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T
he events of 2020 brought 
about major change for many 
industries, and this has often had 
significant implications from an 

OHS perspective. One of the most notable 
examples of this has been the gig economy, 
as food delivery workers took to the streets 
in greater numbers – often with only a bike 
and a helmet – to meet newfound demand.

However, from late September through 
to late November last year, one food 
delivery driver died every 11 days on 
average in Australia. There have since been 
calls for stronger regulation of the sector 
and tougher laws for companies which take 
advantage of this underclass of worker.

The NSW Government was one of 
the first to the party and it set up an 
investigative taskforce led by SafeWork 
NSW and Transport for NSW to examine 
whether any avoidable risks may have 
contributed to a number of recent 
fatalities of food delivery riders. The 
taskforce recently called for industry 

some new approaches need to be tested 
in practice to a greater degree. For the full 
story turn to page 10.

Another interesting – and rather 
different – research-based feature article 
in this edition (beginning page 30) 
contends that safety practitioners need 
to gain a clear understanding of who they 
are from an occupational perspective as 
well as what they do in order to foster 
a meaningful identity and improved 
social standing. As a recent graduate 
of the Safety Science Innovation Lab at 
Griffith University, Katrina Gray looks at 
whether there is a difference between the 
proportion of safety practitioners who 
participate in risky recreational activities 
compared to other Australians more 
generally, and whether there is a difference 
between safety practitioners and others 
in how they present the risks of these 
activities; and, what might this say about 
their identity.

Lastly, we showcase the successes of 
one organisation and one individual who 
were recognised at the 2020 Australian 
Workplace Health and Safety Awards. The 
first – the Level Crossing Removal Project, 
is focused on removing 75 dangerous and 
congested level crossings in Melbourne 
and was recognised with an award for 
Enterprise Health and Safety Leadership. 
The second is deputy executive director, 
health, safety & security for Australia’s 
largest public transport infrastructure 
project, Sydney Metro, Louise Howard, 
who received the Young Health and Safety 
Leader Award. For more information on 
the 2021 Australian Workplace Health 
and Safety Awards please visit www.
awhsa.org.au or see the advertisement on 
outside back cover of this issue. n

04 EDITORIAL NOTE

Craig Donaldson, editor,  
OHS Professional

Is OHS an afterthought in the gig economy?
The gig economy and contractor management have come under the safety 
spotlight for a number of important reasons, writes Craig Donaldson
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consultation on draft guidelines, which 
are certainly a step in the right direction 
for both workers and food delivery service 
platforms. The guidelines contain some 
great recommendations that would (if fully 
implemented) go a long way to improving 
safety in the industry. However, a number 
of the recommendations will rub food 
delivery platforms the wrong way, which 
rely on an on-demand supply of cheap and 
ready labour (which is essentially told it is 
responsible for its own health and safety).

This is not a new issue and multiple 
experts in our cover story for this edition 
(beginning page 18) note that industries 
such as road transport have wrestled 
with contractor safety management for 
decades. As the NSW Government’s Centre 
for Work Health and Safety director, Skye 
Buatava, notes, a major barrier for digital 
platforms in providing WHS support is 
the fear of reclassification of contractors 
to employees. With even small changes 
having an impact on safety behaviours, 
Buatava suggests “all companies engaging 
gig economy workers – from the platform 
to the restaurant to the corporate 
consumer – need to take ownership of their 
responsibilities and start doing better”.

Also in this issue, Norway’s Carsten 
Busch explores arguments for and against 
the integration of “new view” safety (such 
as Safety II, Safety Differently, Human and 
Organisational Performance (HOP) and 
Resilience Engineering) with mainstream 
OHS. He contends that one of the important 
things that tends to get lost is that the 
“old” and “new” approaches to safety 
are meant to complement each other. For 
best effect, Busch says they need to co-
exist, although perhaps some traditional 
practices should be discarded, while 
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The living fossils of health and safety
The continued focus on LTIFRs and TRIFRs as the centrepieces of WHS 
performance represents a significant failure of evolution in workplace 
health and safety, writes David Clarke

“ There are a handful of 
exciting projects around 
the world which are 
coming to fruition and I 
believe will establish new 
approaches, pathways, 
and standards for health 
and safety performance 
measurement”

and have been for years. And yet, change 
has been elusive. The right buttons have not 
yet been pressed, and we still struggle to 
agree on the alternative methods.

Driving improvements in health and 
safety performance across companies 
in high-risk industries is a whole-of-
organisation performance issue and culture 
issue, impacted by a number of variables. 
On the one hand it’s complicated, especially 
when human behaviours of hundreds, or 
thousands of people are involved. On the 
other hand, we can simplify things if we 
look at how we can inculcate health and 
safety into the diligence responsibilities and 
performance measures that the business 
already has. 

If you have an evidence base for what 
constitutes good health and safety practice 
and healthy organisational culture (we do) 
and the evidence tells you that following 
the right processes will produce better 
results (it does), then you need to focus 
more strongly on following those processes. 
The LTIFRs and TRIFRs can take care of 
themselves. 

Over the next 12-24 months there are 
a handful of exciting projects around the 
world which are coming to fruition and I 
believe will establish new approaches, 
pathways, and standards for health and 
safety performance measurement, from the 
top at governance level, through to making 
it work on the ground. I believe that this is 
an issue that’s time has finally come. 

We are following these projects and 
are engaged in some. There are some very 
different perspectives involved, so we can 
be sure that as these new initiatives roll out 
we will suffer at first from some dispute and 
some working at cross-purposes. Given the 
acceleration of work on the issue in different 
quarters, and the fragmented nature of the 
work globally, it can’t be simple and smooth 
and that’s the way it goes. However, it will all 
be in the right direction. The change is here, 
and I believe the outcome is unstoppable. 

As this work evolves the AIHS will 
be working to bring the initiatives into 
the marketplace, in ways that make the 
change as easy as possible and practical 
for the health and safety profession and for 
business. And soon, we might finally be able 
to measure our performance in health and 
safety meaningfully, at enterprise, industry 
and national level. That really would be 
something. n

I
t was in the 1920s and ’30s before the 
second world war nearly 100 years 
ago, that we saw extraordinary new 
technology – Henry Ford’s Model T, 

the radio, the wonder of silent movies, the 
discovery of vitamins, and the introduction 
of immunisations to stop diseases such as 
Diphtheria to name just a few. 

We also measured health and safety 
performance in businesses by lost time 
accidents/serious injuries (today’s LTIFRs 
and TRIFRs). 

However, all was not right even then. 
The first edition (1931) of Herbert Heinrich’s 
Industrial Accident Prevention was critical 
of these as weak measures of safety. 
He wrote: “The occurrence of lost-time 
accidents or serious injuries, in itself, does 
not always provide an accurate measure 
of the conditions out of which they arise” 
(Heinrich, 1931, p123). Heinrich urged 
a focus on the causes of all events that 
could have led to accident or injury, and 
was the first articulation that there may 
not be a meaningful link between (a) these 
measures, and (b) understanding how to be 
effective in protecting your workers.

So – we already knew there was a 
problem at the same time silent movies 
were invented. How is it that despite our 
many great human advancements, some 
things so stubbornly resist evolution 
and change, that they are for all intents 
and purposes – as is often described in 
biological evolutionary terms – living 
fossils? 

LTIFRs and TRIFRs are health and 
safety’s living fossils. The ancient order, 
unchanged. It’s not that they don’t tell a 
small story, but the continued focus on 
them as the centrepieces of performance 
is bad for business, bad for health and 
safety performance, and when looked at 
in the context of the past one hundred 
years, represents the greatest failure of 
evolution in workplace health and safety. 
Their use – masquerading in tendering and 
procurement materials as safety selection 
criteria, in company annual reports as 
performance reporting, and wrongly used 
as summary evidence of meeting corporate 
governance due diligence requirements – is 
not OK. We need to stop doing this.

Stating the problem is the easy part. The 
fact the issue has resisted change for nearly 
a century is proof of that. Most people in 
our field are painfully aware of this issue 

Dave Clarke, CEO of the Australian Institute 
of Health & Safety
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COVID-19 halves positive mental 
health states in 2020

There has been a significant impact on 
psychological health and wellbeing in 
2020 as a result of organisational changes 
and other restrictions put in place in 
response to COVID-19, according to a 
recent analysis. Depressive symptoms, 
anxiety, stress and mental wellbeing, 
life satisfaction and resilience were all 
affected last year, with one of the biggest 
impacts in the area of psychological 
health and wellbeing. Only 21 per cent 
of people displayed good mental health 
through COVID-19, compared to 42 per 
cent pre-COVID, according to an analysis 
conducted by the South Australian Health 
and Medical Research Institute (SAHMRI) 
Wellbeing and Resilience Centre. “Our 
research comparing data on mental health 
in 2019 to 2020 (taken across the year) 
shows that outcomes were negatively 
impacted when the pandemic hit,” said 
Monique Newberry, co-lead at the SAHMRI 
Wellbeing and Resilience Centre. The 
research drew on different studies as well 
as data around mental health outcomes 
from SAHMRI’s own research base.

The role of OHS in managing the 
challenges of working from home

While some avenues for influence have been 
narrowed for OHS professionals by not being 
able to be physically present when speaking 
to decision-makers through 2020, this has 
been potentially offset by OHS professionals’ 
increased visibility in critical roles which 
operationalise COVID-19 responses. While this 
has often meant long hours, Dr Kirsten Way, 
a Senior Lecturer in the School of Psychology 
at The University of Queensland, said it 
has also potentially increased influence as 
organisations lean on OHS professionals’ 
expertise.

COVID-19 has also required OHS 
professionals to use (and in some cases 
build) certain competencies more than others, 
she explained. “While the technical area of 
managing risk from exposure to biological 
hazards is the obvious area, perhaps more 
important, are competencies related the to 
the psychology of human behaviour,” said Dr 
Way, who recently spoke at the Strengthening 
Approaches to Workplace Mental Health 
online conference, held in partnership 
between The Australian Institute of Health & 
Safety and The Hatchery.

Would you like to become 
a Corporate Member of the AIHS? 

Please contact AIHS on 
03 8336 1995 to discuss  
the many options available.

06      AIHS NEWS    

How OHS professionals added the 
most (and least) value through 
COVID-19

The coronavirus pandemic has highlighted 
vastly different ways in which organisations 
engaged with their OHS teams and 
resources through 2020, according to 
research conducted by Dr Tristan Casey 
from the Safety Science Innovation Lab at 
Griffith University and Dr Xiaowen Hu in the 
Business School at Queensland University 
of Technology. At one end of the spectrum, 
some organisations elected to centralise 
and restrict decision-making to the 
upper echelons of leadership – excluding 
OHS from involvement in strategic risk 
management. At the other end, other 
organisations recognised the applicability 
of general risk-management expertise and 
instead welcomed OHS professionals into 
crisis management meetings with open 
arms. “Their insights have helped us to 
understand the role of a safety professional 
during times of crisis and how they have 
contributed over time,” said Casey, who 
was speaking ahead of a webinar on “crisis 
leadership: learning from COVID-19” to be 
held on Thursday 22 April 2021.

