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11.  Using HPWP to drive towards 
growth: the impact of occupational 
health and safety leadership
Chidiebere Ogbonnaya, Kevin Daniels, Olga 
Tregaskis and Marc Van Veldhoven

1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, investigations into several major industrial accidents, for 
example the Three Mile Island nuclear accident, the Chernobyl disaster, 
and the King’s Cross fire, have prompted a growing concern among schol-
ars to derive new models and approaches to the management of occupa-
tional risks to health and safety (Nunez and Villanueva, 2011; O’Dea and 
Flin, 2003). Occupational accidents and injuries are generally known to 
provoke a broad range of negative consequences on the performance of 
an organization. They can cause significant losses to an organization’s 
human capital, generate huge costs due to losses in labour productivity, 
damage workplace equipment and decrease the organization’s corporate 
reputation (O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007; Ring, 
2011). Moreover, unsafe working conditions may undermine employees’ 
commitment to the organization, increase the likelihood for workplace 
conflicts and stifle the organization’s potential for growth and competi-
tiveness (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009). As a result, occupational health 
and safety (OHS) matters are given high priority among scholars, manag-
ers and regulators.

Research in OHS has shown that human resource management (HRM) 
is important for achieving acceptable levels of safety performance (Barling 
et al., 2003; Zacharatos et al., 2005; Griffin and Neal, 2000). According 
to Fernández-Muñiz et al. (2007), the human factor accounts for a high 
percentage of accidents occurring in complex process industries, and thus 
places an obligation on employers to adopt advanced HRM strategies to 
promote better safety-related work behaviours. Indeed, OHS scholars 
have argued that occupational risks and hazards are better managed 
where firms adopt the commitment-based approach to HRM that allows 
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employees to participate actively in workplace decision-making activities, 
rather than management practices that focus on rule enforcement and 
increased supervisory control (Zacharatos et al., 2005; Ring, 2011). The 
commitment-based approach to HRM, also known as high-performance 
work practices (HPWP), creates opportunities for employees to develop 
useful skills for enhancing the safety performance of the organization 
(Askenazy, 2001; Barling et al., 2003; Tregaskis et al., 2012). Thus, 
whereas managers are exposed to a range of ‘competing’ business priori-
ties (Buenger et al., 1996; Michael et al., 2005), they also need to devise 
more innovative ways of managing OHS concerns in order to achieve 
better organizational growth.

The primary aim of this chapter is to highlight the fundamental role of 
HPWP in promoting improved OHS outcomes, as a way to drive organi-
zational growth and effectiveness. Accordingly, the main objectives of this 
chapter are:

 ● To describe the concept of HPWP and review some of the main 
constituents;

 ● To describe the nature of the relationship between HPWP and the 
realization of better OHS outcomes. Three perspectives on this rela-
tionship will be presented: the mainstream approach, the approach 
based on employee attitudes, and the critical perspective;

 ● To highlight the role of leadership in strengthening the links between 
HPWP and OHS;

 ● To examine the underlying mechanisms via which the relationship 
between HPWP and OHS may engender organizational growth.

2. THE HPWP FRAMEWORK

Research into HRM has progressively shifted from the traditional, 
Tayloristic forms of work (characterized mainly by hierarchical decision-
making structures and high levels of supervisory control) to a more flexi-
ble, commitment-based form of management (Edwards and Wright, 2001; 
Dell’Aringa et al., 2003). This new approach to HRM, which forms the 
bedrock for the concept of HPWP, is largely claimed to have strong ben-
eficial effects on organizational success (Huselid, 1995; MacDuffie, 1995; 
Appelbaum et al., 2000; Combs et al., 2006). Although the term ‘HPWP’ 
does not have a single binding meaning among HRM researchers, the 
dominant view suggests a system that embodies bundles of HRM practices 
aimed at developing a committed workforce who can be empowered to 
use their discretion in conducting their job roles in ways that are valuable 
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to the organization (Arthur, 1994; Ichniowski et al., 1997; Wood, 1999; 
Dell’Aringa et al., 2003; Gould-Williams and Davies, 2005).

The HPWP literature has often underscored the need to analyse HRM 
practices in certain coherent combinations or groups, rather than in iso-
lation, to exploit their existing complementarities and accrue the largest 
organizational gains (Schulte et al., 2006; Guest et al., 2004; Huselid, 1995; 
Arthur, 1994). This idea is premised on the assumption that single HRM 
practices are driven from a common philosophy (Beltrán-Martín et al., 
2008) and are more likely to mutually strengthen one another when taken 
together as a group (MacDuffie, 1995; Ichniowski et al., 1997; Delery, 
1998; Wood, 1999; Schulte et al., 2006). In contrast, however, some scep-
tics believe that the idea of ‘grouping’ individual HRM practices may 
substantially undercut their valuable, unique effects; not least because 
each practice presents a varying and/or opposing degree of association 
with various outcome variables (Kalmi and Kauhanen, 2008; Bryson and 
White, 2008). In other words, when a single HRM practice is analysed in 
combination with others, its unique, independent effects may be under-
played, leading to only a partial estimation of its actual influences. To 
fully understand the intricacies of the HPWP framework, it is worthwhile 
to examine the various HRM practices thought to constitute an innovative 
HRM system.

The consensus among many scholars regarding the main constituents 
of the HPWP concept is the assumption that it embodies four overlap-
ping dimensions including: (1) the selective hiring of potentially skilled 
job candidates; (2) the provision of extensive training to reinforce their 
skills; (3) the adoption of workplace practices that increase job discretion 
and employee involvement; and (4) the establishment of a climate of care 
and support at work (Huselid, 1995; Guest et al., 2004; Combs et al., 2006; 
Wood and De Menezes, 2011; Lawler et al., 2011).

