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Description Medium sized business initiative - executive
summary

executive summary

Background

The medium sized business initiative (MSBI) was
developed in response to an identified over-
representation of medium sized businesses amongst
workers’ compensation claims. This group of
businesses employs one in five of Queensland
workers (approximately 18 per cent of the
Queensland workforce), yet accounts for more than
33 per cent of workers’ compensation claims lodged
each year.

The objectives of the initiative were to:

Increase medium sized businesses’ willingness
to better manage workplace health and safety.

1.

Increase knowledge of workplace health and
safety management systems and obligations in
medium sized businesses.

2.

Increase WHSQ’s capability to implement a
statewide MSBI initiative.

3.

Improve medium sized businesses’ capability to
develop and manage health and safety systems.

4.

Improve medium sized businesses’ capability to
better identify and manage MSD risks and
hazards.

5.



Reduce fatalities and injuries among
Queensland’s medium sized businesses.

6.

Scope of the initiative

The medium sized business initiative (MSBI) involved
Workplace Health and Safety inspectors visiting all
medium sized businesses across Queensland to
assess how they managed health and safety in their
workplaces and prevented workplace incidents and
injuries.

Medium sized businesses are defined by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics as having between 17
and 200 employees (the definition of a small business
allows up to 20 employees so there is a small overlap
between the two groups). Accurate information on the
number of employees in businesses with workers’
compensation policies is not available and so the
declared wages of policy holders was used to identify
medium sized businesses. Businesses with declared
wages of between $1 million and $10 million were
identified as those most likely to have between 17
and 200 employees.

All medium sized businesses were offered the
opportunity to attend a free advisory session to learn
more about effective safety management systems
and understand what the inspectors would be looking
for prior to the inspection.

An initial pilot involved 200 businesses located on the
northern outskirts of Brisbane around Caboolture.
The pilot helped assess WHSQ’s capacity to identify



medium sized businesses and to undertake a project
of this capacity.

In all, approximately 6700 medium sized businesses
were identified for inspection for state wide rollout of
this campaign based on their declared wages to
WorkCover Queensland in the 2008-09 financial year.

The initiative was implemented in two phases with
half of the businesses included in the first phase (1
March – 30 September 2010) and the remaining
businesses included in phase 2 (1 October 2010 – 31
July 2011). This two-phased approach was designed
to allow businesses to benefit from the momentum of
activity instigated from the receipt of their notification
of their inclusion in the initiative to the completion of
the inspection. The two phase approach was adopted
to allow WHSQ to better manage resource allocation
across the inspectorate.

During phase 2 businesses could be considered for
exemption from the medium sized business initiative
(a key learning from phase 1), if they provided
evidence that their business had a safety
management system accredited to AS/NZS4801 and
they provided a copy of a surveillance audit
completed within the past 12 months.

A comprehensive evaluation was undertaken using a
variety of evaluation tools to determine whether the
project and pilot objectives have been achieved.

Outcomes



A key component of the initiative was to invite
medium sized businesses to participate in an
advisory session to assist them in preparing for the
inspection and to build their capacity with respect to
establishing a systematic approach to managing
workplace health and safety. When asked at the
beginning of the advisory process, most businesses
stated they were confident about their current WHS
performance. The majority of advisory participants
reported that they had a good understanding of their
safety system and felt that their

WHS performance was above average. Few
businesses perceived that they were not performing
well in WHS.

Importantly, about three-quarters of attendees
recognised at the end of the advisory that their safety
management system needed improvement. In the
majority of cases, businesses stated that either minor
or moderate changes were in order, however, a small
proportion of businesses admitted that major changes
were necessary.

Advisory sessions

After data cleansing (removing those who had either
gone out of business or could not be located), 6000
businesses were invited to attend an advisory on
improving work health and safety and preparing for
the MBSI inspection. Some 2881 businesses
participated in either a one-on-one consultation or an
information session. The advisories were held



throughout the state and involved participants from all
industries.

High-risk businesses could choose to attend an
information session or alternatively access a one-on-
one consultation, to obtain a higher level of
personalised assistance.

Many businesses benefited from attending an
information session or one-on-one. Most participants
stated that the advisory helped them prepare for the
inspection. Advisory participants also expressed very
favourable views about the knowledge and skills of
the presenters and the quality of their advice.

At the advisories, businesses were provided with the
inspection checklist outlining the safety management
system framework. At the end of the advisory, the
majority of attendees stated that they would be able
to use this framework to identify gaps in their safety
management system and improve their OHS
performance. Almost all attendees stated that the
inspection checklist was somewhat or very useful.
Indeed, most attendees said that, in preparation for
the inspection, they would use the inspection
checklist framework and conduct a self-assessment
of their own OHS system.

Inspections

The next phase of this project entailed some 5869
inspections across Queensland. Half of the
inspections took place in businesses that had
attended an advisory; the other half had not attended



the advisory – for a range of reasons. The inspections
took between two and six hours to conduct. The time
depended on the number of WHSQ inspectors
involved in each inspection and the size and
complexity of the business.

