I think work health safety professionals knew, because that's what we do, 
of the risk processes that you had to put in place, contingency planning, 
staged management responses. It's not different. …Covid-19, yeah it's 
high-risk, but there's [already] processes around it.”



COVID WAS HANDLED IN 
VERY DIFFERENT WAYS.
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Were WHS professionals adequately supported?

Authority and status

Reported that their level 

of authority and status in 

the organisation

increased throughout 

COVID19

32%
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Were WHS professionals adequately supported?

Authority and status

Importance of WHS

Reported that the 

importance placed on 

everyday, business-as-

usual WHS increased 

during COVID

51%
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Were WHS professionals adequately supported?

Authority and status

Importance of WHS

Management support

Reported that the 

amount of perceived 

support for WHS from 

management increased 

during COVID

40%
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The WHS profession either thrived or suffered
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WHAT WERE THE 
EXPERIENCES OF THE 
WHS PROFESSION 
DURING COVID?
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WHS professionals were either…
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During times of crisis, some 

safety managers become 

marginalised, as power and 

decision-making authority shifts 

upwards

Sidelined

Safety professionals, and 
particularly safety managers 
may influence safety during 

times of crisis via their 
proactivity, independence, and 

autonomy 

Empowered

- +
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What were some examples of ‘suffering’

Less

priority

on safety

Information

overload

Constraints

on role and

functions
+ +

Cuts in funding, shifting focus 

away from other forms of 

safety and strategic projects.

Managing the rapidly changing 

information environment and 

acting on the questions and 

demands from the 

organisation.

Being sidelined out of crisis 

decision making, focusing on 

administrative safety, bogged 

down in daily activities.
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An example of ‘suffering’
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“There's always competing goals, but it feels like now that 
that's out of alignment even more so. So that raises my 
concern. In the past there's never really been a question 
about spending money if there's a safety improvement 
that's identified, and there's a lot of communication and 
attention on it. But obviously, now, a lot of our leaders are 
looking at ways of trying to save money and their focus is 
on reducing safety expenditure.”
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An example of ‘suffering’
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“The lack of feedback from the crisis management team 
was frustrating in the early days. Look, we were channelling
a lot of the information that we had access to, and a lot of 
inquiries we're getting pulled back through them, but it 
seemed like a bit of a black hole. So, the first time we were 
there, there was pure focus on... I guess, financial issues.”
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What were some examples of ‘thriving’

Proactive 

physical 

safety

Social 

environment

Shared 

decision

making
+ +

Getting involved in 

procurement and logistics to 

help source sanitiser, masks 

etc. and bring employees 

home.

Selling the importance of 

complying with requirements 

and managing psychosocial 

hazards proactively.

Working collaboratively with 

different departments and 

external stakeholders like 

unions to arrive at the best 

decisions.
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An example of ‘thriving’
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“Because you want to explain to people why you're making 

decisions. One thing is making the decision. The next thing 

is explaining to people why you're doing it. It'd be very easy 

just to be like a dictator. Just say you're doing this because 

I said so, but you want to explain to people that you're 

doing this, whether it's their health and safety or to help the 

business to continue to operate.”
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An example of ‘thriving’

15

“What this does do is, it makes you talk a lot more to your 

peers, and other departments or areas that you might not 

talk to, to resolve issues, and to work together to find 

solutions, I suppose. This has helped to build some bridges 

and get good working relationships with people.”
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Linking these findings to the research

Job crafting is when…

• People engage in proactively changing aspects of their job.

• Align the job demands with their needs/skills/expertise.

• Create a better person-job fit.

Importantly, job crafting…

• Reduces burnout.

• Increases work engagement.
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1.Structural resources

2.Social resources

3.Increasing challenging job demands

4.Decreasing hindering job demands

5.Cognitive crafting

What is job crafting?
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Organisation

Support
Self-Efficacy Autonomy

Create a safe haven

where employees feel like 

the organisation does 

more than is required to 

help.

Build confidence to 

succeed at tasks 

despite challenges 

and set-backs.

Provide employees 

with decisional 

latitude and task 

scheduling/content 

latitude.

Job crafting success factors

+ +



WHAT JOB CRAFTING 
ACTIVITIES DID WHS 
PROFESSIONALS 
ENGAGE IN DURING 
COVID?
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WHS

Thriving

Leveraging 

professional 

network

What made a difference in these experiences?



HOW DID OHS 
PROFESSIONALS SHOW 
CRISIS LEADERSHIP 
DURING COVID?
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COVID-19 dilemmas faced by WHS professionals

01

02

03

Business viability dilemma

Decision-making dilemma

Information dilemma
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We are encouraged manage dilemmas by making quick 
decisions

As humans, most of us…

• Do not feel comfortable to deal with the dilemma

• Think about it as either/or 

• Effectiveness = Prioritise = Trade-off

It feels like we are in a tunnel: there is only one way out, and we want 

to be out quick
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However, ‘tunnel vision’ makes us stuck in a 
‘negative cycle’

• By making a quick decision we get stuck in a 
negative cycle.

• The tension will keep coming back to bite us later.

• We may also be likely to defend our quick decision, 
reducing the chance to do things differently.

Quick 
Decision

Tension ‘Stuckness’
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Getting out of the tunnel

• When we feel a tension, we must step 
back and think deeply.

• Maybe the best way to think about 
them is not as dilemmas at all.

• Rather ‘tensions’.

• Resist the urge to make a very quick 
decision. 

Accept

Deeper 
strategies

Dilemma

Change & 
Flexibility
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Successfully navigating the tensions

01

02

03

Involvement

Certainty

Empathy

Are you responding 

quickly but also giving 

opportunities for 

experts to be involved?

Are you providing 

reassurance while also 

being honest and giving 

up-to-date information?
Are you maintaining the 

business focus but also 

stepping into employees’ 

shoes?
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ICE in action - certainty
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“I think as a safety manager, even when you're trying 
to give people some certainty, you've got a real 
ambiguity in terms of the situation. I think you have to 
be very clear about your communication, but very 
clear not to give people false hope either. You can 
only give people certainty around the things that you 
have certainty around. And so, that transparency 
around your knowns and your unknowns I think is 
really quite important for your people.”
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The benefits of ICE

28



Confidential

In summary
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Thriving versus suffering

The usefulness of job crafting

Crisis leadership

WHS professionals will continue to 

have very different experiences.

Think about how you can expand 

your role and functions.

Use the ICE model.
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