The selective recruitment of qualified job candidates is arguably a very 
crucial, preliminary step in the process of implementing HPWP, con-
sidering its usefulness in strengthening the nature of the organization’s 
workforce (Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Whitener, 2001; Batt et al., 2010). 
Extensive recruitment procedures, incorporating various personality and 
competency tests, may afford a large pool of qualified employees and 
allow employers to achieve better person-job fit (Carless, 2005; Beltrán-
Martín et al., 2008). Consequent to an effective recruitment exercise, it 
is also important to enhance the skills and abilities of employees through 
various staff development programs such as on-the-job training and 
career development workshops (Huselid, 1995; MacDuffie, 1995; Lawler 
et al., 2011). Owing to the significance of the ‘rareness’ element of employ-
ees’ competencies in attaining sustainable competitive advantage for an 
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organization, the proper training of employees in modern workplaces 
remains of key value (Paré and Tremblay, 2007).

Another crucial aspect of HPWP has to do with creating job designs 
that afford employees a degree of discretion in the way they conduct their 
job tasks (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Wood and 
De Menezes, 2011). As often reported in HRM studies, such practices 
allow employees to autonomously apply their knowledge in addressing 
workplace issues more efficiently and/or more innovatively, rather than 
being overly restricted to managerial dictates (Paré et al., 2007; Kalmi 
and Kauhanen, 2008; Cañibano, 2011). Similarly, practices such as com-
pressed working weeks, flexi-time schemes, work shifts, job sharing and 
career breaks, which afford employees some freedom as to how they maxi-
mize their working hours and balance the work-family interface, have also 
been identified as being integral to the HPWP framework (Kelliher and 
Anderson, 2010; Atkinson and Hall, 2011).

Increasingly prominent in the HPWP literature is the need to actively 
involve employees in both workplace activities and in decision-making 
processes, in order to fully engage employees’ potentials (Huselid, 1995; 
Ichniowski et al., 1997; Appelbaum et al., 2000; Barling et al., 2003; Kalmi 
and Kauhanen, 2008). This body of literature has advocated the adop-
tion of team-based work systems (such as self-directed teams and quality 
circles) and various participative decision-making activities within the 
HPWP regime, to foster a sense of responsibility among employees, and 
create opportunities for them to make innovative contributions to the 
work process (Appelbaum et al. 2000; Wood and De Menezes, 2011).

Some researchers have also advocated, as part of the HPWP framework, 
the need to actively involve employees through formal employee represen-
tation structures like trade unions and consultative committees (Kalmi 
and Kauhanen, 2008; Godard, 2009; Wood and De Menezes, 2011). Often 
theorized as the concept of ‘voice’, these mechanisms can be important 
ways in which employees or their representatives have the opportunity to 
express their dissatisfactions and reactions to new organizational policies 
and initiatives. Employee voice mechanisms are thought to be important 
contextual factors surrounding the effects of organizational processes 
on performance outcomes (Edwards and Wright, 2001; Godard, 2009; 
Wood and De Menezes, 2011). Relevant studies have illustrated the value 
of union-management partnerships in building the trust relationship and 
in defining and reinforcing a shift in safety behaviour as part of a HPWP 
program (Walters, 2011; Tregaskis et al 2012).

The HPWP literature has also highlighted the importance of adopting 
mechanisms for enhancing employee motivation through adequate levels 
of managerial support (Lawler et al., 2011; Schulte et al., 2006). In this 
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regard, commentators have emphasized the adoption of family-friendly 
work practices such as parental-care and child-care support services (Ngo 
et al., 2009; Lobel, 1999), information sharing activities, as well as the 
provision of equitable monetary and non-monetary rewards like perfor-
mance-related pay, promotion, and profit-sharing schemes (Applebaum 
et al., 2000; Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008; Wood and De Menezes, 2011). 
Employees may perceive the provision of such services as a sign of care and 
support from the organization, and therefore feel obligated to reciprocate 
through desirable work-related attitudes and safety compliant behaviours.

3.  LINKS BETWEEN HPWP AND OHS (THE 
MAINSTREAM PERSPECTIVE)

Research evidence indicates that adequate investments in HPWP may 
enhance various organizational performance outcomes such as financial 
profits (Huselid, 1995) and productivity (MacDuffie, 1995; Ichniowski et 
al., 1997; Askenazy, 2001). Zacharatos et al. (2005) further noted that the 
impacts of HPWP may actually surpass these traditional performance out-
comes to enhance the safety-related aspects of work. Indeed, safety per-
formance is arguably a subset of overall organizational performance and 
should be analyzed in a similar way as other organizational performance 
outcomes (Zacharatos et al., 2005; Wu et al., 2008; Tregaskis et al., 2012).

Safety performance has been described as a measure of the quantity 
and quality of those workplace activities geared towards assessing the 
nature and consequences of occupational risks and injuries. It is measured 
through ‘pre-incident’ data collection practices such as safety inspections 
or audits, as well as ‘post-incident’ practices like measuring incident fre-
quency and severity or estimating lost time costs (Lin and Mills, 2001; 
Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009; Giovanis, 2010). The literature has also 
underlined a range of behaviours as relevant indicators of positive safety 
performance (see Hofmann et al., 1995; Simard and Marchand, 1995; 
Griffin and Neal, 2000; O’Dea and Flin, 2001, 2003; Barling et al., 2003). 
The first, ‘safety compliance’ (e.g. adhering to lockout procedures or 
wearing protective gear at construction sites), refers to those activities that 
predict an employee’s propensity to follow OHS rules and procedures. The 
second, ‘safety knowledge’, is often demonstrated in the employees’ ability 
to show sufficient knowledge of the general working environment and in 
conducting the complex aspects of their jobs in a safe manner. The third, 
‘safety motivation’, puts more emphasis on employees’ propensity to take 
proactive actions towards OHS rather than their mere willingness to abide 
by safety-related rules and procedures.
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Scholars have typically discussed OHS matters in the light of two 
basic HRM perspectives: the control-based and the commitment-based 
approach (Arthur, 1994; Barling and Hutchinson, 2000; Barling et al., 
2003; Ring, 2011). The control-based approach to OHS management 
emphasizes the enforcement of safety rules, and encourages the use of 
reward and punishment structures in achieving predetermined OHS goals. 
In contrast, the commitment-based approach is aimed at encouraging 
higher levels of employee trust and commitment by allowing employees 
some decision-making authority instead of simply compelling them to 
comply with safety rules and regulations. The latter approach is believed 
to produce stronger effects on enhanced safety performance and conse-
quently, organizational growth (Zacharatos et al., 2005; Ring, 2011).

