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EDITORIAL

Health and safety in a changing world

Introduction

This editorial summarizes the work of the research programme ‘Health and Safety in a Changing World’,
commissioned by IOSH and carried out between 2010 and 2015 by teams from the Institute of
Occupational Medicine, Loughborough University, Cranfield University and the Universities of
Nottingham (Leka et al., this issue), Reading and Portsmouth. In what follows, we first outline the back-
ground to the research programme followed by a brief description of the six papers in the special issue. A
final section covers information about how to access the full research reports from the research pro-
gramme, as well as details of a book based on the programme which will be published in January 2017.

Background to the ‘Health and Safety in a Changing World’ research programme

Discussions centred on the content of the programme began in June 2010 following the appointment of
Professor Robert Dingwall as Programme Director. Professor Dingwall’s brief was to influence and com-
municate a strategy for the development of the programme, draw the projects together into a coherent
body of work and to develop a call for proposals that would operationalize the programme brief. This
was also an opportunity to respond to some of the changes in the context of OSH policy and practice
since the brief had first been agreed. One of the most important among these, as identified in discus-
sions between the Director and the Programme Advisory Committee, was the outcome of the 2010
General Election with the arrival of a government that was more sceptical of the value of OSH
regulation.

Through a series of meetings between the Programme Advisory Committee, the Research Committee
and the Director between June and November 2010, the original brief was reformulated to focus more on
the evolving health and safety system and the place of OSH practitioners within this. Under the title
‘Health and Safety in a Changing World’, it was intended to give particular attention to the OSH profes-
sion’s relationship with knowledge and expertise in informing interventions, about their ability to use this
knowledge in practice, particularly in influencing line management and working practice, and about the
response of both employers and employees to a less rule-oriented style of working. With the agreement of
all parties, this was accepted as the basis for the first call for proposals which was issued in 2010. The
following topics were specified:

1. OSH knowledge and its management

This project had two elements:

a. Is there a coherent knowledge base for OSH interventions? This would be a literature-based study,
reviewing the knowledge landscape potentially relevant to OSH practice, identifying its main compo-
nents and asking whether they can be assembled in an organized manner as a basis for use by partici-
pants in the OSH system such as enterprise managers, worker representatives, OSH practitioners or
civil society groups. It would consider the impact of what is known about knowledge transfer or tech-
nology transfer from studies in other domains for the movement of knowledge within OSH networks.

b. How is knowledge currently used in OSH practice and how could this be improved? This would be
an empirical study exploring the movement of knowledge into the practice of different participants
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within the OSH system. How do the various actors engage with OSH challenges and what evidence
do they use to help with this? How do they decide what counts as valid knowledge? How is access to
this knowledge distributed? What facilitates or obstructs knowledge flows to different actors? What
contribution do OSH practitioners make to developing new knowledge for their own, or more gen-
eral, use? How is knowledge used to negotiate outcomes or trade-offs between the goals of different
actors, particularly those related to enterprise success or profitability, in such a way as to promote or
impede positive OSH outcomes? This study would build on the preliminary review to explore the eco-
system of occupational and other groups involved in OSH issues, to examine their interrelationships
and to identify areas of possible improvement.

2. The balance between public and private sources of OSH regulation

An important part of the changing landscape of regulation has been the professed goal of moving away
from detailed regulation by public agencies, such as the HSE, in order to create more space for creative
problem-solving by enterprises. While there remains a societal expectation that OSH outcomes will not be
compromised, participants in the system are supposedly being given more space to develop their own,
locally adapted, strategies for achieving these outcomes. It might, however, be argued that the result has
been to create a vacuum that has actually been filled by various private interests, whose influences may be
less visible but no less constraining of adaptive behaviour, particularly for SMEs with limited resources to
negotiate or shop around. The problems created for local actors may then be harder to address, precisely
because private bodies may be harder to call publicly to account for their actions. Insurers have been iden-
tified in some contexts as filling this role, with their policy requirements expanding on or ‘gold-plating’
OSH regulation. Standard-setting bodies may also take on this role, particularly where purchasers require
compliance with their protocols as a condition of participation in a supply chain. Some NGOs may use
threats of litigation or reputational damage to similar effect. Although probably less significant than in the
past, projects should recognize the potential contributions of trades unions and collective agreements as
influences on working practices.

