Fostering Employee Participation in Health and Safety

By Kate Bertrand

Employee participation is fundamental to the success of corporate health and safety programs. Not surprisingly, first-line supervisors play a key role in getting employees involved-and keeping them involved-in these initiatives. "Most people think employee involvement means hourly employees. But when we at the National Safety Council talk about 'employee involvement,' we're referring to any employee who receives a paycheck with a company logo on it," says Joe Kelbus, CSP, principal consultant at the National Safety Council in Itasca, Ill. "Employee involvement in health and safety programs won't happen unless you have involvement by supervisors and senior management," he adds.

Methods that supervisors can use to get employees involved in health and safety programs include joint management/worker committees and meetings, accident investigations, and emergency medical response programs. Giving workers easy access to health and safety instructions and making accident statistics and incident reports available can also help to interest employees.

Palo Alto, Calif.-based Sun Microsystems, Inc., for example, uses its Web site to give employees information on topics such as ergonomics. With nearly 90 percent of its workforce in office jobs, Sun provides the information to help workers reduce the risk of repetitive strain injuries and other problems related to equipment set-up and poor work habits. Through the Web site, employees can access their own vulnerability to ergonomic-related injury by answering a questionnaire. "The questionnaire tells them what their risks are and how to resolve them," says Dennis Mattinson, Sun's manager of Global Environment Health and Safety (EHS) Programs and Standards. The questionnaire takes about 30 minutes to complete.

Also available through Sun's Web site are instructions on basic ergonomic setups for computer work spaces. "We have translated that portion of the site into 10 different languages to assist our employees worldwide," Mattinson says.

Labor and management work together

In manufacturing and processing industries, where failure to comply with safety regulations can result in serious injuries and even fatalities, management sometimes partners with labor leaders to foster employee participation. In the past three years, Kellogg Company has made great strides in increasing worker involvement in safety programs at its 13 facilities. At the company's Battle Creek, Mich., plant, the Partners in Prevention program teams union leaders with plant managers. "They have formed a full partnership to change behaviors and improve safety in the plant," says Greg Stuchell, Kellogg's manager of safety, North America. When a safety incident occurs at the plant, the Partners in Prevention team sits down with the employees involved to determine what went wrong.

The team "finds out what the employees missed during safety training that may have led to the incident-what they didn't understand. This approach removes discipline. The Partners in Prevention team sits down with the employee, talks to him or her, and finds out what procedure may have been overlooked. The objective is to remove the fear factor and get to the root cause," Stuchell adds.

In addition, at plants with 450 or more employees, Kellogg has instituted Emergency Response Teams that include both managers and workers. On these teams, "There is no barrier between labor and management," Stuchell says. "In fact, these teams are led by an hourly employee." The results of these and other employee-involvement initiatives at Kellogg were very encouraging.

At the company, between 1997 and 2000:

· Workers' compensation claims dropped 25 percent. 

· OSHA recordables dropped 33 percent. 

· Cost of workers' compensation dropped 22 percent. 

· Lost-workday rate dropped 29 percent. 

· Lost-time accident rate dropped 22 percent. 

Incentives boost participation

For companies in all industries, incentive programs can help stimulate and maintain employee involvement in safety programs. "By offering the worker a $50 bonus or a $1 per hour raise in return for reporting health and safety problems to management, the company can motivate and maintain employee participation," says Paul Viollis, president of Corporate Risk Consulting, Inc., Melbourne, Fla. "Funds budgeted for this kind of safety-incentive program will yield the strongest return the company has ever seen." With regard to health programs, simple encouragement from supervisors can make an enormous difference in employee participation. "Workers often are not encouraged to get involved in the company's safety and health-related programs. It's not even thought about until something happens," Viollis says. "I believe the most underutilized tool in the supervisor's toolbox is the Employee Assistance Program. EAPs are geared to emotional and physical health. Their objective is to keep people well and strong and to provide healing so they can come back to work and be productive. But workers might not think of this resource without the help of their supervisor."
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