Some studies have revealed useful links between the various components 
of HPWP and the safety performance of a firm. Zacharatos et al. (2005), 
for instance, suggested that employers who adopted a more extensive selec-
tion procedure such as using personality tests to exclude high-risk job can-
didates such as those with drug or alcohol dependence, may realize lower 
incidence of occupational accidents and injuries. Some scholars (Carless, 
2005; Sekiguchi, 2004) have offered useful insights into explaining this 
relationship, based on Person–Environment (P-E) fit theories. Paying par-
ticular attention on two generic forms of the theory (Person-Organization 
fit and Person-Job fit), it is argued that an individual’s attraction to and 
intent to remain in an organization depends on the level of compatibility 
between their individual characteristics and various aspects of the job. By 
interpretation, employees who are hired such that there is some congru-
ence between their career-relevant personalities and the requirements of 
their job will demonstrate better work-related attitudes (Sekiguchi, 2004; 
Green and Tsitsianis, 2005; Carless, 2005) and display less vulnerability to 
occupational accidents and injuries (Zacharatos et al., 2005).

The implementation of discretionary work practices within the HPWP 
regime has also been associated with enhanced safety performance. As 
much as increased levels of job autonomy allow employees to exercise a 
degree of freedom in the way they conduct their jobs, such practices may 
also broaden their capacity to minimize the occurrence of occupational 
injuries over time (De Jonge et al., 2000; Barling et al., 2003). Echoing 
this, Simard and Marchand (1995), in their study of manufacturing plants, 
noted that the provision of greater job autonomy to employees might 
increase their scope for initiatives and enable them to deal with occupa-
tional risks and hazards more efficiently. The rationale for this relation-
ship, as indicated in the Job Demand-Control (JD-C) Model of stress, 
rests on the claim that greater levels of freedom to decide how, when and 
where to meet one’s job demands may abate high levels of work-related 
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stress (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). Work-related stress in this context is 
seen to be a condition that may impair one’s cognitive abilities, leading to 
the display of non-safety compliant behaviours (Daniels et al., 2008). As 
such, jobs with higher demands and time constraints combined with low 
employee autonomy are those that may give rise to increased work-related 
stress and consequently affect the firm’s safety performance and growth 
(De Jonge et al., 2000; Boisard et al., 2003; Macky and Boxall, 2008).

Relying further on this theoretical backdrop, some authors have sug-
gested that the adoption of flexible working arrangements may reme-
diate the undesirable consequences of work-related stress and other 
occupational injuries; not least because such practices optimize the work-
er’s choice over where and when to carry out their job tasks (Atkinson 
and Hall, 2011; Judge and Colquitt, 2004; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010). 
More so, considering that flexible work patterns allow workers to achieve 
a more suitable work–life balance, employees enjoy greater freedom to 
cope with and recover from high work demands, such that they are able 
to concentrate better at work and display desirable safety-related behav-
iours (Kelliher and Anderson; 2010). Along similar lines, it has also been 
suggested that the implementation of family-friendly work practices like 
dependent-care support programs, within the HPWP framework, could 
attenuate feelings of distress at work by allowing employees to satisfac-
torily balance their work and family lives (Lobel, 1999). Reiterating this 
claim, Ngo et al. (2009) noted that the adoption of such practices provides 
the right resources for employees to manage the likely debilitating work-
life interferences that could otherwise constitute a source of emotional 
distraction at work and lead to a weaker disposition towards OHS.

Furthermore, the OHS literature has indicated that a more decen-
tralized managerial approach (involving the adoption of participative 
decision-making activities) to OHS would motivate employees to take 
ownership and responsibility for their safety-related work behaviours and 
give them the opportunity to change practices (Hofmann et al., 1995; Lin 
and Mills, 2001; O’Dea and Flin, 2001, 2003). This argument has been 
reinforced in studies that have demonstrated associations between partici-
pative management style and the extent to which employees proactively 
engage in OHS activities, rather than merely complying with safety rules 
and regulations (Simard and Marchand, 1997; Barling et al., 2003; Zohar 
and Luria, 2005). Active employee involvement through team-based work 
systems is also believed to play a prominent role in accruing better OHS 
outcomes for an organization. Teamwork activities amplify the potential 
for social interaction amony employees, increase their level of coop-
eration, and prompt them to take responsibility for each other’s safety-
related behaviours at work (Simard and Marchand, 1997; Ring, 2011). In 
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support of this, Tregaskis et al. (2012) noted that greater cohesion within 
problem solving teams may instigate team members to show stronger com-
mitment towards safeguarding each other’s safety as a way to stimulate 
better safety performance and organizational growth.