GETTING CONNECTED – SILVER MEMBERS
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O
n 15 August 2020, Victorian 
Premier Daniel Andrews 
addressed a press conference and 
spoke about COVID-19 outbreaks 

in workplaces. “Insecure work is toxic,” he 
said. “There is nothing good about insecure 
work, and when this is done, when this virus 
has been beaten, we will need to commit 
ourselves to do something really significant 
about it. It is no good for anything, for 
families, for a sense of security [and] for 
public health, for any purpose. We have a lot 
of people who work very hard but have no 
safety net to fall back on, and that is just not 
something we should settle for.”

Much has been said about insecure 
work in recent times, and COVID-19 has 
put the spotlight on a number of related 
issues. Michael Quinlan, Emeritus Professor 
in Management at the UNSW Business 
School and member of the UNSW Industrial 
Relations Research Group, explained that 
flexible work led to easier spreading of the 
disease. People with insecure work were 
under strong pressure to keep working – 
even if they had symptoms or were at risk, 
and Professor Quinlan said this made it 
harder to limit exposure and spreading.

This was exacerbated by people with such 
jobs living in larger households (especially 
migrants who are concentrated in these kind 
of jobs) and working at multiple workplaces 
–also an outcome of the growth of insecure 
work. “In Australia there was evidence of 
this in several aged-care facility outbreaks 
where people were working at several sites 
(to secure adequate income) and at least 
one abattoir in Melbourne,” said Professor 
Quinlan, who wrote about COVID-19, Health 
and Vulnerable Societies in Annals of Work 
Exposures and Health (2021, 1–5).

Local and international examples
In contrast, an abattoir in Dubbo that only 
used local labour on relatively secure con-
tracts had no issues – a point which he said 
was largely overlooked. Professor Quin-
lan observed many industries today are 
dependent on insecure work arrangements, 
and some of these had to keep operating 
– notwithstanding risks to industries such 
as transport and food distribution. “It was 
also one of the factors (there were others) 

How insecure work has contributed 
to the spread of COVID-19
Has the new world of flexible 
and insecure work made 
COVID-19 prevention and 
suppression more difficult?

in making it difficult to keep some opera-
tions like tourism, hospitality and gyms 
operating,” said Professor Quinlan, who 
also observed the Victorian hotel outbreak 
was clearly linked to subcontracted secu-
rity firms using insecure, poorly paid and 
trained guards.

There are a number of similar examples 
from other countries, according to Professor 
Quinlan, who also said Germany experienced 
outbreaks which were connected to insecure 
work in abattoirs and meatworks. “As a 
result of this, the government has introduced 
new regulations banning subcontracting in 
meatworks, and the use of temporary agency 
(i.e. labour hire) workers has been signifi-
cantly restricted to only a maximum of 8 per 
cent of the workforce,” he said.

From an Australian perspective, the 
country fared “relatively well”, Professor 
Quinlan said. Aside from closing its borders 
(including state ones when necessary) and 
governments following public health/epi-
demiological advice to introduce a number 
of measures that mitigated the impact of 
job insecurity including JobKeeper, he said 
increased JobSeeker payments and impor-
tantly schemes that ensured all workers 
(and their families) got sick leave payments 
when ill with COVID-19 or being tested and 
in isolation.

Professor Quinlan also drew attention to 
Victoria’s experience, and after the state over-
came the first wave, the Victorian government 
introduced important measures in its budget 
to address the issue – including $5.1 billion 
on social housing to deal with the crowded 
households issue as well as sick leave entitle-
ments. “The latter is difficult because this is 
largely a federal area and the federal govern-
ment, unlike Victoria, shows no sign of having 
learned the need for a policy reset. Other 
governments – both state and federal – need 

to follow Victoria’s lead and also learn from 
initiatives in other countries like Germany,” 
said Professor Quinlan.

Implications for OHS professionals
OHS professionals need a greater cogni-
sance of the interconnections between 
occupational and public health, Professor 
Quinlan said. “This pandemic will be around 
at least two more years globally and it will 
not be the last pandemic we are likely to 
experience in the next decade or two. This 
has been predicted on the basis of the fac-
tors that led to COVID-19,” he said. 

Professor Quinlan also noted that work-
place OHS professionals need to take more 
measures to deal with infectious disease 
as part of their suite of policies. Further, he 
said OHS practitioners should add disease 
risks like COVID-19 to the array of factors 
considered with regard to the engagement 
of insecure workers. “Precarious/short-term 
workers are essential to some industries 
like harvesting, but many industries have 
become too dependent on this type of work 
arrangement, without considering the disad-
vantages/risks sufficiently,” he said.

“We already knew through extensive re-
search these arrangements were conducive 
to poorer OHS outcomes; COVID-19 adds 
to this. More attention should be given to 
the best mix of secure and insecure work in 
terms of OHS and sustainability in opera-
tions by each industry. This issue will not 
go away. Indeed, COVID is a warning that 
the vulnerabilities exposed may actually get 
worse unless remedial steps are taken.” n

Michael Quinlan is Emeritus Professor in 
Management at the UNSW Business School 
and a former Director of the Industrial 
Relations Research Centre. His field of exper-
tise is in OHS and risk with a focus on work 
organisation, management and regulation.
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08     ETHICS

A 
primary role of OHS professionals 
and practitioners is challenging 
assumptions, priorities and actions 
of management as they impact 

on the health and safety of workers and 
others. OHS professionals have an ethical 
responsibility to speak up when they see 
the need and a code of ethics can help OHS 
professionals and practitioners to resist 
pressure to be unethical by referring to the 
code as an authority.

A code of ethics helps to clarify values 
and foster public confidence in the 
profession. A commitment to a code of ethics 
is also considered one of the hallmarks of 
a profession. The definition of a profession 
published by the Australian Council of 
Professions begins with “A profession is a 
disciplined group of individuals who adhere 
to ethical standards….”

Commitment to an agreed code of ethics 
also strengthens professional identity and 
collegiality.  

Currently in Australia, essentially 
anyone can promote themselves as an OHS 
professional or practitioner. Unlike many 
other professions such as accountants, 
lawyers and doctors, there is currently no 
specific licensing or accreditation structure 
for OHS professionals that has legal weight. 
Formal commitment to the AIHS Code of 
Ethics is one way that OHS professionals and 
practitioners can stand for and be associated 
with a formal set of values and standards. 

As the national professional association 
body, the AIHS has a duty to its members, 
industry and the public to ensure its code 
of ethics is relevant to OHS practice, and 
to require its members and certified OHS 
practitioners and professionals to commit 
to it. 

Key elements of the Code
As part of its strategy to support the ethical 
professional, the AIHS has developed an 
ethical framework which has three domains: 
commitment; accountability; and capability, 
and which resulted in a full review of its long-
standing code of ethics.

Occupational health and 
safety: towards an ethical 
profession
A commitment to a Code of Ethics and undertaking professional 
development in ethics are two ways OHS professionals and 
practitioners can set themselves apart from others who proport 
to be part of the profession, writes Sue Bottrell

The key elements of the new Code are:
Integrity: OHS professionals can only achieve 
their primary objective of contributing to 
the prevention of harm in the workplace and 
promotion of people’s safety and health 
through the design and conduct of good 
work if they are a “trusted adviser” who is 
seen as honest, credible and reliable.

“ In launching the AIHS 
Code of Ethics, all 
members will be required 
to sign up to the Code 
on becoming a member, 
or when renewing their 
membership”

Professional competence: All codes of 
ethics published by OHS professional 
bodies refer to competence. While the 
wording of such content varies, the 
common intention is that professionals limit 
their practice to areas in which they have 
competence, where competence is based 
on knowledge, skills and experience. 

OHS professionals must be aware 
that standards and legal and practical 
requirements are constantly changing. 
Continuing professional development  
(CPD) is part of OHS professionals’ 
responsibility to ensure ongoing capability 
and competence. Ethical professionals  
and practitioners will be diligent in  
reflecting on the currency of their knowledge 
and skills and will develop self-directed, 
structured development activities to  
address any gaps or areas that require 
enhancement. 

Professional behaviour: Professional 
behaviour is an extension of respect. It is  
a form of etiquette. It extends from turning 
up to meetings on time, not denigrating 
others, not claiming the work of others 
as your own, not plagiarising material to 
actively encouraging and supporting others 
in their work and using OHS processes to 
promote organisational ethical capability.

Confidentiality and disclosure: OHS 
professionals have access to a range 
of information that may be subject to 
confidentiality and privacy requirements. 
It is a core professional value and is often 
documented in employment or consulting 
contractual arrangements that may present 
a conflict between the legal obligation and 
ethical values. 

Disclosure: A primary role of OHS 
professionals and practitioners can be seen 
as challenging assumptions, priorities and 
actions of management as they impact 
on the health and safety of workers and 
others, and having an ethical responsibility 
to speak up when they see the need. 

Objectivity: Objectivity is about action 
based on facts, not biased by a person’s 
interests, beliefs or feelings. While we 
strive for evidenced-based practice in OHS, 
the evidence or “facts” may be variable in 
reliability or scope of application. 

For example, this variability and the 
potential challenges to objectivity may 
be experienced when decisions and 
actions are required involving “risk” and in 
determinations of “reasonably practicable”, 
especially where the determinations are 
to be applied in cost-benefit analysis or 
investment decisions. The complexity and 
uncertainty inherent in understanding and 
estimating risk leaves OHS professionals 
and practitioners open to pressure, which 
may challenge the objectivity of their advice.

Impartiality: In delivering on their primary 
duty to contribute to the prevention of harm 
in the workplace and promotion of people’s 
safety and health through the design and 
conduct of good work, OHS professionals 
and practitioners have duties to their 
employer/client, worker, public, and other 
professionals. Resolving these competing 
duties can challenge their impartiality.



MARCH 2021 | OHS PROFESSIONALaihs.org.au

   09

The current AIHS Ethics Committee 
comprises:
• Sue Bottrell (Chair)
• Tony Weaire (member)
• Ken Malcolm (member)
• Matthew Davies (member)
• Michael Morgan (member)
• Dan Carpenter (member).

The committee has worked with the AIHS 
board to finalise and publish the new Code of 
Ethics and developed training to support its 
implementation. 

The committee acknowledges and 
appreciates the significant work undertaken 
by the previous committee under the then 
Chair Matthew Davies to develop the Code 
and material to support its implementation. 
This work involved consultation with 
members and the AIHS board to determine 
the Code’s content.

The new ethical framework – not just 
a code of ethics    
In implementing a framework to support OHS 
professionals comply with the obligations 
of the AIHS Code of Ethics and make ethical 
decisions in the day-to-day practice, a chapter 
titled Ethics and Professional Practice was 
published in the Body of Knowledge in 2019, 

and is an important source of information for 
OHS professionals and practitioners on the 
theories underpinning ethical conduct and 
the importance of ethical conduct in safety. 
In launching the AIHS Code of Ethics, all 
members will be required to sign up to 
the Code on becoming a member, or when 
renewing their membership. 

In addition, all AIHS members will be 
required to complete two free training 
modules as part of their continuing 
professional development. 
Members also have access to the 
internationally recognised training 

Giving Voice to Values, which has been 
customised to the Australian OHS context. 
Finally, additional material such a FAQ and 
explanatory notes are available on the AIHS 
website. 