Inspectors evaluated the WHS performance of each
business using the safety management system
framework (the checklist).

Most businesses were rated highly on the five
components of the safety management system
framework. These results probably reflect, in part,
good safety practice in many businesses. However,
part of the explanation is in how the checklist tool was
developed which was biased towards the high
performance. Nevertheless, few firms were rated
poorly suggesting that bad safety performers were
the exception rather than the rule in medium sized
businesses in Queensland.

While Queensland medium sized businesses were
generally managing safety reasonably well, the
project identified areas for improvement. Businesses
performed least well on the issue of safe work
practices.

Further evidence of the need for improvement was
that inspectors issued nearly 1000 notices
—predominately improvement notices — in 193
businesses. Notices were most commonly issued for
breaches pertaining to hazardous substances, plant
and equipment, the absence of a safety system and



manual tasks.

An analysis of poorer performing businesses revealed
a number of findings. Generally, these businesses
knew that their OHS system was inadequate.
Following the advisory, most of these poorer
performing organisations had attempted to make
some minor or moderate changes. When those who
had made no changes were asked why, the most
common response was that they were waiting for
inspectors to provide advice. These results suggest
that poorer performing businesses may need targeted
assistance to build their capability to manage OHS
successfully.

A second intermediate aim of the MSBI was to
improve businesses capacity to manage
musculoskeletal disorders. In each business,
inspectors conducted an audit of manual tasks using
the safety management system framework. This
provided businesses with an example of how to use
the safety management system framework plus an
independent evaluation of the effectiveness of their
own system to manage manual tasks. As a result of
this activity, approximately half of businesses stated
that they possibly or definitely intended to improve
their management of manual tasks.

To further consolidate the learnings from the advisory
and the inspection, each business was provided with
a post-inspection report. Almost all businesses stated
that the post-inspection report was somewhat or very
useful.



Post-inspection interviews were held with over 2000
businesses. These interviews revealed that most
businesses agreed with the safety rating awarded to
them by inspectors. Most interviewees also reported
that they had scope for improvement. Only a small
proportion of businesses stated that no improvement
was possible. When asked, nearly half of
interviewees stated that their attitude had definitely
changed toward managing safety systematically as a
result of being involved in the MSBI.

Interviews were also held with inspectors throughout
the state. Overall, these interviews revealed that
inspectors supported the MSBI.

In interviews with businesses and inspectors, several
suggestions were made for improving documentation
such as the workers’ compensation claims history
reports, the inspection checklist and the inspection
report. If this documentation is to be used in future
programs then some refinement may be in order,
taking into consideration the suggestions provided in
detail throughout this report.

Overall, the MSBI was a significant undertaking for
WHSQ, involving considerable cooperation and effort
from most units within WHSQ. For many medium
sized businesses, this was their first real exposure to
WHSQ in its advisory and enforcement roles.
Undoubtedly, as result of MSBI, businesses became
more aware of their safety obligations and are now
better able to manage and improve their safety
system. The program identified areas for



improvement and the need for ongoing efforts to
improve the performance of work health and safety in
this important segment of the Queensland economy.

External recommendations

Safety management systems

The medium sized business initiative was built on the
premise that through a safety management system,
businesses, as a minimum, will be able to
systematically manage workplace health and safety
and therefore meet their legal obligations under
occupational health and safety law. The structure of a
safety management system, is not itself a legal
requirement but is an extremely effective tool to
organise the myriad of aspects of work health and
safety (WHS) that can exist within an organisation.

The initiative demonstrated that there is a willingness
amongst businesses to adopt a systematic approach
to managing workplace health and safety. Over half
of interviewees indicating their attitudes had definitely
or possibly changed toward managing safety
systematically as a result of the initiative. Such
willingness however, is met with perceived barriers of
time and financial constraints, as well as limited
opportunities to engage with other businesses and
share knowledge.

The component with the lowest level of performance
was safe work practices regardless of advisory
attendance status. Arguably, safe work practices are
the most important element of a safety management



system as they provide the controls to protect
workers from occupational harm. Safe work
procedures ensure workers are aware of the issues in
their work tasks, and outline how to avoid injury or
illness while doing these tasks.

It is therefore recommended that the Online Safety
Benchmarking Tool be promoted to businesses that
participated in the MSBI as a means to further
monitor workplace health and safety performance in
their own business. This online self assessment tool
will help businesses to assess whether they have an
effective, systematic approach to managing health
and safety under the following six key categories:

Management commitment-
Consultation-
Safe work practices-
Supervision and training-
Reporting-
Workers’ compensation and return to work.-

The tool has a two-fold purpose:

to help the user determine their appropriate score
by providing some examples and instances

-

to provide some guidance on improvement
strategies, actions and controls.

-

This may also contribute to the longer term goal of
initiative of reducing fatalities and injuries within
medium sized businesses in Queensland.

Recommendation 1: Promotion of the



Online Safety Benchmarking Tool into
medium sized business category of the
Queensland business community to
improve safe work practices.

