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This research alert highlights areas of recent interest in the area of Work Health and Safety (WHS) 
and workers’ compensa�on. The summarised issues have emerged from a six-month review of grey 
literature, including na�onal WHS conference topics, and peer-reviewed publica�ons from 
Occupa�onal Health and Safety (OHS) industry journals. Five themes were iden�fied from this six-
month review and whilst this list of is not exhaus�ve, it provides a snapshot of areas of current 
research/profession interest.  
 
The five iden�fied emerging themes are:  
 
1. Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) and OHS/WHS  
Environmental, social and governance (ESG) information are increasingly being used by investors to 
inform financial decisions. This information refers to factors that are perceived to have positive 
impacts to the environment, society, and the world at large. OHS/WHS initiatives as part of a total 
quality management approach send a strong message that the organization cares for its workers, 
improving its ESG profile.  
 
2. Genera�onal differences between workers and its effect on WHS  
For the first time since before the industrial revolution, workplaces can be staffed by workers across 
five generations: the Traditionalist Generation (born before 1945), Baby Boomers (born 1946–1964), 
Gen X (born 1965–1981), Millennials (born 1982–2000) and Gen Z (born after 2001). With such age 
diversity at work, understanding the specific characteristics of each generation, including 
communication preferences and preferred workstyles, may help ensure maximum impact of WHS 
systems whilst also avoiding potential sources of generational conflict.  
 
3. Learning at work  
There has been an increasing awareness of the importance of workplaces as a learning environment, 
an important part of any WHS system. Learning in the work environment has been described using 
various labels, with the two main approaches used interchangeably in the literature being work-
based learning (WBL) and work-integrated learning (WIL). An important component of both of these 
is the use of a mentor in the workplace. Workplace mentoring following WHS training has been 
identified as an important measure to ensure compliance with WHS standards.  
 
4. Safety culture  
Safety culture has been widely reported as important for the successful implementation of WHS 
systems. Despite this there remains a lack of agreement on what constitutes safety culture, with 
definitions ranging from an all-encompassing construct, including behaviours, attitudes, perceptions, 
beliefs, and knowledge, to more specific constructs such as patient safety culture. A common feature 
across all models of safety culture is the understanding that safety depends on how people feel, what 
they do and resources in the organization.  
 
5. WHS risk factors for vulnerable workers  
Work health and safety professionals are ideally placed to promote the importance of equity in 
organizations to ensure the protection of vulnerable workers, as they develop strategies and policies 
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to deal with an ever-changing workplace of the future. WHS professionals have a key organizational 
role and a moral responsibility to encourage policies that improve social justice and reduce 
inequalities. Whilst vulnerable sections of the population are often considered in public health 
measures, they are not always considered in WHS initiatives and integrated in the workplace.  
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1. Environment, Social and Governance (ESG) and OHS/WHS  
 
A significant recent development in the financial markets has been the incorpora�on of 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) informa�on by investors and financial analysts in 
trading decisions (Boulhaga et al., 2022). It is es�mated that about US$30 trillion is financed by 
investment plans that employ ESG ra�ngs in financing analyses and por�olio choices (GSIA, 
2018).  
 
The concept of ESG as a mechanism for gauging organisa�onal performance by investors first 
appeared in a United Na�ons Global Compact (2004) report, which called for development of 
“…guidelines and recommendations on how to better integrate environmental, social, and 
corporate governance issues in asset management, securities brokerage services, and associated 
research functions”. ESG refers to factors that are perceived to have posi�ve impacts to the 
environment, society, and the world at large and have been increasingly measured and cited in 
companies’ annual reports (Sarajo� et al., 2022).  
 
In 2015, all United Na�ons Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which provides a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the 
planet, based around 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These goals aim not only to 
eradicate poverty and reduce climate change, but also to integrate and balance the three 
dimensions of sustainable development—economic, social and environmental—in a 
comprehensive global vision (UN 2015; Mooneeapen et al., 2022).  
 
The pressure from investors for organisa�ons to apply elevated standards of corporate 
governance has seen an increasing number of companies integra�ng Occupa�onal Health and 
Safety (OHS) within business management. The integra�on of OHS into quality management 
strategies such as Total Quality Management (TQM) aims to improve the image and reputa�on 
of the company, through improving labour condi�ons, labour safety, mee�ng the companies’ 
commitments of corporate social responsibility, and ul�mately maintaining and improving 
investors’ confidence (Paun et al., 2019).  
 
