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Developing the Core Body Knowledge for the OHS generalist 
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In June 2009 WorkSafe Victoria provided funding of $390 000 for the development and 

implementation of the core body of knowledge (BoK) for generalist OHS professionals. The 

Health and Safety Professionals Alliance (HaSPA), which is sponsored by WorkSafe Victoria 

and brings together OHS professional associations and OHS educators, �owns� the project and 

will be providing oversight. The project is administered by a consultant, Enhance Solutions, with 

technical aspects of the project developed and managed by a Technical Panel comprising 

representatives of La Trobe University, Ballarat University, RMIT University and the OHS 

Education Chapter of the Safety Institute of Australia. As HaSPA is not a legal entity, the Safety 

Institute of Australia is the contract holder and responsible for financial governance. This paper 

describes the background to the project and progress to date. 

 

1 Why the project is necessary 

 

Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) is not a regulated profession and there are no 

educational or experience requirements for employment as an OHS 

advisor/coordinator/manager/consultant (Pryor, 2004). There is also substantial variation in OHS 

education provided by universities which may reflect the specialties of the School in which they 

reside e.g. health, sciences or engineering; or the interests of the key educators within the 

program (Pryor, 2004). Consequently there are likely to be gaps in the coverage of some 

important topics which, to a large extent, are due to the lack of an agreed core body of 

knowledge for generalist OHS professionals (Bennett, 2009).  

 

These variations were explored more formally in the literature review and data collection for the 

project Safeguarding Australians: Mapping the strengths and challenges toward sustainable 

improvements in OHS education and practice (in press). The lack of a defined core body of 

knowledge for generalist OHS professionals was also identified by HaSPA.  
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The implications of this lack of a defined body of knowledge for OHS professionals was 

identified by Maxwell (2004) in reviewing the Victorian OHS legislation in recommending that 

��.This industry may benefit from some form of industry based accreditation scheme, similar to 

those operating in the accounting field, so that customers can gain a level of confidence about 

the consultants that they may engage� (p. 271). In response to this recommendation HaSPA 

developed a Victorian Code of Ethics and Minimum Service Standards for Professional 

Members of OHS Associations. These minimum service standards include the requirement for 

professional certification of OHS professionals providing independent advice.  

 

Criteria for certification includes completion of an approved education program or some 

alternative means of establishing that the applicant has the required knowledge (emphasis 

added), expertise and competencies; demonstrated practical expertise; and a minimum period 

of full-time practice or its equivalent (HaSPA, 2008). During the discussions underpinning the 

development of the code and standards, members of HaSPA identified that the lack of a 

recognised core Body of Knowledge informing the education and practice of OHS generalist 

professionals not only impacted on the quality of advice in the workplace but also inhibited the 

implementation of a professional certification process. 

 

The importance of a defined Body of Knowledge for a profession is highlighted in the definition 

of a profession:  

 

"A profession is a disciplined group of individuals who adhere to ethical standards and 

who hold themselves out as, and are accepted by the public as possessing special 

knowledge (emphasis added) and skills in a widely recognised body of learning 

derived from research, education and training at a high level (emphasis added), 

and who are prepared to apply this knowledge and exercise these skills in the interest of 

others. ��. 

(Professions Australia, 1997) 

 

The importance of basing professional practice on a sound body of professional knowledge was 

highlighted by Hoyle (1975) who described the difference between practitioners and 

professionals in the teaching profession as practitioners having �restricted� professionality and 

professionals having extended professionality (Table 1). In reality, this is a continuum (Evans, 

2009). 
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Table 1: Hoyle's professional orientation attributes for teachers 

Practitioner Professional 

Restricted professionality Extended professionality 

 Skills derived from experience  Skills derived from a mediation between 
experience and theory 

 Perspective limited to the immediate in 
time and place 

 Perspective embracing the broader social 
context of education 

 Introspective with regard to methods  Methods compared with those of 
colleagues and reports of practice 

 Value placed on autonomy  Value placed on professional 
collaboration 

 Infrequent reading of professional 
literature 

 Regular reading of professional literature 

 Teaching seen as an intuitive activity  Teaching seen as a rational activity 

(Hoyle in Borys, 2008) 

 

A similar approach could be taken to describe OHS practitioners and professionals. Table 2 

shows one version.  