Enhanced safety performance has also been linked to the adoption of 
an open, two-way communication path to information sharing in inno-
vative workplaces (Hofmann et al., 1995; Clarke, 1999; Lin and Mills, 
2001). More specifically, the plausibility for employees to work more 
safely depends largely on the availability of information as to the safety 
aspects of their jobs (Tervonen et al., 2009). In fact, it is argued that 
managers who implemented effective feedback systems, characterized 
by greater levels of employer-employee interaction, were able to realize 
lower accident rates compared to those who avoided direct contacts with 
employees (O’Dea and Flin, 2003). Similarly, evidence is also growing to 
suggest a positive relationship between the adoption of formal employee 
representation structures and improvements in the safety performance 
of a firm (O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Zacharatos et al., 2005; Michael et al., 
2005; Walters, 2011). It is argued that active trade union activities at work, 
for instance, could provide the useful two-way communication path to 
quality employer-employee relations that help employees to identify and 
channel their work-related concerns, including matters pertaining to OHS, 
to the appropriate managers (Walters, 2011). As such, these mechanisms 
could serve as a platform for reducing feelings of dissatisfaction and dis-
trust among workers (especially if management demonstrates appreciable 
levels of responsiveness to employees’ contributions), prompting them 
to display favourable work-related behaviours that could translate into 
better OHS outcomes (Edwards and Wright, 2001; O’Dea and Flin, 2003; 
Walters, 2011).Research in organizational psychology has indicated that 
the level of care and support offered to employees could enhance their 
psychological well-being (Daniels et al., 2008; Newman et al., 2011) and 
promote better safety-related behaviours (Hofmann et al., 1995; O’Dea 
and Flin, 2003; Ring, 2011). This assertion is often explained based on the 
Job Demands–Resource (JD-R) Model of stress. According to the JD-R 
model, the adverse effects of high work demands and other occupational 
risks to health and safety can be minimized through the provision of valu-
able resources like training and coaching, counselling services, promotion 
prospects and rewards (De Jonge et al., 2000; Balducci et al., 2011).

Drawing on this model, some scholars have argued that extensive safety 
training could create opportunities for employees to acquire greater com-
petencies for conducting their jobs more safely, and therefore engender 
improved safety performance (Barling et al., 2003; Fernández-Muñiz 
et al., 2007; Ring, 2011). This positive relationship is also linked to the 
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assumption that well-trained employees are potentially aware of the 
inherent risks at work and are better informed about the procedures 
available for the prevention of such risks (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007). 
Accordingly, employees who receive better safety training may suffer 
reduced occupational risks and injuries compared to those who are 
untrained. On a related note, a number of studies have proposed that 
the provision of monetary and non-monetary incentives to employees, 
based on their performance in safety-related matters, might reduce the 
occurrence of occupational accidents and injuries (O’Dea and Flin, 2003; 
Zacharatos et al., 2005). This assumption is contingent on the idea that 
rewards are a means by which employees recognize what their employer 
values; hence, by expressly linking rewards with specific work behaviours, 
performance expectations become clearer and less ambiguous for employ-
ees. As such, if OHS issues are constantly overlooked by the employer, 
such that rewards are offered mostly for meeting production targets rather 
than for appropriate safety behaviours, then employees might assume a 
low managerial priority for OHS, and consequently display poor safety-
related behaviours (Hofmann et al., 1995; Zohar and Luria, 2005).

Another prominent theme in the HPWP literature is the assumption 
that individual HRM practices may accrue larger organizational ben-
efits when they are used together in concert (MacDuffie, 1995; Combs 
et al., 2006; Beltrán-Martín et al., 2008). The key tenet here is that indi-
vidual HRM practices interact in mutually supportive ways to produce 
stronger effects on organizational performance outcomes. This perspec-
tive has also been supported in the OHS literature where several authors 
have demonstrated useful links between bundles of HRM practices and 
safety performance (Barling and Hutchinson, 2000; Barling et al., 2003; 
Tregaskis et al., 2012). Barling et al. (2003), for example, showed how one 
such bundle, high-quality work (comprising employee autonomy, task 
variety and extensive training), was inversely associated with occupational 
injuries. Likewise, Zacharatos et al. (2005) found useful links between a 
single index of HPWP, consisting of ten different HRM practices, and 
various safety performance indicators. These studies demonstrate that 
complementarities exist between individual HRM practices, and in com-
bination, these practices produce greater influences on OHS and promote 
organizational growth.

HPWP – Employee Attitudes – OHS

The non-safety work attitudes and behaviours of employees (e.g. job 
satisfaction, trust, commitment, and citizenship behaviours) are equally 
important in improving OHS (Barling and Hutchinson, 2000; Griffin and 
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Neal, 2000; O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Tervonen et al., 2009; Ring, 2011). 
From this standpoint, commentators presume that worker behaviours and 
attitudes mediate the relationship between HPWP and safety perform-
ance. In other words, the adoption of HPWP may accrue positive safety-
related outcomes and drive organizational growth by increasing levels 
of employee satisfaction, commitment or trust in management (Michael 
et al., 2005; Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007). Drawing on Kanfer and 
Ackerman’s (1989) cognitive resources framework, Barling et al. (2003) 
gave an explanation for the mediating role of positive employee attitudes 
in the HPWP-OHS relationship. On the one hand, when the quality of 
work is low (perhaps due to poor work design), employees become more 
disconnected from on-task activities (such as productivity, quality, and 
safety compliance) and channel their cognitive resources (e.g. creative 
reasoning or attention) toward less productive workplace activities like 
taking long breaks or intentionally working sluggishly. Conversely, when 
the quality of work is high, as presumed in the case of HPWP, employees 
deploy these cognitive resources to on-task activities, leading to better 
organizational and safety performance outcomes.

Consistent with this line of reasoning is the norm of reciprocity or 
social exchange theory. Accordingly, employee perceptions regarding the 
extent to which their employer values and cares about their well-being 
may instigate them to respond through positive work-related behaviours 
and attitudes (Whitener, 2001; Gould-Williams and Davies, 2005; Bakker 
and Demerouti, 2007; Newman et al., 2011). These theories have also 
been successfully applied in various OHS studies where it has been stated 
that perceptions of favourable managerial treatment, perhaps emanat-
ing from the adoption of a commitment-based approach to HRM and 
OHS management, could motivate employees to respond through better 
safety-related behaviours (O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Michael et al., 2005; 
Zacharatos et al., 2005; Ring, 2011). In other words, if employees per-
ceive the OHS management strategy of the employer as being driven by a 
sincere concern for their well-being, then their safety-related behaviours 
may become considerably stronger than if they felt such practices were 
inspired by the employer’s propensity just to enforce safety compliance 
(Barling and Hutchinson, 2000).

