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Meaningful OSH performance reporting and a new social license to operate 
 

Abstract: This paper explores the challenges and opportunities for improving OSH 

performance reporting, so that it can be more transparent, meaningful and comparable and 

help drive better standards, decision-making and resource allocation. It outlines some recent 

socioeconomic influences and a new social license to operate and summarises international 

developments related to OSH performance reporting. It closes by highlighting areas that the 

Institution of Occupational Safety and Health (IOSH), the Chartered body for OSH 

professionals, has advocated for further attention, including: evidence-base and 

standardisation; harmonising of reporting requirements; protection of data and privacy; 

mandatory requirements; human capital and social value; and the role of OSH professionals. 

The paper aims to support the InGRID expert workshop’s discussions, by focusing on how to 

improve corporate OSH performance monitoring / reporting and the development and use of 

meaningful and comparable OSH indicators.*  

 

Key words: occupational safety and health; performance reporting; sustainability; human 

capital; social license to operate  

 

 

Background  
 

The purpose of measuring health and safety performance is to provide intelligence on the 

status and progress of national or corporate activities to control relevant risks and help direct 

progress. It can help identify areas for improvement and inform focus, prioritisation and 

resourcing – while corporate transparency can enable all stakeholders, both internal and 

external, to assess the organisation’s performance. To do this, stakeholders require 

performance data that is ‘meaningful’ to them and provides a reliable and true picture that can 

be tracked, compared and used to inform decisions. Reputation can be important for securing 

and retaining business, investment, regulator-confidence, and workforce-talent, and so it is 

believed that such transparency can and will motivate action to improve. In support of this 

assertion, a survey found that 79% of respondents indicated a view that corporate 

transparency positively impacts a company’s sustainability performance.1 However, there are 

challenges to overcome, with a recent White Paper by the Yale Initiative on Sustainable 

Finance describing the reporting landscape for environmental, social and governance (ESG) 

disclosures as “vast, messy and complicated”.2   

 

Across the world, approaches to supporting corporate transparency can be broadly divided 

into voluntary, in the form of guidelines, frameworks and standards; and mandatory, in the 

form of regulation and enforcement and there is often overlap between them. Mandatory 

requirements are put in place by governments, government institutions, stock exchanges and 

market regulators. For mandatory, there is a requirement to report, while for voluntary, there 

may be use of the ‘report or explain’ principle. Regulation to mandate non-financial reporting 

has included the UK’s Companies Act 2006 (Strategic Report and Directors Report) 

Regulations 2013,† the EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive 2014/95/EU and also the UK’s 

Modern Slavery Act 2015 (transparency in supply chains)3 and France’s Corporate Duty of 

Vigilance Law 2017. Monitoring work conducted by the ‘Carrots & Sticks’ initiative 

indicates that governments and financial regulators are the most active groups in issuing 

sustainability reporting provisions, followed by stock exchanges and industry bodies.4 

Policymakers and regulators seek to ensure quality and harmonisation of data through the use 

 
* Any views expressed in this paper, where these are not linked to IOSH, are those of the author and not necessarily IOSH, 

and any inaccuracies are the author’s sole responsibility. 
† The UK Corporate Governance and Stewardship Codes are also part of the UK company law framework.  
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of well-designed reporting frameworks and stakeholders require access to information that 

has been dubbed ‘decision-useful’, supporting a need for meaningful indicators.5   

 

On the voluntary approach, an example of a national voluntary initiative was the UK 

regulator’s call for improved OSH corporate reporting in 2000, challenging the top 350 firms 

to report to a common standard, based on the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) guidance as 

part of its Revitalising health and safety agenda.6 This voluntary method was not sufficiently 

successful and there was also limited awareness and use of the HSE’s online reporting tool for 

larger organisations: the Corporate Health and Safety Performance Index (CHaSPI) and for 

SMEs the Health and Safety Performance Indicator (HaSPI),7 which were later discontinued. 

The HSE also commissioned research into ‘Health and Safety Indicators for Institutional 

Investors’ (2002),8 which found investors wanted five or six indicators that were relevant to 

the industry concerned, comparable between companies, and globally applicable. The six 

identified as potential core indicators at that time were: whether a director has been named as 

a health and safety champion; the level of reporting of health and safety management systems; 

the number of fatalities; the lost-time injury rate; the absenteeism rate; the cost of health and 

safety failures; and the study also reported that investors would welcome recommendations 

from the health and safety profession. 