This is an exciting and important step 
for the Australian OHS profession, and 
the AIHS is providing the opportunity for 
AIHS members to set themselves apart and 
demonstrate a commitment to excellence in 
their OHS practice. n

Sue Bottrell is Chair of the Ethics Sub-
Committee for the Australian Institute of 
Health & Safety
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10      OPINION

O
ver the years there has been much 
debate around whether “new 
view” safety should be integrated 
with mainstream OHS. Intuitively, I 

am inclined to say “yes” to integration. 
One reason is because I think that getting 

everything under one banner might help to 
end or at least diminish the increasing tribal-
ism in our profession. Recent “us and them” 
debates have wasted a lot of time, space 
and effort. Probably they added little to the 
development of the profession as such. If 
anything, they have widened the chasm with 
little increased understanding on either side.

One of the important things that tends 
to get lost in the various debates is that 
the “old” and “new” approaches to safety 
are meant to complement each other. For 
best effect, they need to co-exist, although 
perhaps some traditional practices should 
be discarded, while some new approaches 
need to be tested in practice to a greater 
degree before we can fully judge them on 
their merits. 

In theory, there is promise. As most 
things in safety, however, the answer is 
probably not as straightforward as my spon-
taneous “Yes!”. The only correct answer to 
most questions is often “It depends”. Let us 
explore the subject from a couple of different 
sides.

New is the future old
The first thing to ask ourselves is about 
the meaning of “new view”. The schools of 
safety that are commonly captured under 
this moniker go under various names. 
They all differ slightly from the others, 
emphasising other elements. We find, for 
example, Safety II, Safety Differently, Human 

Should “new view” 
safety be integrated 
with mainstream 
OHS?
Mainstream and “new” approaches to safety are 
meant to complement each other, but for best effect, 
they need to co-exist, writes Carsten Busch

and Organisational Performance (HOP) 
and Resilience Engineering. Their origins 
can be placed roughly around the turn of 
the century when papers by David Woods 
and Sidney Dekker spoke of a “new view”. 
Shortly thereafter, resilience engineering 
emerged as the first recognisable school.

I have become increasingly reluctant to 
speak about “old” and “new” views in safe-
ty. The “new view” is now around two dec-
ades old, which may remind us of the fact 
that “new” and “old” are relative terms (just 
as “differently”, for that matter). Everything 
we call “old” now, used to be “new” at 
some point in time, and since things often 
move in cycles, sometimes “old” becomes 
“new” once more. That makes them terms 
with best-before dates and perhaps another 
reason to integrate ASAP.

My main issue, however, is that the word 
“new” may suggest that it is something 
that has come to replace something “old”. 
Something that is automatically better. It 
is not. While it may be useful for pedagogi-
cal purposes to contrast “new” and “old” 
approaches, it is not very useful for practice 
(except maybe to remind you that you want 
to do something different from last time). 
Also, the power of definition “old” and 
“new” lies unsurprisingly with the newer 
kinds of safety. This is problematic when the 
“new” builds strawmen out of “old” prac-
tices. It can be useful to communicate about 
differences in their extreme forms, making 
clear what the “new” bring to the table. 
However, when people take these rhetorical 
statements about “the others” as gospel, it 
may work against its intention by creating 
black and white thinking that leads to throw-
ing out the baby with the bathwater.

Integration: beware!
While I am generally positive about 
integration, shallow interpretations are one 
thing to beware of. Interpretations that pick 
up the buzzwords and some of the practices, 
then adding a veneer of “new view” to 
existing approaches. Interpretations that are 
superficial by creating a cargo cult of “new 
view”. Interpretations that possibly turn 
against the original goals. This has happened 
all too often with other initiatives and 
concepts and I fear history will repeat itself.

This is a major risk that rides on the 
back of the success of essentially useful 
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initiatives and concepts. When “LEAN” is 
reduced to standing around a board each 
morning, when “just culture” becomes 
another word for how we are going to 
discipline the person making an error, when 
“safety culture” becomes a synonym for 
following safety rules, and when “psycho-
logical safety” is yet another way to shove 
responsibility and accountability towards 
the sharp end.

This is what happens when one tries to 
do things the easy way with least amount of 
effort. When one just copies some tools, but 
not adopts the mindset to use them. Deming 

already cautioned that copying without 
knowledge and understanding of principles 
is a problematic thing to do. So, if we want 
to integrate, we need to be prepared to 
make an effort.

The danger of dissonance
This effort comes with another challenge. 
Looking at the characteristics that are 
commonly attributed to the “old” and “new” 
views of safety, one gets the impression that 
these are on opposite sides of the spectrum. 
Take, for example, reductionism. Traditional 
approaches are to a greater degree 

focused on identifying broken parts (be 
they technical, human or social) and then 
fixing them. Newer approaches stress the 
importance of context and seeing the system 
as a whole. This seeming opposition can be 
resolved by assessing what approach fits 
the situation best. Simple problem solving 
(for example, when the light is not working) 
benefits from reductionist approaches, while 
systemic improvement requires a holistic 
approach. In that sense, “old” and “new” 
can very well coexist.

But there are also things where ideo-
logical differences are more serious. An 
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example is the concept of “error”. In “old 
view” approaches, these are seen as a useful 
category to tabulate, trace down and attempt 
to reduce. Errors are causes for bad things 
happening. The “new view” regards them as 
a consequence of other factors in the system. 
Errors are merely a hindsight attribution, 
fuelled by knowledge of outcome. While 
I subscribe to the latter view, I acknowl-
edge that this may clash with the everyday 
understanding and use of the term. I myself 
also use the term regularly as a practical 
shorthand for a certain kind of event. 

The integration of “old” and “new” may, 
in cases like these, create mental disso-
nance because some things are just hard 
to combine. As we say in Norway, to deal 
with this, you have to be able to keep two 
thoughts in your mind at the same time. 
But then, maybe we have to reflect upon 
what we mean by integration. I think that 
integration should not mean that things are 
placed under one unifying theory. Instead, 
we should rather think about integration in 
terms of putting things into a wider frame-
work that celebrates and utilises diversity 
and variety. We should think in terms of a 
mental toolbox from which we can pick the 
right tools for a situation, just as a carpenter 
has more tools than only the proverbial ham-
mer. This may be hard, because it means 
that there are no right and wrong concepts 
per se, but there are right and wrong 
applications. Choosing the right tool for the 
situation may be demanding.

Are we ready?
This brings us to another reason that makes 
me hesitate. I sometimes wonder whether 
organisations are ready for something 

fix safety issues, keep the regulator and 
inspectorate from their backs and ensure the 
workforce behave in certain ways? 

If that is what industry expects from the 
profession, then the “new view” does have 
challenges. First, because it is not estab-
lished (yet). What we do not know, we often 
fear. So many may rather opt for the status 
quo of what they know than trying some-
thing they are unfamiliar with. Something 
that actually may rock the boat. What, with 
all this talk of autonomy, reducing bureau-
cracy and abandoning familiar metrics?

I think this is one reason why much 
safety education is the way it is – to provide 
industry with the type of problem solvers 
that they need. This is most likely one main 
reason why critical thinking is not part of 
the mainstream safety curriculum, not even 
on an academic level. So, there may have to 
be an uphill fight to integrate “new views”. 
It may also mean that the current teachers 
need to be upgraded in one way or another, 
or perhaps better, they need to be supple-
mented with different teachers.

Second, some of the “new view” ap-
proaches may be harder work, and do not 
promise to give easy answers. Instead of 
a “root cause”, investigations may sud-
denly present you with a complex context 
without a “smoking gun” to fix. Instead of a 
linear narrative, you may be presented with 
multiple, seemingly conflicting narratives. If 
something goes sideways, instead of finding 
someone to blame and then discipline or 
train, you may need to address the greater 
system. Personally, I am convinced that this 
harder work will pay off in the long run with 
better results (including, but not limited to 
safety), but if you are aiming for short-term 
results this may seem unattractive.

James Reason said in his 2008 book The 
Human Condition, “Safety is a guerrilla war 
that you will probably lose (since entropy 
gets us all in the end), but you can still do 
the best you can.” I have always seen this as 
an encouragement to do our very best. I also 
see it as an argument to answer the question 
we started with. The “old” and “new” views 
are in this guerrilla war together, so I guess 
they better join forces. n

Carsten Busch is an experienced HSEQ 
manager with more than two decades of 
international experience in the transportation, 
industry, oil and gas and government sectors. 
He is the founder of consulting firm Mind The 
Risk in Norway, tutors human factors and sys-
tem safety at Lund University in Sweden and 
serves as senior advisor occupational safety 
for the Norwegian Police directorate. He is also 
the author of Preventing Industrial Accidents: 
Reappraising H.W. Heinrich – More than 
Triangles and Dominoes (Routledge 2021).

“new” when it seems that they do not even 
master the “old”. In 1941, safety pioneer 
Heinrich reflected upon the simple accident 
prevention approach he advised to follow. 
Industry was not ready to embrace and 
practise more advanced approaches, he 
thought. Many did not even understand 
and practise the simpler basics: “…the 
exclusion of detailed treatment is well 
justified because industry in general is not 
fully conversant with the more simple and 
direct approach to accident prevention and 
does not apply it in practice.” Therefore, 
they first had to understand these simple 
principles and act on them before being able 
to proceed.

It is tempting to think along these lines. 
The question is whether this applies today. 
Is it necessary to go first through one and 
then adopt the other? I don’t think this need 
always be the case because there is no 
necessary progression from the “old” to the 
“new”. Earlier on I called them complemen-
tary. They are different tools at our disposal. 
Safety does not ask for one-size-fits-all 
approaches, and where “old” approaches do 
not give the results we desire, we could try 
“new” ones.

So that means that integrating different 
practices provides us with opportunities, 
which we should embrace and use for the 
creation of safety.

It will be hard work
One final and important reflection to finish 
with… Do the organisations we work for 
actually want this? Some surely do and have 
shown so in the past. However, aren’t many 
organisations – perhaps even the majority – 
most of all looking for problem solvers that 

12      OPINION
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T
he Level Crossing Removal Project (LXRP) was 
established by the Victorian Government to 
oversee one of the largest rail infrastructure 
projects in the state’s history. LXRP is part of 

the Major Transport Infrastructure Authority and its 
projects fall under Victoria’s “Big Build” – an $80 billion 
initiative delivering 165 major road and rail projects 
across the state.

Central to the project is the removal of 75 level 
crossings across Melbourne by 2025, in addition to 
other rail network upgrades such as new stations, track 
duplications and stabling yards. LXRP projects are 
designed to leave a positive legacy on these communities.

“Our project is focused on removing 75 dangerous and 
congested level crossings in Melbourne,” says LXRP lead 
adviser for change strategy, Jane Magree. “And we’ve 
already removed 45. We always have safety at the top of 
mind in how we deliver our work, and we believe that 
wellbeing is a key part of workplace health and safety.”

Developing the LeadSafe program
When LXRP commenced, Magree recalls that a new 
approach was wanted in order to actively engage the 
Victorian public service employees and to have a positive 
ripple effect on the organisation’s partners.

“We started our program being mindful that we 
wanted to make a change for the better. We didn’t want 
to just keep doing what had always been done. So that’s 
really why we decided to create LeadSafe, which is 
about how we can all lead safety and wellbeing so that it 
actually makes a difference to ourselves, our peers, our 
project partners and the community,” says Magree. 