4.  LINKS BETWEEN HPWP AND OHS (THE 
CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE)

Insofar as the foregoing review may have implied a positive relationship 
between HPWP and employee-level outcomes (including safety-related 
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behaviours), there is also an emerging stream of research suggesting oth-
erwise (Ramsay et al., 2000; Askenazy, 2001; Sparham and Sung, 2007; 
Kalmi and Kauhanen, 2008; Macky and Boxall, 2008). Generally, schol-
arly debates in this respect have been fashioned around a critical perspec-
tive, counter-positioned against treating HPWP as mutually beneficial 
for employers and employees (Harley et al., 2007; Van De Voorde et al., 
2011). Mutual gains, as has been illustrated so far in this chapter, suggests 
that employers gain through improved productivity and reduced turnover 
rates, whereas employees benefit through higher levels of support and job 
satisfaction (Ichniowski et al., 1997; Macky and Boxall, 2008; Kalmi and 
Kauhanen, 2008). In contrast, an alternative view, the critical perspective, 
suggests that HPWP may actually accrue far-reaching gains for both the 
organization and its employees, but these benefits are not without associ-
ated increases in work intensification (Ramsay et al., 2000; White et al., 
2003; Harley et al., 2007; Sparham and Sung, 2007). Work intensification 
has been defined as a measure of the amount of effort expended at work 
in relation to the amount of hours invested therein (White et al., 2003; 
Kelliher and Anderson, 2010). It is usually reported as emanating from an 
exposure to high working speeds, tight deadlines, and poor interpersonal 
working relationships, all of which may lead to poor safety performance 
outcomes (Boisard et al., 2003; Cañibano, 2011).

With regards to the mechanisms by which safety performance is adversely 
affected through work intensification, studies have revealed various pro-
cesses that may explain the likely negative consequences of HPWP. It 
is argued, for instance, that the implementation of discretionary work 
activities may not always accrue desirable outcomes in the ‘real’ workplace 
scenario (Appelbaum et al., 2000; Askenazy, 2001). According to Kalmi 
and Kauhanen (2008), employers may relinquish their operational control 
only as far as is essential to achieve the loyalty of their employees. That 
means, while employees may be allowed a degree of autonomy in certain 
work activities, they do not necessarily have full control over their work 
pace and workloads, and therefore remain quite susceptible to increased 
levels of occupational strain and burnout. In a similar way, the adoption 
of flexible work arrangements may also lead to increased work intensifica-
tion, despite offering higher work time flexibility (Kelliher and Anderson, 
2010). Accordingly, flexible work arrangements may alter the traditional 
conceptualization of ‘a typical working day’ by creating a degree of irregu-
larity in the work schedules of employees, forcing them to work at times 
when they would otherwise prefer not to. Moreover, Askenazy (2001) has 
noted that time flexibility may adversely impact on safety performance 
since the frequency of occupational accidents is significantly related to the 
frequency of alterations in the number of hours expended at work.
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Although a number of empirical studies (see Appelbaum et al., 2000; 
Scott-Ladd et al., 2006; Paré and Tremblay, 2007; Wood and De Menezes, 
2011) have acknowledged the value of high-involvement practices such as 
teamwork activities, participative decision-making and employee repre-
sentation structures in reducing feelings of alienation and dissatisfaction 
at work, there is also some support for the claim that such practices may 
increase work intensity (White et al., 2003; Kalmi and Kauhanen, 2008; 
Mohr and Zoghi, 2008; Macky and Boxall, 2008). Attempts to explain 
this relationship have often relied on the linkages between the level of for-
malization at work and the concept of ‘role stress’ (Adler and Borys, 1996; 
Bainbridge, 1998; Tubre and Collins, 2000; Nygaard and Dahlstrom, 
2002). It is assumed that workplace activities that afford employees some 
decision-making latitude may degrade hierarchical structures at work, 
thereby increasing perceived levels of role ambiguity, role conflict and 
role overload. For example, some authors (Kalmi and Kauhanen, 2008; 
Mohr and Zoghi, 2008) have noted that the adoption of team-based 
systems may reduce the level of formalization of workplace activities, and 
induce workers to monitor one another, leading to more stressful work 
conditions. Similarly, other authors have suggested that active employee 
involvement through participative decision-making activities (Adler and 
Borys, 1996; Nygaard and Dahlstrom, 2002), and perhaps through 
employee representation structures (Bainbridge, 1998; Tubre and Collins, 
2000), may prompt workers to overly exert their authority as a way of 
making their voices heard. This could trigger an increased sense of disor-
derliness in the delegation of authority at work; the ultimate consequence 
of which could be occupational distress (Nygaard and Dahlstrom, 2002).

The case is also quite similar for the provision of performance-linked 
rewards and incentives as part of HPWP. Although the offering of per-
formance-linked rewards may improve staff morale and satisfaction, such 
practices are also believed to instigate employees to expend more effort 
at work, driven largely by their desire to obtain these rewards (Macky 
and Boxall, 2008; White et al., 2003). As such, employees could become 
unduly motivated to work extra shifts, or take up more job tasks, leading 
to increased work intensification, and consequently, to increased rates of 
occupational accidents.

5.  THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP IN THE HPWP–OHS 
RELATIONSHIP

To gain better insights into the role of leadership in the linkages between 
HPWP and OHS, it is worth recognizing the ‘competing’ nature of business 
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goals and the complexity of choices facing managers. Based on Quinn 
and Rohrbaugh’s (1983) competing values model, Buenger et al. (1996) 
explained that the business challenges facing managers ensue mainly from 
the inherent competition among various business values and the likely 
adverse consequences that may result when managers pay more attention 
to certain values and neglect others. In other words, managers are exposed 
to a range of conflicting business priorities, and may need to create a 
balance by focusing more on business aspects which they consider useful 
for organizational success, while overlooking others (Michael et al., 2005). 
In a similar vein, OHS concerns in an organization compete daily with 
other business values like ensuring product quality or providing better cus-
tomer services, and managers have to balance the need to promote better 
OHS with these other responsibilities (Lin and Mills, 2001; Michael et al., 
2005; Zohar and Luria, 2005). Drawing on this, it makes sense to argue 
that the path towards achieving enhanced safety performance lies around 
the corporate decisions and choices (including the prioritizing of OHS 
matters) made at the top management level. In many ways, the decisions 
made at the top management level of an enterprise could affect those at 
lower managerial levels, and consequently, the safety-related behaviours 
of employees (Simard and Marchand, 1995; Reason, 1997; O’Dea and 
Flin, 2001; Alli, 2001). Thus, if the top management exhibits a high degree 
of commitment to OHS matters, supervisors and employees alike would 
most probably respond favourably to OHS concerns.