 

There are now numerous voluntary frameworks which can transcend national boundaries and 

have multiple synergies, including the Global Reporting Initiative’s sustainability reporting 

guidelines, OECD guidelines for multinational enterprises (MNE), UN Global Compact, 

Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) 

framework, UN Guiding Principles on business and human rights, Principles for Responsible 

Investment (PRI) Reporting Framework, and many others. Meanwhile, the development of 

occupational health and safety management systems (OHSMS) guidance and standards such 

as BS 8800 and ANSI Z10 have brought accompanying guidance on OSH performance 

indicators. And guidance standards supporting this area include ISO 26000 (Social 

Responsibility) and ISO 30414 (Human resource management – Guidelines for internal and 

external human capital reporting) and ISO/TS 24179 (Human Resources Management and 

Occupational Health and Safety Metrics). Regarding OSH, these last two documents focus 

mainly on reactive or lagging OSH indicators and training data. 

 

Indicators for OHSMS have been identified as potentially helpful by Bennett & Foster 

(2005),9 who reviewed studies on leading OSH indicators, and cover work seeking to 

establish relationships between leading OSH indicators and OSH outcomes and summarise 

several studies, noting linkage between organisational characteristics and safety outcomes, 

though insufficiently strong for clear conclusions. They highlight recurrent themes of health 

and safety culture and systems and healthy and safe person and place. They conclude that the 

fundamentals of an OSHMS provide a strong basis for indicators, but procedures need 

cultural underpinning to work well. 

 

Further to this, a study into the Analytic-Hierarchy Process based selection of leading key 

performance indicators (KPIs) by Podgorski (2015),10 proposes an operationally focused 

minimum set of KPIs assigned to OHSMS components, based on ‘SMART’ criteria and 

tailored to specific conditions. The researcher believes this could potentially provide a concise 

picture of system performance and allow better responses to early signs of irregularity system 

wide. This work was further explored by the ‘KPI-OSH Tool’ international project. Similarly, 

the ANSI ASSP Z10 Guidance and Implementation Manual (Chapter 17 – Metrics and 

Measurement) uses the acronym ‘SMARTER’ with ‘E’ representing ‘evaluation’ and the ‘R’ 

representing ‘readjustment’. 
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Challenges and opportunities to improve  
 

Quality and verifiability  

 

While welcomed by their advocates, the growth in reporting requirements has also been 

referred to as ‘alphabet soup’ by others,2 with concern from some multinational organisations 

that they create administrative burden.4 Efforts to limit the quantity of data and focus on 

relevance have resulted in the use of the concept of ‘materiality’, a term used in financial 

reporting intended to ensure inclusions contain the most important information. There are 

various definitions of materiality and there has been concern from civil society about an 

overly narrow view. 

 

IOSH first advocated that OSH was material to all businesses in a submission to the UK 

Government’s Operating and Financial Review Working Group on Materiality in 2003: “We 

believe it is probably the case that, if asked, most directors would acknowledge “people are 

the company’s most valuable asset” and that consequently, protection of employees is 

material to all employers. It is by ensuring the health and safety of their workers that 

businesses help maintain their reliability and their skill and experience base – crucial in 

today’s competitive environment.”11  

 

This point about the value of employees required emphasis, because where financial reporting 

has focussed on requirements for shareholders and investors, and non-financial reporting has 

historically been dominated by the environment, important topics, such as OSH, need to 

secure their place too. Some examples of definitions related to materiality include: 

 

International Integrated Reporting Council  

 

“A matter is material if it could substantively affect the organization’s ability to create 

value in the short, medium and long term.” 

 

EU Accounting Directive (2013/34/EU) 

 

Article 2(16) of the Accounting Directive defines material information as “the status of 

information where its omission or misstatement could reasonably be expected to influence 

decisions that users make on the basis of the financial statements of the undertaking. The 

materiality of individual items shall be assessed in the context of other similar items”. 

Article 19a(1) covers non-financial reporting by certain entities as required by the EU 

Non-Financial Reporting Directive, which is an amendment to the Accounting Directive, 

as follows: 

 

EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive (2014/95/EU) 

 

“…shall include in the management report a non-financial statement containing 

information to the extent necessary for an understanding of the undertaking's 

development, performance, position and impact of its activity, relating to, as a minimum, 

environmental, social and employee matters, respect for human rights, anti-corruption 

and bribery matters…” 

 

Financial Reporting Council  

 

“…information is considered to be material if its misstatement or omission individually or 

in aggregate could influence the economic decisions of users on the basis of the financial 

information provided.” 
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Sustainability Accounting Standards Board  

 

“…financially material issues, which are the issues that are reasonably likely to impact 

the financial condition or operating performance of a company and therefore are most 

important to investors.” 

 

International Accounting Standards Board  

 

“Information is material if omitting, misstating or obscuring it could reasonably be 

expected to influence the decisions that the primary users of general-purpose financial 

statements make on the basis of those financial statements, which provide financial 

information about a specific reporting entity.” 

 

Global Reporting Initiative  

 

Current definition: “topic that reflects a reporting organization’s significant economic, 

environmental and social impacts; or that substantively influences the assessments and 

decisions of stakeholders.” (GRI 101, 2016) 

 

Proposed revised definition: “topic that reflects the organization’s most significant 

impacts on the economy, environment, and people, including impacts on human rights.” 