3. The local impact of the changing safety and health system

This project would focus particularly on the management of OSH issues in organizations participating in
networked systems of production or service delivery. Many of these would be SMEs, although this would
not be a prerequisite for a choice of cases. However, proposers were invited to consider comparing sectors
like construction, where networked forms of organization involving sub-contractors and agency workers
have a long history and those where this is relatively new, such as the railway industry. The focus of the
study would be on understanding who does what about OSH issues, on the basis of what evidence – and
on how these various activities collectively generate a particular set of OSH outcomes. A briefing event for
interested bidders was held in Birmingham on 10 January 2011 and 14 proposals were eventually received.
A short list of preferred bidders was identified and visited by the Director to discuss IOSH’s expectations
and to advise on the submission of revised proposals that clearly attended to the place of the project
within the programme. Following this, contracts were offered to teams from the Institute of Occupational
Medicine, the University of Nottingham and Loughborough University for work to start in the autumn
of 2011.

Approximately half the programme budget had been retained in order to support a second round of
projects, which would allow further flexibility in adjusting the investment to a changing environment and
in building on the first wave. The brief for this was developed in the course of 2012. Reflecting the evolu-
tion of the programme and the emerging findings of the first wave projects, the description of the task
was further focussed. The programme was designed to investigate the consequences of the changes that
had taken place in the social and institutional context of OSH, with the restructuring of British industry
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and its workforce, the development of a degree of cultural antipathy to perceived over-regulation, and the
attempt to promote an approach to workplace safety based on risk rather than on hazard. New approaches
to OSH practice were needed, reflecting the evolution of more networked forms of organization, the
greater professionalism required to operate knowledge-based rather than rule-based assessments and inter-
ventions, and the need to secure public legitimacy for OSH as an endeavour.

Three particular gaps were identified and projects were designed to fill these gaps

a. Leadership and safety: The movement away from traditional hierarchical bureaucracies as a mode of
corporate organization has created new challenges for OSH practitioners in integrating health and
safety with other aspects of line management, particularly with the movement towards more flexible
modes of regulation. It has been suggested that OSH practice will increasingly operate on a more pro-
fessional model, advising business on how to achieve health and safety outcomes through the applica-
tion of expert knowledge rather than by a more ‘enforcement-oriented’ approach of identifying
relevant regulations and defining compliance. In the first call, projects were funded to describe this
knowledge and to examine how it might be accessed and used. However, this knowledge will need to
be translated into action within workplaces, in ways that engage both line managers and workers,
whether directly employed or as contractors or agency staff. This raises a set of issues around the
changing nature of leadership in organizations, around engagement with health and safety agendas
and around the preservation of knowledge and experience in less stable environments. Proposals were
invited to examine how OSH practitioners are, or are not, acting as leaders on safety issues within
contemporary UK organizations. They would describe how leadership is evolving, possibly through a
range of case studies that examine diverse forms of leadership, from charismatic or transformational
through to distributed. Where does the health and safety agenda fit within these approaches? Under
what conditions can OSH practitioners act as effective advocates, persuading both managers and
workforces of the value of their knowledge and expertise? Can they act as boundary-spanners to
accelerate organizational learning from a generic pool of OSH knowledge? How can they ensure that
OSH experiences become embedded in organizational memory so that avoidable errors are not
repeated?