A stream of research evidence has indicated that board-level manage-
ment’s commitment to OHS is reflected in the prevalence of a positive safety 
culture in the workplace (Griffin and Neal, 2000; O’Dea and Flin, 2001; 
Tervonen et al., 2009; Wu, Chang, Shu, Chen and Wang, 2011). A com-
pany’s safety culture entails a range of safety-related policies, procedures 
and attitudes that reflect a high degree of concern and commitment to the 
reduction of occupational accidents and injuries (Clarke, 1999; Tervonen et 
al., 2009). It may be considered as a subset of a firm’s overall culture where 
formal and informal organizational structures are dedicated solely to OHS 
matters, such that employees are encouraged to take responsibility for their 
own and each other’s safety (Clarke, 1999; OECD, 2003; O’Dea and Flin, 
2003). A positive safety culture is generally argued as comprising two broad 
components – a well-defined safety management system and a suitable 
safety climate (Clarke, 1999; Tervonen et al., 2009; Ring, 2011).

Safety Management System

A safety management system is conceived as encompassing the more tan-
gible elements of a firm’s safety culture such as OHS policies, strategies 
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and procedures, which serve as a platform for achieving good safety 
performance within the firm (OECD, 2003; Fernández-Muñiz et al., 
2007; Tervonen et al., 2009). Based on a review of relevant OHS studies, 
a good safety management system is thought to include the following key 
dimensions: 

 ● A clear and implementable OHS policy statement that adequately 
defines the main objectives, principles, strategies and guidelines 
to follow as regards OHS (Alli, 2001; O’Dea and Flin, 2003; 
Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007; Tervonen et al., 2009). This is essen-
tial as without such policies, the OHS function of the firm may be 
marred by infinite safety management models, which could make 
the OHS system rather difficult to assess (Nunez and Villanueva, 
2011). Moreover, the policy statement should not only fulfil the 
basic requirements of relevant OHS legislation, but should also 
specify OHS functions in terms of the precise responsibilities of 
both management and employees (Lin and Mills, 2001; OECD,  
2003). 

 ● A well-defined mechanism for allocating sufficient resources (both 
financial and otherwise) to ensure a smooth and efficient running 
of OHS concerns (Alli, 2001; Tervonen et al., 2009). Just like every 
other aspect of an organization’s business operation, better safety 
performance cannot be realistically achieved in the absence of 
adequate resources. In support of this, O’Dea and Flin (2003) noted 
that managers who demonstrated their commitment to OHS by 
providing resources such as time and money, among other things, 
reported lower levels of industrial accidents.

 ● A system of continuous re-education of employees to update 
their knowledge on critical safety-related matters. Safety training 
is allegedly quite central to achieving better safety performance 
(Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007; Ring, 2011). Managers have the core 
responsibility of ensuring that their employees are suitably informed 
about all aspects of OHS and are empowered with requisite skills 
to take care of their own safety, as well as the safety of others who 
might be affected by their activities at work (Lin and Mills, 2001; 
Alli, 2001; Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009).

 ● A communication system that encourages an open, two-way 
exchange of information regarding the potential risks and hazards 
within the workplace (O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Tervonen et al., 2009; 
Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009). This communication system should 
incorporate both formal and informal elements that promote better 
employer-employee interaction with respect to the dissemination of 
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OHS information. Such a system would possibly stimulate the active 
involvement of all members of the organization in OHS activities 
(Hofmann et al., 1995; Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007).

 ● A system for controlling and monitoring the safety-related behav-
iours of employees, perhaps through regular OHS inspections and 
the enforcement of OHS rules and regulations (Wu et al., 2008; 
Giovanis, 2010). Evidence suggests that safety compliance can be 
encouraged through appropriate incentives such as easy access to 
safety equipment and safety guidelines (Lin and Mills, 2001). Where 
necessary, non-compliance may need to be attended to through dis-
ciplinary procedures. However, a fundamental dimension to achiev-
ing compliance appears to be identifying and establishing safety 
rules and procedures that employees can relate to, understand and  
use.

 ● A well-defined mechanism for keeping records of information per-
taining to OHS and the overall working environment (Alli, 2001). 
Such information might include records of all occurrences of occu-
pational accidents and injuries, records of cases of near misses and 
records of harmful substances in the workplace (O’Dea and Flin, 
2003; Zacharatos et al., 2005). Records of this nature can be used 
to estimate the level of success achieved with regards to the firm’s 
safety performance and progress over time (Alli, 2001).

 ● A structured system for undertaking regular reviews of the safety 
policies, procedures and performance of the organization. The 
organization’s commitment to safety can be reviewed by conduct-
ing a detailed audit of the entire OHS system to estimate the level 
of success achieved, and identify areas for possible improvements 
(OECD, 2003; Giovanis, 2010). Given the likelihood for the OHS 
function of a firm to change over time, relevant safety policies and 
procedures require periodic review (Alli, 2001).