“I believe the primary reason the LeadSafe program 
has been successful is because it has been developed, 
owned and led by LXRP’s people.” Employees were first 
asked in 2015 what behaviours they believed would best 
foster safety and wellbeing. The initial feedback from 
this exercise led to the creation of LeadSafe’s five key 
behavioural principles:

1. Choose the safe action (even when no one is looking) 
through leading by example

2. Know and look out for each other by connecting and 
caring

LeadSafe: LXRP’s award-winning 
approach to enterprise health 
and safety leadership

The Level Crossing Removal Project 
received the 2020 Australian Workplace 
Health and Safety Award for Enterprise 
Health and Safety Leadership

LXRP lead adviser for change strategy, Jane Magree, says: "We knew we had to 
do something different than the normal compliance-based approach to safety”
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3. Speak up, ask the question and listen, which 
empowers and involves everyone

4. Take time for self and others by looking after your 
whole self at work and at home

5. Think and act differently by encouraging and 
developing smarter solutions.

Much of the program is built on the premise of 
building psychological safety – particularly the principle 
of “speak up, ask the question and listen”, and Magree 
says this focuses on empowering and involving everyone 
and creating an inclusive environment. “We know 
from other safety culture programs that speaking up is 
fundamental, so we expanded that to focus not only on 
asking the question but really listening to what someone 
actually has to share.”

One of the unique aspects of the program is how safety 
and wellbeing are brought together. This approach was 
championed by LXRP CEO Kevin Devlin, who Magree 
says is passionate about thinking and acting differently 
in order to achieve better outcomes. “We knew we had 
to do something different than the normal compliance-
based approach to safety,” Devlin explains. “It was about 
dealing with the mindset and behaviours of people. We 
knew that was how we were going to get the next level of 

improvement with people being well and safe at work on 
our construction sites.”

Magree says the goal of the LeadSafe program is to 
help everyone be safe and well, everywhere and every 
day. “We want our people to thrive so that they can 
be productive members of our organisation – also in 
the industry and society as a whole,” she says. “Our 
program is really around binding a critical mass of people 
together around something that everyone really cares 
about, which is about being safe and well. I think one 
of the things that was critical to success was that this is 
something that people get really interested in because it 
makes a difference to them in their lives.”

Bringing LeadSafe to life
LeadSafe employs a range of tools and resources to 
engage LXRP’s people, including cross-functional 
working groups, LeadSafe champions, workshops, 
branded meeting rooms and online toolkits/resources. 

The latter are also shared with alliance partners such 
as contracting partners, which are demonstrating strong 
engagement with the online resources in particular. All 
of these elements contribute to the success of LeadSafe, 
and Magree gives the example of the cross-functional 
working group – led by LXRP’s safety director Rick Najar 
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who is “incredibly passionate about this and has actively 
worked to help lead people and cultural change”.

This cross-functional working group comprises 
representatives from diverse teams including business 
strategy, communications, safety, design, and people and 
culture – as well as people in alliance-facing roles.

“That’s what brings the richness, because it’s 
something that then touches everyone, rather than just 
one group coming up with what they think it needs to 
be,” says Magree.

However, according to Magree, LeadSafe has not been 
without its challenges. “Maintaining the momentum 
of the program is an ongoing challenge, given LXRP is 
already an incredibly busy project,” she says. “Similarly, 
balancing LeadSafe with other organisational priorities, 
finding new ways to bring the program to life and 
keeping it relevant are all ongoing challenges for LXRP.”

LXRP CEO Kevin Devlin championed one of the unique aspects of the program in 
how safety and wellbeing are brought together

“ We started our program being 
very mindful that we wanted to 
make a change for the better”

LeadSafe has grown in momentum over the past four 
years and has delivered a number of successful outcomes. 
“Our results speak for themselves, with evaluation 
showing consistently high engagement scores and pulse 
survey scores indicating a very high percentage of our 
people believe that health and wellbeing is a priority for 
LXRP. This is testament to the program’s positive impact,” 
says Magree.

Advice for success
For organisations looking to make a step change in 
their OHS and do something different, Magree says it is 
important that this be led from the top by the CEO (or 
equivalent) followed by the senior leadership team. 

“If you don’t have that senior leadership commitment, 
it’s really hard to get off the ground,” she says. “I’ve been 
running these kinds of programs for a number of years in 
the construction industry. What strikes me is that it really 
resonates with people who really want to get involved, 
and if it’s supported by the organisation and by senior 
leaders, people are given permission to actually put their 
discretionary contribution in and to make a contribution 
and do something really good,” she says.

Another important fact is that OHS programs need to 
be “for the people and by the people”, she says. “They’re 
the ones who know what they need and what they want, 
so create ways which allow people to get involved and 
mechanisms for people to contribute their ideas. For 
example, this is how our LeadSafe chat cards [were 
created]. We were designing LeadSafe branded meeting 
rooms, and then one of our design team members said, 
‘hey, how about doing some cards to use in the meeting 
rooms where you could have conversations about safety 
and wellbeing at the beginning of a meeting, and all of 
a sudden, we created these cards that have become a 
phenomenal success. We have since created an online 
version. I think you wouldn’t have thought of that if you 
were just sitting in a vacuum.”

16     AUSTRALIAN WORKPLACE HEALTH AND SAFETY AWARDS
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About the 
Australian 
Workplace 
Health and 
Safety Award 
for Enterprise 
Health 
and Safety 
Leadership

To be eligible for this award, 
the organisation must 
demonstrate outstanding 
corporate leadership or 
commitment to improve-
ment to health and safety 
across their organisation 
or community. Through 
their efforts, organisations 
must have had a significant 
impact in the Australian 
working environment. In as-
sessing nominations for this 
award category, the judging 
panel was looking for or-
ganisations to outline their 
achievements in leadership 
and demonstrate how their 
organisation continually 
improves and highlights 
what sets them apart from 
the others in the field, and 
how they contribute to the 
community and to demon-
strate leadership functions 
which have led to positive 
workplace outcomes for 
health and safety. 

The final factor is that it is important to think 
about how work and life are becoming integrated, 
which means an OHS program has to connect with 
both. This makes it more likely that employees will 
choose to engage in a voluntary capacity. “It should 
be an opt-in rather than something that’s enforced. 
So much of LeadSafe is about – ‘this is a choice 
and here are a whole lot of different ways you can 
participate if you want to’.

“People really want to participate in a way that 
makes a difference to them. We moved away from 
that compliance-driven approach to safety and it’s 
amazing what can happen when people really want 
to get involved and make positive choices around 
what they can do for safety and wellbeing for 
themselves and for each other,” Magree says. n

For more information on the winners of the Australian 
Workplace Health and Safety Awards from 2020, visit
www.awhsa.org.au. Nominations for the 2021 awards 
close on 30 March 2021.

“ It’s amazing what can happen 
when people really want to get 
involved and make positive 
choices around what they can 
do for safety and wellbeing for 
themselves and for each other”



OHS PROFESSIONAL | MARCH 2021 aihs.org.au

18      COVER STORY

“ The fast growth of the gig economy has created uncertainty and 
confusion in the sector about what each party should be doing to 
comply with the law and what protections should be in place”

18      COVER STORY
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Is there 
a role for 
OHS in 
the gig 
economy?
Safety in the gig economy has come 
under the spotlight in recent times and 
experts say action has to be taken to 
help protect an emerging underclass 
of worker, writes Craig Donaldson

B
oth federal and state governments put a range 
of heavy restrictions in place to slow the spread 
of SARS-CoV-2 through 2020. This had a 
significant detrimental effect on many sectors 

– notably airlines, hospitality and retail. Non-essential 
services, such as eating in at restaurants, cafes and 
bars, were also shut down (or heavily curbed), so food 
outlets across the board turned to takeaway and delivery 
services to make up for lost revenue.

This was good news for platforms such as Uber Eats, 
Menulog and Deliveroo, with food delivery workers 
taking to the streets en-masse – often with only a bike 
and a helmet – to meet newfound demand. However, 
from late September through to late November last year, 
one food delivery driver died on average every 11 days 
in Australia. This shone a harsh spotlight on safety for 
workers in the “gig economy”, with calls for stronger 
regulation of the sector and tougher laws for companies 
which take advantage of this underclass of worker. 

The NSW Government, for example, recently released 
draft guidelines designed to better protect workers in the 
food delivery industry. The guidelines were developed by 
the Gig Economy Joint Taskforce, which was established 
to investigate a number of food delivery rider fatalities 
and led by SafeWork NSW and Transport for NSW. The 
guidelines outline 11 specific hazards in the industry 
and also make a number of recommendations for food 
delivery platforms and riders (as both worker and PCBU) 
as well as food outlets (see box). The taskforce’s final 
report and recommendations are due to be provided to 
Government in April.
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“The fast growth of the gig economy has created 
uncertainty and confusion in the sector about what 
each party should be doing to comply with the law and 
what protections should be in place, particularly when 
it comes to food delivery riders who are independently 
contracting to the big platforms,” says NSW Minister for 
Better Regulation and Innovation, Kevin Anderson.

Risks of the gig economy
A 2019 study in the Journal of Transport & Health found 
that gig economy drivers experience fatigue, pressure 
to violate traffic regulations and distraction from their 
phones. Furthermore, drivers have little health and 
safety training and experience occasional collisions and 
near misses on a daily basis.

The study found 42 per cent of gig workers say they 
had been involved in a collision where their vehicle had 
been damaged and 10 per cent say that someone had 
been injured, usually themselves. A further 75 per cent 
say there had been occasions while working when they 
have had to take action to avoid a collision.

“The emergence of the gig driver could give rise to 
a perfect storm of risk factors affecting the health and 
safety not just of the people who work in the economy 
but for other road users,” the study says. “Pressure from 
Government should make these service providers more 
aware of their employment obligations and provide 
safeguards for people who generate income for them.”

Skye Buatava, director of the NSW Government’s 
Centre for Work Health and Safety, says the gig economy 
is set apart from other independent contractors by the 
ease workers engage and accept jobs with little vetting 
of skills. Workers are aware their status is not that of an 
employee, but roles and responsibilities around WHS 
are not understood, Buatava explains. “The expansion 
of the gig economy has increased the proportion of 
self-employed workers, with NSW Centre for Work 
Health and Safety research finding they see themselves 
as primarily responsible for safety but without the 
knowledge to implement it,” she says.

“From a WHS perspective, we are seeing delivery 
drivers being involved in road incidents, labourers 
working on tasks they are not trained for, and service 
providers exposed to violence and aggression.”

Charles Power, a workplace relations specialist and 
partner at Holding Redlich Lawyers, explains that under 
Australian OHS laws, the more you control the way a 
person performs work, the greater the legal responsibility 
you have to make that work safe. However, he says the 
question of control is often not clear in the case of gig 
workers. “Usually, their work is facilitated by a large and 
well-resourced company that takes little responsibility for 
the often-high-risk work undertaken by the worker. The 

way the work is done is largely controlled by the worker 
– but often in myriad different environments over which 
only the end-user has practical control.”

Defining the gig economy
Joellen Riley Munton, a Professor of Law at the 
University of Technology Sydney, says the gig economy 
extends far beyond the food delivery services industry 
to encompass a wide range of work done when people 
are engaged to do what we once might have called 
“piecework” through a digital platform. 