(GRI Universal Standards: GRI 101, 102, and 103 Exposure draft, 2020) 

 

The need to produce disclosures about issues that are material to multiple stakeholders has 

been referred to as the ‘double materiality’ principle by the European Commission,12 covering 

the impacts of ESG issues on organisations and the impact of organisations on ESG issues. 

And the UK Financial Reporting Council (FRC) is now consulting on a new corporate 

reporting model, through proposals for a network of interconnected reports, with materiality 

depending on the communication objective of each report.13 

 

Another issue to be addressed is a tendency for non-financial data to be unverified, as 

indicated in the recent public consultation EC Review of the Non-Financial Reporting 

Directive, which highlighted that assurance of the content of the non-financial statement 

(unlike the financial elements), is not currently required.12 The need for this to be remedied is 

supported by the recent WEF / IBC Measuring Stakeholder Capitalism White Paper,14 which 

makes the argument that the interrelation of economic, environmental and social elements is 

increasingly material to sustainable value creation and that investors and stakeholders now 

expect non-financial disclosures to have “…the same discipline and rigour as financial 

information.”  

 

Comparability and balance 

 

Corporate reporting on OSH issues to national regulators differ worldwide and within 

countries, with deficiencies in national notification and recording systems for occupational 

diseases and also lack of coverage of the informal sector. Additionally, separate government 

functions capture different information, which is not always shared, and in many countries the 

only OSH indicators are failure statistics, with few requiring positive leading indicators or 

collecting data on the benefits of a prevention culture.15 As well as creating difficulties for 

enforcement and allocation of resources, these inconsistencies also affect the public reports 

produced and their comparability. ILO has reported that it may develop a ‘Confidence Level 

Index’ to allow the assessment of national OSH notification and recording systems’ 

reliability, providing a potential explanation for increases in reported failure statistics.15 
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IOSH advocates meaningful, comparable and reliable OSH performance reporting in its 

policy position16 so that users can assess performance, making informed decisions and 

support delivery of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. IOSH co-founded the Center for 

Safety and Health Sustainability (CSHS) to promote public disclosure and standardised OSH 

reporting metrics. CSHS commissioned two research studies that helped demonstrate 

problems with comparability. The first of these17 collected publicly available data from the 

Corporate Knights 2011 Global 100 most sustainable corporations in the world. It found high 

variability in terms and definition used to report OSH, making it difficult to use reports to 

compare performance across organisations. Examples related to rates of injury, report-worthy 

injury or incident, lost day accidents and absenteeism. Also, to the formulas used to determine 

injury rates, occupational disease rates, lost day rates (both workers / employees and 

contractors) and absentee rates. Specific findings for work-related injuries included: 6 

different formulas used to calculate injury rate overall; 12 different terms used for rates of 

injury; and 15 different methods used to define a report-worthy injury or incident.  

 

The second study18 used the Corporate Knights 2016 listing and found similar problems 

regarding the lack of standardised terms, definitions, and formulas used to report OHS 

performance, making comparison difficult. Examples included: 14 different definitions used 

for workers; 12 different definitions of absentee or explanations of the scope of absenteeism-

related information used; and 11 different formulas used to calculate the absentee rate. 

 

The CSHS offers guidance19 on OSH performance reporting, aiming to provide clarity and 

consistency. Sets of ‘mixed’ or ‘balanced’ indicators are advocated with both leading 

(preventive) and lagging (failure) data, and linkage between the two. This is to remedy the 

historic focus mainly on failure data (also referred to as lagging, reactive or negative 

indicators), given the many weaknesses associated with solely relying on this data, including 

under-reporting, that there is a delay before the onset of long-latency disease, and lagging data 

does not necessarily inform how to prevent further failure. 

 

Predictive value and language use 

 

Research by Rogers et al found a lack of evidence on the predictive value of leading 

indicators and issues around understanding of terminology.20 This study into ‘leading 

indicators’ cited potential examples of metric topics, including on occupational health 

management systems; exposure monitoring; controls such as training; and worker attitude 

surveys. However, in contrast to the evidence in the safety field, it found little work on the 

predictive validity of leading indicators for assessing the reduction in long-latency diseases, 

suggesting this could be progressed using expert judgement ‘Delphi’ studies. Subsequent 

work in this area has included studies such as the Ontario Leading Indicators Project21 and a 

psychometric analysis of the ‘Organisational Performance Metric – Monash University 

(OPM-MU)’, which found it had potential as an initial flag of the leading indicators of OSH 

and as a benchmarking tool within and across organisations.22  

 

Language and terminology used in performance reporting can create issues and Rogers et al 

found that while some participants had good understanding of the term ‘leading indicators’, 

others were unaware of it. While, in their 2020 paper on developing proactive leading 

indicators for safety, health and wellbeing at work,23 Zwetsloot et al identify ‘blurry 

delineations’ and ambiguity, and proposals for using a more generic indicator term e.g. key; 

performance; or key performance. In addition, they report that some authors prefer to refer to 

‘positive indicators’ rather than leading, while others use ‘activities’ (for leading) and 

‘results’ (for lagging). 