Continued engagement with poor performers

Analysis of inspection data, identified that most of the
poorer performing businesses revealed a number of
findings. Generally, these businesses knew that their
WHS system was inadequate. Following the advisory,
most of poorer performing organisations had
attempted to make some minor or moderate changes.
When asked why they had not made changes, the
most common response was that they were waiting
for inspectors to provide advice. These results
suggest that poorer performing businesses may need
targeted assistance to build their capability to manage
WHS successfully.

Recommendation 2: A sample of identified
medium sized business poor performers
should be included in the revisit
methodology in order to follow up and
identify any changes made after
inspections.

The Injury Prevention and Management program is a
joint initiative between Workplace Health and Safety
Queensland and WorkCover Queensland focusing on
working with businesses with a workers’
compensation premium twice that of their industry
average to improve their injury prevention and



rehabilitation and return to work systems.

There are approximately 1200 businesses within the
workers compensation scheme whose premiums are
capped at two times the average rate for their
industry.

The IPaM program has currently engaged 215 priority
(tier 1) employers and 896 tier 2 employers have
been contacted and introduced to the program.

Recommendation 3: Continued
engagement with businesses identified
under the IPaM program

In December 2011 HWSA agreed to a national
approach for inspectors where WHS regulators would
revisit certain workplaces to conduct an inspection at
an interval after a serious event occurring at the
workplace e.g. workplace fatality or very serious
injury.

Recommendation 4: WHSQ implement this
national approach by allocating an inspector
to conduct an inspection between 6 and 12
months after the latter of the following:

completion of a comprehensive investigation;
or

-

completion of a prosecution.-
Continued engagement with medium sized
businesses

Two intermediate outcomes of the medium sized
business initiative were to:



Improve business capability to develop and
manage better health and safety systems

-

Improve business capability to better identify and
manage musculoskeletal risks and hazards in
MSBI target group

-

Under the Workplace Health and Safety Queensland
Evaluation Framework intermediate outcomes are
measured around 12 to 18 months after the
completion of program outputs and activities. At the
internal focus groups, the majority of inspectors
supported revisits to high risk business to measure
the sustainability of changes implemented as a result
of the inspections.

It is therefore recommended that high risk businesses
within the MSBI target groups be re-assessed in at
least 12 months time to determine whether
businesses have retained their confidence to
implement safety management systems and whether
further changes had been made by them.

Recommendation 5: Revisiting a sample of
the high risk businesses under the medium
sized business evaluation framework to
measure sustainability of changes made
under the initiative. This sample should be
determined in conjunction with WHSQ
inspectors who have as a result of the
initiative, developed the relevant insight
into what is happening in the medium sized
business community.



This revisit, along with the revisit of
identified poorer performers (see
recommendation 2), will allow WHSQ to
conduct a ‘health check’ on how
businesses are going with the
implementation of the model work health
and safety legislation.

Incident reporting obligations

As a result of the inspection, Inspectors reported that
the majority of businesses were unaware of their
obligation under the Workplace Health and Safety Act
1995 to report work-related incidents to WHSQ. Many
businesses were under the misconception that if they
notified WorkCover Queensland of an incident, it
would automatically be reported to WHSQ. Also,
inspectors using the workers’ compensation history
reports said that under-reporting became more
apparent when comparing CIS data to injury reports
in the workers’ compensation data. More info

Recommendation 6: Communication of
incident reporting obligations under the
Work Health and Safety Act 2011 through
an information campaign.

Office based business work related travel

During phase 1 of the initiative, inspectors identified
that office based businesses were largely assessed
as involving low risk activities, including manual task
related activities. It is recommended that in future
such initiatives appropriate screening occur (with the



relevant consideration of the targeted purpose of the
campaign), to remove where ever possible, low risk
workplaces.

Travel related injuries were identified as a major issue
within businesses that had sales related positions. It
is therefore recommended that consideration be
given to the engagement of Queensland Transport in
a joint initiative to look at reduction of travel related
injuries and driver awareness in office based
environments. Injuries resulting from commuting to
and from work should be excluded. Inspectors noted
that manual tasks elements of the MSBI initiative had
little relevance to these workplaces.

Recommendation 7: A future campaign be
considered by Workplace Health and Safety
Queensland in relation to people that have
to travel as part of their work in conjunction
with Work Cover Queensland and
Queensland Transport.

Rural industry

The performance gap between businesses attending
and not attending an advisory session was more
pronounced in the rural industry than in any other
industry group.

Inspectors reported that a lot of the businesses,
mainly rural, had trouble relating to how manual tasks
might be an issue in their industry. Most felt it did not
affect them, as many tasks, such as lifting sacks of
potatoes, weren’t seen as repetitive tasks.



 

Classification

  

There were also language issues reported by
inspectors in the South West regions with growers
hiring foreign workers and not having appropriate
communication and management materials about
their WHS responsibilities to distribute to such
workers.

Recommendation 8: That Workplace Health
and Safety Queensland maintain a focus on
hazardous manual tasks through evidence-
based assessment and education
campaigns. The design of these campaigns
should consider the industry's unique
needs, such as the high proportion of non-
English speaking and transient workers in
particular locations
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