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Executive summary 

Background 

The present study is the second in a four-phase project with the overarching goal of 

developing a behavioural model for elevating the commitment of senior business leaders to 

work health and safety (WHS). As organisational leaders hold significant responsibility for 

shaping a workplace environment conducive to prioritising WHS, the present study seeks to 

understand how factors, including commercial influences, drive the prioritisation of WHS by 

senior business leaders of corporate Australia.  

The present study (Phase Two) responds to the findings and key research gaps identified in 

Phase One of this project, which identified limited evidence of commercial and business 

drivers of WHS prioritisation by business leaders in the international literature, and the 

ASX200 company reports reviewed by the research team. The available evidence was limited 

and largely focused on the role of governance (i.e., board influence on WHS commitment and 

board competencies). Therefore, the Phase Two research, reported here, sought to examine 

these issues further by directly exploring the perceptions and experiences of business leaders 

regarding the prioritising of WHS in their organisations, particularly investigating how 

commercial and business drivers influence their prosocial motivations in relation to the 

prioritisation of WHS. It also sought to identify novel and innovative ideas to promote prosocial 

behaviours that elevate the prioritisation of WHS amongst business leaders.  

Method 

The present study used semi-structured interviews with senior business leaders to examine 

their perceptions of the degree to which WHS is prioritised in their organisations’ decision-

making. A purposive sampling approach was adopted to focus on senior business leaders of 

large Australian private sector companies. This focus extended to all large private sector 

organisations in Australia, including, but not limited to, ASX-listed companies.  

A total of 43 business leaders were interviewed between March and July 2023. The sample 

comprised participants from 12 industries, including a balance of white-collar and blue-collar 

workforces. The participants were executives (46.5%, n=20), board members (25.5%, n=11), 

CEOs (19%, n=8) and the remaining participants (9%, n=4) were categorised as other. 

The interviews were recorded using Microsoft Teams, and transcripts were de-identified for 

analysis by the research team. The data were analysed using NVivo13 using qualitative 

thematic data analysis techniques. 



 
 

Results 

Our findings indicate that when developing a prosocial behavioural model for business leaders 

to elevate WHS commitment, consideration must be given to:  

• the leaders’ industry (including whether it is blue or white-collar);  

• their WHS cultural maturity1;  

• the role of education in improving their understanding of WHS risk; and 

• its impact on their organisation in a contemporary business landscape. 

Analysis of the interview data identified three broad categories of different approaches that 

can drive business leaders’ behaviour towards prioritising and managing WHS: compliance-

driven; commercially-driven; and prosocially-driven. We found that these three approaches do 

not exist in purely distinct categories but should rather be thought of as on a continuum where 

compliance reflects the most rudimentary level of WHS prioritisation, through to a purely 

prosocial or morally-driven approach whereby business leaders prioritise WHS because they 

believe that it is the right thing to do. This is consistent with the findings of Lornudd et al. 

(2020) who reported drivers organised along a continuum from legal compliance to moral 

values in their study of board members and CEOs. The strategies identified by business 

leaders to drive the prioritisation of WHS show that external stakeholder influences drive 

change from compliance through to the prosocial end of the continuum. The internal 

motivation for change was found to be prosocially-driven and aligned with the individual 

business leader’s awareness of why they prioritise WHS. 

In summary, the business leaders provided a range of perspectives and ideas about 

approaches to elevating WHS as a business priority. It is clear that no single intervention is 

going to result in significant change, and this will require culture change and a societal shift 

which is complex and slow-moving. Therefore, any approach will need to be multi-layered, 

catering to the diverse needs of senior leaders and board compositions, organisations, 

industries, and their operating environments. 

  

 

1 WHS cultural maturity describes the importance of WHS in an organisation. For example, leaders with low cultural maturity 
are reactive to negative events, and leaders with high cultural maturity are proactive - anticipating and preventing WHS risks 
and hazards. 



 
 

Discussion 

In this Phase Two (Discovery) study, we responded to a number of key research gaps identified 

in the Phase One (Exploratory) study for this project. As a result, the findings were considered 

in light of what is unknown about the drivers of prosocial behaviours for business leaders, how 

business leaders respond to commercial drivers of WHS commitment in the best interests of 

the organisation, and how boards influence WHS prioritisation by business leaders. We now 

have a better understanding of the strategies that business leaders believe to be effective 

interventions targeting the elevation of prosocial behaviours related to business leader 

prioritisation of WHS to inform Phase Three of this project.  

The interviews with senior business leaders and board members revealed that while many 

perceive that great progress has been made toward elevating the importance of WHS in 

Australian workplaces, there are industry differences, variations in focus for white-collar and 

blue-collar workers, and many senior leaders fall closer to the compliance-driven end of the 

continuum in terms of what motivates them to prioritise WHS. Hence, a behavioural change 

model will need to meet Australian business leaders where they are, and the drivers will need 

to shift their mindset towards prosocial WHS behaviour through a multi-pronged approach. 

The business leaders’ intervention ideas comprised a broad high-level societal initiative for 

long-term behavioural change, and a range of regulatory and education initiatives that could 

be introduced in the short-to-mid-term. The three major ideas raised by business leaders to 

drive the prioritisation of WHS were: 

1) A societal-level awareness campaign to raise the profile of WHS, similar to those 

implemented for smoking cessation and the wearing of seatbelts.  

2) Educating business leaders and boards to ensure that the right WHS information gets 

to the top. This includes the provision of resources and tools, sharing WHS from the 

frontline workers, and cross-pollination of ideas through a collegial senior leaders’ 

forum. 

3) Regulating and reporting mechanisms that are more efficient and effective, including 

tech-enhanced data mining capabilities and measuring criteria that shifts leaders’ 

mindsets from compliance towards prosocial WHS behaviours. 

In Phase Three, the research team will work with business leaders to co-design an intervention 

for encouraging prosocial behaviour for improving the prioritisation of WHS for business 

leaders and Boards. 

  



 
 

Conclusion 

This study sought to identify novel and innovative ways to promote prosocial behaviours that 

elevate the prioritisation of WHS amongst business leaders. While there was a scarcity of 

evidence for implemented interventions within the collective knowledge of the business 

leaders and board members interviewed, their perspectives provided insight into the types of 

interventions that could be effective. 

The three major ideas would, together, form a strong intervention for change in the way 

business leaders prioritise WHS in Australian businesses. The idea most suited, and within 

scope, for the third phase of this project, is the proposal to co-design a framework with WHS 

senior business leaders to develop a forum aimed at fostering the cross-pollination of ideas 

within the senior ranks; providing high-level education, resources, tools and networking 

opportunities to drive behaviour change towards a prosocially-driven approach for prioritising 

WHS in Australian businesses.  
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Introduction 

Background 

The present study is the second in a multi-phase project with the overarching goal of 

developing a behavioural model for elevating WHS as a priority for senior business leaders. As 

leaders are responsible for creating the safety culture of an organisation according to Safe 

Work Australia's model code of practice (Safe Work Australia, February 2022), the present 

study seeks to understand how factors including commercial and business influences, drive 

the prioritisation of WHS by senior business leaders of corporate Australia.  

Although understanding of the nature of commercial and business drivers of WHS is relatively 

limited (c.f. O’Neill 2014), Montero (2009) has proposed the importance of WHS stakeholders. 

Drivers influencing organisations include stakeholders such as: regulators, supply chain, 

industry bodies, unions, competitors, investors, customers and the wider society. WHS 

performance may impact a company’s long-term value creation through damage to its 

reputation brought about by poor outcomes, or enhanced reputation and legitimacy from good 

WHS performance (Montero, 2009). In contemporary society, organisations are starting to 

realise the commercial reputational benefits of prosocial business practices (Ben-Amar et al., 

2021; Galbreath, 2010). Organisational prosocial behaviours are defined as:  

(a) behaviour which is performed by a member of an organisation, (b) directed 
toward an individual, group, or organisation with whom he or she interacts while 

carrying out his or her organisational role, and (c) performed with the intention of 
promoting the welfare of the individual, group, or organisation toward which it is 

directed. (Brief & Motowidlo, 1986, p. 711).  

The present study examines prosocial behaviours of business leaders associated with WHS 

and the commercial and business factors that motivate such behaviours. Thus, we seek to 

understand what drives business leaders to prioritise WHS, and the relative influence of 

prosocial factors (versus other factors) as drivers of WHS commitment. Prosocial behaviours 

are based on fundamental ethical principles and focus on improving the wellbeing of others 

(such as employees) for its own sake or as ‘the right thing to do’, rather than for instrumental 

reasons such as increased profits. For example, the right of every worker to return home 

safely from work is a basic principle underlying prosocial commitment to WHS. It is now 

common for businesses to incorporate ethical or prosocial practices into their strategies. 

Indeed, reporting on these practices (e.g., through Environmental, Social, and Governance 

(ESG) reporting) has become increasingly important for maintaining a reputation as a 

responsible and profitable business.  
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In Phase One of this study, a review of the literature found that prosocial priorities within 

corporate organisations were more frequently focused on environmental sustainability and 

ethical labour, with considerably less attention directed towards WHS (Ebbevi et al., 2020). 

While these matters are fundamentally important as critical sustainability objectives, it is also 

vital that the Board of Directors (hereafter ‘Board’) and executives be proactive in 

demonstrating their commitment to prosocial practices related to employee health, safety and 

wellbeing (e.g. Ebbevi et al., 2020; Lornudd et al., 2021) if WHS is to be genuinely prioritised.  

The present study (Phase Two) responds to the findings and key research gaps identified in 

Phase One of this project. Phase One adopted an exploratory, mixed-methods approach and 

comprised three discrete studies. The scoping literature review explored the extent and nature 

of evidence for the relationship between commercial and business drivers and organisational 

prosocial behaviours within the international literature. The financial database analysis of 

ASX200 companies over a 12-year period (2009-2021) was undertaken in Phase One to identify 

the governance practices and leadership characteristics of businesses that reflect WHS 

commitment and performance. Lastly, the documentary analysis undertaken in Phase One 

examined senior business leaders’ self-reported prosocial behaviours related to WHS 

commitment and evidence for commercial and business drivers of prosocial behaviour 

in ASX200 companies.  

The evidence for commercial and business drivers of WHS prioritisation identified through the 

analysis of the international literature and company reports was limited and largely linked to 

the role of governance, including board influence on WHS commitment, and board 

competences, in terms of WHS knowledge and experience. Moreover, several governance 

characteristics were observed as antecedents of WHS commitment and ESG performance in 

the analysis of ASX200 company financial and ESG databases, notably whether the firm had a 

corporate social responsibility (CSR) committee or executive compensation tied to ESG 

performance. Where there was evidence for the role of external drivers of WHS prioritisation, 

this was associated with business reputation, including customer ethical expectations, and 

employee expectations for wider CSR and ESG concerns. The literature review also identified 

strategy as a potential mediator between external drivers of WHS commitments and prosocial 

behaviours for business leaders, highlighting activities such as benchmarking and external 

accreditation for CSR/ESG business-related activities as potentially spurring leaders into 

action (Larrieta-Rubín de Celis et al., 2017; Tanner et al., 2019; Villela et al., 2021).  

Summarising these key findings from the Phase One exploratory study, board influence can 

be seen as a driver of WHS commitments in the organisation, acting between stakeholder 
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influences and organisational strategy, and aligning external commercial and ethical drivers 

with business strategic drivers. The Phase Two study was informed by the findings and 

research gaps identified through the Phase One exploratory study. 

The key research gaps that informed the Phase Two research design include a lack of 

knowledge and evidence in the following areas:  

• The relative importance of external and internal drivers/motivators of prosocial behaviour 

for business leaders in relation to WHS commitment  

• How business leaders do/should respond to commercial drivers (e.g. stakeholder 

expectations, investor and shareholder pressure, and reputational concerns) of WHS 

commitment in the best interest of the organisation 

• How and why boards influence WHS prioritisation by business leaders 

• Evidence for effective interventions targeting the elevation of prosocial behaviours 

associated with business leader prioritisation of WHS. 