 

On performance monitoring and measurement, the ILO-OSH 2001 Guidelines on 

occupational health and safety management systems use the terms ‘proactive’ and ‘reactive’ 
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monitoring. This terminology is also used by the UK Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in 

its publication A guide to measuring health and safety performance, and in BS 18004 and BS 

OHSAS 18001. HSE also used the terms ‘active’ and ‘reactive’ monitoring in its publication 

on Successful health and safety management (HSG65). The forthcoming ISO standard on 

performance evaluation will be an opportunity to clarify the terminology. 

 

The UK’s FRC discussion paper also seeks clarification of the term ‘impact’ used in non-

financial reporting, proposing that it should include internal and external outcomes and 

societal impacts with links to the UN Sustainable Development Goals.12  

 

 

Socioeconomic influences and a new social license to operate 
 

The term ‘social license to operate’ is believed to have been first used in 1997 during 

evidence to the World Bank on mining challenges, following criticisms after a dam failure at 

a mine in the Philippines which released toxic mud, burying a village. Subsequently, a 

bulletin ‘earning a social license to operate’ sought to clarify this concept of ‘social risk’ and 

‘problems of legitimacy’ for mining companies, explaining that such licenses required 

operations to have the approval or the broad acceptance of society.24 

 

In recent decades, there has been growing stakeholder interest in social responsibility issues 

and, following corporate scandals such as Enron and the global financial crisis, calls for 

improved corporate transparency. The Rana Plaza factory disaster in 2013 further shocked 

many consumers and resulted in demands to know more about the working conditions of 

those producing the garments being offered by the fashion brands. Rising concern over supply 

chains, labour provisions and human rights have given birth to initiatives such as the 

Corporate Human Rights Benchmark, a collaboration led by investors and civil society 

organisations to create the first open and public benchmark of corporate human rights 

performance. Digital communications and growth in the knowledge and service sectors has 

encouraged more value to be attributed to non-tangible corporate assets, such as human 

capital management (including OSH) and corporate reputation. This surge in demand for ESG 

visibility has helped rebalance the overall reporting landscape from the previously financially 

dominated one.   

 

Meanwhile, the major global challenges such as climate change, poverty and inequality have 

led to the UN Sustainable Development Goals for 2030. There is heightened recognition that 

national and international transparency offers many benefits to governments, including 

corporate progress towards the agreed goals and more stable markets, due to non-financial 

risk visibility.4 Recent social developments include increased stakeholder activism on issues 

such as the environment, racism, and sexism and harassment. These highlight stakeholder 

concerns and demands for national and corporate improvements and a ‘new social license’ to 

operate and govern in today’s more socially aware world.  

 

The current Coronavirus pandemic has amplified the potential links between environmental 

factors, such as animal management and zoonosis; social issues, particularly virus 

transmission; and economic damage from associated trade and employment losses. It has also 

shone a light on inequality, exposing severe vulnerabilities regarding health-risk and the 

related socioeconomic shocks. Stakeholders across the spectrum, from governments to local 

communities, expect that businesses will take their social responsibility seriously and 

prioritise the need to keep people safe and healthy. This may require them adjusting their 

business models to better serve the needs of society during this pandemic and beyond, with 

some changes becoming permanent features. IOSH and other advocates of ‘revitalising and 

building back better and healthier’ argue for improved transparency to ensure that public 

investment supports OSH, healthier environments and healthier populations (see fig.1).25  
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Figure 1. Revitalising and building back better and healthier 

 

 

 
 

 

Most consumers who took part in Accenture’s 2018 survey 26 said that they wanted socially 

responsible brands, particularly Millennials and GenZs. This group value ethical organisations 

and many companies have changed to generate positive societal impact, according to 

Deloitte.27 While a recent GlobeScan survey,28 reports that business purpose is evolving, with 

more than 90% of respondents feeling the purpose of business is to create value for all 

stakeholders, rather than increase profit alone. And a similar proportion (nearly 85% of 

respondents) feeling that societal expectations for purposeful corporate leadership will be 

higher a year from now than they are today. The survey also found that activities relating to 

diversity, ensuring employee health and safety, and environment and climate are most 

important for stakeholders, reporting a large degree of alignment across stakeholder types in 

the importance rating. This social focus is supported by the recent UK FRC’s ‘citizen juries’, 

which discussed ‘purposeful companies’ and felt it important that such organisations “create 

long-term value by serving the needs of society”.12  

 

The combination of these socioeconomic influences supports the case that the new social 

license to operate goes beyond social acceptance and that the many recent challenges have 

now created a societal expectation that organisations should prioritise the public good. 