A recent meta-systema�c review on the rela�onship between ESG and total quality 
management (TQM) (Lim et al., 2022) concluded that these mechanisms, when adopted, should 
be integrated rather than separated. Integra�ng ESG and TQM holds great poten�al given that, 
whilst ESG offers a set of aspira�ons, TQM provides the structured framework and process (i.e., 
quality management) to translate these aspira�ons into a form that is measurable and thus 
objec�vely communicable and monitorable. For example, there has been increasing awareness 
of the role of work stress on wellbeing, with work related stress linked to seven of the ten 
leading causes of death in high-income na�ons: heart disease, cancer, stroke, injuries, 
suicide/homicide, chronic liver disease, and respiratory disorders (emphysema, chronic 
bronchi�s) (Burke, 2019). ISO 45003 – Psychological health and safety at work: Guidelines for 
managing psychosocial risks is the first interna�onal standard in this area, which aligns with 
seven of the United Na�ons’ SDGs. This standard encourages companies to manage 
psychosocial risks through an OHS approach and sends a strong message to stakeholders that an 
organisa�on truly cares for the safety and wellbeing of its people. Accordingly, to improve their 
ESG profiles organisa�ons are increasingly adding psychosocial issues to their risk registers as 
part of their TQM systems. This extends from direct interven�ons for their staff but also includes  
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the rela�onship a business has with its contractors, subcontractors, suppliers, and other 
interested par�es along the supply chain in which the organisa�on operates.  
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2. Genera�onal differences between workers and its effect on WHS  
 
Interna�onally there is a trend towards an increasingly aging workforce. In Australia, between 
2001 and 2021 the workforce par�cipa�on rate of older Australians more than doubled (from 
6.1% in 2001 to 15% in 2021) (ABS, 2021), with labour force par�cipa�on for older men 
increasing from 10% to 19%, and for older women from 3.0% to 11% (ABS, 2021). This has led to 
the unique situa�on where, for the first �me since before the industrial revolu�on, workplaces 
could be staffed by workers across five genera�ons (Becker et al., 2022). The genera�ons 
include the Tradi�onalist Genera�on (born before 1945), Baby Boomers (born 1946–1964), Gen 
X (born 1965–1981), Millennials (born 1982–2000) and Gen Z (born a�er 2001).  
 
Whilst there remains some debate in the organiza�onal sciences about the concepts of 
“genera�ons” and “genera�onal differences” (Rudolph & Zacher, 2022) a body of evidence has 
explored the role of genera�onal diversity across an organisa�on. Studies have shown that 
whilst employees value genera�onal diversity, believing it improves organiza�onal performance, 
tensions are more common in genera�onally diverse teams. These genera�onal tensions o�en 
relate to mechanisms of communica�on (on-line vs. face-to-face mee�ng), a�tudes to work-life 
balance (work-centric vs. balanced perspec�ve), career goals (career progression vs. the desire 
to make a difference), and transfer of knowledge (face to face vs digital asynchronous 
communica�on) (Becker et al., 2022). All of these conflicts may affect the successful 
implementa�on of work health and safety (WHS) systems. For a successful WHS management 
system, WHS managers need to be able to communicate with, lead, and train workers across all 
genera�ons that exist in today’s workforce. Being sensi�ve to poten�al genera�onal differences 
across the workforce ensures that the WHS manager maximises the effec�veness of the WHS 
system.  
 
In a genera�onally diverse workforce, a broad communica�on style should be used for 
dissemina�ng WHS informa�on as different genera�ons appear to have different 
communica�on preferences. Baby Boomers react best to in-person conversa�ons, Gen X 
responds best to direct and immediate communica�on, whilst Millennials and Gen Z prefer e-
mail or voice mail (Kelly et al., 2016). Different genera�ons also have different preferences on 
the methods of training. Millennials and Gen Z have an affinity with the digital world, having 
grown up with technology such as broadband, laptops and smartphones. This has led to a 
greater expecta�on of instant access to informa�on and an emphasis on learning independently 
using computer-based training or the internet. At the other end of the spectrum Baby Boomers 
and Genera�on X prefer more tradi�onal classroom or paper-based training. Given the 
genera�onal differences a one-size fits all approach to WHS training formats and materials is 
unlikely to be the most effec�ve approach.  
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When developing WHS teams, understanding what each genera�on wants may facilitate success 
of a mul�genera�onal team. Genera�on Z workers tend towards mobile-centricity, being self-
mo�vated, preferring to work alone rather than in teams, valuing personal rewards more than 
work ethic and organiza�onal commitment; and wan�ng more individual-focused leadership 
styles (Dobrowolski et al., 2022, Becker et al., 2022). Gen Y workers generally thrive on the 
opportunity to help others and enjoy being recognized for their unique input (Fishman, 2016). 
Invi�ng the Gen Y worker to join a safety commitee or pu�ng them in charge of a safety 
project helps facilitate their involvement. Gen X employees prefer feeling that they belong, and 
want to be listened to (Fishman, 2016), making them excellent members or leaders of WHS 
commitees. Baby Boomers tend to value a feeling of control (Fishman, 2016), which can be an 
issue in commitees. It is important that leaders respond to this value by asking Baby Boomers 
what they think or probing them for ideas to keep them involved in the decision-making 
process.  
 