The Phase Two research reported here, sought to examine these issues by enquiring directly 

into the perceptions and experiences of business leaders. Specifically, this phase of the 

research contributes to an improved understanding of how commercial and business drivers 

influence prosocial behaviour and the prioritisation of WHS by business leaders, which is 

fundamentally important to driving WHS improvements (Irastorza et al., 2016; NSW 

Government, May 2021). It also seeks to identify novel and/or innovative ideas to promote 

prosocial behaviours that elevate the prioritisation of WHS amongst business leaders.  

Project aims 

The overarching aim of this multi-phase project is to build and test a behavioural model that 

encapsulates the drivers for elevating the importance of WHS for senior business leaders. The 

key research question for the project is: How do commercial and business drivers motivate or 

encourage behaviour change among senior business leaders to prioritise WHS? 

In support of this, this second phase of the project seeks to understand: 

a) The commercial and business influences that motivate business leaders to prioritise WHS 

as a prosocial behaviour. 

b) The influence of external and internal stakeholders in promoting business leader 

prioritisation of WHS. 

c) The role of the board in influencing business leaders’ prosocial behaviour in relation to 

WHS. 
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d) Business leader perspectives on effective approaches and innovative ideas to elevating 

WHS as a business leader priority.  
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Method  

Research design 

This study used semi-structured interviews with senior business leaders to examine their 

perceptions of the degree to which WHS is prioritised in their organisational decision-making.  

Sample recruitment 

A purposive sampling approach was adopted to focus on senior business leaders of large 

Australian private sector companies. This focus extended to all large private sector 

organisations in Australia, including, but not limited to, ASX-listed companies. Purposive 

sampling in qualitative research involves recruiting individuals or groups with expertise in the 

subject of interest, considering factors like knowledge, availability, willingness to participate, 

and experience. This contrasts with probabilistic or random sampling, which aims to minimise 

bias by accounting for confounding factors (e.g., age, gender, industry)  to produce findings 

more widely-generalisable (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

The recruitment strategy for attracting study participants was multi-pronged and included a 

combination of targeted and non-targeted project promotion (e.g. advertisement (see 

Appendix A) disseminated in a non-targeted (e.g. general LinkedIn post) and targeted (paid 

Linkedin post) recruitment campaign), supplemented by invitations to participate 

disseminated by the research team through their professional networks. The significant 

challenges in recruiting a very senior level sample of private sector business leaders meant 

that additional methods of convenience sampling were implemented, including a purposive 

non-probability snowballing method where participants identified potential interviewees who 

were subsequently invited to participate in an interview (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). 

This is a common sampling method for difficult to reach samples where insiders can connect 

researchers to others within the target group (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Recruitment 

continued until we met our target sample size, and the team believed that data saturation had 

been reached. The number of participants recruited through each strategy is summarised in 

Table 1. 

Table 1: Recruitment Strategy  

Strategy Recruited  
EOI from posters 1 
LinkedIn (non-targeted) 4 
LinkedIn (targeted) 4 
Direct contacts* 24 
Referred by other participants 10 
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*Direct contacts include contacts invited through the researcher teams’ professional 
networks, industry relationships and university alumni. 
 
Sample composition 

A total 43 business leaders were interviewed between March and July 2023. The sample 

comprised participants from 12 industries2 (see Table 2), however, the largest representation 

was from the mining industry. The sample comprised more males (65%, n=28) than females 

(35%, n=15); and more working in white collar industries (56%, n=24) than blue collar (44%, 

n=19) (Table 3 The participants were executives (46.5%, n=20), board members (25.5%, n=11), 

CEOs (19%, n=8) and the remaining participants (9%, n=4) were categorised as other (senior 

roles in WHS, HR and a business partner) (Table 3). 

Table 2: Sample composition by industry 

Industry Number of Participants 
B. Mining 13 
C. Manufacturing 1 
D. Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services 4 
E. Construction 1 
H. Accommodation and Food Services 2 
I. Transport, Postal and Warehousing 1 
J. Information Media and Telecommunications 2 
K. Financial and Insurance Services 4 
M. Professional, Scientific and Technical Services 6 
Q. Health Care and Social Assistance 3 
S. Other Services 2 
T. Multiple Sectors 4 
Total participants 43 

Table 3: Participant characteristics  

 

2 Classified using the Australian and New Zealand Standard Industrial Classification (ANZSIC; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2006). 
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ID* Gender Industry sector  Industry Participant level 
B3 Female Other Services Blue collar Board member 
B6 Male Mining Blue collar Board member 

B8 Female Health Care & Social Assistance 
White 
collar 

Board member 

B15 Female Multiple Sectors 
White 
collar 

Board member 

B16 Female Multiple Sectors 
White 
collar 

Board member 

B20 Male Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services Blue collar Board member 

B25 Male 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

Board member 

B26 Male Financial & Insurance Services 
White 
collar 

Board member 

B33 Male Mining 
White 
collar 

Board member 

B39 Male Mining Blue collar Board member 

B42 Male Multiple Sectors 
White 
collar 

Board member 

C10 Male Mining Blue collar CEO 

C22 Female 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

CEO 

C23 Male Accommodation & Food Services Blue collar CEO 
C28 Male Mining Blue collar CEO 

C31 Male Health Care & Social Assistance 
White 
collar 

CEO 

C32 Male Financial & Insurance Services 
White 
collar 

CEO 

C40 Male Information Media & Telecommunications 
White 
collar 

CEO 

C41 Male Multiple Sectors 
White 
collar 

CEO 

C43 Male Health Care & Social Assistance Blue collar CEO 

E1 Male Manufacturing Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E2 Male Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E4 Male Information Media & Telecommunications 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E5 Male Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E7 Male Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E9 Male Mining 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 
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E11 Male Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E12 Female Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E14 Female Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E17 Female 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E19 Male Accommodation & Food Services Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E24 Female Construction Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E27 Male Other Services Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E29 Female Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

E30 Male Transport, Postal & Warehousing 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E34 Female 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E35 Female Financial & Insurance Services 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E36 Female Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services 
White 
collar 

Executive 
member 

E37 Male Mining Blue collar 
Executive 
member 

O13 Male 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

Other 

O18 Female 
Professional, Scientific & Technical 
Services 

White 
collar 

Other 

O21 Male Electricity, Gas, Water & Waste Services 
White 
collar 

Other 

O38 Female Financial & Insurance Services 
White 
collar 

Other 

*Note: B=Board member, C=CEO, E=Executive, O=Other 

Data collection 

Individual semi-structured interviews were used to explore participants’ perceptions regarding 

external and internal drivers or motivators of WHS commitment, the role of the board in 

influencing WHS prioritisation, and ideas for interventions to elevate WHS prosocial 

commitment by business leaders. The majority of interviews were conducted by two 

experienced members of the research team and where permission was granted, the interview 

was audio recorded and transcribed for later analysis. 
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A semi-structured interview is a combination of both structured and unstructured interview 

approaches, and generally involves a list of questions on specific topics (King & Horrocks, 

2010). This format provides researchers with the opportunity to obtain in-depth information 

from participants and introduce additional questions to address issues emerging from 

previous responses. The interviews were guided by the questions summarised in Table 3, 

which asked about interviewees’ perspective on the role of internal and external stakeholders 

and other commercial and business influences on their prosocial behaviour in regard to WHS. 

Participants were also questioned on actual or potential ideas for initiatives that would likely 

be effective in elevating the prioritisation of WHS by business leaders. 

Table 4: Phase Two Interview Question Guide 

CEOs, C-suite participants Board member participants 
Preamble introducing the study, and aspects of research participation (e.g. confirming consent 
to record) 
Q1. Acknowledgement of the competing demands and pressures from both internal and 
external stakeholders. Which of these are most influential on executive/board decision-
making in regard to WHS prioritisation? 

Prompt: Which two or three types of stakeholders have most influence on the priority 
boards/executives place on WHS? (use WHS stakeholders’ model, if needed)  

Q2. What do you think are the primary reasons that boards/business leaders of corporate 
Australia seek to prioritise WHS? 
Q3. Do you think elevated WHS 
prioritisation could have commercial 
benefits for your company?  

Q3. Adapted Q3 for boards to, ‘... have 
commercial benefits for the companies you 
represent?’ 

Q4. We’re looking for great ideas to lift the prioritisation of WHS in corporate Australia. 
What practical steps or strategies would you recommend to boards and business leaders 
who wish to make WHS a priority within their organisation? 
Q5. How can we best leverage the commercial drivers of pro-social (or socially responsible) 
behaviour in business leaders and boards to influence WHS prioritisation? 
Thank interviewees for participating and provide information about how they  
will be informed of the outcomes from this research. 

 

Data analysis 

The interview transcripts were checked for accuracy and then de-identified for analysis by a 

member of the research team. A second member of the research team conducted the initial 

data analysis using free coding methods where themes were identified using an inductive data 

analysis technique (Jackson & Bazeley, 2019). The data were analysed using NVivo13 (QSR 

International software). 

First, relevant sentences and paragraphs from the transcripts were coded into six broad 

themes:  
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1) comments about the level of WHS prioritisation in their business and generally;  

2) stakeholders influencing WHS prioritisation;  

3) drivers of WHS prioritisation;  

4) barriers to WHS prioritisation;  

5) the role of the Board; and  

6) interventions/strategies to further enhance WHS prioritisation.  

As coding progressed, sub-codes were created which reflected common sub-themes relevant 

to each of the themes.  

Three general approaches to WHS prioritisation were identified (compliance-driven, 

commercially-driven, and a prosocially-driven approach) and the relevant themes were re-

structured to reflect the drivers and nature of prioritisation according to each of the 

approaches. Key themes emerging from the data were cross-checked by three other research 

team members who had conducted the interviews, which produced minor feedback and no 

fundamental changes to key themes. Two research team members worked on the data 

analysis and interpretation, with the whole team agreeing on the findings contained in this 

report.  
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Findings 

Senior leaders’ perspectives on the prioritisation of WHS  

In this study we captured the perspectives of senior business leaders regarding the 

prioritisation of WHS. Several business leaders reported that Australia is ahead of many 

countries in attitudes to workers’ health and safety, with one executive saying “in Australia 

you've got work health, safety inspectorates. You’re almost deemed to do the right thing. You 

know, you can't get away with the wrong thing” (E30). 

Another executive said, 

“in Australia, we're part of a global organisation [...] and when I talk to colleagues in 
the US, we seem to have a much stronger ingrained culture and bias towards safety 

as a core value than what we do in other operations globally” (E36). 

Nevertheless, the general view that business leaders’ prioritisation of work health and safety 

has increased substantially over the past several decades, was noticeably more prevalent in 

the interviews with business leaders from high-risk industries (e.g. mining, manufacturing), 

with one executive saying, "I guess my observations over that time is traditionally manufacturing 

in Australia has had a reasonably strong compass towards safety culture" (E36). 

Business leaders described how this change had led to innovations in organisational practices, 

such as organisational structures and in the sophistication of data systems that inform 

leaders’ decisions. For example, one Board member described how WHS has changed their 

approach to performance measurement saying, “the scope of what is being measured is also 

much broader now than it was” (B20). 

Another executive said, 

"it's evolved very much from a target-based structure where our goal was to record 
the amount of injuries. That was a very early way of managing safety and it was very 
laggy. And I think certainly in the past decade it's become more leading and it's, well 

actually, the injuries are unacceptable" (E30). 

Similarly, shifting structures and responsibilities for WHS risk management was also perceived by 

leaders as demonstrating the increasing importance attached to WHS within organisations, with 

one executive saying, 

“We would never have had a work health [and] safety department five years ago or 
10, certainly 10. [...] that would been part of someone's role, in other, in like, a HR 

department or another department finance may have done it or office management 
[...] So, it's evolved that it's now its own department. Well, department with its own 

people” (E7). 
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However, business leaders observed that there are still leaders who do not prioritise WHS 

highly, who focus more on compliance with WHS regulation, and prioritise the bottom line 

(E30, E37).  

 
High-risk industries 

In high-risk industries, such as mining, interviewees reported that physical safety 

management has evolved over the past 20-30 years and has become highly prioritised; citing 

an organisational culture in which safety is the number-one focus. As one business leader 

said, “safety is front of mind at all times” (E14), while another said,  

“For the mining industry, [WHS] has been there for a very, very long time. Even I 
remember as a young geologist I feel like we did some stupid stuff. But in the last 
20 years, it's been safety, safety, safety. So, it's ingrained in that culture” (C28). 

