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A study of the changing role of OHS reps 
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Background 

Worker  representat ion in  occupat ional  heal th  and safety came 
af ter  a  pressure f rom unions and were of ten regulated in  
co l lec t ive agreements  

 

In  Denmark the Work Env i ronment  Act  f rom 1975 secure the 
r ight  

 

EU f ramework d i rect ive f rom 1989:  OHS reps in  a l l  count r ies  

 

A change in  the Danish OHS leg is la t ion 2010  

• More f lex ib le  ways to  organise  the OHS work and reps  

• However  s t i l l  OHS reps and a bas ic  organisat ion  ( less rather  
f lex ib le)  



Research design 
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The study inc luded 60 Danish case companies  

• On-si te vis i ts  and interviews with key personnel  re lated 
to the organisat ion’s OHS management (2-6 
persons/f i rm)  

• Representat ive sample of  the 60 companies  

• The cases were strat i f ied on f ive main labour market 
sectors –  construct ion, manufactur ing, pr ivate service, 
knowledge and heal thcare  

 

The Danish context  

• Strong encompassing unions, legi t imized, 
inst i tut ional ized 

• Consensual  and product iv i ty enhancing approach  

 



Empirical findings 
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Changing roles for  the OHS-representat ives 

• Five ideal types 

 

Mainstreaming of OHS organisat ion  

 

Professional izat ion  

• But a lso some ad hoc OHS work/organisat ion and “s ide -

car” OHS  

 



Changing roles for the OHS-representatives 
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Greater emphasis on problem solving in the dai ly work  

 

Less emphasis on voice and interest of  the co -workers 

( the more tradi t ional  ro le)  

 

We ident i f ied f ive ideal  types of OHS reps ( there are also 

mixed cases)  



Changing roles for the OHS-representatives 
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Five ideal  types of  OHS reps  

• Professional  OHS reps 

• More  resou rces ,  f ewe r  r eps  ( two  a re  f u l l - t ime  OHS - reps )  and  mo re  
r espons ib i l i t y    

• Systems maintenance OHS reps 

• High  l eve l s  o f  s ys tema t i z i ng  and  s tandard i sa t i on  

• Mos t  o f t en  f u l l  t ime  OHS o f f i ce rs  and  t he  OHS reps  ma in  f unc t i on  
i s  t o  suppo r t  t he  OHS o f f i ce r  i n  t he  f o rm o f  s ys tems  ma in tenance  

• In tegrat ion of  OHS act ivi t ies  in  core  tasks  

• OHS ac t i v i t i es  a re  an  i n teg ra ted  par t  o f  the  co re  tasks   

• The ra t i ona le  beh ind  improvements  and  in i t i a t i ves  a re  l i nked  to  
t he  en te rp r i ses ’ opera t ions  and  co re  t ask .  

• Of ten  OHS reps  work  c lose ly  toge ther  w i th  management  and  
shop  s tewards  abou t  so l v ing  day - to -day opera t i ona l  p rob lems  
as  we l l  t he  l onger  te rm 

• Of ten  i n  hea l th  ca re  



Changing roles for the OHS-representatives 
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• Pol i t ical  OHS reps  

• A few cases s t i l l  have e lements  of  the t rad i t ional  po l i t ica l  
OSH rep approach  

• Emphasis  both employee representat ion and OHS 
improvements  

• However  the modern pol i t ica l  OHS reps are pol i t ic iz ing 
actors  wi th in  the organisat ion  

• Management dr iven OHS act ivi t ies  

• Management  dominat ion  

• Strategic  OHS act iv i t ies  are cent ra l ised to  the enterpr ise 
top leve l  

• Dai ly operat ion of  the work env i ronment  is  wi th  
profess ional  OHS off icers  or  f i rs t  l ine managers  

• The OHS reps are more or  less push to  the s ide - l ine,   



Mainstreaming of OHS organisation 
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OHS i s  i nc reas ing ly  i n teg ra ted  i n  the  da i l y  opera t i ons  o f  the  f i rms  

• As  opposed  to  the  t rad i t i ona l  o rgan isa t iona l  “ s ide -car ”  metaphor  
(Cu t le r  and  James ,  1997)  

 

… f rom a  separa te  and  i so la ted  i ssue  to  i n teg ra t i on  o f  OHS in to  the  
ma in  management  dec i s ions …  

 

Ma in l y  the  work  o rgan isa t ion  and  management  pe rspec t i ve  

• I nc lude  OHS in  opera t i ona l  management  

 

Be t te r  emp loyee -management  coopera t i on  

 

Risk  o f  management  domina t ion   

 

No t  necessar i l y  improv ing  the  ou tcome!  



Mainstreaming of OHS organisation 
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Mains t reaming  in  the  s tud ied  workp laces  can  be  charac te r i sed  by  fou r  

key  observa t i ons :   

• Management  does  no t  cons ide r  work  env i ronment  as  an  i ssue ,  

wh ich  needs  to  be  g i ven  p r io r i t y  because  o f  emp loyee  demands ,  

bu t  as  pa r t  o f  regu la r  opera t i ons   

• Sys tems  a re  es tab l i shed wh ich  a re  expec ted  to  hand le  work  

env i ronment  i ssues  on  a  day to  day bas i s  and  secur ing  tha t  ma jo r  

prob lems  in  te rms  o f  acc iden ts ,  d i seases ,  emp loyee  comp la in ts  and  

improvement  no t i ces  f rom inspec to rs  a re  avo ided  

• The work  env i ronment  i s  t rea ted  as  o the r  spec i f i c  i ssues  such  as  

qua l i t y  management ,  env i ronmenta l  management  and  HR 

management .  

• Sta f f  and  resources  a re  a l l oca ted  to  ca r ry  ou t  the  tasks  i n  the  OHS 

o rgan isa t ion ,  and  OHS reps  a re  cons idered  par t  o f  th i s  s ta f f  



Professionalization  
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OHS reps have in general  become more professional  

• Often they work as OHS professionals  

• However some companies st i l l  have an ad hoc or  
s ide-car approach 

 

The ad hoc approach:  

• character ised by the absence of  systemat ic  approach to OHS 

• Only acts  i f  acc idents  occur  or  the labour  inspectorate shows 
up 

 

The side-car approach:  

• Formal  s tatus requi red but  wi thout  any genuine or  e ff ic ient  
in tegrat ion in to  the dai ly operat ions of  the f i rm 

• Typica l ly smal l  and medium s ized f i rms  

 



Interaction of approach and OHS reps 
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FIGURE 1 OHS approaches and OHS reps typologies 

General OHS approach 

OHS rep role Side-car Ad hoc Mainstreaming 

Professionalization   ++ 
Systems 

Maintenance  ++ +  

Integration  + ++ 

Political +  + 

Management driven +  ++ 

Source: Own compilation 



Conclusions 
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The ro le  of  the OHS reps are changing  

• Towards problem solv ing f rom represent ing co -workers  

 

The has been a tendency towards  

• Profess ional izat ion of  OHS work  

• Mainst reaming –  in  many companies OHS regulat ion have 

become more in tegrated in  the everyday work of  the f i rms  

• Not  conf l ic t  issue and OHS work needs to  be proact ive  

• This  does not  per  se secure a h igher  leve l  o f  the work 

env i ronment   

 

 


