SPECIAL ISSUE TOPIC
Occupational health and safety: Stakeholders’ perspectives


Occupational health and safety (OSH) is an important employment relations (ER) issue and, internationally, a spate of recent events has once again seen it placed atop various ER agendas. In developed countries a key contributory element for this has been the diminishing role of unions and in the New Zealand context it was this in conjunction with the Pike River Coal Mine disaster and a host of graphic social reporting by the media, which brought the issue of workplace health and safety to the forefront of everyone’s attention. These activities served to highlight two important things:  by comparison, New Zealand’s accident and injury rates were exorbitant; and that employers were not sufficiently accountable for the welfare of their workers. Consequently, impelled by a ground swelling of public opinion, change was deemed urgent and employer groups in conjunction with the State swung into immediate action. This was evidenced by the commissioning and development of a series of working papers and reports (e.g. The Report of the Independent Taskforce on Workplace Health and Safety, April 2013; Wellness in the Workplace, 2013; and Workplace Health and Safety, 2012), with these subsequently informing a revamping of legislation. Coming into force in April of 2016, the Health and Safety at Work Act (HSWA, 2015) is explicitly aimed at securing “the health and safety” of workplaces and their employees. The act has raised a lot of questions about obligations and liabilities, including how best employers can assure the welfare and protection of their employees and where do employer responsibilities lie and where do their liabilities start and stop. These are questions which will undoubtedly impact on the nature of employment relationships and practices and consequently require some discussion. 

We believe that it is now timely to revisit OHS. Setting this as the aim of this of our Special Issue we are particularly interested in understanding the full gamut of issues which fall within the workplace health and safety remit according to its various stakeholders. Accordingly we are seeking papers which explore the views of ER stakeholders’ (i.e. employers, the State, employees/unions, academics and media) views towards a range of contemporary themes connected to OHS. We would ask submitting authors to note that papers may address one, several or all of these stakeholder perspectives and can be conceptual, empirical or commentary in composition. Additionally, papers which address this theme using industry, country and/or comparative frameworks are also sought. We welcome papers on any issue related broadly to the OHS theme and offer a few suggestions for contributions below:

What is occupational health and safety?
Given recent changes to the legislative framework we welcome papers which explore a range of related OHS regulatory themes, including how OHS definitions have progressively evolved in response to changes in work and workplace practices; how have these changes been mirrored in the legislation and how does the current statute define OSH; how might employers, senior managers, and/or boards of directors respond to the more stringent responsibilities afforded by the legislation and how does this differ from the onus of responsibility of previous regulatory frameworks. Relatedly, there are also a plethora of stakeholder views which have been used to define the remit of OHS. For example, while employers generally see this as something which encompasses the whole of employees’ welfare, it is often narrowly construed so that only aspects related to only the physical health of workers are emphasised. In a similar fashion the State does a similar thing, but at least in their case lip service is also afforded to workers’ psychological and social welfare; and while the views of employees are largely an unknown quantity, preliminary evidence from one contemporary study (Edgar et al., 2015), along with a brief review of employment-related cases, lead us to speculate that this group similarly considers health and safety as pertaining to one’s physical health. Academics, on the other hand, have tried to broaden this remit, arguing for workplaces to adopt a more robust interpretation of OHS which would see the physical, social and psychological health dimensions of employees cared for (Grant et al., 2007) – this agenda has largely fallen on deaf ears. Thus, a number of important questions including what should be placed under the OHS remit; how do these differing views influence what gets put on OHS agendas in the workplace; and how do they influence what gets researched?   

Alcohol and Drug Use in the Workplace
Alcohol and drug use in the workplace is a growing issue. How are employers, employees and the law responding to this situation? What are prevailing attitudes towards the consumption of alcohol in the workplace? In this past this has often been used as a social lubricant for harmonising employment relations – is this still the case? Papers might consider some questions surrounding the role alcohol now plays within contemporary organisations; and how current legislation impacts this.  

Sports Management – Players’ Welfare
The sporting profession is a relatively new area to be impacted by current health and safety legislation. A great deal of media hype surrounding the responsibilities of coaches to their players with the issue of concussion in the rugby/football sporting domain receiving considerable media attention. What are coaches doing to manage these responsibilities; what are the views of players; and what are their obligations under current legislative frameworks?    

Regulating for Workplace Health and Safety
An appraisal of the legislation – its strengths and weaknesses along with how this differs from the old is also required. This type of commentary would no doubt be useful in helping employers to understand their new responsibilities and how their practices might be engineered to ensure compliance. Who now holds responsibility for enforcing health and safety legislation along with the penalties for non-compliance are also fruitful areas for examination. 
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