To some, this meant WHS did not need to be ‘prioritised’ among competing issues because its 

primacy was generally accepted and had been for the last 20-30 years. A Board member from 

one mining sector organisation noted, 

“I don't think there's any prioritising. Health and safety are basically, and always has 
been, a given. Nobody wants to see their workers get [injured] because if you don't 
have workers working, you don't have a business, so there's really no prioritising it” 

(B39). 

While numerous interviews reinforced the well-developed culture of physical safety 

management in high-risk industries, the WHS focus was very much on the high-risk aspects of 

operations (e.g. at the mine site, or construction site) while office-based/white collar areas of 

those same businesses received much less attention. One business leader offered an example, 

saying,  

"Traditionally manufacturing in Australia has had a reasonably strong compass 
towards safety culture. And I've certainly found that in [organisation name] it's very 

much focused around operations activity as opposed to safety being a core value 
and concern for office staff and other functional areas" (E36). 

This executive (E36) went on to say that WHS prioritisation has been helped by increasing 

attention to musculoskeletal and psychological hazards as leaders recognise WHS is no 

longer centered on mitigating visible high-consequence hazards, saying, “So I think we've 

certainly evolved over the years to move into a more holistic sort of view of safety and wellbeing” 

(E36). 

Blue-collar and white-collar workers 
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Physical safety is, however, still very highly prioritised (over psychosocial safety) by 

businesses in high-risk or blue-collar industries, with several business leaders suggesting that 

the resources sector is leading the way for corporate Australia in driving a culture that 

manages significant WHS hazards well. White-collar industries, on the other hand, are 

grappling more with psychosocial risks according to business leaders, as one executive said: 

"I do still feel that there are different drivers in different industries. So, I'll say you 
have tier one industries and you know the all majors, the miners or any established 

business, and I'll even put it down to any listed business that has to produce reports 
and is open to challenge, that they evolved to safety as a culture. But I do think 

there's a large segment of the business environment where it's not a culture it's a 
numbers game […] That said, white collar organisations are beginning to grapple 

with PSR [psychosocial risk], so there has been a shift there too, but don't appear as 
strong as mining where safety on-site has become "101" - the top priority” (E30). 

Business leaders in ‘white-collar’ industries talked about psychosocial risk a lot more than 

their counterparts in ‘blue-collar’ industries, as this is where white-collar organisations’ 

business leaders identified their highest risk. However, some business leaders with blue-collar 

workers are beginning to also grapple with psychosocial risk, though their understanding 

seems comparatively limited and was largely focused on personal health issues as opposed to 

the impact of work on mental health. Our analysis suggests that the business leaders 

interviewed described businesses that were relatively immature in their understanding and 

practices for preventing psychosocial risks at work. For example, one executive said, 

“It's very easy to prioritise safety when there's a ladder in front of you. When we're 
talking about office-based employees, when we're talking about mental health and 
the psychosocial safety, what does prioritisation look like? We don't really have an 

exemplar of that, where[as] I would say the resource sector is a pretty good 
exemplar for that physical safety” (E35). 

The social impacts of fly-in fly-out (FIFO) work arrangements were mentioned by one business 

leader (E32) and the social impact of psychosocial risk in the workplace, including sexual and 

verbal assault was mentioned by other leaders of businesses. According to business leaders, 

psychosocial risk and mental health are being prioritised more in the last five years, especially 

since the introduction of the prosocial code of practice and ISO45003 as well as in response 

to Covid-19. In general, white-collar business leaders appeared to have a better understanding 

of psychosocial risk overall, although those business leaders acknowledging ‘emotional 

safety’ or ‘mental health’ tended to speak about issues in their employees’ lives, the state of 

the nation, and about how to support those who are experiencing psychosocial injuries (e.g. 

E37, B39), rather than taking a preventative approach to psychosocial risk management.  
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“It's a very difficult one because it's no longer physical health and safety. It's also 
the emotional mental safety, which as a board is an absolute nightmare to even 
understand how we move forward with protecting our people mentally” (E19). 

It is fair to say that business leaders from all organisations were struggling with psychosocial 

safety, and very few claimed to be measuring and managing it effectively. One Board member 

said, 

“It's becoming more of a conversation, but I don't think there's any business in the 
country that's capable of undertaking psychosocial management of factors that 

people may, or may not, be suffering […] because unless somebody comes and tells 
you about it, it's certainly not something that you can even look at addressing” 

(B39). 

WHS maturity 

Finally, in examining the perspectives of business leaders for prioritising WHS, the differences 

in the WHS maturity in organisations emerged as an area that demonstrates the existence (or 

not) of business leaders’ prosocial behaviours. One business leader said, 

"I think CEOs and managing directors still haven't got a full grasp on of it... [A]also I 
think boardrooms are becoming more educated … However, I think it's that middle 
management, that general manager, partly CEOs, that go it's OK, my HR and my 

OHS have got it all, they've got it under control...because the likelihood is that they 
haven't" (E32). 

For some business leaders, WHS responsibilities were addressed through policies and a belief 

that responsibilities were held by those in middle management roles (e.g. HR and WHS 

managers). According to one business leader, 

“we have all of our policies on our on our website. So, we do have a formal workplace 
health and safety policy. Adversity policy, fitness for work, Indigenous, ASJ, modern 

slavery. So, I mean, I don't know [...] we've got a full-time manager of HR who 
overseas with the relevant sort of heads of businesses their respective workplaces 
that they that they have.... So, safety culture, we've not ever had anyone die in our 

sites” (E11). 

Similarly, the business leaders’ understanding of WHS accountability and responsibility, 

together with the organisation’s level of maturity appears to suggest that business leaders 

would benefit from education and an improved awareness of WHS. Our findings suggested 

that many business leaders were operating at a reactive level, rather than a proactive or 

generative level on the WHS maturity scale. This is exemplified in the following examples: 

“There are always going to be an engineering failure […] something that falls on a 
person, for example. And you can only do the best you can do at that point, and I 
think the expertise is at such a high level, we have several qualified engineers on 

site doing the pre-planning and you know we do everything we can. I can't imagine 
how we could improve that” (O13). 
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And, 

“I can only ever remember one or two sort of bad injuries, one from a rockfall 
underground that was impossible to predict. And one may have lost a finger, but.... I 
don't think you have to worry about the guys on site [...] working on mines a lot of my 
life, you don't have to worry so much down at, sort of, grassroots level. When you get 
people that aren't experienced then you obviously you have to teach them and they 
have to go through the systems and they have to get inducted and then they have to 
make a couple of stuff-ups and you get a couple of punishments. And with safety, it 
has to be the steepest learning curve, right, because you don't get to hit the reset 

button and [start] again” (E11). 

Several business leaders noted that senior leaders and board members are generally older, 

from a generation that the interviewee perceived as being less likely to genuinely prioritise 

WHS out of a concern for people, with one executive saying, 

“Most of them have come through the ranks back in the 80s where you just got on 
with it and you just dealt with what was in front of you and you and you pulled 

through. Obviously that language is no longer acceptable. However, they might not 
speak the language, but they think the thoughts” (E32). 

Business leaders with low levels of WHS cultural maturity, and those who were often 

described as being ‘old school’, signaled that while there has been some progress in the 

prioritising of WHS by Australian business leaders, it appears that there is still some way to 

go. According to one executive, 

"I've met business leaders that just really just blatantly don't give a shit about it, to 
be quite frank. But they're old school, they do not care. All they care about is the 

bottom line. And I've met other business leaders where it is legitimately the core of 
the business and they'll walk away from projects" (E37). 

In summary, the business leaders’ perspectives on WHS prioritisation suggests that a 

prosocial behavioural model should consider the industry (including whether it is blue or 

white-collar), the business leader’s WHS cultural maturity, and the role of education in 

improving business leaders’ understanding of WHS risk and their impact on their organisation. 

Commercial and business influences on leaders’ prioritisation of WHS 

We identified three broad categories reflecting the different approaches that appear to drive 

business leaders’ behaviour in regard to prioritising and managing WHS: compliance-driven, 

commercially-driven, and prosocially-driven approaches. These approaches are not mutually-

exclusive and are shown in Figure 1 to lie on a continuum where compliance reflects the most 

rudimentary level of WHS prioritisation, through to a purely prosocial or morally-driven 

approach whereby business leaders prioritise WHS because they believe that it is the right 

thing to do (Figure 1). While we have depicted the three approaches on a continuum, there was 
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a degree of overlap that suggest that all business leaders are somewhere on a continuum for 

each of the three drivers. Of those business leaders interviewed, few were heavily compliance-

focused and few reflected a purely prosocial approach to WHS, while the majority were driven 

by a combination of factors.  

 

Figure 1: Approaches to WHS prioritisation 

There was considerable evidence of business leaders taking a compliance-based approach to 

WHS, with very few personal accounts of this being their practice, but many business leaders 

reflecting on their observations of other compliance-focused business leaders. The 

observations of these leaders suggested that compliance-oriented business leaders were 

more focused on meeting their legal obligations than motivated by genuine concern for the 

safety of their people. For example, one executive said, 

“you can’t really do anything except ensure that you provide adequate resources 
and then get some degree of reporting about the relative effectiveness of those 

resources. Because you’re not going to drive individual behaviours” (E2). 

In contrast, business leaders who took a prosocial approach to WHS claimed to do so 

irrespective of legislation and compliance. They cited a genuine concern for people and aimed 

to build a safety culture which, many acknowledged, far exceeded the requirements of 

legislation. As one business leader said,  

“I'm not doing this because the government tells me that I'll go to jail if I don't do it. 
I'm telling you because I actually have empathy. I know things, I've seen things, I've 
been involved in things and I wanted people to understand that I'm invested and I 

think it comes down to that piece, to be honest” (C23). 

A commercially-driven approach to WHS is used to describe those business leaders in the 

middle of the continuum who saw WHS as a requirement for business and as good for 

business. While the majority that focused on commercial considerations still saw WHS as a 
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cost, those business leaders who recognised the commercial drivers of WHS also recognised 

that a purely compliance-based approach was insufficient in protecting workers from harm 

and aimed to build a strong safety culture as they saw the benefit in doing so from a 

commercial perspective (for example, in improving productivity, attracting and retaining 

talent, and avoiding the costs associated with WHS incidents). One board member said, 

“I think there's commercial pressures to make it more of a priority in the sense of […] 
your social license to do business means you have to really take care of your people. 
And that is now overtly understood, whereas I think in previous years it was probably 
covertly understood. It's like, to have a license to do business you really need to take 

care of your people and be authentic in doing that” (B8). 

Business leaders on the continuum with a commercial and/or prosocial approach to WHS felt 

that a compliance mindset (alone) may encourage a focus on the behaviours that undermine 

prosocial behaviours (e.g. blindly adhering to process) and discourage a safety culture where 

individual safety is genuinely prioritised. According to one executive,  

“If you say you must follow these procedures and you cannot deviate from these 
procedures, you get to a point where people will do just that, even if it ends up being 
dangerous because something's just not being considered in the way the procedure 
was framed. And so, I think with everything [legislation] goes too far and you need to 

have the right culture and you need to have the right experience and the right 
qualifications, the right training. But I think you can't just say here's a procedure and 
everything has to follow because you end up having accidents occur that shouldn't 

have” (E9). 
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External and internal stakeholders’ influence on leaders’ prioritising of WHS 

In Phase One of this project, we identified eight business drivers that may motivate business 

leaders to prioritise WHS: regulators, investors, supply chain, industry bodies, unions, 

competitors, customers and the wider society, and the organisation (Montero, 2009). These 

potential drivers of WHS prioritisation, which have a two-way relationship with WHS 

stakeholders, were explored further in this Phase Two study, with business leaders asked 

which stakeholders were the most influential in regard to WHS prioritisation in their 

organisation.  

  

Figure 2: The influence of external and internal stakeholders according to business leaders 

Figure 2 depicts the influence of external and internal stakeholder according to the business 

leaders interviewed. The business leader approaches driving the prioritisation of WHS 

behaviours (e.g. compliance-driven, commercially-driven and prosocially-driven) show the 
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mapping of the influences of stakeholders across the previously described continuum from 

compliance-driven to prosocial. In this section we look more broadly at the stakeholder 

influences in regard to prioritising WHS with a view to understanding how these internal and 

external stakeholder influences shape future strategies and policy direction driving prosocial 

behaviours for business leaders and Boards in prioritising WHS. 

