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The vital role of

OHS

rofessionals

in safety governance

Organisations that value the role of the board in contributing to safety
culture usually understand that high performance safety cultures are
directly linked to overall business excellence, writes Kirstin Ferguson

n one of a number of damning

conclusions to emerge from the

Royal Commission on the Pike

River Coal Mine Tragedy, the

final report made the statement

that “the board did not provide
effective health and safety leadership
and protect the workforce from harm.
It was distracted by the financial and
production pressures that confronted
the company.” Various examples were
provided of the board relying completely
on the management team regarding
safety across the business while the
board focused their attention on the
considerable financial issues facing the
organisation.

The Pike River tragedy is a lesson for
all boards and senior executive teams,
as it can be very easy to be distracted
by an immediate crisis, often financial,
which will then tend to dominate board
meeting agendas and board papers. In
an organisation where safety is seen as
purely the responsibility of management,
this can lead to a deepening of the lack
of exposure and awareness by the board
to the personal and process safety risks
facing the business.

However, organisations that value the
role of the board in contributing to safety
culture tend to take a different approach
and understand that high performance
safety cultures are directly linked to
business excellence overall. It is not a
matter of safety or production; rather,
boards, and senior executive teams look
to integrate both.

Each of these two examples reflects
an approach to safety governance that
has been defined in recent research into
safety leadership and governance for
board members and senior executives,
which I have conducted as part of my
PhD thesis.

A five-stage pathway has also
been developed to assist in moving
organisations towards an integrated
approach to safety.

Safety governance is the relationship
between board members and senior
executives in the safety leadership of an
organisation and provides:

M the structure through which the vision
and commitment to safety is set

M agreement on how safety objectives
are to be attained

M the framework for how monitoring
performance is to be established

M a means for ensuring compliance with
relevant safety legislation.

Identifying your organisation’s
approach to safety governance
Every organisation will identify
themselves at a different point on a
safety governance pathway and may
find themselves moving backwards and
forwards depending on the leaders in
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place, the emphasis and initiatives to
drive safety improvements undertaken,
or serious incidents which may have
occurred.

It is essential for OHS professionals to
identify where their organisation may be
at any point in time in order to effectively
influence change at the board level and
with the senior executive team. To help
in this identification process, a five-stage
governance pathway has been developed
(see graphic below).

OHS professionals might like to
consider the following questions as a
way of “looking in the mirror” at their
own organisation and helping to identify
how they can best contribute to safety
discussions in the boardroom:

V Does your board generally see safety

as a management responsibility? Do they
tend to become engaged in safety only after
an incident has occurred? Do you get the
impression that production is the most
important issue in the business?

If so, the approach to safety governance
in your organisation may be considered
transactional and will require safety
professionals to work closely with their
CEO to help inform and educate the board
on the fiduciary responsibilities with
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respect to safety in the first instance. There
is much work to be done, and so beginning
with an approach that ensures boards are
fulfilling their due diligence obligations is
often the first step on the journey.

V Is compliance with relevant workplace
health and safety legislation the main
driver of reporting to the board? Is the
board focused primarily on ensuring the
minimum legislative standards are met?
If so, this approach may be considered
to be compliant and will require safety
professionals to help boards and senior
executive teams understand that moving
“beyond compliance” is essential in
developing a mature safety culture.
As safety professionals know, mere
compliance with legislation, while
essential, does not ensure that no harm
is caused to employees.

V Have you noticed board members asking
more detailed safety questions, often drilling
down into the causes of incidents? Does your
board consider site visits an important part
of their safety leadership role?

If so, the approach to safety governance
in your organisation is becoming
more focused. During this stage, safety
professionals have an opportunity to
educate their boards in more depth
with respect to trends data (which often
includes the move to including lead
indicators). A safety vision and/or safety
targets may also be introduced, and the
board may include safety responsibilities
in their charter.

Kirstin Ferguson says that in organisations
where safety is seen as the responsibility
of management, this can lead to a lack of
awareness by boards around safety risks

V Have you noticed that most of your
board members “get” safety? That is, they
get that a strong safety culture is much
more than simply compliance but requires
safety leadership both inside and outside
the boardroom.

If so, your organisation and your
board are becoming proactive about
safety. The board is becoming much
more comfortable in their role as safety
leaders and will seek even greater levels
of performance from the senior executive
teams and safety professionals. This is
an opportunity for safety professionals

to rise to the challenge and provide
detailed safety reporting that meets the
board’s needs and moves beyond mere
statistical analysis. At the same time,
the personal commitments to safety of
the board and senior executive team
will be important to communicate.

V Does your board seek to understand
the safety impacts of every decision being
made across the organisation? Does the
concept of “safe production” set the tone
for board discussions?

If so, your organisation is considered
to have an integrated approach to
safety. As safety professionals, you
will have a tremendous opportunity
to embed the view that high safety
performance and business excellence
are inextricably linked. Safety in such
organisations is not just a “bolt-on”
issue to be considered on its own;
rather, it’s part of the DNA of the entire
organisation.

It is essential for safety professionals
to reflect on where their organisation
is currently situated on the safety
governance pathway. This will assist
safety professionals to identify the
best methods for educating and
driving change.

Dr Kirstin Ferguson is a member of OHS
Professional magazine’s editorial board, a
company director on ASX, private company
and government boards, as well as an adjunct
professor at QUT. For more information, email
kirstin.ferguson@orbitasgroup.com.
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