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The time is now: Protecting health, 
safety and wellbeing – everyone’s 

priority 

 

 
 
 

By Vanessa Harwood-Whitcher, Director of Professional Services, IOSH 

 
Now more than ever, protecting the health, safety and wellbeing of employees is a key topic on many 

senior managers’ minds. There has long been both a moral and a business case for protecting our 

workforce, but the changes to our working lives brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic now call for 

a significant change in mindset for both business leaders and the health and safety profession. 

The pandemic brings about many new challenges and employers need to ask themselves questions 

such as: How can operations restart safely? How can virus transmission be prevented on site? How 

can we protect remote workers? How do we avert mental health and wellbeing issues? At the same 

time, organisational leaders must ensure they don’t lose sight of non-Covid risks. 

This complex landscape, and the need for organisations to properly understand the risks they face in 

order to keeping running safely, are placing Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) professionals front 

and centre in making key business decisions. 

At the Institution of Occupational Safety and Health (IOSH), our role is to help some 48,000 members 

across the world to step up to this challenge and enable their organisations to meet their company 

objectives responsibly.  

OSH professionals must be able to adapt quickly as new risks emerge and provide senior leaders with 

assurance. At IOSH, we set the professional standards for OSH through our competency framework. 

We found through our development of these standards that OSH professionals need a rounded 

skillset, including a combination of technical skills, business acumen and influencing/interpersonal 

skills. The focus is on enabling the organisation to meet its goals by helping others to understand and 

own risk around health, safety and wellbeing. Gone are the days of high-viz jackets, clipboards and a 

man telling you “no”. Enabling means understanding the operations of the business, what needs to 

be achieved, and finding solutions that protect the workforce and get business done. 
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Recruitment-wise, this means that OSH professionals who can meet this rounded skillset are in high 

demand and there are frequently skills shortages of candidates with a deeper understanding of 

business strategy and who can influence at Board level. 

For business, the priority is creating work environments that support an agile, dynamic and resilient 

organisation. Even without the pandemic, we are seeing a seismic increase in the number of “gig” or 

temporary workers and technology bringing about job changes. These changes in the way 

organisations work create new types of risk and new challenges of how to protect the workforce. 

Additionally, the cost of mental health is focusing the minds of business leaders. In the UK, for 

example, mental health problems cost an estimated £1,300 for every employee in the UK economy, 

according to the Centre for Mental Health.  

Though developed systems are available to protect the safety, health and wellbeing of people at work, 

some 2.78 million work-related deaths still occur every year worldwide. Over 380,000 are fatal 

accidents, with 2.4 million the result of occupational diseases, including cancer. Such large numbers 

are difficult to comprehend – they can merely give global scale to the human cost of health and safety 

failures. They provide the backdrop, however, for a global drive to reduce the numbers of people 

killed, injured or made ill through work. 

The International Social Security Association, estimates that for every euro invested in occupational 

safety and health, there is a return of €2.20. The case for smart investments in safety and health is 

strong and it needs to be made.  

IOSH has many free resources to support businesses and managers. These include helping 

organisations to work safely during the pandemic through our Returning Safely series of e-learning 

resources for staff. You can also explore the business case for investing in health and safety through 

The Healthy Profit report. 

For OSH professionals who are members of IOSH, there are numerous ways to develop technical, 

business and communication skills through our competency framework and membership benefits. 
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