External stakeholder influence 

The external stakeholder influences driving business leaders’ WHS prioritisation identified in 

this study were: wider society, regulators, unions, industry bodies, investors, supply chain, 

customers and competitors (see Table 3.1). The influence of regulators was more evident in 

the interviews with the business leaders who conveyed more compliance-driven approaches. 

The influence of investors was more evident as a driver for organisations that rely on investors 

for funding for business operations. Some business leaders suggested that investors 

influence WHS prioritisation in ways such as having WHS included in their contract conditions. 

Business leaders in some industries believed that the business is impacted by the WHS 

reputation of the supplier and, therefore, the prioritisation of WHS within the supply chain 

becomes important. However, for other industries “it works the other way…the corporates put 

pressure on the supply chains to adapt to their minimum standards” (E17) (e.g. mining, when 

entering sites or submitting proposals for contracts).  

Unions were mentioned as an external influence to change behaviour in regard to WHS 

priorities and competitors were described in terms of attracting talent, but unions and 

competitors were mentioned by few business leaders. Industry bodies were regarded as a 

helpful source of ideas, tools and advice and seen as opportunities for knowledge sharing, 

however, while the Australian Institute of Company Directors (AICD) was mentioned (B3, B16), 

there was not one specific industry body, or member organisation cited as being the source 

used by business leaders and board members. 

 

Table 5: External stakeholder influences 

Stakeholder Type of influence Representative Quote 
Wider society Business leaders 

acknowledged the 
influence of wider society 
on their ability to operate 
successfully as a business. 

“Without community support you can't actually 
do your operations. The legislation determines 
how we how we approach the community 
management, because we’ve got to operate 
within the guidelines of the law and still are 
beholden to shareholders. So, it's like 
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shareholders, community and then government, 
but it's all sort of interrelated” (C28). 

A social licence to operate 
was a strong theme 
emerging from the 
interviews, again reflecting 
the much stronger impact 
that poor WHS has from a 
commercial perspective. 

[if something goes wrong] “your whole social 
license to operate begins to evaporate pretty 
quickly. So, it's just something you have to get 
right” (E14). 

Business leaders 
acknowledged that 
younger generations also 
expect employers to look 
after them and are more 
inclined to move to find 
better work conditions than 
has been the case in the 
past. 

“Because it's a bit different to my day. I've only 
had, in 44 years, 4 or 5 jobs. My kids are 30, 27 
and 24 and they're professionals, but what I 
hear from them, they could have 10 to 20 jobs 
during their career. So, they're going to move 
for other reasons, and that's not going to be 
driven by the salary cheque either. Social 
conscience is really important and how they’re 
treated” (B25). 

Regulators Business leaders felt that 
extensive regulations and 
auditing requirements, and 
perceptions of little time 
for focus beyond 
compliance to be a barrier 
for WHS prioritisation. 
Particularly in highly 
regulated sectors, where 
some leaders felt that all of 
their available time was 
consumed with meeting 
legislation and auditing 
requirements. 

“A focus on it is fine. I think my only caveat on 
that would be that we’ve gotta make sure that 
the regulatory environment doesn't go too far 
and limit the responsibility of the organisation to 
get it right itself and have the right internal sort 
of workplace culture” (B20). 

“audits have got out of control to the point 
where all you're spending your time on, a lot of 
the time, is auditing" (C23). 

Insurance premiums and 
injury costs of not 
prioritising WHS. 

“Work health and safety risk avoided, means 
fewer claims under SafeWork or WorkCover 
arrangements. So yeah, there's absolutely a 
financial imperative to get it right” (C31). 

Unions Union influence was 
mentioned by several 
participants, but this was 
highly sector specific and 
not a strong theme. 

“I think unions in some sectors ...they are quite 
good enforcing it […] they do have a role to play 
where business isn't performing, well to call 
them out and try to force some change” (C28). 

Industry 
bodies 

Industry bodies were 
mentioned as being a 
helpful forum through 

“I think industry bodies they’re part of that 
education process. They're part of the 
proponents to all in members about this is what 
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which to expose WHS best 
practice and discuss 
issues. 

the industry standard is this, what these people 
are doing, these are the benefits. They're part of 
the education process. I think if you look at some 
of our bodies around the place they have a very 
strong focus on environmental, the safety 
sustainability as it is nowadays and pushing that 
narrative down through their members” (C28). 

Investors Several business leaders 
acknowledged an increase 
in focus from investors and 
shareholders in their WHS 
expectations.  

“But I think certainly from a shareholder 
perspective there's a real shift in in 
shareholders expecting, and certainly the 
organisation to report on it. And because you're 
reporting on it, you’re sort of held to account. 
So, at the bigger end of the market, it's very 
much around annual general meetings and, you 
know, shareholders expectations” (B16). 

Investors can be a barrier 
to WHS prioritisation. One 
business leader used an 
example about contractors 
to explain. 

“Every managing director knows that you've got 
to find the most cost-efficient contractor. But 
who's also going to be safe? And they're going 
to cost more money because they've got a lot 
more systems in place. But some investors, quite 
frankly, will just say I don't care. You should get 
the cheapest person that you possibly can […] if 
the groups that are bringing money to fund the 
activities aren't prioritising it, then it's really 
difficult as a business leader to prioritise it” 
(E29). 

ESG was acknowledged by 
many business leaders as 
being a commercial driver 
for their business, with 
shareholders taking more 
interest in ESG issues. 

“Shareholders really expect that now because I 
what I'm seeing in the old traditional reporting 
there was no coverage of ESG issues, staff 
wellbeing, sociopsychological issues and 
challenges, why people have left your 
organisation, staff churn, and health and safety 
in the workplace” (B25). 

 There were different views 
on the extent to which 
WHS embedded as a 
central part of an ESG 
framework would be 
beneficial with 
environmental 
sustainability still being the 
primary focus for many. 

“So, a lot of decisions now made by Boards 
because commercially they need to be seen to, 
ESG, for example. But we're trying to get 
occupational health and safety on that ESG 
group of words” (E12). 

Supply 
chains 

Securing suppliers was 
mentioned by business 
leaders from some 

“And so, when we look at supply chain in 
general, it is about ensuring that we have a solid 
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industries as important in 
terms of their WHS 
decision-making.  

safety reputation at both internally and 
externally” (E24). 

Customers  Attracting customers was 
mentioned by business 
leaders from some 
industries as influencing 
WHS decision-making. 

“It’s that ‘will it pass the pub’ test. That sort of 
very rudimentary, but that expectation of well 
the community expects us to have workplaces 
that are safe. People will come home without 
injury or any impairment. So yeah, it's a huge 
driver. Licence to operate if I may put it in that 
construct” (B16). 

Looking after people is 
looking after your 
customers which is looking 
after the business 

“That's the right thing to do. But if you do the 
right thing in, people are safe and secure at 
work is going to be good for the business 
because they'll remain at work and provide a 
better service for your customers, your patients, 
your passengers, whoever they might be. So, 
look after your people and they typically will 
look after what goes on ahead of them. So, the 
commerciality resolves itself by doing the right 
thing and having the hygiene factors correctly in 
place” (C43). 

Competitors Attracting and recruiting 
talent is influenced by how 
you are perceived by 
potential employees. If you 
have a poor safety record it 
is harder to attract workers 
which in a competitive 
labour market can impact 
the quality of applicants.  

“And if you can get paid well at five different 
businesses and you're not comfortable with 
what your business does in terms of the way it 
conducts itself or impacts the environment or 
things like that, especially when people have got 
a lot of choice, I think they can take that stance. 
And if they really believe in it, they've got 
options. And that's something we need to be 
mindful of as people who run businesses” (B33). 

 

Organisational influence 

Most of the business leaders who discussed organisational influence, saw a combination of 

stakeholders as influencing their WHS decision-making. The most commonly mentioned 

stakeholders identified by business leaders were regulators, wider society and industry 

bodies, as well as ‘care for employees’ (which they talked about as being part of 'the 

organisation' as a stakeholder). In terms of organisational influence, business leaders also 

spoke about understanding of the WHS risks and the WHS business case. 

The factors internal to the organisation that business leaders perceived as influencing WHS 

prioritisation related to the involvement of the Board, the level of internal understanding of 

WHS risks and costs, and the organisation’s level of WHS maturity. The composition of the 
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Board and the relationship that the executive and board have, as well as how senior leaders 

are connecting with the workers, and the level of awareness of workers’ WHS concerns were 

all considered drivers of WHS prioritisation according to the business leaders. 

Table 6: Organisational influences 

Type of influence Representative Quote 
Engagement of the Board 
Highly engaged Boards encouraged 
WHS prioritisation while less engaged 
Boards (i.e. those who saw it as the CEOs 
responsibility for WHS management or 
were only interested in rudimentary and 
’positive’ reporting of WHS) had less (or 
negative) influence. 

“The board is utterly determined just to see me get 
on with that without reference to them… I don't 
sense any hesitation by my board in simply, you 
know, delegating me with any authority to move on 
work, health and safety matters” (P31). 

Understanding of WHS risks and costs. It 
was acknowledged that many business 
leaders (particularly those with a 
compliance-driven approach) did not 
have a clear understanding of WHS risks 
or an appreciation of the WHS business 
case while commercially-driven leaders 
had a good understanding of the risks 
and costs. 

“it's never appreciated until things go wrong 
unfortunately” (P16).  

 

Reputational costs. Business leaders 
believed there to be a strong WHS 
business case and acknowledged the 
need to build a strong safety culture 
beyond legislation requirements in order 
to reduce the likelihood of WHS 
incidences. 

“If you don't prioritise work, health and safety, 
then you're open to risks that could place the 
business in jeopardy, in commercial jeopardy. […] 
I'm talking about loss of life. And then you lose 
business. You lose your respect, your dignity, that 
sort of stuff. It's just thrown out with the 
bathwater. I think a lot of people's skate through 
thinking that everything's going to be fine. But 
sooner or later, it's going to bite them on the bum” 
(C41). 

Productivity impacts. Many business 
leaders raised the impact of WHS 
prioritisation on productivity in terms of 
being able to “get the most out of your 
people” (C22; B20).  

“Good work practice delivers good outcome and 
higher productivity […] If you have a workforce, 
that's underperforming and poorly managed, 
organised and trained, they will have a lot of 
injuries and a lot of accidents. So, in that instance, 
you have poor productivity which just impacts 
across everything. And then if you do have a bad 
accident, well then, you're down, right? You're 
down for days” (C10). 
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Performance impacts 
The impact of psychological safety on 
performance was acknowledged in 
general, as well as in terms of 
presenteeism, absenteeism, lack of 
engagement and turnover (B16; E34). 

“It just it makes business sense for a number of 
reasons to have this as a key priority. 
Organisations can't operate without people. 
People can't operate at their best if they aren't in a 
mentally well state, they aren't in an environment 
that provides an opportunity for them to thrive in 
the workplace” (E36). 

Low WHS maturity 
Business leaders may be largely 
compliance-focused early in their WHS 
journey. Organisations who were 
compliance-focused appeared to have 
low WHS maturity with respect to their 
WHS understanding (see previous section 
for findings on WHS maturity). 

“it’s a line item, it's not a commercial driver. 
But yeah, I think we're still fairly. Embryonic 
in our thinking. As far as the commerciality of 
it goes, that would be my take on it” (B16). 

“You can't do too much in this field at the moment. 
It's still fast evolving. We're still trying to learn 
what more we can do” (C43). 

Psychosocial safety. 
Being a relatively new and emerging 
aspect of WHS, business leaders feel as 
though they lack the tools to understand 
and effectively manage psychosocial 
risks, many business leaders were driven 
to a compliance-based approach due to 
low WHS maturity. 

“It was good to see that crystallisation of the new 
Act because it gave us the ability to say, OK, well, 
let's start doing things differently from this point 
on... so we're in the implementation stage of that 
journey and pretty confident we are reflective of 
the compliance requirements of that new law” 
(P31).  