“The examples that we are most familiar with because 
we see their logos everywhere are Uber and Ola in the 
‘ride share’ market – which is really hardly different from 
taxis or hire cars – Deliveroo, Menulog, Uber Eats in the 
food delivery market, and Airtasker and TaskRabbit in 

“ All companies engaging gig 
economy workers – from the 
platform to the restaurant to the 
corporate consumer – need to take 
ownership of their responsibilities 
and start doing better”

The TWU recently helped facilitate the process of electing 
several work health and safety representatives within Deliveroo



MARCH 2021 | OHS PROFESSIONALaihs.org.au

   21

The NSW Government recently 
called for industry consultation on 
draft guidelines designed to provide 
better protection for workers in the 
food delivery industry. The guide-
lines outline 11 specific hazards 
in the industry, such as unsafe 
systems of work, poorly maintained 
bikes, fatigue, extreme weather 
conditions, road rage as well as 
shift work, long hours and time 
pressures.

Importantly, the guidelines also 
made a number of recommenda-
tions for food delivery platforms and 
riders (as both worker and PCBU) as 
well as food outlets. Food delivery 
platforms, for example, should use 
branded apps which instruct food 
delivery riders on how to travel 
using the safest route, ensure food 
delivery riders demonstrate an un-
derstanding of NSW road rules and 
NSW bike rules – as well as holding 
a NSW Rider Licence (if the rider has 
resided in NSW for more than three 
months). The guidelines also recom-
mended food delivery platforms 
develop and implement a fatigue 
management policy and procedures 
(to be included in onboarding and 
training programs) and also design 
controls into apps which lock out 
food delivery riders after 12 hours 
and ensure a minimum 10-hour pe-
riod off the app before unlocking.

NSW Government 
releases draft 
delivery driver 
safety guidelines

the odd jobs-of-all-kinds market. There are also platforms 
engaging clerical kinds of workers, but those are not so 
obvious in the marketplace – Amazon Mechanical Turk, 
for example. I have heard that in the domestic help 
sector, home care for the aged, for instance, gig work is 
developing,” says Munton.

In the main, the kind of work people are doing is “old 
economy” work (such as couriering and chauffeuring, for 
example), but the way they are engaged to do the work 
is different and disguises to some extent the organisation 
profiting from their work. “This is where OHS issues 
arise,” she says. “These workers are often itinerant workers 
earning a low rate of pay for the task they undertake, and 
without any income security if they should happen to be 
injured or become sick through work, so they are not well 
placed to take out their own insurance, or indeed to look 
out for their own safety. The pressure to complete tasks 
quickly can be high and this has proven to be dangerous in 
some areas, notably food delivery.” 

Munton also highlighted the five fatalities in the 
food delivery services sector in late 2020 and says this 
had prompted some proposals (sometimes from the 
platforms themselves) for various kinds of insurance 
schemes, usually paid for by a levy on delivery fees. 
While these proposals go some way towards ensuring 
compensation for workers who are injured, Munton 
says they don’t address the fundamental concern to 
ensure safe work practices in the first place, which has 
been the overarching objective of the Robens’ style 
harmonised work health and safety regime in most 
states of Australia.

“The object of this legislation is to encourage 
safe practices from the start. Even our workers’ 
compensation schemes, which do compensate injury, 
are designed to create incentives for those in control 
of work systems [those who pay premiums] to provide 
safe work, and to rehabilitate and not just compensate 
workers who are injured on the job,” she says.
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Future gig economy trends
As digital platforms make it easier to link individuals 
to work opportunities, the gig economy will likely 
continue to expand in size and across industries 
and sectors, according to Buatava. “The COVID-19 
pandemic has demonstrated to many organisations 
direct supervision of workers is not required, and 
the gig economy business model may become more 
attractive to employers – but we must ensure there are 
no gaps in WHS,” she says.

Power observes recent union campaigns have been 
effective in raising public awareness of unsafe work in 
the food delivery sector. While consumer pressure may 

The dark side of the “uberisation” of work

also drive improvements, he says it is difficult to envisage 
any Federal Government bringing employee protections 
to these employee-like workers. “State and territory 
governments may fill the gap in part by extending the 
operation of workers’ compensation schemes to these 
workers and requiring more proactive compliance 
activity by regulators,” he says.

Liam O’Brien, assistant secretary of the ACTU, 
says the rapid rise of gig work in the past decade has 
resulted in the undermining of working conditions, 
including the provision of healthly and safe work, in 
many industries. “Governments have failed to protect 
workers by ensuring that our workplace laws keep 
pace with this trend,” he says. “If the issues are left 

“ The rapid rise of 
gig work in the past 
decade has resulted 
in the undermining of 
working conditions, 
including the provision 
of healthly and 
safe work, in many 
industries”

The “uberisation” of work in the gig 
economy has revived 19th century 
exploitation through apps and algo-
rithms – with catastrophic conse-
quences, according to TWU national 
secretary Michael Kaine. “There 
is an inextricable link between the 
sham business models that have 
emerged through the gig economy 
and the high rates of deaths and 
injuries of food delivery riders. At 
the heart of companies like Uber, 
Deliveroo and the newer Amazon 
Flex is the refusal to pay minimum 
wage and provide workplace rights 
like PPE, sick leave, workers’ com-
pensation or the right to challenge 
unfair dismissal,” says Kaine. 

There is an abundance of 
evidence proving the link between 
low pay and dangerous working 
conditions in transport, and gig 
economy companies “have taken 
this to new lows”, Kaine says. “Food 
delivery riders and rideshare drivers 
carry all the risk, with their income 
dependent on customer demand, 
unclear payment calculations and 
commissions taken from the com-
panies, and having to accept a job 
before other workers – even if that 
means fiddling with the phone while 
riding or driving,” he says.

“The rate of pay for food delivery 
riders is as low as $10 an hour, 
putting a deadly pressure on riders 
to work long hours, work quicker to 
complete as many orders as pos-
sible, skip costs on adequate safety 
equipment and delay maintenance 
on their bikes.”

Kaine says food delivery riders 

and rideshare drivers are also put 
under unrealistic time pressures, 
determined by algorithms that 
force them to work quickly and 
dangerously to avoid being sacked. 
The TWU has taken several unfair 
dismissal cases on behalf of food 
delivery workers who have been 
sacked for being “too slow”, includ-
ing for Amita Gupta, an Uber Eats 
driver sacked for being 10 minutes 
late with an order.

Uber chose to settle Amita 
Gupta’s case after Federal Court 
judges savaged its business model, 
with comments like “we live in the 
real world” and “everyone knows 
what function Uber plays… Uber 
delivers the food”. “Then, Uber Eats 
forced workers onto new terms and 
conditions that sought to further 
distance the company from an em-
ployment relationship with riders,” 
says Kaine.

“It is critical that regulation 
catches up to emerging work ar-
rangements. We need a tribunal 
standing guard to examine work 
relationships and set enforceable 
minimum pay and standards.”

More recently, ALP leader 
Anthony Albanese set the agenda 
to bring gig economy workers into 
more established safe and fair 
working conditions. “His commit-
ment to ensure minimum wage and 
rights for food delivery riders, ride-
share drivers and other gig workers 
puts companies on notice that they 
cannot simply continue to move the 
goal posts, cut pay and dodge work-
place legislation,” says Kaine.
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unattended, we will likely see these trends – which 
were present well before the pandemic – continue with 
more workers in insecure employment, more workers 
living off poverty wages and more workers killed and 
injured on the job.”

Munton points out that some commentators suggest that 
gig work comprises a very small fraction of the workforce. 
“I expect that if our legal system continues to treat this kind 
of work as a form of independent contracting that leaves 
all responsibilities on the workers themselves and allows 
those who profit from their work to escape obligations to 
pay award wages and workers’ compensation premiums, 
we will find that more kinds of work are outsourced to this 
kind of arrangement,” she says.

Gig worker safety solutions
Munton is hopeful that “we are on the brink” of 
regulatory reform that places more responsibility on 
the digital platforms for ensuring safe systems of work 
and providing insurance cover for workers. There are 
a number of government enquiries afoot presently (at 
both state and federal level) which include the safety of 
gig work in their terms of reference. In the past, she says 
state workers’ compensation schemes have been designed 
to deem certain kinds of contract workers as employees 
(or “workers”) for the purposes of coverage, and “I think 
it would be a relatively straightforward reform to deem 
gig workers to be workers of the digital platforms that 
engage them. This would provide incentives for the 

At the heart of companies like Uber is the refusal to pay minimum wage and provide workplace rights, according to the TWU
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platforms to review their work systems to make sure 
that they are as safe as reasonably practicable, as well as 
providing compensation and rehabilitation services for 
workers injured on the job,” says Munton.

O’Brien says the ACTU has been calling for the 
adoption of all recommendations made in the 2018 
Boland Review of the Workplace Health and Safety Act. 
“This would be a good place to start,” says O’Brien, who 
affirms that those that manage gig platforms need to be 
made aware of their duties under WHS laws to ensure 
the health and safety of workers and others. 

“Too often, these businesses behave as if WHS  
laws do not apply to them and those that work and use 
their platforms,” he says. “Regulators should  
be far more active in enforcing these laws. Many  
workers in the gig economy are forced to work in unsafe 
conditions, and for low pay. So, the implementation of a 
minimum rate, and access to safety gear and work injury 
insurance would help to address those issues.”

Power also notes that the big players driving the gig 
economy have suggested they would implement greater 
“employee-like” protections for gig workers – if confident 
this would not increase the prospect of the workers being 
characterised as employees. “If governments endorse this 

self-regulation approach, it might result in more concrete 
improvements for gig workers sooner than waiting for 
parliaments and courts to catch up,” he says.

Independent contractors also need support in order to 
upskill in WHS management from government, industry 
groups and small business associations, according to 
Buatava, who says support can also come from the digital 
platforms if they improve their procurement processes, 
systems and working conditions.

Implications for OHS professionals
However, a major barrier for digital platforms in 
providing WHS support is the fear of reclassification 
of contractors to employees. With even small changes 
having an impact on safety behaviours, Buatava 
suggests “all companies engaging gig economy 
workers – from the platform to the restaurant to the 
corporate consumer – need to take ownership of their 
responsibilities and start doing better”.

O’Brien also says the election of work health and 
safety representatives and support for unions in these 
sectors would also address these issues. Last year, for 
example, the TWU helped facilitate the election of 
seven work health and safety representatives within 

Digital platforms will make it easier to link individuals to work opportunities – which will likely expand the gig economy
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The gig economy is not a new 
phenomenon and also goes by other 
names, including flexible, contrac-
tor, insecure and precarious work. 
“It’s called different things, but 
the gig economy has become more 
topical at the moment,” says UNSW 
Emeritus Professor Ann Williamson, 
a workplace and road safety expert 
who previously served as principal 
research scientist and head of the 
human factors and ergonomics 
unit at the National Institute of 
Occupational Health and Safety.

Contracting and subcontracting 
arrangements have been in place 
in other sectors such as the road 
transport industry for a long time, 
according to Williamson. “There are a 
very, very large number of drivers who 
are owner operators. And that’s been 
the case since about the early 1990s. 
It hasn’t gone away because even the 
big companies will always subcontract 
a proportion of their work.”

In such cases, the worker who 
is performing the labour is usually 
responsible for both finding and do-
ing the work, and Williamson says 
this changes the dynamic greatly 
because the pressure is on the 
worker to maximise the income from 
each engagement. “We see longer 
hours of work, more irregular work, 
more ‘on-call’ work where they have 
to hang around for a job – and the 
issue with this is that they have to 
do more work to make up the differ-
ence,” she says.