Whilst it is easy to blame genera�onal conflict as a reason for conflict in a workplace, there are 
mul�ple reasons why individuals may react in a certain way, not just due to genera�onal 
differences (Rudolph et al., 2020). Each genera�on, however, brings its own communica�on 
styles, leadership styles, and work ethics (Moss, 2017). Understanding these differences may 
help support genera�onal diversity in the workforce, leveraging off the unique strengths of each 
genera�on and avoiding poten�al inter-genera�onal conflict.  
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3. Learning at work  
 
An increasing awareness of the importance of the workplace on a worker’s life has seen an 
increasing interest in authen�c learning and the poten�al of the workplace as a learning 
environment (Pylväs et al., 2022). Learning in the work environment has been described using 
various labels, with terms such as work-based learning (WBL), work-related learning (WRL), 
workplace learning (WPL) and work-integrated learning (WIL) used interchangeably in the 
literature. WBL/WRL/WPL has been widely considered a means to increase the success of 
voca�onal educa�on and training (VET) through greater collabora�on between voca�onal 
educa�on providers and workplaces (Pylväs et al., 2022). It has been argued that collabora�on 
between workplaces and voca�onal educa�on providers facilitates this acquisi�on of relevant 
skills through availing authen�c real-life learning situa�ons (Arinaitwe et al., 2022).  
 
There has been debate about the pedagogical compa�bility of the different terms, with the two 
main approaches being WBL and WIL (Gerhardt & Annon, 2023). WBL is considered as learning 
that occurs in a workplace, through par�cipa�on in work prac�ce and process, whilst WIL 
involves learning ac�vi�es in which the theory of the learning is integrated with the prac�ce of 
work through specifically designed curricula, pedagogic prac�ces and student engagement. 
Some authors have proposed that WBL is a subset within WIL (Gerhardt & Annon, 2023), but the 
two approaches appear to differ in the main focus of the teaching. In WIL the educa�onal 
provider presents a learning program in which aspects of the learning occur in the workplace 
while in WBL the learning occurs en�rely in the workplace. The two concepts have similari�es 
and differences, but both require the involvement of employers, industry bodies and 
educa�onal providers.  
 
For most of the workforce WHS learning occurs in the workplace and therefore falls within the 
scope of WBL. WBL is now recognised as a unique field of study (Garnet, 2016) with growing 
pedagogical interest (e.g., Fergusson et al., 2019; Scot, 2020). Despite this, WBL has been 
described as being “everywhere and nowhere”, i.e., it is everywhere but is o�en unrecognised. 
In an educa�onal context learning in the workplace may be implicit, unintended, opportunis�c 
and unstructured learning, or more structured through the use of a mentor. It may also occur as 
part of a primary learning ac�vity where learning is the intended outcome of a work-related 
ac�vity, or secondary learning, where it is an incidental and spontaneous by-product of work.  
 