Safety Climate

The safety climate of an organization incorporates the more intangible 
(e.g. psychological and behavioural) elements of an organization’s safety 
culture (Griffin and Neal, 2000; Giovanis, 2010). It is concerned with the 
attitudes and perceptions of employees as to those workplace character-
istics that reflect the degree of managerial commitment to OHS (Alli, 
2001; O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Wu et al., 2008; Ring, 2011). Accordingly, 
an atmosphere where both the employer and employees express similar 
perceptions of care and concern for OHS matters can be deemed as con-
stituting a good safety climate (Clarke, 1999; Zohar and Luria, 2005). 
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Although scholars may have varying opinions regarding the specific fea-
tures of a good safety climate, there is consensus that it encompasses three 
key facets – the degree of managerial commitment to OHS, the nature 
of managerial actions (either actual or spoken) directed towards OHS, 
and perceptions of the level of risk in the work environment (Griffin and 
Neal, 2000; O’Dea and Flin, 2001, 2003; Zohar and Luria, 2005; Ring,  
2011).

To a large extent, managers are believed to influence the safety climate of 
their organization through their various attitudes, behaviours and leader-
ship actions (O’Dea and Flin, 2003). Some studies have highlighted a range 
of managerial behaviours, classified under the broad term `participative 
management’, as being connected to better safety performance (Hofmann 
et al., 1995; Clarke, 1999; O’Dea and Flin, 2001). From this perspective, 
it is often advocated that managers should adopt a more decentralized 
approach to safety management where status distinctions between manag-
ers and employees are underplayed to allow more effective open and honest 
dialogue around achieving better safety performance. This decentralization 
contrasts with traditional centralized and bureaucratic models where safety 
rules and procedures are driven from the top and often removed from 
everyday practice (Simard and Marchand, 1995; Zacharatos et al., 2005). 
As such, when managers seek a more cooperative relationship with their 
employees, both parties are more likely to feel an increased responsibility 
towards safeguarding each other’s health and safety.

Research has also shown that success in establishing a good safety 
climate through progressive HRM practices may promote better safety 
performance in much the same way as effective management systems may 
impact on organizational performance through an influence on the organ-
izational climate (Wu et al., 2008). This proposition is strengthened by 
the claim that safety climate and safety performance are subcomponents 
of organizational climate and organizational performance respectively 
(Griffin and Neal, 2000; Wu et al., 2008). Several authors have suggested 
that managers may achieve enhanced safety performance where their 
efforts are geared towards establishing a strong safety climate (Fernández-
Muñiz et al., 2007; Ring, 2011; Wu et al., 2011; Tregaskis et al., 2012). In 
particular, Wu et al. (2008) found that safety climate mediates the rela-
tionship between quality management of OHS and the achievement of 
greater safety performance. As such, a leader’s display of safety leadership 
through creating a positive safety climate, may improve workers’ ability to 
take proactive steps towards OHS matters and promote better safety and 
organizational performance.
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6.  THE ROLE OF HPWP AND OHS IN DRIVING 
ORGANIZATIONAL GROWTH

Having so far explored the nature of the links between innovative work-
place practices and the safety performance of an enterprise, it is equally 
useful to examine the precise mechanisms via which such relationships 
might engender organizational growth and effectiveness. Owing to the 
claim that occupational accidents may disrupt the production process and 
diminish the quantity and quality of production achieved, commentators 
have often stressed the usefulness of a well-structured OHS system in 
enhancing the productivity of a firm, as a way to attain improved organi-
zational growth (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009; Nunez and Villanueva, 
2011). In fact, some studies have reported that managers who prioritize 
OHS matters and integrate them into production processes may experi-
ence appreciable levels of organizational success (OECD, 2003; O’Dea and 
Flin, 2003; Zohar and Luria, 2005). This argument seems quite reasonable 
given that healthier workers are more likely to contribute to better-quality 
products and services (Alli, 2001). In recognition of this, HRM systems 
should therefore be designed such that they are akin to achieving better 
safety performance and greater productivity gains for the organization 
(Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009; Alli, 2001).

Moreover, firms are normally exposed to a high degree of both financial 
and opportunity costs in the face of recurrent occupational accidents and 
injuries (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009; Ring, 2011). To an extent, these 
costs may stem from the need to pay compensation and insurance claims, 
medical expenditures, or costs due to disruptions in production processes 
(Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007, 2009; Giovanis, 2010). The huge nega-
tive effects of these costs on a firm’s potential to achieve organizational 
growth therefore accentuates the need for firms to adopt better OHS 
strategies (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2009; Ring, 2011). On explaining the 
significance of enhanced safety performance on a firm’s financial growth, 
Reason (1997) argued that companies are naturally susceptible to various 
forms of risks and hazards which may instil an inherent obligation, on 
the part of the employer, to invest in safeguarding the well-being of the 
workforce. Hence, if the company, right from the start, does not cater for 
these hazards by establishing an effective safety management system, the 
company could (in the long run) be forced to divert valuable resources 
which were originally mapped for other business operations, thereby jeop-
ardizing their financial prospects. Such arguments suggest therefore that 
OHS is a salient ingredient for achieving sustainable economic growth.

Going by the positive links established in the literature between OHS 
and higher levels of employee satisfaction, commitment and trust in 
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management (see Barling et al., 2003; O’Dea and Flin, 2003; Barling and 
Hutchinson, 2000; Michael et al., 2005), it seems fair to argue that a good 
safety management system would minimize cases of absenteeism, reduce 
the likelihood for employees to leave the firm, and thus promote better 
organizational growth. Over the years, HRM scholars have established 
a negative relationship between increased staff turnover rates and the 
performance of a firm, owing to the costs associated with recruiting and 
training new employees (Fernández-Muñiz et al., 2007, 2009; Ring, 2011). 
Indeed, Fernández-Muñiz et al. (2007) argued that when employees are 
either partially or entirely disengaged from the productive process due to 
occupational accidents, the firm could experience deterioration in their 
growth prospects since workers’ knowledge is inevitably tied to opera-
tion of production processes. Thus, employee management strategies 
that incorporate the effective management of OHS matters would, in 
addition to reducing the incidence of occupational injuries, drive organi-
zational growth by reducing labour absenteeism (Fernández-Muñiz et al.,  
2009).