 

Care for employees 
Business leaders noted that prioritising 
WHS should be based on care and 
concern for employees and their right to 
go home at the end of each day. 

“I would like to think the primary [driver] is a 
genuine concern for employees, and I think that's 
absolutely true” (O13). 

Availability of funding for WHS 
Business leaders noted that some 
smaller businesses had limited funding 
for anything beyond compliance, while 
large organisation (such as many 
operating in the resources sector) could 
afford greater WHS prioritisation. 

“It's probably at the lower end that people aren't 
doing enough because they don’t have the funds 
and the resources to apply to those things. You 
know the big companies have funds and resources 
and they will always apply those to safe operating 
practices” (P28). 

 

Business leaders’ approaches to WHS prioritisation 

Prosocially-driven business leaders prioritise WHS because they perceive that it is the right 

thing to do which is driven by their values and moral judgements in the business environment. 

For leaders with a purely prosocial perspective, compliance is not a consideration because 

their morals exceed the minimum requirements of regulation, as one business leader 

explained,  
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“I personally have a moral obligation on that side of things. Yeah, I'm not really 
concerned about the legal side because I think my moral sides higher than what the 

legal expectations are” (C10). 

Some business leaders did not see any tension between commercial considerations and WHS 

because people were their priority. According to E30, highly prosocial business leaders will 

leave a business if they have WHS concerns and an inability to fix them saying, 

“I look at that as completely the wrong way of looking at it because again, you're 
looking at the lagging side of it. You know the threat shouldn't drive the outcome, 

which then comes to the compassionate side is what's the right thing to do. So as a 
leader, what is right and what is wrong?” (E30). 

In the Phase One study we reported an absence of information in the literature and the 

company reports about why business leaders prioritise WHS. In this Phase Two study, an 

examination of the main driver of a prosocially-driven approach to WHS found that business 

leaders who perceive that their leadership comprises prosocial behaviour appeared to have a 

strong understanding of the ‘why’, that is, why WHS must be prioritised in their organisation. 

According to business leaders, the why comes from within, an internal compass that steers 

them towards what they believe is the right thing to do. One executive said,  

“It’s because of the way you are personally, right? It’s how you resonate as a leader 
and that real culture piece for me. It's just such a no brainer, right? I've got two kids. 

I don't want them going to a workplace and getting injured. So, to me it's a real 
personal thing” (E5). 

Several business leaders described personal experiences that had influenced their WHS 

priorities: 

“Honestly, I think it comes down to people’s personal experiences. You know you 
have directors that have had certain experiences through their careers and then 
they will latch on to those experiences and drive that portion of WHS to a much 

greater extent than others will. But there's no rhyme or reason behind it, other than 
you know what scars they are wearing, where they come from” (E9). 

And, 

“But I had two game changes for me. One is my 'why’ for safety, where I actually had 
a fatality […] and you know that had a very, very profound effect on me” (C23). 

According to the business leaders interviewed, their ‘why’ for WHS prioritisation was driven by 

personal values and upbringing; experience of WHS incidents; experience of WHS in other 

organisations; and understanding and passion for WHS (see Table 7). 

Table 7: Factors that influence business leaders’ prosocial prioritisation of WHS 

Factors Description Representative Quote 
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Personal values 
and upbringing 
 

Business leaders spoke about 
how they were raised, having 
children and how they wanted 
their children to be treated at 
work as influencing their desire to 
keep people safe. 

 

“That's how I live my life. That was that 
was me. And so, I wasn't giving a talk. I 
was just telling people about how I 
lived my life. And that was thanks to my 
dearest parents and best friends and 
mentors. It's the way we were brought 
up. It's the way we personally are, our 
morals and ethics. It makes the rest an 
easy task because that's what you 
believe in" (E12). 

Experience of 
WHS incidents 
 

Those business leaders who had 
experienced the impact of severe 
or fatal incidents personally, were 
driven to a prioritise WHS because 
they understood the reverberating 
and ongoing impacts of incidents. 

“As the risk of that gets worse, you 
know, losing a limb, losing function, 
permanent early death, those sorts of 
things, then that sense of not wanting 
that to happen to people you know and 
care about is more tangible” (E2). 

Experience of 
WHS in other 
organisations 

Several participants brought with 
them experiences of strong WHS 
in other organisations that they 
used as a benchmark and a driver 
for them to improve WHS in their 
current business. 

“So, they're the sorts of organisations 
I've worked within. So that's sort of 
what I know and what I see. Safety 
hasn't had the battles that perhaps 
some other organisations might have. 
It's been a pretty important part of the 
culture of the organisation and I've 
worked for a group called [organisation 
names]. So, these are all high value, so 
a value driven business and often 
within a value driven business, it's 
about ensuring their people are safe” 
(E24). 

Understanding 
and passion for 
WHS 

Business leaders who had an HR 
background or who had 
experienced the risks themselves 
from being on the front line were 
more likely to prioritise WHS from 
a prosocial perspective. 

“And I think one of the keys is I've had 
the benefit of working at the frontline, 
so I came up through the ranks myself. 
I was a HSE manager. I have used that 
cross multi cultures […] I can look at it 
from the frontline and translate that 
into obviously later positions where I 
was VP and CEO and I could say right, 
it's genuine care. It's not just about 
checking the numbers” (C23). 

Boards’ influence on leaders’ prioritising of WHS 

According to some interviewees, Boards are unlikely to significantly influence prosocial 

behaviour in relation to WHS as the main drivers of prosocial behaviour are internal to the 

business leader and/or based on personal experience. There was one example of a Board 
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chairman inviting employees who had been injured to an extensive leadership development 

programme to strengthen the ‘why’ for WHS of the executive team (B26), and others 

discussing the importance of making sure that prosocially-driven people are promoted into 

executive positions: 

“making sure that they are aligned to this important strategic and operational issue, 
because they are on the coal face every day and so they are the tide that connects 
the board and that connects with the executive and through the organisation” (B8). 

Other than the example provided, there was very little direct evidence about how a board 

might enhance purely “prosocially” driven business leaders’ behaviours for prioritising WHS 

(see Table 8). 

However, there was evidence of Board members themselves being prosocially driven to 

prioritise WHS. Several Board members spoke about making sure they were on-site, meeting 

employees, and well-connected with the business operations (B6, B26, E30). Generally, these 

Boards were more engaged in WHS operations:  

“This isn't being glib, and I don't want this to sound like it's just a cached answer 
which you give out when you knock it, but it actually is the top of the pile. It truly is, 
if you know the names of your workers and I pride myself in knowing people on site 
and going to site and spending time in my different places. If you know their names, 

you can't view them impersonally. That impacts the way that you think about it as 
well. If you actually know their jobs and know what's going on, if you come through 

the ranks and you've actually done that job yourself. Then I think it's natural. It is not 
natural to some people who come into this sort of structure. And it's not just the 
mining industry, but I will only speak about the mining industry. It might not be 

natural to some people and therefore it's forced upon them. It's forced upon them 
because we've set practices in place” (B6). 

Other highly invested Boards ran survey “check-ins” with staff to ensure the Board listened to 

feedback and understood what WHS services were needed (B25) and were more involved in 

operationalising WHS. One business leader believed that Boards were more educated about 

WHS than they were previously: 

“I think boardrooms are becoming more educated. I sit on a couple of boards, and I 
think they're becoming more educated” (C32). 

However, it appeared that most of a Boards’ influence was through the WHS tone and agenda 

they set for the business, and it was then up to the CEO to operationalise that agenda. 

Reporting requirements (and in some cases WHS-related KPIs) were the primary mechanisms 

through which Boards encouraged WHS prioritisation.  

“it really needs to be the CEO leading the agenda. But no, but with the absolute 
support and endorsement from the board. And so, it's not the board's role to come in 
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and operationalise it, but it's that the staff know that the boards are focusing and 
watching and paying attention to this topic” (B8). 

Table 8: The influence of Boards on Business Leaders prioritisation of WHS 

Factors Representative Quote 

Reporting 

expectations 

“if you think about it at a board level, you can't really do anything except 
ensure that you provided adequate resources and then get some degree of 
reporting about the relative effectiveness of those resources. Because you get, 
you know you're not going to drive individual behaviours” (E2). 

“There's no doubt this is elevated as an issue for executives and boards. And I, I 
would say that's over a period of decades. The way that outcomes have been 
measured, both in terms of historical but also looking for forward-looking 
metrics, if you like and the scope of what is being measured. Is also much 
broader now than it was. So, if I if I go back to my sort of first days as an 
executive at [organisation]. We would have had one measure which would have 
been lost time injury frequency rate. Obviously then you added incidents and 
then you added a severity measure and then you started looking at other 
aspects” (B20). 

Board culture 

and openness 

“It's a difficult one because you will have people who want to hide things. We 
want to hear the bad news as well as the good news. Umm, it's what…? What 
we’re doing right now has our LTI coming down … uh so low. We want to go to 
the next level so we don't want to just hear the significant injury rates or the 
lost time injury rates. We want to see the near misses because that then picks 
up. You know what the trend is … we've done a great job to get it down. Let's 
keep it down, but let's do it. The next step is no good. Looking at a graph which 
sits at 1.5 for the next two years, that tells you nothing. So, we need to find 
other metrices which could be other things like absenteeism, sick days and just 
start reporting on those as well” (E19). 

Incentivising 
WHS 

“what the boards can do is set the programs, adopt the programs, you know, 
endorse them and obviously come up with a mechanism or a scheme where 
people get rewarded for good and bad behaviour. I mean, there has to be a 
penalty system as well as a bonus system in my view, so penalise people and 
that could even extend to the board. You know, I've seen circumstances where 
a fatality has resulted in general manager, vice president all losing their job. 
The Terminator. Not their fault, but an employee was killed. So, it's kind of 
draconian at times, but it's dramatic, but it probably sends a strong message” 
(E7). 

Level of 
engagement 
and 
discussion of 
WHS 

“I'll use the last two businesses I’ve been in. There is a very different degree of 
engagement from different board members. I think you know, going back ten 
years when I was in my previous business, the Board were engaged at a 
distance so they would take the monthly board report, the quarterly target 
reports, the annual report and go ‘the business is tracking really well. Where is 
that business again? Where do we operate? What do we do?’ But they've got a 
report. I think there is a demonstratable change and responsibility and have all 
members to get their high VIS on or wherever whatever business [they are] 
and get on the ground and talk to people so that they are not seen as the 
board. They're not there. Yes, they are the board, from a judiciary point of view, 
but that they are also the leaders of the business. So, I think that is what some 
boards are struggling with” (E30). 
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But when you talk to them about what actually happens at that part of the 
board meeting, it really is compliance stuff. Where are the statistics going and 
the statistics going up or down in the right direction, they're not really getting 
into understanding. What is the culture behind it? What are the drivers behind 
it? Those sorts of things. … and yeah, “culture” always come up as a ...you 
know … a complex thing for a board to understand because you're just that 
extra step away from what is going on. So how do you get … transparency 
around cultural drivers, leadership drivers, all of that sort of stuff? It is hard 
work” (B15). 

“I think that we're getting adequate reporting. But probably not scrutinising 
[enough] … and the reporting is more about lost time injury” (B3). 

According to the business leaders and board members, where Boards are more connected to 

the business and employees, and where Boards comprise a group of board members with 

diverse views (including younger Board members or HR/OHS representation), they are more 

likely to prioritise WHS. Therefore, the interviewees suggested that for business leaders to 

prioritise WHS, there should be increase diversity on Boards, connectiveness should be 

encouraged, boards should be educated around risks, and broad and open WHS reporting 

should be encouraged. 

Increased diversity on Boards 

Increasing diversity on Boards was suggested as important for introducing diversity of ideas 

and knowledge into the business. For example, the younger generation were identified as 

having stronger values with regard to WHS (particularly psychosocial risk) and were more 

likely to influence prioritisation at Board level. According to one board member,  

“the generation below the business owners, you know their kids, for example, are 
very focused on social impact and social impact does include mental health and 

occupational issues as well. Your […]  labour force. Who's doing the work? Are they 
slaves? Are they slaves to the work? Whatever, working conditions, whatever that is, 

cause that's all. That's all part of the solution as well” (B25). 