A unique component of workplace learning is the role of the mentor. A workplace mentor is 
someone, usually a more senior/experienced employee who provides guidance to a less 
experienced employee, the mentee. The mentor’s role is as a role model, to share their 
knowledge, skills and exper�se, and provide help and advice to the mentee. Mentoring usually 
occurs over a prolonged period of �me whereby the mentor and student interact to achieve the 
learning objec�ve of the mentoring program. Mentoring can be formal and informal. Formal 
mentoring is more structured, with a formal process for establishing the connec�on between 
mentor and mentee, and informal mentoring is less structured and usually mutually agreed 
upon (Wanberg et al., 2003). Workplace mentoring following WHS training was iden�fied as an 
important measure to ensure health care workers complied with WHS standards in a hospital 
se�ng during the pandemic (Seif-Eldin et al., 2021). 
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As well as suppor�ng a worker’s learning, mentor func�ons can include career-related support 
and psychosocial support (Ivey & Dupre, 2022). Psychosocial support helps strengthen the 
mentees’ iden�ty, promo�ng feelings of competence, and success at work. These lead to 
benefits for worker health and safety including a greater sense of wellbeing (e.g., Chun et 
al.,2012), and reduced levels of role stress and burnout (e.g., Thomas & Lankau, 2009).  
Atributes of a good workplace mentor include: accessibility for mentees, sensi�vity to cultural 
and gender differences, self-awareness, discre�on, pa�ence, tolerance and being non-
judgemental, se�ng posi�ve expecta�ons and understanding (Miller, 2016), the ability to listen 
and communicate, knowledge of internal and external environment, and empathy and 
understanding of others (Allen & Poteet 1999). Mentoring is generally iden�fied as a posi�ve 
measure, but not all mentor-mentee rela�onships are posi�ve and dysfunc�onal rela�onships 
have significant implica�ons for a workplace. They can reduce a worker’s self-esteem and job 
sa�sfac�on, and increase job withdrawal, turnover inten�ons, psychological distress, burnout 
and reduc�ons in learning, and physical health (Eby & Allen, 2002; Eby et al., 2004, 2010; Eby, 
Durley, et al., 2008; Hurst & Eby, 2012).  
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4. Safety culture  
 
Safety in the workplace is a fundamental challenge that organiza�ons must deal with, from both 
a regulatory and a moral/ethical perspec�ve. To successfully meet this challenge an organisa�on 
must develop internal processes, founded on coordina�on and coopera�on within the 
organisa�on as well as adap�ng to external influences, such as the environment in which the 
organisa�on works (Casey et al., 2022). The way in which this challenge is acknowledged and 
addressed is affected by the organisa�onal culture of the company. Organiza�onal culture has 
been described as the implicit core assump�ons that manifest in espoused values (priori�es and 
percep�ons) and artefacts (symbols, signs, behaviours) of a workplace (Schein, 2010).  
 
The term ‘safety culture’ was first used in the 1987 Organisa�on for Economic Coopera�on and 
Development (OECD) Nuclear Agency report in the context of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster 
(INSAG, 1988). Safety culture is seen as a sub-component of organisa�onal culture, and focuses 
on the individual, the job, and organisa�onal features that affect and influence health and safety 
in an organisa�on (Cooper 2000). As with all the different aspects that make up organisa�onal 
culture, it is not immune to the broader internal and external influences that affect 
organisa�onal culture as a whole.  
 
Safety culture tends to be defined either as an all-encompassing construct, including behaviours, 
a�tudes, percep�ons, beliefs, and knowledge, or in more specific terms such as pa�ent safety 
culture (Fleming, 2005), process safety culture (Olive, O’Connor & Mannan, 2006), resilient 
safety culture (Adjekum & Tous, 2020), and ‘emo�onal’ safety culture (Wang, Wu & Huang, 
2018). The lack of a standard defini�on for the construct of safety culture makes it difficult to 
discern the rela�onship between safety culture and measurable outcomes (i.e., safety accidents 
and injuries). It also makes it very difficult to iden�fy, measure and monitor safety culture.  
This lack of agreement on its defini�on means that authors have promoted safety culture as 
either having drama�c effects in increasing safety performance (Hudson, 2007), or as being a 
concept that should be rejected (Hopkins, 2019).  
 
Despite the absence of a standardized defini�on, a range of models or theories have been 
developed to help understand safety culture, including Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977), 
Schein's Theory (Schein, 1992), Total Safety Culture or Geller's Theory (Geller, 1994), Reason 
Safety Culture Model (Reason, 1997), Guldenmund's Three Layered Organisa�onal Culture 
(Guldenmund, 2000), Reciprocal Safety Culture Model (Cooper, 2000), Reiners Model/P2T 
Model (Reiners, 2011) and The Egg Aggregated Model (Vierendeels et al., 2018). Each model 
approaches the construct of safety culture from a different focus, but all share a common 
feature that safety depends on how people feel (psychological), what they do (behavioural), and 
the resources in the organiza�on (situa�onal). To promote a good safety culture, all three 
aspects need to be considered. For example, in the mining industry it is acknowledged that to 
develop a safety culture in an organiza�on, safety knowledge must be strengthened first, such 
as knowledge on produc�on and produc�on equipment, safety awareness, knowledge on skills 
and competencies, and training on self-protec�on (Miao et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2020; Jiang et 
al., 2020; Wang and Wu, 2019). However, to foster safety culture, it is important for the 
organisa�on to provide a safer working environment to workers (Jiang et al., 2020; Rubin et al., 
2020).  
 
