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1. Introduction
To survive the current economic crisis we 
need to be more effective in delivering our 
message and gaining support at all levels. 
We need to change our approach to be 
more pragmatic, dynamic and business 
focused. 

We face the biggest public spending 
challenge since the Second World War 
with cuts of £81 billion, 25%i cuts in local 
government funding and 140,000 council 
job cutsii.  Large swathes of the private 
sector will be hard hit by cuts in 
procurement spendingiii. 

In addition public perception of the 
profession, fueled by the media, is that we 
are overzealous and overly focused on 
trivial risks. 

We need to be up to the challenge of 
delivering services that offer real value in 
uncertain times.

2.    What needs to change

Technical Specialists

People who possess loads of information 
in a particular field have historically been 
in high demand. The facts used to be 
difficult to access, but information is now 
just a mouse click away. What is now 
important is the ability to synthesize the 
facts and give them context and 
perspective.

Legal arguments

The legal argument is often compelling 
but the more sustainable argument is that
failure to control risks can have a 
damaging impact on the business. 

Managers are more responsive to 
business reasons for justifying changes to 
the way that work is managed. 

The arguments need to relate to risk, 
opportunity and efficiency as part of the 
overall approach to corporate 
governanceiv. 

Command & Control

Organisations are often seen as 
command and control hierarchies; if the 
boss says its important then everyone will 
follow. This certainly helps but its only part 
of the picture. We need a better 
understanding of how we can influence 
organisations to implement effective 
change programmes. 

3. Case Study

Active Partnership
This involves working with managers to 
support strategic business issues by 
designing effective systems and 
processes. It relies on understanding of 
pressures and demands on clients, 
including financial, political, cultural and 
hierarchical constraints. It requires 

services to be structured so that they can 
quickly respond to changing priorities, 
thus being more customer-focused and 
cost efficient. 

Most managers want to know what’s 
wrong and how to put things right but they 
don’t know how and often go for the quick 

iv Defining best practice in corporate occupational health and safety governance Prepared by Acona Ltd for the Health and 
Safety Executive 2006 

iii Deloitte Economic Review Qtr 4 2010 ‘A bumpy road to recovery’

ii http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-12116841

i http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-10924719
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fix. They see our recommendations in 
isolation and don’t change the underlying 
systems and reasons for the problem. We 
need a different approach; otherwise we 
find the same or a similar problem in its 
place.
Working with this approach we have 
developed networks to get closer to 
departments and key services. We have 
lead roles in the team who work with 
nominated senior managers. As H&S 
Sponsors, these managers lead safety 
management in their departments. This 
active partnership provides opportunities 
to understand and share challenges. As a 
practitioner, we get to see the bigger 
picture and tend to take a more pragmatic 
approach. When they need support 
managers know who to contact, they 
become a useful ally and generate 
confidence in our service at senior 
management level.

Risk priorities
An organisation trying to make savings 
needs to take a risk-based goal setting 
approach. This requires us to be less risk 
averse, with less focus on trivial risks. 

Our historical approach to identifying risk 
priorities has tended to rely too heavily on 
accident trends, which only provide a 
partial perspective. Effective evaluation of 
compliance also requires consideration of 
audit outcomes, accident investigations 
and inspections. 

Auditing from a system perspective has 
really driven improvement; allowing us to 
identify risk priorities and provide greater 
understanding of what is wrong to the 
client. 

When we audit and find significant issues, 
we allocate a member of the team to work 
with and support the service with the 
action they need to take. By working with 
the client we are enabling them to take 

this forward with less long-term support 
from ourselves. Service is about building 
good relationships with the client. 
Expectations are clear and more easily 
met because the client has been involved 
in the audit process and agreed the action 
and outcome. Working with the client 
means that we are more likely to be 
adding value. Waste is reduced because 
we are unlikely to do more than is 
required. 