Connectedness should be encouraged 

Encouraging connectedness was suggested by business leaders who indicated that 

experiencing and understanding WHS risks is likely to encourage greater prioritisation of 

WHS at Board level (e.g. Board members doing site visits, meeting employees). This idea is 

explored further in section four of this report as it is strategy proposed by business leaders 

for motivating business leaders to prioritise WHS. One business leader shared what they do at 

their organisation, saying, 

“… once every quarter we would get all the managers and including the CEO and 
we’d invite board members to come along as well and we’d bring in a guest speaker 
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from various organisations. We'd actually have people [who have] been injured in the 
mines, to talk to us around the effect that they've had on their families. If they didn't 
do that, we would video them. So, we actually use real life examples around people, 
and that's the prosocial element around how they're how they're coping, it’s such a 
huge impact on their mental health, on their families, on their income. Uh, so it's not 
really scared, trying to scare people, but saying look here it is. Here's an example of 
the impact that unsafe work practices can have, and it, and poor leadership [in] not 
calling out the tools or the equipment that's been left idle and never been serviced 

[…] so using I think practical examples rather than theory. It is a way to bring leaders 
on board … in my opinion” (B26). 

Boards should be educated about risks (including psychosocial risks), and the cost/benefits 
of WHS should be highlighted 

Business leaders suggested educating boards around the WHS risks, including the 

costs/benefits for the organisation in prioritising WHS as a strategy for driving behaviour 

change. One board member highlighted that,  

“… typically [we] hate to characterise Board people, but they would be mostly 
retired or retiring executives. So, they're of a certain age and a certain kind of 

cohort. Predominantly white, predominantly middle class […] I think the conversation 
as leaders, we've just been at the cusp of having to deal with health and well-being, 

mental health and well-being, and we probably aren't very experienced and don't 
have all the tools” (B3). 

Broad and open WHS reporting should be encouraged 

Business leaders suggested changes to WHS reporting so the data reported to boards was 

broader and more open. Some business leaders were focused on more transparent reporting 

processes; others recommended exploring tech-enhanced reporting systems. One business 

leader said,  

“I think better visibility and you know more transparency in regards to report 
recording and reporting. …. there are systems out there that that can do it. I think 

more visibility and better reporting. I think it should be an agenda item at 
management meetings and board meetings that look not just the LTI” (P32). 

In summary, most of the strategies identified by business leaders were about broadening the 

boards’ understanding of WHS issues, some suggesting the need for improving awareness, 

others suggesting the need to better educate boards or alter the composition. In summary, 

there was a strong undercurrent that business leaders were proposing a need for strategies 

that would get the right knowledge to the top of the organisational hierarchy. We note that the 

proposed strategies and ideas were recommended by the business leaders interviewed, 

however, few business leaders reported any activity towards implementing these proposed 

suggestions. 
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Business leaders’ perspectives on effective strategies 

Strategies and interventions 

The overarching aim of this multiphase project is to understand how commercial and 

business drivers motivate or encourage behaviour change among senior business leaders to 

prioritise WHS. To know more about what motivates behavioural change we told the business 

leaders that we were looking for great ideas to lift the prioritisation of WHS in corporate 

Australia. Specifically, we asked them about practical steps or strategies they would 

recommend to Boards and business leaders who wish to make WHS a priority within their 

organisation.  

There was general agreement from business leaders that encouraging compliance-driven 

Boards and business leaders to shift their mindset and culture towards a more commercial 

and/or social approach was likely to result in better WHS outcomes.  

Overall, the interventions described by business leaders to drive the prioritisation of WHS for 

business leaders and Boards fell into two categories: external support for WHS prioritisation, 

and internal strategies for WHS prioritisation (see Figure 4.1). The most commonly suggested 

external interventions related to provision and cross-pollination of WHS ideas and support, 

and internal strategies commonly related to mandating a legislative framework as a baseline 

about WHS standards along with a comprehensive communication agenda to encourage 

greater awareness of WHS risks and genuine care for employees.  
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Figure 3: Interventions to drive the prioritisation of WHS for business leaders and Boards
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External support for WHS prioritisation 

Reframing WHS 

Business leaders reported that good WHS is not yet recognised in the same way by society as 

environmental sustainability, for example, and that WHS often only receives attention when 

incidents occur (e.g. “everything is about the negative” (E1)). While business leaders 

acknowledged that WHS is becoming more prioritised through ESG, better understood 

through commissioned reports, and regulatory frameworks; it is not yet prioritised societally 

to the extent that it could be. One business leader felt that WHS should be reframed to fall 

under the ‘G’ (rather than the ‘S’) of ESG, as the governance aspect is perceived as of higher 

importance, and that WHS needs to integrated into business education as opposed to being an 

“add on” (O21). Risk-taking behaviours in society were also a barrier to organisational efforts 

to prioritise WHS. Campaigns, similar to the Quit smoking campaign, were suggested to drive 

pressure from the community for change and support organisational efforts to prioritise WHS. 

One business leader explained, 

“If you promote and make more prominent the risks around smoking, you know 
eventually people got the message around smoking, right? Like you just see it, it's in 

your face. Subconsciously it just sinks into the way people approach their day-to-
day lives and they just sort of become more conscious of the risks. I think in terms of 
promoting workplace health and safety and elevating its profile, it certainly couldn't 

be a bad thing. I'm sure it would have some positive effect for sure” (B33). 

Where legislation is introduced to drive awareness and behaviour change to minimum 

standards, such as the legislative changes that banned smoking in indoor spaces and 

workplaces, and health promotion campaigns to Quit smoking (Owen, Borland & Hill, 1991), 

eventually it becomes accepted as norm in terms of accepted practice. As it is increasingly 

internalised and valued by both leaders and stakeholders, the behaviour moves beyond 

compliance toward being prosocial behaviour. 

A few business leaders also mentioned reframing WHS through broad government support 

with WHS training and workforce development. One business leader explained,  

“You've got to scramble right to actually get the funding that you need to educate 
people and that's problematic. That means that there are barriers to skill 
development. That means that people are going to be less experienced in 

workplaces that have risks. That means that it's going to be that much harder for 
supervisors who are already under the pump to ensure excellent safety. So, you 

know, I do think there's a workforce development aspect to it” (E14). 

And, another business leader said,  
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“I think the role, the government's role, in education and building capability in the 
space, so even access and availability to thought leaders across the wide range of 
safety and wellbeing areas would be, I think advantageous for all organisations” 

(E36). 

Regulatory interventions 

There were mixed thoughts on the use of regulation to drive WHS prioritisation. Several 

business leaders acknowledged that legislation, such as introducing personal liability for 

directors, had encouraged a greater focus on WHS and that legislation in the form of stricter 

regulations and enforcement may be the ‘push’ some business leaders needed to prioritise 

WHS, particularly where there was low WHS maturity. According to one Board member, 

“the biggest driver is the legislative regulatory framework that has made it very 
clear that directors now hold a personal responsibility in respect of workplace 
health and safety … [knowing that] I could go to jail for this, it changes human 

behaviour and it changes the questions we ask. So, it’s definitely accelerating the 
change I would suggest” (B16). 

However, for many of the commercially and prosocially-driven business leaders, regulation 

was less of a driver and these business leaders felt that increased regulation was likely to 

encourage the wrong behaviours. A complex and frequently changing legislative framework 

was mentioned as limiting business leader capacity to focus on creating a safety culture. With 

business leaders saying, 

“You’ve got to jump through so many hoops to make it happen. And again, I'm not 
saying that that's a bad thing, but you've got to do a lot of work to make sure that 

you are compliant with WHS legislation. I think increasing it - it's just ridiculous 
though. It would just make it worse” (C41). 

And,  

“we'll just make stricter regulations and police it more, OK. Done. Yet, I know that's a 
short-term situation. That actually doesn't create a culture which works properly” 

(B6). 

It appears that better alignment and consistency of regulatory standards may assist business 

leaders navigate these complexities. For example,  

“SafeWork have a role to play and what they're driving and then we've got Fair Work 
and the legislation changes coming in from an employment perspective as well. If 
there was better collaboration across those departments that would be helpful to 

get alignment and consistency of standard” (E36). 

Government enforcing broad reporting of WHS metrics was recommended by five business 

leaders. One said, 
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“if you leave it up to people, they're gonna report on what makes them look good, 
you know. And it would be just to get a ballpark, you know, just an expectation of 

what everybody's gonna look like” (E17). 

The mining industry was referenced as an exemplar industry where transparency of WHS data 

drove WHS prioritisation and supported business leaders in benchmarking activities, including 

making WHS improvements. Another business leader explained that aviation was similar. One 

business leader said,  

“The mining industry collects a lot of data or reports quite clearly [showing] safety 
stats and you probably can go deeper, but it is quite recorded and you can get 

comparative stats on the mining industry for each individual operation pretty closely. 
I'm not sure that's the case for all other industries. If you've got the data, you can 

actually then determine who's performing well or not performing well and then you 
can benchmark yourself in terms of how do I better improve my performance on 

safety” (C28). 

Relatedly, these business leaders mentioned that technology to support WHS data mining for 

both reporting and organisational learning would be helpful, with one saying, 

“Artificial intelligence, if you were data mining your stuff, could it be predicting 
things that drive you to have safety incidents at particular times or days” (E2). 

Stakeholder pressures 

Few business leaders discussed ideas for how other stakeholders could drive behaviour 

change for prioritising WHS, however these interventions were highly industry specific and 

unlikely to apply generically. One suggestion was to educate investors and clients about WHS 

and encourage them to require WHS to be included in contracts, although leaders warned 

about ensuring such processes are genuine and do not become a box-ticking exercise. 

“Having the right people in the room when you're having conversations about the 
business and the metrics on which the investor is analysing the business, and having 

not only the financial analyst sitting in the room but having the sustainability 
analysts sitting in the room, that's when you started to see more of the industry sit 

up and take notice. And so, it's not until you get the owners of the business, the true 
owners, valuing something that you'll get, you know, the company's feeling it in their 

bones” (E29). 

“The only problem is how serious the client is in using that for a selection method. 
So, if you know the client will just nod and bless it as long as you filled out some 

that looks roughly good enough. However, if that had some serious teeth with that 
organisation, then it would be effective. So yeah, very first thing, I think mandate it, 

then start to enforce it” (E4). 

Incentivising business leaders through insurance premiums was raised by one Executive who 

said, 
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“Good businesses who have got good cost management in place do things like go 
out to their insurers and have audits done and say ‘how can we reduce our insurance 
premium?’. And the insurers come out on site, and they say, well, if you do XY and Z, 
we can drop our insurance premium because we see the risk of being lower, right” 

(E9). 

Provision of WHS tools and support 

Many business leaders suggested intervention ideas relating to the provision of WHS tools 

and support. Examples included educating business leaders on WHS risks, though risk 

awareness training and the provision of tools and support. The provision of tools and support 

was a particularly strong theme with regard to psychosocial risk, with business leaders 

acknowledging that they lacked the ability to effectively measure and manage psychosocial 

risk: 

“Sometimes practical tools make such a difference, so I don't even know if this is 
available, but you know a website that actually had some practical tools or an 

emotional checklist for the workplace environment […] there's a lot of health and 
wellbeing chatter, but actually giving companies some specific examples around 

what they could be doing to bring in such psychosocial safety nets into their 
workplaces” (E34). 

Educating business leaders about the general business case for WHS was another strong 

theme suggested by business leaders for those who are strongly profit driven. Business 

leaders talked about the struggles of articulating/calculating the WHS business case, saying 

“it’s hard to put tangible dollars to it” (P36) and another said “I think it comes down to 

demonstrating or proving to people that there's a financial or economic benefit to improve your 

WHS activities” so that they can “see the impact of the work they're doing to see how it actually 

improves their business” (C28). 

Another business leader suggested creating a formula to support this, saying,  

“How you actually get a direct financial return is not that easy, but I think if 
someone comes up with a clever formula to do that, I think it's well worth the pursuit 
of doing it. So that's probably sort of you know, sanitised, you know, commentary for 

years is you know, let's get a return on the investment. From both tangible and 
intangible, you know benefits. That's how I would sell it to boards and other 

businesses. You look at what you can measure, and you look at what is not that easy 
to measure as well” (E7). 

