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I would like to thank the State Administration of Work Safety and the International Labor Organization for inviting me to participate in this important conference and for their commitment to furthering the cause of workers’ safety. As president of the American Society of Safety Engineers (ASSE), I am excited about being here and I extend greetings to all of you from our 32,000 members. I hope participation in the conference leads to many new opportunities to collaborate on issues to advance the cause of occupational safety and health. 

First, for those of you who are not familiar with the American Society of Safety Engineers, let me tell you a little bit about our organization. We were founded in 1911 soon after the tragic Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire in New York City took the lives of 148 workers. The workers had no way to escape the shooting flames in their 8th story factory almost 100 years ago – and as many tried to escape they jumped to their deaths to the ground below. This was one of the major turning points in our growing nation when it came to workplace safety. As such, the American Society of Safety Engineers was formed months later and in a couple of years we will be celebrating our 100th anniversary with our members located around the globe, our partners, and with you. 

The American Society of Safety Engineers is the oldest and largest professional safety society in America and is committed to protecting people, property and the environment. Based in the Chicago, Illinois area, ASSE has more than 32,000 occupational safety, health and environmental professional members who manage, supervise, research and consult on safety, health, transportation and the environment in all industries, government, labor and education. ASSE has 151 Chapters, 28 Sections and 58 Student Sections across the globe to provide local professional development and networking opportunities. ASSE members are located in 75 countries, including chapters in the Middle East, Kuwait, Nigeria, Papua and Western Australia and sections in Egypt and Ecuador.  

The I.L.O. estimates that work related incidents and diseases kill 2.2 million workers each year and cost four percent of the world’s GDP. A World Health Organization (WHO) report “Regional Framework for Action for Occupational Health 2006-2010” indicates that little has changed over the past 10 years when it comes to workplace safety worldwide. The same report notes that prevention programs, employing safety professionals, safety training, and networking can help reduce occupational injuries, illnesses and fatalities. 

ASSE believes that business and labor must continue to work together with government to reach the ultimate goal of zero workplace fatalities and incidents. Safety, health and environmental professionals do just that. 

Worldwide, our cultures, languages and governments may differ, but the desire for excellent safety, health and environmental performance transcends these differences – applying to all people, businesses, and organizations. 

In my talk today, I am delighted to have the opportunity to update you on some of the work that ASSE is doing and to share with you my thoughts on the role of the safety professional and the competencies they need to succeed in today’s ever changing work environments. 

I was very pleased to see that one of the topics of this conference was work safety as part of corporate social responsibility. We at ASSE are working on a project to make the case to the business community that safety is an important part of corporate social responsibility as well as good corporate governance. Let me share with you the results of a recent survey conducted. In the survey, the Deans of the top 50 business schools in the United States indicated that they believed that undergraduate business school students’ knowledge on environmental management issues was significantly more important than the students’ knowledge on occupational safety and health management issues. This finding offers more proof that safety’s importance is not clearly understood among corporate decision-makers. Over the last several years, the safety community has responded to this concern by attempting to reshape the safety message in business terms with increased attention to defining the safety function through the measurement of bottom line dollars, return on investment and increased productivity. Most of the “business of safety” efforts have been focused on educating safety professionals on how to make a business case for safety to management. 

While the “business of safety” movement is a critical step towards elevating the image of safety in the business community, it has to a certain extent diverted focus from the notion of safety as part of corporate social responsibility. Yes, when we analyzed corporate social responsibility documents from some 50 corporations, such as Codes of Conducts and Third Party Vendor statements, safety was mentioned in the vast majority of them. But many of the statements on safety included only general platitudes of the “safety is good” variety with no details on what the statement really meant or what corporate actions would emanate from it. This contrasts with environmental concepts, which were generally supported by detailed environmental principles fleshing out the corporate stance on these issues. ASSE wants to move the people concerns back into the safety equation. Protecting human lives goes to the heart of social responsibility. We are developing model corporate safety principles to be used by organizations when making safety part of the organization’s vision and mission statements and goals. We are partnering with organizations advocating for social responsibility and good corporate governance to ensure that the safety aspect is appropriately covered. Finally, we are developing training and articles on how businesses can incorporate safety into their social responsibility and good corporate governance initiatives. 