IOSH’s policy position on sustainability29 highlights the crucial role of the social (people) 

element with the ‘people-planet-profit-principles’ dynamic, and that the successful resolution 

of major global challenges relies on long-term strategies and effective workers, creating a 

mutually beneficial system (see fig.2). 
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Figure 2. OSH and the sustainability landscape 

 

 

 
 

 

It has previously been asserted by OSH professionals that in order to ensure corporate social 

responsibility during hard economic times, it should be embedded in company values and 

‘corporate DNA’.30 Socially responsible organisations can be seen by stakeholders to be 

responsive to the new reality and a new social license to operate, by demonstrating good 

governance and protection of people, planet and prosperity to deliver social value, as 

proposed in the recent ‘stakeholder capitalism’ work below. 

 

 

International initiatives related to OSH performance reporting 
 

The world’s urgent environmental problems and the devastating socioeconomic shocks from 

Coronavirus pandemic, have accelerated the work of standard-setters to support strengthened 

transparency on economic, environment, social and governance issues. 

 

Universal stakeholder capitalism metrics  

 

The World Economic Forum and its International Business Council have issued a White 

Paper Measuring Stakeholder Capitalism – towards common metrics and consistent reporting 

of sustainable value creation.14 This highlights the changing expectations of the role of 

corporations and the need for them to ‘enhance their social license to operate’, using long-

term value creation that meets the wider demands of people and planet. To support this, they 

are seeking to improve how companies measure and demonstrate their contributions towards 

sustainability. They have produced ‘Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics’, which they intend as a 

set of universal, cross-sectoral ESG metrics that can be used to align mainstream performance 

reporting against ESG indicators and consistently track contributions to the Sustainable 

Development Goals. 
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The WEF / IBC recommend metrics which are grouped under four sections: principles of 

governance; planet; people; and prosperity. Companies are encouraged to report against as 

many metrics as they deem material, using a ‘disclose or explain’ approach. WEF believes the 

work of IBC is complementary to that of the ‘statement of intent’ collaboration outlined 

below. It emphasises that by reporting on these metrics in their mainstream report and 

integrating them into business strategy, companies can demonstrate diligence to both 

shareholders and stakeholders. 

 

Standard-setters collaboration on comprehensive corporate reporting 

 

Five global organisations (CDP, CDSB, GRI, IIRC and SASB) whose frameworks and 

standards guide sustainability and integrated reporting, have issued a ‘statement of intent’ to 

work together towards comprehensive corporate reporting, including financial and 

sustainability disclosures.31 They are: the Carbon Disclosure Project; the Climate Disclosure 

Standards Board; the Global Reporting Initiative; the International Integrated Reporting 

Council; and the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board. The statement refers to the 

changing interest in various topics for different users as ‘dynamic materiality’.  

 

The intention of this group is to provide joint market guidance on applying their frameworks 

and standards in a complementary (nested) way; a joint vision of how these elements can 

serve as a natural starting point towards a more coherent, comprehensive corporate reporting 

system; and a joint commitment for deeper collaboration and engagement with other 

interested stakeholders. The paper highlights the role of the EU Taxonomy for sustainable 

finance, believing the role of the EU to be crucial in achieving a global solution. The 

Technical Expert Group believes that a fully realised taxonomy should incorporate additional 

dimensions, including social objectives.  

 

Human rights focus  

 

IOSH advocates that OSH is a fundamental right for all workers and improved transparency, 

due diligence and harmonisation of reporting requirements can ensure this is a reality.32 

Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI) is a UN-supported international network of 

investors working together to implement its six voluntary and aspirational principles for 

incorporating ESG issues into investment practice and include: “seek appropriate disclosure 

on ESG issues by the entities in which we invest”. PRI represents and supports over 2,000 

financial institutions that manage assets worth more than US$80 trillion and has recently 

consulted on Why and how investors should act on human rights.33 This consultation focuses 

on the responsibility of institutional investors to respect human rights, with increasing 

stakeholder expectation due to a growing awareness of the issues and the role of investors in 

real-world outcomes. It emphasises that failure to meet these expectations can threaten the 

financial sector’s ‘social license to operate’. Flagging that PRI signatories have human and 

labour rights as a priority issue, it seeks to remedy its finding that many institutional investors 

are “unaware or unclear” how to meet their responsibilities, by introducing specific questions 

in the PRI reporting framework in order to “drive meaningful data that allows investors to 

manage risks to people”. 