 

Table 2: Application of Hoyle's professionality attributes to OHS 

OHS Practitioner OHS Professional 

Restricted professionality Extended professionality 

 Advice based on experience and what 
�seems to work� 

 Advice based on conceptual and 
technical knowledge mediated by 
experience   

 Decisions made based on own 
personal moral code  

 Decisions governed by professional 
code of ethics   

 Little/no reflection or analysis of their 
own practice or engagement with the 
profession  

 Reflective and analytical in their own 
practice and open to the input of peers   

 Infrequent reading of professional 
literature  

 Regular reading of professional 
literature 

 Avoid change and are set in their 
ways 

 Welcome and test new ideas  

 Perspective limited to the immediate 
in time and place 

 Perspective embraces the broader 
organisational and social context of the 
advice 

 Introspective with regard to 
approaches  

 Approaches compared with those of 
colleagues and reports of practice 

 Value placed on autonomy  Value placed on professional 
collaboration 

 OHS advice and risk control seen as 
an intuitive activity  

 OHS advice and risk control seen as a 
rational activity  
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2 Scope of the project   

 

For this project the Body of Knowledge has been defined by the Technical Panel as �the 

collective knowledge that should be shared by Australian generalist OHS professionals, which 

can be described in terms of key concepts and language, its core theories and related empirical 

evidence, and the application of these to promote a safe and healthy workplace. By developing 

and implementing such a core Body of Knowledge, the project will provide generalist OHS 

professionals with a sound basis for understanding the aetiology and control of work-related 

fatality, injury, disease and ill-health (FIDI). 

 

The scope of the Body of Knowledge project will be restricted to identification of the �core� that 

all generalist OHS professionals would be expected to engage with. It is recognised that all OHS 

professionals would have additional knowledge relevant to their particular industry, workplace or 

specialist interests. It is also recognised that knowledge is not static; rather it is continually being 

re-interpreted and evolving through people engaging with and applying the knowledge and 

conducting research to extend the knowledge. However, the purpose of this project is to 

document the current core Body of Knowledge as defined above.    

 

HaSPA has defined the term �professional� as �someone with a University level qualification, 

rather than vocational qualifications�. For the purposes of this project a generalist OHS 

professional is defined as �one who applies a generalist Body of Knowledge to provide 

enterprises with advice on the organisational arrangements that will lead to the systemic and 

systematic management and reduction of OHS risks. This advice may be given from within as 

an employee of the business or from without on a fee-for-service- basis�. This role is 

differentiated from that of an OHS specialist who applies high level knowledge and skills from a 

particular domain/discipline to solve specific problems. Some OHS specialists may also be OHS 

generalists but it is not a pre-requisite for working in a specialist field. The generalist OHS 

professional may also undertake activities related to claims management and return to work, 

environment and sustainability, or security, but these allied fields are not considered in the core 

Body of Knowledge for the OHS generalist professional and they may be bodies of knowledge in 

their own right. 

 

3 Approach to developing the core Body of Knowledge  

 

Rather than taking an existing Body of Knowledge from another discipline as an exemplar, the 

Technical Panel decided to take a fresh look at the task. They were guided in their deliberations 
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by Assoc Professor Jim Sillitoe of the Institute of Professional and Organisational Learning at 

the University of Ballarat (Technical Panel meeting 16/7/09). The model discussed was that 

used by Robert Maynard Hutchins of the University of Chicago who, in 1952, was the editor of a 

project to define the Body of Knowledge of Western Culture, which was updated in 1990. While 

comparing the development of the Body of Knowledge of the generalist OHS professional with 

that of Western Culture might be considered somewhat pretentious, the Technical Panel found 

that this process provided a useful base which could then be modified to suit the OHS 

environment, the task, and the pragmatic requirements of the project. It also ensured that there 

was rigour in the methodology.  

 

The resultant process is described in Figure 1. This process varies slightly from that described in 

the application for funding for the project (Bennett, 2009) in that Part 1, Develop conceptual 

framework and Part 3, Analyse data for framework themes have been combined.  

 

4 Presenting the core body of knowledge 

 

At this stage of the project it is anticipated that the Body of Knowledge will be an electronic 

document formatted as an edited book comprising a series of papers. Each paper will address 

an identified theme in the conceptual framework and will provide a synoptical description of the 

concept, the historical development of the concept with reference to key papers and the 

application of the concept to understanding the aetiology and control of work-related fatality, 

injury, disease and ill-health (FIDI) and so improving health and safety for Australian workers. 

The book will also include chapter(s) providing an overview of the framework and how the 

concepts interact and overlap.  