However, multiple business leaders acknowledged that the benefits of WHS investment 

are long-term and many executives move roles often, instead encouraging a short-term 

view of WHS: 
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“People tend to focus on this year, this quarter and putting down sustainable tracks 
is always harder because you don't think well do I risk my reputation, what's in it for 

me” (E4). 

Dissemination and cross-pollination of WHS knowledge 

Alongside the provision of WHS support, many business leaders explained the benefit they 

saw from cross-pollination of ideas and knowledge relating to WHS. One business leader 

shared his experience, saying, 

“And then we sit back and discuss debate, argue about what to do, and then we 
share what we do. In each of our organisations, what do you do in in regards to this? 
I do this and this, someone will say, oh geez, I don't think that's a good idea because 

this is what happened to me. And so, by sharing those experiences among 
leadership groups, that's where they educate and they trust” (C32). 

Business leaders spoke about sourcing WHS tools and support through, for example, the 

AICD, conferences, and through their experiences on multiple Boards. However, there was no 

central repository for WHS information sharing. 

“I'm seeing a lot of work through the Australian Institute of Company Directors and 
the like. There's a lot of ongoing education at the high Board level about the 

importance of this and I think that's really starting to trickle down because people 
then look left and go right, so what are you doing in order to make sure that I'm 

doing the right thing? …” (B16). 

Business leaders understood that WHS was not ‘one size fits all’ (B42) and saw benefit in 

these forums for introducing ideas to customise in their own businesses. While there are 

multiple forums for information sharing, these appeared to not be specific to WHS and a 

WHS-specific forum was suggested, 

“[The Board] come from so many sectors, so they're obviously important. 
Organisations like AICD, the Institute of Company Directors and the Governance 

Institute also. And then as I said, the peak and industry bodies, so, Engineers 
Australia, the Property Council and others. So, it almost feels like there needs to be 

a collective push on a series of discussions that elevate the issue and share best 
practice” (B3). 

Our analysis of the data suggests that for WHS competence and understanding there may be 

a disconnect between business leaders’ perceptions of the maturity of their safety culture and 

the extent to which it reflects a strong proactive culture and effective WHS practice. The 

education interventions proposed, particularly those around risk awareness training, case 

studies and best practice awareness training are promising interventions to support behaviour 

change. Furthermore, when education interventions include dissemination and cross-

pollination of WHS knowledge through collaboration across business and industries there is 
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an opportunity to create more lasting avenues of sharing of information, ideas, and advice 

among business leaders. 

Internal support for WHS prioritisation 

In terms of internal support for WHS prioritisation, the proposed interventions related 

primarily to encouraging greater risk awareness at the organisational level. Specific 

suggestions included business leaders’ engagement with frontline workers, being involved in 

how to manage incidents and listening to employees’ stories about incidents and accidents. 

One business described their experience saying, 

“What I [have] started to do … with my senior leaders is [to] send them out to sites 
and have them join pre-start meetings. I had them walk around with folks and have 
people point out to them: ‘look, this is a problem for us. This has been causing us 

some trouble, so on and so forth’ and educate them in risk awareness and [promote 
their] understanding [of] exactly what risks are there” (C23). 

Another business leader explained, 

“That's why we've decided to focus on checking at staff level so we can give leaders 
a better, a better understanding of wellbeing, challenges in the corporate space” 

(B25). 

Other internal strategies suggested for business leaders with low WHS prioritisation related 

to mandating aspects of WHS prioritisation, including mandated training or encouraging WHS 

prioritisation through KPIs and bonuses. Some business leaders acknowledged that KPIs and 

bonuses tied to WHS had been an effective approach to improve WHS prioritisation (C28; B16). 

However, they were seen as less effective when they were set by the business leaders 

themselves. One Executive explained, 

“There was no transparency, they were held accountable to themselves and not 
accountable to anybody else. It would be an interesting thing if their bonus was 

dependent on them facing our safety forum, all our WHS reps, and they had to go in 
and justify to them what they've done to earn their bonus. Now that that would have 

made a difference if they're accountable to their cohort” (E17). 

While many of these strategies were targeted more so at a fostering a commercially-

driven approach to WHS, by heightening risk awareness and educating about the 

potential costs of not effectively addressing risks, there were several interventions 

aimed directly at prosocial prioritisation – creating a ‘why’ and fostering genuine 

concern for employees. These interventions involved business leaders creating personal 

connections and care for employees, and fostering an intimate understanding of the 

potential impacts of not genuinely prioritising WHS. As one business leader explained,  
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“Internally it's the just human to human connection that sees each of us not wanting 
to see someone else hurt, right? And the further people are from those relationships 

in general, they tend to dissociate from that” (E2). 

Another described their story-telling experience, saying, 

“We'd actually have people been injured in the, in the mines to talk to us around the 
effect that they've had on their families, if they, if they didn't do that, we would 
video them. So, we actually use real life examples around people, and that's the 

prosocial element around how they're how they're coping, it has such a huge impact 
on their mental health, on their families, on their income. Uh, so it's not really trying 

to scare people, but saying look here it is. Here's an example of the impact that 
unsafe work practices can happen” (B26). 

In summary, the business leaders provided a range of perspectives and ideas on approaches 

to elevating WHS as a priority for business leaders. It is clear that no single intervention is 

going to result in significant change – it will require cultural change and a societal shift which 

is big, complex and slow moving. Therefore, any approach will need to be multi-layered and 

cater to the needs of the range of senior leaders and board compositions, organisations, 

industries, contexts and their operating environments. With this in mind, the strategies and 

interventions identified by business leaders presented in Figure 4.1 will inform Phase Three of 

this project. The research team will work with business leaders to co-design an intervention 

framework for encouraging prosocial behaviour aimed at improving the prioritisation of WHS 

for business leaders and Boards. 
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Discussion 
The overall aim of this project was to develop a behavioural model for elevating the 

commitment of senior business leaders to WHS. Business leaders hold significant 

responsibility for shaping a workplace environment – the workplace culture - and our findings 

present an opportunity to understand the best levers to drive the prioritisation of WHS by 

senior business leaders of corporate Australia. The interviews with senior business leaders 

and board members revealed that while many perceive that great progress has been made 

toward elevating the importance of WHS in Australian workplaces, there are industry 

differences, variations in focus for white-collar and blue-collars workers, and many senior 

leaders fall closer to the compliance-driven end of the continuum (see Figure 3.1) in terms of 

what is motivating them to prioritise WHS. Hence, a behavioural change model, comprising a 

multi-pronged approach, will need to provide viable pathway(s) that shift(s) the mindset of 

Australian business leaders from where they are towards prosocial WHS behaviour.  

Ideas for driving business leaders’ WHS-related prosocial behaviour change 

The business leaders’ intervention ideas comprised a broad high level societal initiative for 

long-term behavioural change, together with a range of regulatory and education initiatives 

that could be introduced in the short to mid-term. 

The three major ideas identified by business leaders to drive the prioritisation of WHS were: 

a) societal-level awareness initiatives to raise the profile of WHS, for example campaigns 

similar to those implemented for the Quit campaign (smoking), and wearing seatbelts. 

b) educating business leaders and boards to ensure that the right WHS information gets 

to the top. This includes the provision of resources and tools, sharing WHS from the 

frontline workers, and cross-pollination of ideas through a collegial senior leaders’ 

forum 

c) regulating and reporting mechanisms that are more efficient and effective, including 

tech-enhanced data mining capabilities and measuring criteria that shifts leaders’ 

mindsets from compliance towards prosocial WHS behaviours. 

Our findings identify that business leaders operate somewhere along a continuum from 

compliance-driven to prosocially-driven WHS practices, which means that business leaders 

are not homogenous in their mindsets towards prioritising WHS. At the lowest end of the 

continuum, a compliance-driven business leader will have organisational systems to ensure 

ongoing business operations meet WHS compliance requirements (i.e. the minimum standard). 
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Where legislation lifts the bar, it is possible that compliance-driven business leaders could be 

motivated towards socially responsible behaviour through their compliance with the law, e.g. 

inclusivity, diversity (Larrieta-Rubín de Celis et al., 2017). Thus, it follows that prosocial 

behaviour change for a compliance-driven business leader will most likely be motivated 

through changes in compliance requirements. This supports the notion that interventions 

using regulation and reporting as a mechanism for behavioural change (e.g. revise the 

indicators and data reported, i.e. what is counted counts) are needed to initially drive the 

desired change in behaviour.  

Taking the societal level health (Quit smoking) and safety (wearing seatbelts) initiatives as 

examples, the legislation to support adherence to these changes in behaviour was 

implemented with the widespread media messaging that these behavioural changes will save 

lives. In regards to seatbelt use, according to Steptoe et al., 2002 (p.259): 

“Both the laws requiring seat belt use and the way they are enforced are associated 
with use, and substantial changes in reported use appear to result from alterations 

in the legislative approach. However, the findings also suggest that further 
increases in use require attention to attitudinal factors and to methods of enhancing 

belief in the benefits to health of seat belts for drivers and passengers.” 

These days, the widespread wearing of seatbelts in Australia is a given, the law remains to 

enforce the behaviour and car manufacturers include warning lights and sounds to reinforce 

the behaviour, but largely, Australians wear seatbelts because it has become normalised 

behaviour. Similarly, the introduction of smokefree workplaces, required a legislative change, 

government awareness campaigns and Australian organisations (business leaders and boards) 

to develop and implement polices that created smoke free work environments for their 

workers. In their study of the benefits of smokefree legislation in Northern Europe and the US, 

Jaakkola and Jaakkola (2006) found that legislation leads to the desired result (e.g. less indoor 

smoke pollution) but education and smoking cessation programs were needed in the long-

term after post-legislation implementation to maintain the desired behaviour change. In 2023, 

the notion that there was opposition to the compulsory wearing of seatbelts, and that smoking 

in the office was acceptable is a ‘far cry’ from acceptable contemporary safety behaviours. 

Reflecting on these initiatives, the process involved the development of legislation first to 

drive awareness and change to a minimum standard, until eventually it was accepted as the 

norm and consequently became increasingly internalised. Evidence for the effectiveness of 

these types of interventions to promote behavioural changes are found in studies such as 

Steptoe et al. (2002) who reported that ‘the changes in seat belt law enforcement were 

associated with an increase in use’ (p. 258) and that a belief in the benefits of wearing seat 

belts was associated with individual behaviour at an individual level. Hence, there is evidence 
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that regulation can drive behaviour change, and this suggests that even compliance-focused 

business leaders who currently fail to see the commercial benefits of prioritising WHS, will 

over time identify the potential benefits. In the aforementioned example, behaviour moved 

beyond compliance towards behavioural change once the individual believed in the benefits of 

the new behaviour.  

Responding to the research gaps from Phase One 

In this Phase Two (Discovery) study we responded to a number of key research gaps identified 

in Phase One (Exploratory) study for this project. As a result, the findings reported in sections 

three and four of this report are now considered in light of what is unknown about the drivers 

of prosocial behaviours for business leaders, how business leaders respond to commercial 

drivers of WHS commitment in the best interests of the organisation, and how boards 

influence WHS prioritisation by business leaders. In addition, we now have an improved 

understanding of the strategies that business leaders believe will be effective interventions 

for targeting the elevation of prosocial behaviours related to business leader prioritisation of 

WHS.  

In the Phase One study, we identified that there was “limited understanding about what 

motivates WHS commitments of business leaders and why, and to what extent do WHS 

commitments respond to stakeholder expectations” (Bentley et al, 2023). Our Phase Two 

findings suggest that the most important internal driver for business leaders’ prosocial 

behaviour was self-awareness, through which they could clearly describe their ‘why’ for 

prioritising WHS in their organisation. Where business leaders had a strong values-based or 

morally-driven approach to WHS it appears that prioritising WHS was more likely to come 

from a concern for people. The ‘why’ may have been derived from their experience with a 

serious incident at work (e.g. fatality), a passion for WHS (e.g. previously held a WHS position) 

and/or their personal background. These findings are consistent with the proposed benefits of 

personalising an individual’s role in WHS in terms of preventing and reducing risks and 

hazards (WorkSafe Queensland, 2013). Therefore, through education and the sharing of stories 

about significant WHS events (frontline workers to executives/boards, and peer-to-peer by 

business leaders) there is an opportunity for business leaders to have the learning experience 

some described as their ‘why’ for WHS prioritisation, without the tragic WHS event. 