b. SMEs and access to OSH expertise: Particular concern has been expressed about the relationship
between SMEs, including micro-businesses, and OSH requirements, as reflected in the L}ofstedt
Report. Limitations of scale and resources make it difficult to develop appropriate expertise, which
leaves these organizations dependent on external sources of information and guidance. It has been
suggested that the result leads to costly over-compliance, the so-called ‘gold-plating’, as consultants
seek to protect themselves against possible liability issues. However, it is also possible that some of
the problems reported by this sector reflect cultural, rather than structural, barriers and a wider hos-
tility to intervention in what are perceived as personal and private concerns of owner-managers and
their particular relationship to their staff. Proposals were invited for a project to investigate the per-
ceptions of OSH issues among SMEs, including micro-businesses, to define their present sources of
guidance, to examine the relationship between those sources and the knowledge base being defined by
the IOM project, and to consider other barriers to access that may derive from the values and atti-
tudes of owner-managers.

c. The changing legitimacy of health and safety at work: Regulation scholars have developed the concept
of the ‘social licence to operate’, which expresses the idea that corporations depend for their success
on their ability to satisfy the wider public of their good citizenship rather than merely minimal com-
pliance with statutory requirements. It is arguable that the same may be true of professional groups,
like safety practitioners. One way of considering the current challenges to health and safety practice is
to suggest that its social licence has been compromised by the rise of a view that it is over-zealous
and lacks common sense in its interpretation. This has not always been the case as evidenced by the
wave of expansion in the 1960s, when the Offices, Shops and Railway Premises Act 1963 was seen to
epitomize the extension of protection from traditional manufacturing environments into the service
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sector, and 1970s, when existing agencies and legislation were consolidated by the landmark Health
and Safety at Work Act 1974. How is it that public and political perceptions have come to change so
radically in the last 50 years? Proposals were invited for a project that would examine public and pol-
itical attitudes to health and safety at work from 1960 until the present. This would probably involve
extensive work on media archives, examining changes in coverage, records of parliamentary debates,
to examine the language in which issues are debated, and evidence from studies of the public. The
specific data on public values and attitudes to health and safety at work may be limited and proposers
were invited to look more generally at evidence of possible changes in the public understanding and
acceptance of risk over this period. Has the social licence to operate been compromised more by
changes in the social environment than in the legal framework and operating practices of those
involved? This project was unlikely to require original data collection beyond archival, documentary
and literature searching, although proposers were invited to consider including oral history interviews
or focus groups with key stakeholders from the earlier part of the period. If included, the proposers
were asked to specify how these would be archived for future research use.

Contracts were awarded to Cranfield University (a), Loughborough University (b) and the Universities
of Reading and Portsmouth (c), with a separate element to be carried out by the University of
Nottingham. The final formulation of the core question for the programme was

How can OSH policy and practice best adapt to recent and current changes in their social and institutional
context, from the restructuring of British industry and its workforce, the development of a degree of cultural
antipathy to perceived over-regulation, and the promotion of approaches to workplace safety based on risk
rather than on hazard?.

The papers in the special issue

The special issue compromises six papers. The first of these, Crawford et al., addresses one of the core
research questions underpinning the research programme, namely how OSH knowledge is transferred and
how health and safety risks are communicated in the workplace. The paper reviews the various types of
methodologies that are used to describe and evaluate workplace knowledge transfer. They conclude that
the ‘diffusion of innovations’ theory (Rogers, 1983) provides a suitable account of the types of knowledge
transfer which fit, and are characteristic of OSH environments. The ‘diffusion of innovations’ theory origi-
nates in sociology and seeks to explain how, why, and at what rate new ideas and technology spread.
Crawford et al., develop a framework based on the theory in order to show how OSH knowledge can be
tracked within organizations, as well as the factors that may impede and facilitate transfer such as the type
of the knowledge, processes of persuasion and the factors which may hinder/prevent the implementation
of new knowledge (e.g. fear of reprisal, ease of identifying someone as the source of new knowledge). The
paper also provides a set of questions and prompts which can be used to assess knowledge transfer in
OSH environments.