 

Sustainability reporting and OSH and labour provisions  

 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) provides a framework and guidelines on sustainability 

reporting, covering economic, environmental and social performance, which in 2016, became 

standards. The standards are used by thousands of reporters in more than 100 countries. GRI 

has worked with governmental and institutional funders to advance its reporting framework 

and the positive impact of sustainability reporting. 
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IOSH was a member of the GRI Project Work Group that developed the recent reporting 

standard GRI 403: occupational health and safety 2018. This updated GRI’s previous 

requirements and aligned with ISO 45001. Important new features included: a strengthened 

management approach focused on leading indicators; more people covered by the term 

‘workers’; and focus on both prevention of harm and promotion of health (based on the 

Sustainable Development Goals). It also has greater emphasis on health issues (physical and 

mental); injury severity is measured by recovery time and not just lost time; and improved 

data collection, including on sex, gender, age and migrant status where relevant.  

 

This year, GRI seeks to increase focus on human rights, due diligence, responsible business 

conduct, governance and verifiability of data. It has issued an exposure draft consultation on 

Universal Standards GRI 101 (changing from ‘Foundation’ to ‘Using the GRI Standards’), 

GRI 102 (changing from ‘General disclosures’ to ‘About the Organisation’) and GRI 103 

(changing from ‘Management approach’ to ‘Material Topics’), which IOSH has responded to.  

 

In recent years, there has been steady movement seeking to improve OSH performance 

transparency and this has resulted in the publication of two new guidance documents on 

leading performance indicators related to OSH, outlined below. 

 

Guidance on proactive leading indicators for safety, health and wellbeing at work 

 

IOSH provided background to the International Social Security Association (ISSA) to help 

inform the concept of measuring prevention culture34 and this contributed to the Vision Zero 

strategy. More recently, following requests from Vison Zero companies, a project has 

developed a set of 14 proactive leading indicators for safety, health and wellbeing at work, 

together with associated factsheets on good practice, to complement the ISSA Vison Zero 

initiative – the Vision Zero: Proactive leading indicators guide.35 Results can be presented 

qualitatively and quantitatively, and the indicators are designed for use by both small and 

large organisations across all sectors as benchmarking and key performance indicators. They 

are intended to better direct and control safety, health and wellbeing processes and to support 

the development of a prevention culture. The authors recommend how the indicators can be 

refined and improved through future research.    

 

Guidance on leading health metrics in OHS programs  

 

On behalf of CSHS, the American Industrial Hygiene Association conducted a literature 

review concerning corporate reporting on occupational health issues, to help establish ‘best 

practice’ for leading health metrics in OHS programs. The resulting guide36 is aimed at 

occupational and environmental health and safety professionals and managers seeking to help 

organisations protect and enhance workers’ health and wellbeing. The guide selects leading 

health indicators as its focus, to address the current situation in which many metrics relate to 

safety and injuries, thereby closing a gap in indicators and helping inform action to prevent 

exposure to health hazards. In addition to a table of leading health metrics examples and 

sources, and a resource Appendix that IOSH contributed to, the guide includes a section on 

how to develop a ‘balanced set’ of leading health metrics, with complementary leading and 

lagging indicators. One method described is using the numerator in identification or 

evaluation metric, as the denominator for the next metric. The guide advocates a 

multidisciplinary approach, worker participation, and that each metric has a target goal. It 

concludes that effective metrics are unique to organisations, but that they follow some 

common approaches.   
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Future developments  
 

Review of the EU Non-Financial Reporting Directive   

 

The Non-Financial Reporting Directive (NFRD) amends the Accounting Directive and 

requires certain large companies to include a non-financial statement as part of their public 

reporting obligations. It identifies four sustainability issues: environment; social and 

employee issues; human rights; and bribery and corruption. Companies are required to 

disclose information “to the extent necessary for an understanding of the development, 

performance, position and impact of [the company’s] activities.” This covers how 

sustainability issues may affect the company and how the company affects society – the so-

called ‘double materiality’ perspective. 

 

The 2020 consultation paper for reviewing NFRD highlights that sustainability crises have 

meant the need for non-financial information has grown rapidly for users and investors.37 This 

is driven by a need to understand the associated financial risks; a growth in financial products 

seeking to address environmental and social problems; and forthcoming EU law regulating 

sustainability disclosures in financial services and a classification system (taxonomy) of 

sustainable economic activities. Problems identified with current reporting include: that 

reported non-financial information is insufficiently comparable or reliable; that unnecessary 

information is included and necessary information omitted; that some companies from which 

users want such information, do not report it; and that it is hard for users to find such 

information, even if reported. 

 

The European Green Deal commits the European Commission to review the NFRD to 

strengthen sustainable investment. Its consultation strategy includes public comment, which 

IOSH was pleased to provide, and targeted surveys of SMEs and companies currently under 

NFRD scope. 

 

Europe’s new due diligence law 

 

The impetus for regulatory harmonisation in trade-related labour and OSH practices, at an 

international level, is being supported by a legally binding instrument on transnational 

corporations and other business enterprises with respect to human rights and decent work, 

which is being discussed and prioritised.38 At the European level, legislation is due to be 

introduced in 2021 to make human rights due diligence mandatory for EU companies.39 Due 

diligence is at the centre of the UN Guiding Principles on business and human rights and the 

OECD MNE Guidelines referred to earlier.  