In Phase One, we reported that the contemporary understanding of the nature of commercial 

and business drivers of WHS was relatively limited, however, one study proposed that the 

factors that influences business leaders to prioritise WHS were linked to WHS stakeholders 

(Montero, 2009). In this second phase, we explored this idea and found that business leaders 
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described many of the external stakeholders that Montero (2009) reported as influencing 

WHS commitment. We do, however, report this cautiously as our interview guide used the 

Montero’s (2009) external stakeholder model as a prompt (if needed) which may have pre-

empted some business leaders to mention external stakeholders they might not have 

mentioned without the prompt. 

Drivers from business leaders’ prioritisation of WHS (from Phase One) 

In the Phase One database study, evidence of external drivers promoting WHS prioritisation 

associated with business reputation, (included customers’ ethical expectations, and 

employees’ expectations of wider CSR and ESG concerns) was consistent with our Phase Two 

findings. Many business leaders discussed the impact on an organisation’s reputation if a 

negative WHS event was identified by the media, and they also acknowledged that a 

reputation for having a poor safety record, or unsafe work practices likely deterred potential 

employees, especially in a competitive market. In addition, several governance characteristics 

were observed as antecedents of WHS commitment and ESG performance in the analysis of 

ASX200 company financial and ESG databases (e.g. executive compensation tied to ESG 

performance). While the business leaders in Phase Two suggested that linking WHS KPIs to 

bonuses could act as an incentive to encourage business leaders to prioritise WHS, no 

examples of such incentive programs were identified in practice, or in stories of success. In 

fact, some business leaders cautioned that these types of incentives can send the wrong 

message, and reward poor behaviour if they are not transparent and/or well managed.  

Finally, while our Phase One study identified ‘strategy’ as a potential mediator between 

external drivers of WHS commitments and prosocial behaviours for business leaders (e.g. 

benchmarking and external recognition) (Larrieta-Rubín de Celis et al., 2017; Tanner et al., 

2019; Villela et al., 2021) the business leaders did not suggest external recognition as a driver 

for prioritsing WHS, instead suggest ‘benchmarking as a strategy’ for improving the priority of 

WHS among business leaders. 

The board’s influence on WHS prioritisation 

In the Phase One study we found that “board influence is an important driver of WHS 

commitments in an organisation by acting between the external drivers and organisational 

strategy, thus aligning external commercial and ethical drivers with business strategic 

drivers” (Bentley et al., 2023). In this Phase Two study we explored this concept further, 

seeking to understand more about how Boards influence the prioritisation of WHS for 

business leaders. In Figure 4 our findings depict how Boards at each end of the compliance-

commercial-prosocial continuum are likely to influence the WHS environment in a workplace. 
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Most Boards appear to operate somewhere in the middle where the balance between 

compliance-driven approaches and prosocial-behaviour is shaped by the composition of the 

Board (including diversity), their level of connectedness with the organisation, education about 

the risks and the level to which they embrace broad and open reporting (see Section 8). 

Our findings revealed that some business leaders perceive that the Board is unlikely to 

significantly influence prosocial behaviour in relation to WHS because the main drivers of 

prosocial behaviour are internal to the business leader and/or based on personal experience. 

However, we propose that where board members have similar internal drivers based on their 

personal experiences, boards can in fact influence the prioritisation of WHS in the 

organisation through the tone and agenda that they set (see section 8) which can be 

developed and nurtured through interventions such as a business leaders’ forum.  

 

Figure 4: Influence of the board on WHS prioritisation 

Limitations 
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We acknowledge that the use of the Montero (2009) WHS stakeholder model as a 

prompt in some of the interviews may have led some business leaders to mention 

external stakeholders that they might not have otherwise mentioned without the 

prompt. We do not believe that this impacted the interview narrative, that is, their 

perspective of the influence of the stakeholder is genuine. However, we do 

acknowledge that it may have resulted in stakeholders being mentioned as influential, 

that may not have otherwise been raised. In addition, we acknowledge that the inclusion 

of the snowballing method in the recruitment strategy (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003) and 

the nature of self-selection to participate (i.e. those interested in the topic are more 

likely to participate) (Evans & Mathur, 2005), may have created some bias in the sample. 

However, the range and level of contradiction in perspectives within the data lead us to 

believe that the sample is reasonably representative of Australian executives, CEOs and 

board members.  
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Conclusion 

This Phase Two study sought to identify novel and innovative ideas to promote prosocial 

behaviours that elevate the prioritisation of WHS amongst business leaders. While there was a 

scarcity of evidence for implemented interventions within the collective knowledge of the 

business leaders and board members interviewed for this study, their perspective provided 

insight into the types of interventions that were novel and innovative and/or had potential to 

be effective in shifting the dial towards prosocial behaviour to elevate WHS prioritisation in 

business leaders. 

The Phase Two research, reported here, contributes to an improved understanding of how 

commercial and business drivers influence prosocial behaviour and the prioritisation of WHS 

by business leaders, which is fundamentally important to driving WHS improvements (NSW 

Government, May 2021). Further, through the identification of innovative ideas to promote 

prosocial behaviours that elevate the prioritisation of WHS amongst business leaders, it has 

informed Phase Three of this project which aims to co-design an intervention framework with 

business leaders, for business leaders, that will influence prosocial behaviours and the 

prioritisation of WHS. 

The three major ideas arising from this study, would together, form a comprehensive strategy 

for promoting change in the way Australian business leaders prioritise WHS. While out of the 

scope for this project, the research team recommends that a societal level awareness 

campaign-style strategy be considered, together with regulatory changes. Together, these 

strategies will increase awareness by both internal and external stakeholders of the benefits 

of a more prosocial approach to WHS prioritisation by business leaders. Within scope of this 

project is the strategy to co-design a framework for a forum with senior business leaders, for 

them to promote peer-to peer cross-pollination of ideas, along with high-level education, 

resources, tools and networking opportunities likely to drive behavioural change towards a 

prosocially-driven approach for prioritising WHS. 

  



Page 49 of 54 
 

References 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2006-revision-2.0). Australian and New Zealand Standard 

Industrial Classification (ANZSIC). ABS. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/classifications/australian-and-new-zealand-

standard-industrial-classification-anzsic/latest-release. 

Ben-Amar, W., Francoeur, C., Marsat, S., & Sijamic Wahid, A. (2021). How do firms achieve 

corporate social performance? An integrated perspective. Corporate Social 

Responsibility and Environmental Management, 28(3), 1078-1090. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.2107 

Bentley, T., Farr-Warton, B., Onnis, L., Bezemer, P., Franken, E., Vassiley, A., Green, N., Zaman, 

R., Brunetto, Y., Huuskes, L., & O’Neill, S. (2023). Strengthening the priority of WHS for 

business leaders, Exploratory (Phase One) Report (unpublished). 

Brief, A. P., & Motowidlo, S. J. (1986). Prosocial organizational behaviors. Academy of 

Management Review, 11(4), 710-725. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.1986.4283909  

Ebbevi, D., Von Thiele Schwarz, U., Hasson, H., Sundberg, C. J., & Frykman, M. (2021). Boards of 

directors' influences on occupational health and safety: a scoping review of evidence 

and best practices. International Journal of Workplace Health Management, 14(1), 64-86. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/IJWHM-10-2019-0126  

Evans, J., & Mathur, A. (2005). The value of online surveys. Internet Research, 15(2), 195-219. doi: 

10.1108/10662240510590360 

Galbreath, J. (2010). How does corporate social responsibility benefit firms? Evidence from 

Australia. European Business Review, 22(4), 411-431. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/09555341011056186 

Irastorza, X., Milczarek, M. and Cockburn, W. (2016), Overview Report: Managing Safety and 

Health at Work. Second European Survey of Enterprises on New and Emerging Risks 

(ESENER-2), European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, Luxembourg. 

Jaakkola, M. S., & Jaakkola, J. J. K. (2006). Impact of smoke-free workplace legislation on 

exposures and health: possibilities for prevention. European Respiratory Journal, 28(2), 

397-408 

Jackson, K., & Bazeley, P. (2019). Qualitative data analysis with NVivo. Sage. 

Larrieta-Rubín de Celis, I., Fernández de Bobadilla-Güémez, S., Alonso-Almeida, M. D. M., & 

Velasco-Balmaseda, E. (2017). Women's occupational health and safety management: 



Page 50 of 54 
 

An issue for corporate social responsibility. Safety Science, 91, 61-70. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2016.07.019  

Lornudd, C., Frykman, M., Stenfors, T., Ebbevi, D., Hasson, H., Sundberg, C. J., & von Thiele 

Schwarz, U. (2021). A champagne tower of influence: An interview study of how 

corporate boards enact occupational health and safety. Safety Science, 143. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2021.105416  

Montero, M. J., Araque, R. A., & Rey, J. M. (2009). Occupational health and safety in the 

framework of corporate social responsibility. Safety Science, 47(10), 1440-1445. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2009.03.002 

NSW Government (May 2021) NSW Mentally Healthy Workplaces, Strategy to 2022. 

https://www.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/2021-07/mentally-healthy-workplaces-

strategy-2022.pdf 

O’Neill, S. (2014) Business case for safe, healthy and productive work, Safe Work Australia, 

Australian Government. ISBN 978-1-76028-069-7 (PDF) available at: 

https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/system/files/documents/1702/business-case-

for-safe-healthy-productive-work.pdf. 

Owen, N., Borland, R., & Hill, D. (1991). Regulatory influences on health‐related behaviours: The 

case of workplace smoking‐bans. Australian Psychologist, 26(3), 188-191. 

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015). 

Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method 

implementation research. Administration and policy in mental health and mental health 

services research, 42, 533-544. 

Safe Work Australia. (February 2022). Model Code of Practice: Work health and safety 

consultation, cooperation and coordination. ISBN 978-0-642-33299-8 (PDF), available 

at: https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/doc/model-code-practice-work-health-and-

safety-consultation-cooperation-and-coordination 

Saunders, M. N. K., Lewis, P., & Thornhill, A. (2019). Research methods for business 

students (Eighth edition), Pearson. 

Steptoe, A., Wardle, J., Fuller, R., Davidsdottir, S., Davou, B., & Justo, J. (2002). Seatbelt use, 

attitudes, and changes in legislation: an international study. American journal of 

preventive medicine, 23(4), 254-259. 



Page 51 of 54 
 

Tanner, G., Bamberg, E., Baur, C., & Schümann, M. (2019). Workplace health promotion inspired 

by corporate social responsibility - Interactions within supply chains and networks. 

Management Revue, 30(2-3), 213-231. https://doi.org/10.5771/0935-9915-2019-2/3-213  

Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (2003). Handbook of mixed methods in social & behavioral research. 

SAGE 

Villela, M., Bulgacov, S., & Morgan, G. (2021). B Corp certification and its impact on 

organizations over time. Journal of Business Ethics, 170(2), 343-357. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-019-04372-9  

WorkSafe Queensland. (2013). Guide: Understanding Safety Culture. 

https://www.worksafe.qld.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0024/19365/understanding-

safety-culture.pdf 

 

  



Page 52 of 54 
 

Appendix 

Appendix A 

 

 



Page 53 of 54 
 

 


	93_Phase 2_Report cover
	Phase 2 Report (Final) without cover
	Executive summary
	Table of Contents
	List of Tables
	List of Figures
	Introduction
	Background
	Project aims

	Method
	Research design
	Sample recruitment
	Sample composition
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings
	Senior leaders’ perspectives on the prioritisation of WHS
	Commercial and business influences on leaders’ prioritisation of WHS
	External and internal stakeholders’ influence on leaders’ prioritising of WHS
	Boards’ influence on leaders’ prioritising of WHS

	Business leaders’ perspectives on effective strategies
	Strategies and interventions
	External support for WHS prioritisation
	Internal support for WHS prioritisation

	Discussion
	Ideas for driving business leaders’ WHS-related prosocial behaviour change
	Responding to the research gaps from Phase One
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	References
	Appendix
	Appendix A