The two papers from Loughborough University similarly focus on knowledge and the role it plays in
shaping OSH risk communications and safety. Pink et al., compare three different disciplinary perspectives
(Safety Science, Human Factors and Ergonomics, and Organization Studies) and the different ways in
which these conceptualize and operationalize knowledge enactment and ‘flow’ within ‘highly networked
organizations’ which are typical within OSH (e.g. construction, healthcare, logistics). The paper argues for
more interdisciplinarity within studies of OSH and illustrates the value of this through a discussion of the
role played by ethnographic studies of work and the contribution these may have in terms of shedding
new light on the role of tacit knowledge and ‘workarounds’ in safety. Pinder et al., likewise emphasize the
value of tacit knowledge in OSH organization, however, by contrast, the focus in this paper is on small to
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the so-called ‘microorganizations’. The paper discusses some of the
challenges in working and carrying out OSH research in these types of organizations and draws a set of
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lessons learnt from a large set of interviews and a smaller set of short-term ethnographies. The paper
draws on recent discussions centred on the ‘bureaucratization of safety’ (Dekker, 2014) and factors influ-
encing workplace rule following and compliance (Hale & Borys, 2013). The findings demonstrate that
comparing SMEs and micro organizations with their larger counterparts may be misleading. The former
are more likely to be influenced by the culture of the organization and more reliant on tacit knowledge,
learning by doing and improvization.

The paper from Cranfield University (Pilbeam et al.) focuses on service organizations (the retail and
logistics sectors) and compares the types of safety practices they use with similar practices in what are
traditionally regarded as high-risk industries (e.g. construction, the energy sectors). The authors found
that whilst there was a good deal of variation in types of safety practices in use within service organiza-
tions, they were for the most part broadly similar. Moreover, the safety practices were also similar to
those used in high hazard industries (i.e. they showed some degree of homogeneity). Pilbeam et al. con-
clude that there are a number of negative consequences of this homogeneity, not least the assumption
that very different safety environments share similar hazards, as well as similar means of mitigating these
hazards.

The final two papers in the special issue are from Nottingham University, and Reading and
Portsmouth Universities. Leka et al. adopt a very broad perspective in their review of trends and grow-
ing challenges in OSH policy over the last few decades. Based on two sets of interviews with OSH stake-
holders they found that perceptions of OSH and the nature of risk have changed dramatically in recent
years. One rising trend is the role played by public perceptions of OSH and the opportunity this
presents to the profession to give greater voice to its success stories and achievements. A shift towards
placing health and well-being at the heart of OSH, as compared to the past when it tended to be lees of
a priority compared to safety, is also discernible in the last decade or so. Moving towards a firmer basis
for evidence-based policy making and funnelling this into longer-term strategic planning in OSH was
also seen as being a future challenge. Finally, strengthening relationships between OSH stakeholders (e.g.
non-governmental and governmental) is seen as a priority alongside integrating OSH policy into the
mainstream of management business practice. In the paper by Almond and Esbester, an even longer
timescale and perspective is taken (stretching back to the 1960s) in their description of the shifting land-
scape and changing legitimacy of health and safety over the last 50 years. The paper considers some of
the key time points such as the setting up of the Robens Committee and the subsequent Health and
Safety at Work etc Act in 1974, the decline of trade unionism in the 1980s and the subsequent growth
of the safety profession and the influence these have had on today’s OSH. Whilst they acknowledge that
modern day OSH suffers from an ‘image problem’, they conclude the paper with some positive ways for-
ward for the profession, these include: opportunities to ‘sell’ the value of OSH and focus on its many
advantages, particularly for business; the need to develop new forms of leadership in areas where the
benefits of regulation can be made more explicit and new modes of working and risk management can
be developed and promoted.

Further information about the research programme

We would like to take this opportunity to thank all the contributors to this special issue for the time they
have given over to preparing their papers and their patience during the process of preparing the publica-
tion of this special issue. Further information about the research programme and the accompanying book
can be found at the following websites www.iosh.co.uk/shiftinglandscape and www.routledge.com/
9781138225213.
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