 

Due diligence has been described by civil society advocates40 as “…a continuous, preventive, 

risk-based process through which all business enterprises must effectively identify and assess; 

cease, prevent and mitigate; track and monitor; and communicate and account for specific 

risks and actual and potential adverse impacts in their operations and along their global 

value chains and business relationships.” The nature of these future mandatory corporate 

decision-making and instruments could help improve prioritisation of human rights, labour 

and OSH provisions in trade and investment. It may also strengthen the requirements for 

transparency and performance reporting on this topic.  

 

International Standard on OHSMS performance metrics 

 

IOSH contributed to the development of the first truly international standard on occupational 

health and safety management systems, ISO 45001 and its Clause 9: Performance evaluation, 

which requires organisations to implement processes “…for monitoring, measurement, 

analysis and performance evaluation” as well as processes for evaluating compliance with 
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legal and other requirements. The Annex (guidance on use) provides non-exhaustive 

examples of elements that can be monitored and measured. 

 

The Technical Committee established by ISO to oversee the review and development of ISO 

45001 and related standards has agreed to consider a proposal for a new standard ISO 45004 

Occupational Health and Safety Management – Guidelines for OH&S Performance 

Evaluation and Work Group 4 has been set up for this, which IOSH is a member of as a 

Category A Liaison body to ISO. 

 

It is intended that ISO 45004 will provide guidance on how to measure, monitor, evaluate and 

continually improve occupational health and safety performance and the OH&S management 

system effectively in an organization. Aiming to be applicable to all organisations regardless 

of type, size or location and used to support OHSMSs based on ISO 45001, it will also 

provide guidance on the development, selection, implementation and evaluation of indicators. 

 

 

Conclusion and areas for further attention 
 

This paper has briefly explored the need for (and progress towards) meaningful and 

comparable OSH performance reporting, within the context of today’s new social license to 

operate, stimulated by environmental and socioeconomic pressures and COVID-19. It has 

highlighted impetus for measuring sustainable value creation, providing decision-useful 

information and producing combined reports (people, planet, profit and principles); 

emphasising the key importance of OSH and wellbeing, labour provisions and human rights 

and recognising OSH as a fundamental right for all workers. It has also touched on relevant 

discussion points and highlights six potential areas for further attention. 

 

Evidence-base and standardisation  

 

Supporting the need for better quality and decision-useful data, areas for improvement include 

identifying methods for building the evidence-base for predictive leading health indicators. 

This can help organisations to select those most helpful to their OSH risk management needs 

and help users to better interpret reported data. User-feedback will also help with the further 

development of new tools such as the Vision Zero proactive leading indicators and the WEF / 

IBC ‘Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics’, both of which highlight the need for leading indicators 

to be ‘actionable’ so they can lead to more effective harm prevention and OSH improvements.  

 

The needs of stakeholders and decision-makers for better standardisation and comparability of 

data, supports the potential value in a common set of OSH indicators, such as those developed 

by CSHS and IOSH, with organisations also designing and tailoring meaningful additional 

metrics to ensure continual improvement of their particular OSH risk management 

arrangements.   

 

Harmonising of reporting requirements 

 

In order to address the so-called ‘alphabet soup’ of different requirements mentioned above, 

harmonisation is required. The International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) 

Foundation provides standards for all or most publicly accountable entities (listed companies 

and financial institutions) in 144 jurisdictions worldwide. It is currently consulting on how it 

may approach sustainability reporting and the urgent need for further consistency and 

comparability.  

 

The option IFRS Foundation is exploring is for it to create a ‘Sustainability Standards Board’ 

(SSB) and become a standard-setter, seeking to reduce complexity and consolidate existing 
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initiatives and “harmonise and streamline sustainability reporting”. The new SSB would 

operate alongside the International Accountancy Standards Board and strengthen the 

interconnect between financial and sustainability reporting. Importantly, the ‘joint statement’ 

signatories (CDP, CDSB, GRI, IIRC and SASB) are committed to engaging with the 

International Organization of Securities Commissions (IOSCO) and IFRS Foundation and 

with the WEF / IBC initiative outlined above. On labour and human rights issues, IOSH’s 

White Paper on tackling modern slavery together has called for harmonised international 

reporting requirements.32   

 

Protection of data and privacy 

 

The use of artificial intelligence and the Internet of Things means that more performance data 

can be generated and analysed on workers across the world. While recognising the potential 

benefits, for example, alerting workers to dangerous situations, it will also be important that 

personal data and privacy are protected. These are points IOSH made in its submission to the 

EU White Paper on Artificial Intelligence – A European approach to excellence and trust,41 

which is examining public policy options for a future regulatory framework. IOSH has also 

advocated a new reporting standard covering artificial intelligence and ethical use of data. 