Furthermore, organizations which have fared significantly well in 
achieving enhanced OHS records through the implementation of advanced 
HRM practices could ultimately build a good reputation and attain 
stronger relations both internally (within the workforce) and externally 
(among stakeholders, customers, the media and other firms) (OECD, 
2003). In fact, other researchers have reinforced this claim by arguing that 
the corporate reputation of an organization could serve as a critical ingre-
dient for their socio-economic growth and competitiveness (O’Dea and 
Flin, 2003; Tervonen et al., 2009; Ring, 2011). As an illustration, it is quite 
generally believed that high rates of occupational injuries may adversely 
affect the public image of an enterprise. Hence, if the firm fails to properly 
manage its OHS affairs, it could have a negative consequence on publicity 
and consumer loyalty to their products, ultimately impacting on the firm’s 
commercial performance (Barling and Hutchinson, 2000; Fernández-
Muñiz et al., 2009). On account of this, it can be presumed that a well-
managed OHS system would not only have a positive impact on the firm’s 
public image, but will also enhance its attractiveness to prospective job 
applicants and increase its market position and profit-making potential.

Factors to Consider on Implementing OHS Management Systems

Despite recent acknowledgements in the HRM literature as to the wide-
spread gains associated with the effective management of OHS matters, 
it is purported that several managers are yet to adequately translate this 
knowledge into practice (Alli, 2001; Lin and Mills, 2001; O’Dea and Flin, 
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2003). As earlier stated, managers are often faced with the intricate task 
of choosing between a range of competing business priorities. Sadly, 
however, several authors have alleged that OHS concerns are normally the 
first items to be traded off in this regard (Lin and Mills, 2001; O’Dea and 
Flin, 2003; Zohar and Luria, 2005). In fact, it seems as though companies 
are progressively placing more value on production processes, while dedi-
cating fewer resources to human capital and OHS expenditures, which, 
perhaps, they consider as costs rather than investments (Fernández-
Muñiz et al., 2009). This orientation may have ensued from the assump-
tion that investments into HRM and OHS systems do not necessarily 
yield any visible effects on production gains in the short term. Hence, 
to the extent that firms remain quite constrained by increasing levels of 
global competition, managers tend more towards shifting their atten-
tion away from the long-term economic benefits of achieving a safe and 
healthy workplace, leading to reduced investments in OHS affairs (Alli,  
2001).

Another factor that should be considered as regards the proper integra-
tion of OHS matters into strategic HRM is the relative size of the firm. In 
general, it is believed that smaller workplaces (defined as having less than 
50 employees) would attain poorer safety records compared to the much 
larger workplaces, owing to (but not limited to) the huge costs associ-
ated with establishing a good OHS framework (Alli, 2001). In support of 
this, Lin and Mills (2001), making reference to Holmes’s (1999) study on 
Australian companies, noted that small construction firms were unable 
to manage their OHS risks as effectively as the much larger firms. This 
assertion, as indicated in Holmes’s study, was tied mainly to the claim that 
managers in the small firms did not deem it necessary to promote better 
OHS because they felt such issues were the responsibility of employees. 
In contrast, however, managers in the larger firms were more aware of 
the importance of OHS and therefore integrated such matters into their 
overall management strategy. Arguably, managers in larger firms may 
also have access to experience and resources to make OHS systems more 
effective. In this light, it is suggested that managers in smaller compa-
nies, unlike their counterparts in larger firms, may not necessarily see 
the benefits associated with prioritizing OHS matters (Lin and Mills,  
2001).

Finally, it has been argued that the prospects for incorporating OHS 
matters into innovative management systems depend on the geographi-
cal location of the company, as well as the economic sector or industry to 
which the company belongs (OECD, 2003). Some studies have shown that 
the implementation of HPWP may vary across national borders, owing to 
factors such as government regulations, differences in national culture and 
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educational institutions (Green and Tsitsianis, 2005; Godard, 2009; Batt et 
al., 2010). As such, existing OHS laws and procedures may differ consid-
erably from one country to another, narrowing the scope for developing 
more flexible and innovative ways of integrating OHS matters into HRM 
systems. Moreover, the economic sector to which the firm belongs could 
greatly influence managerial decisions with respect to OHS (Hofmann 
et al., 1995; Alli, 2001; Lin and Mills, 2001). As reported in Alli’s (2001) 
paper, industrial sectors like agriculture, forestry, mining and construction 
take the lead in the incidence of occupational accidents worldwide, while 
other sectors may feature at the lower end of the spectrum. Accordingly, 
it appears reasonable to assert that companies which fall within the lower 
end of the spectrum might not feel the need to prioritize OHS matters. 
In some ways, this flaw may consequently produce adverse effects on the 
likelihood of companies in low hazard sectors to apply innovative HRM 
systems to OHS management.

7.  CONCLUSION

This chapter has illustrated the links between HPWP and OHS, and how 
such associations may engender organizational growth. HRM approaches 
which aim at enforcing compliance with OHS procedures have been 
shown to be less effective compared to practices aimed at instilling 
higher levels of employee trust and commitment through participative 
decision-making activities. Whereas this commitment-based approach 
to OHS management is believed to produce a wide range of benefits for 
employers and their employees, such practices may also lead to increases 
in work intensification and consequently, reduced employee well-being. 
The acknowledgement of this useful relationship has been shown to be 
vital in stimulating the top management of an enterprise to proactively 
demonstrate their commitment to matters pertaining to safeguarding 
the health and well-being of employees. It has also been recognized that 
the managerial responsibility of promoting better OHS competes daily 
with other key business priorities, and managers need to make sound 
choices in favour of those priorities associated with enhanced organiza-
tional growth. Accordingly, the evidence presented in this chapter has 
shown that an effective safety leadership system coupled with innova-
tive HRM practices, such as those embodied in HPWP, may signifi-
cantly increase the growth and socio-economic performance of the firm 
by optimizing the firm’s potential for better productivity, profitability 
and corporate reputation, while encouraging favourable work-related  
behaviours.
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