I would like to expand on the concept of safety as part of good corporate governance. Safety as part of good corporate governance is the way that corporations committed to safety ensure that they are living up to their commitments. It means, among other things, oversight of the safety function at executive officer level and at the Board of Directors level. It means a systematic approach to managing the safety function, which includes the involvement of safety professionals. A safety, health, and environmental professional through academic preparation, work experience, and accredited certification or licensing has mastered and applies a recognized body of knowledge for the prevention of injury, illness, property and environmental damage, while adhering to a recognized code of professional conduct. The role of the safety professional in this process is an evolving one and a recent ASSE study has provided us with some insights as to what skills and competencies senior managers feel necessary for safety professionals.  

The ASSE study consisted of a survey of safety professionals and face-to-face interviews with senior business managers. The objective of the study was to determine the current perceptions of the value of safety professionals and how safety professionals could better meet the needs and expectations of management.  

Overall, the results of this research were very positive in terms of perceptions toward safety professionals and the safety function.. However, there were several areas in which the perceived performance of the safety professional fell below management expectations. From a business skills perspective, weaknesses cited by the managers included planning and reacting strategically, aligning the group’s project plans with overall business strategy, transforming data/insights into practical solutions, and integrating safety performance into business productivity. These managers also viewed safety professionals as lacking key adaptive-type technical skills such as evaluating the effectiveness of safety related programs. Finally, certain technical skills seem to be under valued, such as the safety professionals’ involvement in the design and planning stage of a project. 

So the first observation I would like to make regarding the competencies required for the safety professional is that business management skills are an important component of the job. The notion that safety professionals need to improve their business skills is not a new one. Several studies, dating back to at least the early 1990’s, have concluded that safety professionals need more effective management skills, a better understanding of organizational behavior, financial literacy, and strategic thinking capabilities. I believe that having these skills is a matter of survival for the safety professional. 

Our research indicates that employers are asking safety professionals to take on more responsibilities. Many of these new responsibilities extend beyond our traditionally defined roles. New responsibilities include environmental, wellness, risk management, loss prevention, emergency planning and response, business continuity, security, and more. 

As these job functions merge, there is a changing of the “value proposition” for the safety professional. The model is shifting from, “Do you have the technical?” to “How do your skills add value to the organization?” This phenomenon is not limited to safety professionals. In the United States, the Society for Human Resource Management, the Society of Actuaries, and the American Industrial Hygiene Association are a few groups that have recently looked at the issue on behalf of their professions. Based on our research, the value proposition will be an important factor in determining which employees fill these new positions, with the business savvy, versatile employees having the upper hand. 

What does versatile mean in this context for the safety professional? It means the ability to provide early input on projects through a “prevention through design” approach or finding new ways to leverage safety concepts with other organizational initiatives such as the greening movement. It means the ability to better integrate the safety management system with other corporate management systems and the increased use of measurement tools. 

One last competency for the safety professional I would like to discuss is the ability to influence. By influence I mean having a range of interpersonal skills such as listening skills, communicating, resolving conflict, motivating and team building, an understanding of change management principles, as well as the ability to make the case for safety to workers and management. 

Several recent studies have concluded that in today’s work environment it is important for employees to take steps to articulate their value to their organization. One study found that people successful in finding a “seat at the table” were those that were skilled in “explaining what their position is, why they hold it and what it means to the future success of the firm.”  This represents a change in mindset for many safety professionals who still feel that they will be rewarded simply for doing a good job. In fact, in pressing the notion that safety is the responsibility of management, safety professionals have to a certain extent minimized or blurred the importance of their roles in OHS Management Systems and other successful SH&E programs. For example, neither ANSI Z10 and BS OHSAS 18001, dealing with OSH Management Systems, uses the term “safety professional” and both relegate the role of the safety function to that of a technical advisor.

Safety professionals play a key role in the development and implementation of sustainable safety and health strategies. They are technical advisors, leaders in developing and implementing, a systems approach to safety, and they are change agents. Through its Value of the Safety Professional project, ASSE is working to ensure that the value proposition for the safety professional is clearly understood by the business community and that safety professionals have the skills needed to compete in the new workplace environment. We hope to accomplish this through a wide range of training and awareness initiatives, including the development of strategic alliances with other organizations interested in these issues. The current collaborative efforts among safety-related organizations are too fragmented and the cause of the safety has suffered as a result. We at ASSE welcome the opportunity to work with you to ensure that all workers return home safely from their jobs each and every day.