And because companies that 
offer this kind of gig work usually 
need more flexible arrangements 
and also want to keep their costs 
down, Williamson says “the person 
who is going to be on the losing 
end will be the person who is 
providing the services. Now, that’s 
where the problem is. For a long 
time I have been interested in 
fatigue, work and how errors are 
made, and the more work people 
do without appropriate rest at the 
appropriate time, the more risk 
factors increase. Workplace health 
and safety people can’t settle this, 

because the pressure is on the per-
son who’s providing the services 
to manage their own workplace 
health and safety, when they’re 
already under a lot of pressure to 
do the work,” she says. 

There is a duty of care that sits 
with the primary contractor to their 
contractors and subcontractors, 
and there are “an awful lot of blind 
eyes being turned towards that”, 
says Williamson. “It’s all very well 
to say to my Uber driver, ‘you have 
to sort out all this stuff, it’s your re-
sponsibility’ – when I know that I’m 
putting pressure on you and that it 
is going to have an adverse effect 
on you doing this work safely. 
I’m abrogating my duty of care 
there as well. So, do we choose to 
acknowledge that or not?

“It requires somebody to say 
‘enough is enough’ and to make an 
issue about it. But that is going to 
take a lot of incentives for someone 
to do that, and someone who’s got 
deep pockets who wants to see this 
brought to a head.” Many compa-
nies are not necessarily flouting 
workplace health and safety laws, 
but Williamson says they often take 
them “right to the edge”. 

In such scenarios workplace 
health and safety becomes a sec-
ondary issue. “Workplace health 
and safety can’t be secondary; 
it has to be a primary factor in 
everything we do in the workplace. 
If WHS professionals are work-
ing in an industry where there’s 
a lot of subcontracting with not 
much responsibility taken for 
subcontractors or where people 
are allowed to do work that is 
likely to be unsafe because of the 
pressure to do more and more 
work, WHS wouldn’t be doing their 
job properly. It’s a hard job I know. 
But I really do have to put that 
out there. They have the biggest 
hat and have to remind industry 
that you cannot do this because it 
is against the law to do this and 
you must take responsibility,” she 
says.

The gig economy: new name, same issues

Deliveroo. “Unfortunately, companies in the gig 
economy, like Deliveroo, have attempted to make the 
process of electing WHS representatives incredibly 
difficult. Workers in the gig economy need the backing 
and support from their government and regulator when 
it comes to exercising their rights for healthy and safe 
work,” says O’Brien.

If and when reforms to legislation do clarify the 
responsibilities of the digital platforms, Munton says 
there will be work for OHS professionals properly 
mapping the risks in those industries for those kinds of 
workers, and advising on risk management strategies. 
“Those strategies will need to look at more than just 
safety training protocols,” she says.

“What is really needed is a proper analysis of the 
relationship between the conditions of work – such as 
required delivery times, rates of pay – and incentives 
to perform work safely. In the heavy vehicle road 
transport industry, studies have shown the relationship 
between the contract terms of carriage contracts, and 
the incentives for drivers to take risks by speeding and 
working while exhausted. We need to ensure that the 
lessons learned from that industry are properly applied 
in gig work.” n
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Sydney Metro’s Louise Howard: a young 
health and safety leader on the move
Louise Howard received the Young Health and Safety Leader Award at the 2020 
Australian Workplace Health and Safety Awards

L
ouise Howard is the Deputy Executive Director, 
Health, Safety & Security on Australia’s largest public 
transport infrastructure project, Sydney Metro. She 
represents Sydney Metro on the client side of a $40 

billion dollar program of new autonomous railways. In her 
current role, Howard leads a team of 30 professionals across 
a portfolio of mega projects, each at a different phase in the 
project lifecycle (design through to operations). Howard’s 
primary role is ensuring Sydney Metro meets its legal 
obligations across work health and safety, rail safety and 
heavy vehicle national law as well as driving industry to excel 
in the health and safety space and ensure Sydney Metro is 
known as the safest program of infrastructure built to date.

Howard, who has just started a 12-month secondment 
as Executive Director Safety for Transport for NSW, 
played a pivotal role in elevating health and safety to 
the board level at Sydney Metro, and actively works 
to embed leadership across all aspects of health and 
safety in her role and throughout the organisation. 
Sydney Metro has always had a strong health and 
safety platform, according to Howard, who says the 
organisation has strived to push the industry over the 
past decade with a stronger and more concerted focus on 
safety from 2014 onwards.

“I wanted to build on that,” she says. “There had 
been an organisational restructure and a change in 
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leadership, so it was a good time to re-energise health 
and safety. That extended to the health and safety team, 
who were in need of more strength and vision, and 
rather than just working to a strategic plan on a piece 
of paper, I wanted people to live and breathe that. And 
the team is phenomenal; high performing, consummate 
professionals. I can’t speak more highly of the team that I 
lead at Sydney Metro.”  

Major projects in the pipeline
Howard’s role involves supporting the organisation 
with its pipeline of work and leading health and 
safety internally while overseeing the same for the 
subcontractors Sydney Metro engages across a range of 
projects. “With health and safety we have a particular 
focus on assurance and protecting the reputation of 
Sydney Metro,” says Howard. 

Having previously led health and safety for the $7.3 
billion Sydney Metro Northwest Project (the first fully 
automated metro rail system in Australia with eight new 
railway stations), Howard now works across a portfolio 
of projects including the $16 billion City & Southwest 

project (a 30 km rapid transit project which will extend 
the Metro North West Line), the $20+ billion 10-year 
Metro West project (a new underground railway that 
will connect Greater Parramatta and the Sydney CBD) 
and the $10 billion Western Sydney Airport project 
to develop Western Sydney Airport with transport 
infrastructure and the surrounding aerotropolis. “So, 
including operations, we will have about $40 billion 
worth of work underway. That’s a huge portfolio that we 
have stewardship of,” says Howard.

Leading with commercial benefits
“We work with both design and construction, and these 
people are really at the top of their game, the envy of 

“ Including operations, we have 
about $40 billion worth of work 
underway. That’s a huge portfolio 
that we have stewardship of”
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the construction world. We work with them as partners 
from both a tactical and operational perspective and can 
often show them how to collaborate more effectively and 
improve processes, which also have a positive impact 
on health and safety. That’s what I call the low hanging 
fruit,” she says.

planning workshop. He said: ‘Remember how legal firms 
used to have a typing pool, because typing wasn’t a skill 
everybody had? We want health and safety leadership 
to be that skill, where we don’t require people like us to 
say, ‘hey, remember health and safety’. We want it to be a 
natural and core part of their job.’” 

The second goal for Howard is to eliminate high-risk 
work. “Why do we need high-risk work? Now, that’s 
a long-term plan, but we’re seeing gains already. And 
COVID-19 has already led to a real paradigm shift in the 
way we’re building and we’re connecting with people. 
So why wouldn’t we extend that to construction? We 
pour concrete still, we put walls up still, and it all 
requires people to work closely together in high-risk work 
environments. Is that the future? And until you really 
push it, I don’t think you can really understand what the 
possibilities are.”

The third strategic goal is around measurement, and 
Howard said Sydney Metro has a goal of radically shifting 
how things are measured by 2030. “We want to link 
the work that we do today to that bigger vision around 
how we can contribute to that bigger picture goal of 
improving the industry along the way,” she says.

Learning and development 
Continuing education is particularly important to 
Howard, who says there is “no way” she would be in the 
position she is today without the three degrees (an MBA, 
Master of Science (Occupational Health & Safety) and 
Bachelor of Applied Science (Occupational Therapy)) 
she has collectively earned over the past 15 years. “My 
generation is the millennial generation, and they’re 
constantly evolving in terms of what they want to learn. 
They’re very specific around access to opportunities they 
want and experiences they want to have, that’s probably 
not as traditional as previous generations,” she says.

“I’m doing a course and sometimes it’s a bit of a strain 
managing a full-time job and trying to do a degree, but 
if you want to progress and also be the best you can be 
(it might not be going up the ladder) – or it might just 
be being masterful at what you do, then you need to 
constantly educate yourself.”

A key learning for Howard is that she “can’t do it all” 
and instead focusing on “impact as a leader, which is 

“ We know as health and 
safety professionals that the 
safest solution also gives you 
benefits in other areas”

“It’s important to think differently and deliver a really 
good outcome, even if it’s only one thing in the year. I 
have always held the belief that health and safety is an 
outcome or a byproduct. Just like commercial outcomes 
around productivity are a byproduct of other factors, 
so is health and safety. I think young health and safety 
professionals need to take the rose-coloured glasses off 
and jump into the business world and understand what 
is driving these kind of metrics as well as leaders to make 
strategic decisions. It’s time and money, so as long as 
you can deliver outcomes in line with these, we know as 
health and safety professionals that the safest solution 
also gives you benefits in other areas. So, if you lead with 
the commercial or productivity outcomes, it’s easy to sell 
it – that’s the tactical element.”

Strategic goals
Strategy requires a different perspective, according to 
Howard. While goals such as avoiding incidents and 
fatalities are good, she says they are not aspirational. 
“My day job is to make sure the 6000-odd workforce of 
employees and contractors is safe. That’s a minimum 
requirement, so that’s what I mean by saying not having a 
fatality is not an aspirational goal. Unfortunately, in high-
risk environments, sometimes we know, too well, that 
fatalities occur. So, from a business planning perspective, 
we need to focus on the long-term and how we can 
realise a paradigm shift in health and safety performance 
in Australia.”

While there have been slow, incremental decreases in 
fatality rates across the country, the “next step change 
needs to happen, and if construction/infrastructure can 
be part of that solution then Sydney Metro wants to 
help drive that,” says Howard, who has some associated, 
significant strategic goals in mind. “One of them, believe 
it or not, is how to make myself redundant. This is a good 
analogy from one of my leaders on a recent strategy 
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far greater than you can read in every leadership book 
known to man”, she says. “That’s the simple thing that 
I learned in my transition between coming to Sydney 
Metro and my previous roles. I wouldn’t normally ask for 
help or reach out, but now, when you’re leading health 
and safety across $40 billion worth of infrastructure 
projects and trying to make changes and improvements 
across industry, I can have a good crack at it – but I’m not 
going to be as good as my team collectively. It was a hard 
thing to learn; I’m not going to say it was easy.”

Lessons for leaders
Howard, who was also recognised as an AFR BOSS young 
executive for 2020, describes herself as “an eternal 
optimist” and says much can be achieved as “it’s just 
a matter of time”. However, she believes the attitudes 
of senior leaders in general need to dramatically shift. 
“COVID-19 is a prime example of those dinosaurs 
checking their attitudes at the door and having to 
embrace a new world very quickly. This should not be a 
6-or 12-month trial to convince senior leaders in senior 
roles to change beliefs they’ve held for the past 10 to 15 
years. That’s not paradigm shifting, that’s meeting the 
status quo,” she says.

“I think young health and safety leaders can mobilise 
those plans and that’s my vision for the strategy of 
Sydney Metro. It needs to be tangible, and not just a 
whole bunch of words on a page, which is quite ethereal 
to what’s being delivered. I work in construction with 
some people who have got some very firm ideas, and 
they want to see tangible changes and how this will affect 
them.”