 

5 Summary 

 

To date, the Body of Knowledge project has been established and working guidelines have been 

developed. Working arrangements have been clarified regarding HaSPA as the �owners� of 

project; the Technical Panel being the technical �actors�; the consultant project manager 

(Enhance Solutions); the SIA as the financial managers; and WorkSafe Victoria as funders of 

the project. An initial approach to the process of developing the Body of Knowledge has been 

agreed by the Technical Panel (Figure 1) and an action plan for data collection established 

(Table 3). The work continues with key events being a national workshop for OHS educators 

planned for early 2010 followed by broader industry consultation with the aim of publishing the 

final document by the end of 2010. 
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The second stage of the project, scheduled for 2010 and 2011, will support the implementation 

of the Body of Knowledge through development of criteria and processes for certification of OHS 

professionals and accreditation of education programs; formulation of recommendations for 

continuing professional development for OHS professionals; and support for participating 

universities through exploration of models for collaboration and their preparation of initial 

applications for course accreditation.   

 

 

Technical Panel:  

Susanne Tepe/Leo Ruschena (RMIT University), David Borys/Susan Leggett (University of 

Ballarat), Wendy Macdonald/Marilyn Di Stefano/Jodi Oakman (La Trobe University), Pam 

Pryor/Mike Capra (SIA OHS Education Chapter) 

 

For information on this project: 

Refer to www.sia.org.au 

Comments or contributions can be made through the online discussion forum under the OHS 

Education Chapter or contact any of the Technical Panel above 

http://www.sia.org.au
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Figure 1: Approach to development of OHS Body of Knowledge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

1  Data collection 

2  Data analysis 

3  Consultation  OHS educators and 
SIA College of Fellows 

Reference Group 
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Draft framework with 
themes, references and 

linkages 
Refer Table 3 

Employer bodies, Recruiters, Unions bodies OHS 
regulators, Professional associations   

 
Targeted interviews and focus groups   

OHS professionals  
 

Focus groups  

Document describing framework and thematic 
outline with a short paper on each theme 
including: 
 an outline of the theme 
 a summary of the development of the 

concept(s) with key references 
 justification for inclusion of the theme 
 recommended reading list for the theme  

Revised thematic outline 
and papers 

Revised thematic outline 
and papers 

Draft BOK for generalist OHS 
professionals  4  BOK developed 

5  Validation Draft BOK circulated for comment and feedback    

Final BOK for generalist OHS 
professionals  

OHS professionals 
Employers   

 
Surveys  
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Table 3: Activities in data collection and data analysis phases for the development of the Body of Knowledge 

1  Data Collection  2  Data Analysis  
Question Data to collect  Source of data  Process  Output  

What databases currently 
hold OHS references, 
resources?   

 List of library-based electronic 
databases with OHS references  

 List of web-based databases with OHS 
information  

 ILO encyclopeadias 

Initial list created by Panel 
members with input by other 
educators and researchers  

Collection: 
Consultant  
 
Collation: 
Consultant   

 List of databases with notes including 
host organisation, web address, 
nature/scope of information, 
reason/justification for inclusion and 
relevance to identified themes  

What do universities 
currently teach? 

 Course descriptions and outlines  
 List of student references (books and 

papers) 
 List of handouts not included in course 

reading lists 
 Key books and papers relevant to 

current courses and current thinking as 
described by educators    

Email request to academics of 
all universities teaching 
generalist OHS UG and/or PG 
programs  

Collection: 
Consultant  
 
Collation: 
Technical Panel and 
consultant  

 List of themes and topics identified 
from course materials  

 Key references for each theme 
based on frequency of mention and 
other criteria as decided by the Panel 

 Framework for BOK and linkages 
between themes 

ALTC study Safeguarding 
Australians?   

 Final report plus access to analysed 
data  

Personal contact  Collection: 
Panel (PP)  
 
Collation: 
Panel 

 Cross reference finding of project 
with identified framework and themes  

What are the requirements 
or standards by 
professional bodies for 
course content or 
professional knowledge?  

 SIA, IOSH, BCSP, European 
Certification requirements; 
INSHPO;ICOH  

Web search plus personal 
contacts  

Collection: 
Consultant  
 
Collation: 
Consultant   

 Gaps between identified framework 
and themes and 
requirements/standards of 
professional bodies  

What key papers/ 
references influence OHS 
professionals?   

 SIA College of Fellows Professional 
Reference Group 

 Members of the SIA College of Fellows  

    

What do current OHSPs 
do/should do? 

 Information from international Safety 
Professional Project  

 College of Fellows Professional 
Reference Group  

Published and papers yet to be 
published plus conference 
papers 

Collection: 
Panel (PP) 
 
Collation: 
Panel (PP) 

 Gaps between what and OHSP 
does/should do and identified 
framework and themes  

What data or information is 
available that might impact 
on priorities for OHSPs?  

 Australian reports on FIDIs 
 Regulatory documents  
 WHO and ILO reports  

Web search 
 

Collection: 
Panel  
 
Collation: 
Panel    

 Priority FIDIs (what & why) 
 Other priorities that impact on the 

BOK  
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