Safety culture is a complex concept, that remains widely studied but poorly understood. Despite 
this lack of clarity taking a broader cultural view on safety within an organisa�on, understanding 
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how workers feel, what they do and ensuring the organiza�on is providing appropriate 
resources is vital.  
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5. WHS risk factors for vulnerable workers  
 
From a work health and safety (WHS) perspec�ve it is important that the impact of working 
condi�ons on vulnerable workers is considered. Workers considered to be vulnerable include 
new workers, foreign migrant workers, workers from culturally or linguis�cally diverse (CALD) 
backgrounds, women, ageing workers, workers in high-risk occupa�ons, those in underserved 
communi�es, and those with lower language proficiency (Cote et al., 2021). Disadvantaged 
individuals are more likely to have poorer health status and lower educa�onal levels, including 
health literacy, and live at or below the poverty line (Tamin et al., 2021).  
 
Vulnerable workers are more likely to be in more precarious forms of employment such as 
temporary, part-�me, on call, subcontractor or gig work. The working condi�ons associated with 
these employment types are generally less structured or supported, resul�ng in less favourable 
working condi�ons with greater risks to the workers’ health and safety. Poor safety standards, 
reduced availability of protec�ve gear, and lack of informa�on, educa�on and safety training 
further threaten the WHS of vulnerable workers. These workers are also at higher risk of abuse 
and exploita�on, with a tendency to dispropor�onately relegate them to perform hazardous 
ac�vi�es in poor working condi�ons compared to other categories of workers. The lack of 
bargaining power and legal defence, along with the precarious nature of this type of 
employment disadvantage these workers further.  
 
The exploita�on of vulnerable workers has been iden�fied as a major issue in Australia with 
migrant communi�es recognised at risk due to the economic and linguis�c vulnerabili�es they 
might face (Select Commitee on Human Trafficking in New South Wales, 2017). In addi�on to 
facing a higher incidence of WHS risks, vulnerable migrant workers from CALD backgrounds, on 
work visas, and working in certain sectors, such as hor�culture, produc�on work and hospitality, 
are also at higher risk of underpayment.  
 
WHS issues for vulnerable workers were par�cularly evident during the Covid-19 pandemic 
during which vulnerable workers bore a dispropor�onate burden from the workplace changes 
that resulted. A global review of OHS professionals found that workers in less secure jobs 
(precarious employment) (79%), or informal work (69%), were the most at risk of disadvantage 
during the pandemic (Tamin et al., 2021).  
 
In Australia, casual workers, par�cularly agency staff, CALD workers, or workers with poor 
working language skills had limited knowledge of their WHS rights and were therefore less likely 
to seek beter protec�ons or report Covid-19 symptoms, o�en from fear of suffering financial 
losses due to reduced shi�s or even loss of their jobs. A recent secondary data analysis explored 
the rela�onship between occupa�onal characteris�cs, in terms of typical worker characteris�cs, 
and job characteris�cs related to: (i) the ability to conduct a job from home and (ii) the degree 
of physical proximity to others (Mongey et al., 2021). High physical proximity or low work-from-
home occupa�ons were iden�fied as more likely to result in higher exposure to the Covid-19 
virus at work. 
 
The analysis found that workers in low-work-from-home and high-physical-proximity jobs were 
more economically vulnerable across various measures. These workers were generally less 
educated, of lower income, had fewer liquid assets rela�ve to income, and were more likely 
renters. The data also showed that these workers experienced greater declines in employment 
during the pandemic. In rela�on to healthcare workers, WHS was described as “the thin line 
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protec�ng the front line” during the pandemic (Walker-Bone et al., 2020). However, given the 
role of WHS professionals in assessing, advising, and monitoring workers, this descrip�on is just 
as relevant for WHS professionals. 
 
Occupa�onal health professionals are also ideally placed to promote the importance of equity in 
organiza�ons as they develop strategies and policies to deal with an ever-changing workplace of 
the future. This is never more important than in the case of vulnerable workers where WHS 
professionals have a key organiza�onal role and a moral responsibility to encourage policies that 
improve social jus�ce and reduce inequali�es. Whilst vulnerable sec�ons of the popula�on are 
o�en considered in public health measures, they are not always considered in WHS ini�a�ves as 
both en��es are not always integrated in the workplace (Cote et al., 2021 
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