The change of focus, away from 
inspections, was difficult at first because 
we had to learn to focus on value work. 
We had to do less of what we had 
traditionally done. Identification and 
support with major non-conformity was the 
thing that mattered to the corporate client.  
Non-value work (waste) had to be driven 
out of the system.

We have helped departments to focus on 
priorities when they need to make savings 
and reduce costs. Managers respond 
much more positively to this and take 
more notice when we raise really 
significant issues with them. 

Systems

Few realise how systems underpin 
everything we do and create many of the 
difficulties that confront us. The greatest 
leverage for change is achieved when the 
organisation is understood as a systemv. A 
good safety management system should 
increase the efficiency of the 
organisation’s processes, increase the 
effectiveness of its health and safety 
programs, and strengthen its credibility 
with customers, governments and 
communitiesvi.

It is rewarding to be out on site inspecting, 
identifying problems and getting things put 
right. However, non-systemic change fails 
to address the underlying reason for the 
problem. Unless you come back off site 
and find out why the system has allowed 

vi Tess, Lynn M. Case Study: Implementation and Integration of a Safety Management System within an ISO 14000 and ISO 
9000 Certified Facility ASSE Professional Development Conference and Exposition, June 9 - 12, 2002, Nashville, Tennessee

v Seddon, John (2008) Systems Thinking in the Public Sector, Triarchy Press.
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non-compliance then you will just find it 
again in a different place or time. 

The way that we have implemented 
OHSAS18001 has allowed the 
organisation to focus on the right things. 
We have communicated a clear picture of 
what we are trying to achieve, with more 
certainty that our actions are adding 
value. We have demonstrated a clear ‘line 
of sight’ between what we are doing and 
the organisations objectives.  We have 
clearly set out objectives and programmes 
that help the client understand what the 
service is doing and what the priorities 
are. 

4. Change in mind-set

For some people systems thinking 
presents a difficult paradigm shift. The 
economic crisis has made the world a 
very different place. We need to change, 
our future depends on it. We need 
practitioners who are adaptable, who have 
passion, courage, tenacity, experience 
and can work on their own initiative. Many 
assume that this will increase costs 
because smarter people cost more. The 
reality is that the service ‘learns to do 
value work and non-value work is driven 
out of the system. As waste is removed 
capacity increases, service improves and 
costs fall’vii.  

We require staff to hold the diploma or a 
degree in health and safety and be full or 
graduate members of IOSH. Technical 
training is important but it is something 
acquired and will always have the feel of 
artificiality unless one has the proper state 
of mind. We have found this to be one of 
the most difficult changes. On the whole 
we have been successful, but we still 
need to work at this because at times it 
requires behaviour that seems counter 
intuitive to some staff.
 
5. Conclusions

Our move away from a passive technical 
service to a much more active partnership 
with the client, has raised the profile of 

H&S. It has also provided a clearer 
understanding of what the service is trying 
to achieve.  

Active partnership has provided first hand 
knowledge of the clients business and 
enabled the provision of practical and cost 
effective solutions that meet expectations 
and are well received. A clear line of sight 
between what practitioners are doing and 
the organisations objectives has resulted 
in greater engagement and sense of 
purpose for both client and practitioner.

Taking a systems based approach has 
provided greater leverage for change by 
enabling the organisation to focus on risk 
priorities. Audits have become more 
meaningful and productive, and allowed 
us to focus scarce resources where they 
are most needed. Our initiative to seek 
third party assessment against the 
OHSAS standard has raised our profile 
with high-risk services and driven 
improvement in those areas. 

In this challenging new world, practitioners 
need greater influence. They need a new 
mindset to enable them to better design 
their services and equip themselves with 
the skills to manage change. If they are to 
be successful in this they need to 
understand that the most effective change 
is a system change. 

For further information or discussion 
please sign up to my blog at
http://
activesafetymanagement.wordpress.com/

vii Seddon, John (2008) Systems Thinking in the Public Sector, Triarchy Press.
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