This comes back to Howard’s point about effecting 
change and changing the status quo of health and safety 
in the construction industry. “I have high hopes of 
moving our metrics around health and safety, because 
we’re trying to incentivise a business with positive 
performance, rather than how premiums would be 

better this year because no-one has been killed,” says 
Howard, who adds that Sydney Metro does not use 
TRIFR or LTIFR because they can be gamed and they are 
metrics that are not really reflective of what’s going on. 
“They can lead a board or executives down the wrong 
path. So that’s a concern for us. To try and change the 
construction industry views on that is hard. But we’re not 
going to give up,” she says.

Health and safety metrics and outcomes
Sydney Metro focuses on a mixture of lead and lag 
indicators across health and safety in addition to the 
effectiveness of controls for identified risks as an 
organisation, says Howard. “The focus on ‘risk’ rather 
than safety provides a more integrated approach for us. 
It’s important to note we also measure and focus on health 
as much as we do safety,” says Howard, who adds Sydney 
Metro is exploring the application of a maturity matrix for 
industry and itself (which is something major projects in 
the UK and New Zealand use).

There is also a major piece of work currently underway 
which focuses on benchmarking all major infrastructure 
projects across Australia and New Zealand with client 
organisations: “that is over $300 billion in works,” says 
Howard. “This will give us a great baseline around how 
industry is performing, what it chooses to measure and 
why.  You can’t push forward with improvement until you 
understand the current state.” n

For more information on the winners of the Australian 
Workplace Health and Safety Awards from 2020, visit
www.awhsa.org.au. Nominations for the 2021 awards close on 
30 March 2021.

About the Australian Workplace Health  
and Safety Award for Young Health and 
Safety Leader

To be eligible for this award, an 
individual must be working or 
volunteering in a health and safety 
role for an organisation and working 
to improve health and safety in the 
industry or their local community. 
Furthermore, the individual must 
be under 35 years of age and 
demonstrate that they have had 

an impact in the Australian work-
ing environment. In assessing the 
nominees, the judges were looking 
for candidates that demonstrate 
achievements in health and safety, 
leadership, community participa-
tion, identification of a leadership 
action and which led to a positive 
safety outcome in the workplace.



OHS PROFESSIONAL | MARCH 2021 aihs.org.au

30      RESEARCH 

Are OHS professionals 
playing safe?
Safety practitioners need to gain a clear understanding of who they are from an 
occupational perspective as well as what they do in order to foster a meaningful 
identity and improved social standing, writes Katrina Gray 

I 
have a confession. When people at 
a party ask me what I “do”, I usually 
respond that I work for such-and-such 
organisation, or that I work in such-and-

such an industry. If pressed, I might disclose 
that I work in process safety, but rarely will 
I divulge that I am a safety adviser (or the 
like). I fear that revealing myself as a “safety 
person” will lead others to evaluate me in a 
certain way, and literature suggests that it’s 
not a particularly favourable one. “Petty”, 
“bureaucratic” and “fun police” are just 
some of the terms ascribed to those working 
in safety in Australia. This is not quite the 
impression I’m hoping to make. 

I also feel that others’ perceptions about 
who safety practitioners are and what 
safety practitioners do conflict with whom I 
perceive myself to be and what I like doing. 
Contrary to the stereotype, I enjoy enlivening 
experiences – things which happen to be 
seen as not entirely “safe”. Flying, diving 
and zooming around. When I became a 
safety practitioner, others’ expectations of 
me changed; I was now expected to make 
“safe” choices inside and outside of work. 

Nevertheless, I wondered about 
how grounded in reality the stereotype 
really was. It seemed common for safety 
practitioners to spend their free time 

motorcycling, gliding, diving and so on. I also 
noted that many participants in these types 
of activities enforced (if not developed) 
workplace rules that the community would 
consider “safety gone mad”.

Research tends to focus on what safety 
people do in their occupation role. Few 
studies tackle who safety practitioners are, 
their identities. Labels that are applied are 
unhelpful; they say very little about how 
safety practitioners see themselves. And 
so, using recreation as the lens for viewing 
identity, I set about exploring two questions:
1. Is there actually a difference between the 

proportion of safety practitioners who 
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Waldχ2 p Odds 
Ratio

(Exp [β] )

95% Confidence 
Interval

Lower Upper

Age Group 5.165 0.023 0.832 0.710 0.975

Gender 6.765 0.009 0.613 0.424 0.886

Born in Australia 1.393 0.238 0.779 0.514 1.180

Highest Level of Schooling or Qualification 0.621 0.431 0.944 0.818 1.089

Annual Personal Income Group 1.707 0.191 1.090 0.958 1.239

Status as a “Safety Practitioner” 14.187 <0.001 1.970 1.384 2.804

Defined risky activities (Table 1)

Flying/Gliding (Fixed Wing, Rotary) Skiing/Snowboarding (Off-Piste, Backcountry, Heli, 
Freestyle)

Hang-Gliding Snow Kiting/Speed Flying

Paragliding Motorcycling (On-Road, Off-Road, Freestyle, MotoX)

Sky-Diving/Parachuting Racing (Motorcycle, Motorcar, Horse)

Bungee Jumping Climbing (Rock, Ice, Crevassing)

Big Wave Surfing Mountaineering

Kite Surfing Caving/Canyoning

Kayaking/Canoeing (White Water) Equestrian

Diving (Scuba, Free) Horse Riding/Trekking

Boxing/Martial Arts (Full Combat) Rodeo/Campdraft

Identity
Management

• Presentation of work position and role (e.g. “I am”, “I work as”,  
“I work for”)

• Self-stereotyping
• Use of identity management strategies:

• separation of identities
• valuing/devaluing identities
• redefining ingroups/outgroups
• emphasis on positive aspects of occupation  

or transferability of skills
• reinterpretation of negative aspects of role

Value Placed on
Rationality

• Presentation of “choice” to participate (e.g. rational decision,  
organic process) 

• Effort made in arguing that activity is/isn’t dangerous
• Types of evidence selected to support argument (e.g. incident 

statistics)  

Risk 
Rationalisation

• Use of rationalisation strategies:
• activity as the “lesser evil” 
• emphasis on benefits
• individual capability in managing risks
• “safe” equipment, self-imposed rules, and practices
• types of events not relevant to individual

• Avoidance of thinking about risks, or fatalism

Risk as a Dimension 
of Identity

• Portrayal of risk, oneself and others in incident narratives
• Attribution of blame in incident narratives

participate in risky recreational activities 
and the proportion of other members of 
the Australian population who participate 
in the same activities?

2. Is there a difference between safety 
practitioners and others in how they 
present the risks of these activities; and, 
what might this say about their identity?
To answer the first question, I surveyed 

576 Australian adults (305 of whom 
were safety practitioners) about their 
participation in risky activities. 

Binomial logistic regression predicting participation in one or more defined 
risky activities (Table 2)

Interview opportunities summary (Table 3)

“ I fear that revealing 
myself as a ‘safety 
person’ will lead 
others to evaluate me 
in a certain way, and 
literature suggests that 
it’s not a particularly 
favourable one”

Identifying risky recreations, though, is 
far from straightforward. Australian injury/
fatality statistics are incomplete or not 
conducive to comparison; and even where 
data are available, there is no agreed 
yardstick for labelling an activity “risky” (the 
same activity may, on the basis of the same 
statistics, be explicitly included as risky in 
one study and excluded in another). So, for 
my purposes, I started by identifying a set of 
activities typically regarded as risky (referred 
to throughout this article as “defined risky 
activities”). Amongst other things, survey 
respondents reported on their participation 
in these. (See Table 1)

The results of the survey were 
unexpected – and in direct conflict with 
the safety practitioner stereotype. The 
safety practitioners surveyed were almost 
double as likely as the other members of 
the population to have participated in at 
least one of the defined risky activities, 
accounting for demographic factors.  
(See Table 2)

I was open to the possibility that safety 
practitioners might be participating in 
risky activities more so than the general 
population. What surprised me was the 
magnitude of the difference. Various checks 
(both by me and by somebody independent), 
though, confirmed the results.

So, there it was. These safety 
practitioners were not as risk-avoiding as 
the stereotype suggests. But I still wanted 
to know how safety practitioners saw 
themselves in relation to their engagement 
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with risk, and how they resolved (or left 
unresolved) perceived conflicts between 
who they saw themselves to be and who 
others expected them to be. This demanded 
a far more qualitative approach; and so I 
commenced conducting interviews. 

It’s worth emphasising that I was 
not particularly concerned about how 
people judged risks (as per studies of 
risk perception) nor how they made risk 
decisions. Rather, I was interested in how 
interviewees presented the risks of their 
activities retrospectively, and what this 
might tell us about their identity. (For some 
really fun studies of the retrospective 
justification of “choices”, the Choice 
Blindness experiments of Johansson et al. 
are a must-read).

Guided by the theories of social identity 
and cognitive dissonance (implicit in the 
interview opportunities summary) and 
considering the substantial role that safety 
practitioners play in helping organisations to 
make “correct” risk choices, I surmised that 
safety practitioners might value rationality 
in risk decisions more so than others. In that 
case, efforts to maintain a positive self-
concept could result in differences between 
safety practitioners and others in the ways 
they discuss the risks of their activities.

Overall, I interviewed 11 pairs of 
safety practitioners and other Australians 
who participate in risky recreations – 
motorcyclists, horse riders, freestyle and 
backcountry snowboarders, scuba divers 
and free divers. Each was asked the 
same open-ended questions about their 
background, and the dangers and risks 
of their pursuits. Some questions gave 
interviewees the opportunity to discuss or 
present the risks in certain ways and some 
were deliberately designed to remind the 
interviewees of their occupational identity, 
thus setting up the potential for identity 
conflict. (See Table 3)

These interviews revealed that safety 
practitioners did indeed recognise that 
others might see their engagement in 
risky activities as incongruent with their 
occupation, and their accounts provided 
interesting insights into the ways in which 
they perceived themselves and managed 
their identities.

The interview results ruled out that 
the safety practitioners simply kept their 
identities separate (I say “simply”, but 
maintaining separate identities is actually 
incredibly difficult and stressful). Rather, 
the safety practitioners emphasised 
the skills and qualities that they saw as 
transferable between their occupation, their 
leisure activities, and other aspects of their 
personal lives. Some interviewees even 
integrated their identities so well that they 

themselves had difficulty separating them. 
Did they think about risk and behave in the 
ways that they did because they were safety 
practitioners, or did they become safety 
practitioners because of the ways that they 
thought about risk and they behaved? They 
were not sure. 

described the manner of risk engagement 
– as a considered and controlled approach. 
Through this reinterpretation, safety 
practitioners could adopt risk aversion as an 
attribute facilitating risk engagement, not 
preventing it. Risk aversion then becomes a 
positive element of the safety practitioner’s 
self-concept and helps them to forge 
harmony between their occupational identity 
and their identity as a participant in a risky 
recreation. (Taking on this meaning, it makes 
perfect sense to describe oneself as both 
risk-averse and a passionate motorcyclist.)
Other characteristics adopted by the safety 
practitioners were similarly reconstructed.

Many of the safety practitioners 
managed their identities by identifying 
only with particular groups of safety 
practitioners and particular groups of 
activity participants (or more technically, by 
redefining their ingroups and outgroups). 
For example, rather than identifying with 
all safety practitioners or all of their fellow 
participants, they emphasised being 
members of subgroups of each, which 
they explicitly differentiated from other 
subgroups. Yes, I’m a safety practitioner, but 
I’m not one of those “shiny-pants” safety 
practitioners. Or yes, I’m a motorcyclist, 
but I’m not one of those “temporary 
Australians”.