 

Mandatory requirements 

 

On the review of the NFR Directive, IOSH has called for a wider definition of materiality; the 

requirement for leading and lagging (proactive and reactive) indicators on OSH management 

performance; access to OSH assistance; and the management of human capital. Also, stronger 

assurance requirements for NFR, including on the materiality assessment process. The NFRD 

is highlighted as presenting a useful opportunity to research the real effects of reporting on 

business practices, in a literature review for the UK FRC’s corporate reporting consultation.42 

 

More generally, IOSH has called for OSH to be recognised as a fundamental right, which will 

be supported by the forthcoming legislation on mandatory due diligence. In the UK, IOSH has 

advocated extension of modern slavery disclosure requirements to the public sector, as well as 

‘core’ mandatory content and a central online repository, all of which the government has 

committed to do. As referenced above, the EU Taxonomy has considerable potential for 

development. Intended as a tool to support investors, companies, issuers and others move to 

“a low-carbon, resilient and resource-efficient economy,” it sets ‘technical screening criteria’ 

for economic activities related to the environment and minimum safeguards e.g. OECD MNE 

and UN Guiding Principles on business and human rights. Importantly for OSH, it is 

recognised that the Taxonomy should be further developed to include ‘social objectives’ and 

the Taxonomy Regulation includes future reviews by the European Commission on the 

potential inclusion of ‘social criteria’.43   

 

Human capital and social value 

 

Meanwhile, looking more widely, organisations such as the Social & Human Capital 

Coalition and the UK’s Office for National Statistics (ONS) are exploring how to improve 

human capital indicators and the measurement of social value to help inform public-policy. 

IOSH has contributed to both these projects and there is ongoing work on them.  

 

Human capital is defined by the ONS as a measure of the skills, knowledge and experience of 

an individual or population which can be applied in the economy or in society at large. And it 

highlights that human capital is widely recognised as a driver of productivity and helps people 

achieve their needs and wants and improve their well-being. The ONS currently measures 

human capital stock in monetary terms, as the discounted lifetime earnings of the working age 

population. It uses an internationally recognised approach set out in the United Nations 
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Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) guide on Measuring Human Capital. It is now 

considering and consulting on44 how to improve and expand on its existing estimates to meet 

a wider set of users’ needs, such as:  

 

• Understanding skills gaps and the threats of automation across all sectors  

• The value for money of education and training, from vocational and higher education 

to apprenticeships and job-related training  

• Producing international comparable estimates of human capital 

 

ONS takes a life-time acquisition approach to human capital accumulation, from pre-birth, 

pre-school, education, career and post-working age.  

 

 

Figure 3. Lifetime acquisition model of human capital 

 

  
Source: UK Office for National Statistics – Human Capital Indicators consultation 2019 

 

 

IOSH has advocated a broader scope for ONS that considers human capital impacts related to 

OSH, including on communities, economies and societies; and for filling specific data-gaps, 

including on: 

 

• Appropriate OSH awareness in national, professional and vocational education to help 

create a risk-intelligent society 

• The ability to manage OSH risk and foster supportive workplace cultures 

• The ability to provide ‘good work’ in which all ages can fulfil their potential 

• The ability to prevent work-related injury and illness and exposures to work-related 

health hazards that can cause long-latency conditions, such as noise induced hearing 

loss and occupational cancers 

• Potential linkage between national investment in OSH education, management and 

regulation and national health, wellbeing and social value 

 

The role of OSH professionals 

 

OSH professionals have a crucial role in helping organisations to create reporting and 

learning cultures, in which prevention lessons are learned from investigating near-misses, 

hazard exposure, injuries and ill health, as well as from the evaluation of OSH interventions 

and risk control measures. The new social license to operate underlines the importance of 

helping organisations and policymakers to gauge the many benefits of effective OSH 

management, including to individuals, families, communities, businesses and economies and 

the overall economic and social value of good OSH. As well as designing meaningful OSH 
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performance indicators and analysing and communicating results, OSH professionals also 

have expertise in audit, monitoring, investigation and continual improvement. 

 

In conclusion, noting the progress made and areas for further development, the author 

believes that the current surge of interest in social issues and comprehensive corporate 

reporting can potentially provide the engagement, focus and commitment needed to improve 

OSH performance reporting. A combination of better-quality, more accessible OSH 

performance reporting, and improved evaluation of OSH interventions across life-courses for 

their corporate and social value, can help ensure adequate allocation of resources for OSH 

capacity-building and delivery, supporting a safer, healthier and more sustainable future for 

all. IOSH continues to work to help progress improved performance evaluation and 

transparency and welcomes feedback, information-sharing and collaboration on this important 

topic (email richard.jones@iosh.com or publicaffairs@iosh.com).  
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