Further, the safety practitioners 
discussed the risks of their activities in a 
different way to the other interviewees. 
These differences might perhaps be 
explained by the safety practitioners’ 
perception of themselves as natural risk 
managers (including the ability to participate 
in their activities within their personal 
limits). 

First, the safety practitioners were 
much more inclined to focus on the risk 
management and control aspects of 

“  Safety practitioners 
were much more inclined 
to focus on the risk 
management and control 
aspects of their pursuits 
than other interviewees”

Many engaged in self-stereotyping, 
emphasising those characteristics of an 
archetypal safety practitioner that they 
perceived to possess themselves: being 
natural risk managers (more on this later); 
being “anal”; having a need for structure; 
being systematic; and, being “risk averse”. 
Here, characteristics typically used by others 
as negative labels were reinterpreted with 
a positive spin, and in a way that facilitated 
cohesion between their identities as safety 
practitioners and as participants in risky 
recreations.

Take, for example, the characteristic 
of being “risk averse”. When used by 
others in the context of safety practice, 
the term tends to describe an overly 
burdensome approach of risk-avoidance. 
Thus, an “inherently risk averse” motorcycle 
enthusiast is an oxymoron. When used by 
the self-stereotyping safety practitioners 
in their interviews, though, being “risk 
averse” was given new meaning. No longer 
describing whether or not somebody 
was willing to engage with risk, it now 
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their pursuits than other interviewees. In 
comparison to the others, these interviewees 
more persistently directed the discussion 
towards how they assessed and managed 
the risks of their activities and offered 
particularly specific and exhaustive lists of 
the risk controls that they implemented. 
Second, the safety practitioners tended to 
distance themselves more so than the other 
interviewees from both incidents and those 
whom they perceived as prone to incidents. 
Further, and in contrast to the cautionary 
tales of the other interviewees, the safety 
practitioners offered narratives that allowed 
incidents and near misses to serve as 
confirmation of the effectiveness of controls 
in mitigating risk. 

These distinctive ways in which the safety 
practitioners discussed the risks of their 
activities were likely to help them to preserve 
and reaffirm their identity as capable and 
competent risk managers. It is, of course, 
possible that safety practitioners are indeed 
better at managing the risks of their activities 
than others and are less likely to be involved 
in incidents, but investigating this was well 
outside the scope of my research.

So where to from here? The safety sector 
in Australia is rapidly expanding, bringing 

with it accelerating costs. Accordingly, the 
role and value of safety practitioners is 
under ever-increasing scrutiny. For many 
years now, there have been calls for safety 
practitioners to shake off their negative 
image and reinvent themselves as a 
profession so that practitioners can gain the 
community recognition and respect that they 
require to practise effectively. Efforts thus far 
have been largely unsuccessful. 

Whilst the safety practitioners of my study 
found ways in which to create a positive 
occupational identity that was consistent 
with other aspects of their identities, the 
use of such strategies is cognitively effortful 
and does not fully resolve the effects of a 
stereotyped and largely unflattering public 
image. Further, the kinds of tactics which 
were used by the safety practitioners to 
improve their own prestige can have broader, 
undesirable consequences.

Take, for example, the creation of 
subgroups of safety practitioners for the 
purpose of social comparison. Whilst this 
strategy can help individuals or subgroups 
to maintain positive evaluations of 
themselves, it can also reinforce and amplify 
divisions between the groups created. It can 
promote an us-versus-them mentality. This 

is not favourable to the establishment of 
common values and norms that can become 
a foundation for professional identity.

If professionalisation is to be achieved, 
we need to gain a clear understanding of 
who safety practitioners are, as well as what 
they do. Do we see ourselves as the kinds of 
people who avoid risks? Confront them? Are 
we the kinds of people who care for others? 
Are we science people? We need a view from 
the inside. I hope that my study can provide 
one small piece of the picture of the safety 
practitioner; a picture needed in order to 
develop the support structures required to 
foster a meaningful identity and improved 
social standing going into the future. 
Ultimately, I look forward to the day that I 
can proudly tell a stranger that I am a safety 
professional. n

Katrina Gray is a safety practitioner who has 
recently completed a Master of Arts Research 
at the Safety Science Innovation Lab at Griffith 
University.  She also holds a Bachelor of 
Aviation from Griffith University and a Master 
of Occupational and Environmental Health from 
Monash University. A fully referenced version 
of this article, or a copy of the dissertation 
discussed, is available by contacting Katrina 
at graykatrina@hotmail.com.
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everyday language,” says Crowe. “It has been very pleasing to see a full 
company buy-in into safety processes, with countless examples of team 
members placing safety first. We still have occasional first aids or very 
occasional incidents, and therefore the challenge remains to not only 
achieve zero harm but approach a state of enhanced wellbeing for our 
team members as a result of working at Stone & Wood and sister entities. 

“Our future focus is everyday physical and mental wellbeing, beyond 
simply keeping safe – ‘Think.Do.Share & Care’ – we’ll continue to 
prioritise our journey towards brewing a good life for all of our team 
members.” n

About Stone & Wood

Stone & Wood runs 400 solar panels on its 
Murwillumbah brewery, generating enough 
energy to power 15 households. Through 
this, its carbon emission reduction has been 
equivalent to planting 7500 new trees. It has 
also installed an energy-efficient refrigeration 
system that has dropped electricity 
consumption by 10 per cent since 2017.

Wherever possible, Stone & Wood engages 
local and Australian suppliers. Its Original 
Pacific Ale is 100 per cent Australian-made, and 
85 per cent of its entire brewing ingredients 
and packaging materials are made in Australia. 
Its beer bottles are made from 50 per cent 
recycled content, while around 50 per cent of 
cardboard packaging is made from recycled 
cardboard.

Through its employee share scheme, more 
than 70 per cent of employees are shareholders 
in the business. Stone & Wood also runs an 
employee program called Brewlife, which 
promotes a healthy work-life blend through 
team days and events, training opportunities 
and personal benefits. Every year, full-time staff 
with 12 months in the business also receive a 
$500 personal development fund to hone their 
talent outside work or start a new hobby, plus 
a $2500 professional development fund to 
develop their skills and strengths

“We have 
found that 
near misses, 
first aids and 
incidents tend 
to institute 
the greatest 
change in plant 
or process”
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I 
am a fan of Le Coze’s safety journal insights and writing, and 
this book is based around four such articles published between 
2015 and 2019. Unfortunately, it is let down by what appears 
to be a lack of editorial input to reduce an excessive number of 

typographical errors, and a comparative lack of expertise in chapters 
dealing with globalisation and business strategy. Nonetheless, it is a 
book well worth reading.

Following the 1979 US Three Mile Island nuclear power plant inci-
dent, after four years of writing with research help from his students, 
Charles Perrow published Normal Accidents (NA) in 1984. NA’s main 
thesis about the inevitability of accidents in complex and tightly cou-
pled industries such as nuclear power has not stood up in practice, 
as Perrow has partially acknowledged. But timing is everything, and 
unlike Barry Turner’s pioneering Man-made Disasters in 1978 that 
was ahead of its time, NA emerged at the start of a string of major 
sociotechnical accidents in the 1980s including Bhopal, Chernobyl, 
Challenger, Exxon Valdez and Piper Alpha. While Perrow’s thesis may 
have been wrong, major sociotechnical accidents were all too real 
and the public was rightly concerned. But these accidents did not 
meet the NA definition of “normal” and were largely what Perrow 
confusingly termed “component failure accidents” that readers 
would now call organisational or system accidents. 

Generously, Le Coze finds a second thesis in NA that is robust and 
draws on Perrow’s acknowledged sociological expertise in organi-
sations and power and his writing on the excesses of corporate 
capitalism. This thesis is that “accidents are normal because they 
repeat despite knowing that they could be prevented in principle”. 
To support Perrow’s second thesis, Le Coze draws on the work of one 
of the harshest critics of the main thesis of NA, Andrew Hopkins, in 
a chapter titled Hopkins, the Unofficial Theorist of NA. Perrow could 
have been clearer about such a second thesis in his own lengthy 
book, but like Turner and Hopkins, NA does include many accidents 
demonstrating preventable failures of foresight, management, com-
pliance and systems. 

Le Coze’s title is Post Normal Accident because he uses NA as a 
basis to develop his own excellent proposals across the remaining 
three chapters and conclusion. He suggests in Errors from the top 
that Perrow, Hopkins and others in safety science should be more 
explicit about the role of corporate strategy. Similarly, more is said 
to now be needed on globalisation and moving ‘From Component 
to Network Failure Accidents’. And safety science also requires a 
broader focus of scope, scale and timeframe for major accidents and 
disasters based on “eco-socio-technological systems” exemplified by 
the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster after an earthquake and tsuna-
mi. Le Coze says this would address “Anthropocene, Tranhumanism 
and Existential Risks”.

The book will be particularly appreciated by academics, research-
ers and students.

T
his 361-page book surveying the evolution of safety 
science research since the 1980s is excellent. Le Coze 
provides an engaging Introduction that includes a schema 
for considering research traditions and authors, and an 

assessment of their contemporary significance. 
The book includes 14 chapters by “new generation” writers who 

have taken up the research challenges and traditions of safety sci-
ence pioneers, and seven chapters by living pioneers who are not yet 
retired – Rhona Flin, Erik Hollnagel, Nick Pidgeon, Karlene Roberts, 
Paul Schulman, Karl Weick and Ron Westrum – who reflect on the 
new generation writers and make their own suggestions for future 
research priorities.
The new generation chapters are:  
1.  P. Almklov & S. Antonsen Standardisation and Digitalisation: 

Changes in Work as Imagined and What This Means for Safety 
Science 

2.  T. Reader The Interaction between Safety Culture and National 
Culture 

3.  N. Gotcheva, K. Aaltonen & J. Kujala Governance for Safety in Inter-
Organisational Project Networks

4.  O. Engen & P. Hempel Lindoe Coping with Globalisation: Robust 
Regulation and Safety in High-Risk Industries

5.  J. Downer On Ignorance and Apocalypse: A Brief Introduction to 
‘Epistemic Accidents’

6.  S. Antonsen & P. Almklov Revisiting the Issue of Power in Safety 
Research

7.  T. Haavik Sensework
8.  K. Pettersen Gould & L. Fjaeran Drift and the Social Attenuation of 

Risk
9.  J. Waring & S. Bishop Safety and the Professions: Natural or 

Strange Bedfellows?
10.  J-C. Le Coze Visualising Safety
11. J. Bergstrom The Discursive Effects of Safety Science 
12.  J. Hayes Investigating Accidents: The Case for Disaster Case 

Studies in Safety Science
13. T. Reiman & K. Viitanen Towards Actionable Safety Science 
14.  S. Shorrock Safety Research and Safety Practice: Islands in a 

Common Sea

All 21 chapters are of a high standard and the book is strongly 
recommended for safety professionals, academics and students. n

Post Normal Accident: 
Revisiting Perrow’s Classic

Author: Jean-Christophe Le Coze
Publisher: CRC Press, 2021
ISBN: 9780367502287

Safety Science Research: 
Evolution, Challenges and 
New Directions

Author: Jean-Christophe Le Coze
Publisher: CRC Press, 2020
ISBN: 9780815392699

Both books reviewed by: Kym Bills, Chair, College of Fellows  
and board member, Australian Institute of Health & Safety 
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