
“COVID-19 has introduced what we call ‘the 
pressure cooker test’ for organisations,” says Griffith 
University Lecturer Dr Tristan Casey. “Constraints 
implemented due to the virus exert a force on 
existing organisational processes and systems, and 
where there are weaknesses, they become quickly 
apparent”.

“It’s like a mirror,” says Dr Hu. “With existing systems 
and processes being pushed to the extreme, various 
hidden vulnerabilities that are normally overlooked or 
neglected are exposed. So, while being disruptive, the 
pandemic also presents an opportunity for reflection 
and points out directions for improvement.”

“Disruption doesn’t necessarily cause damage,” says 
Dr Casey. “In fact, it serves as a catalyst for exploring 
new ways of doing work and developing capabilities. 
For some, it has been a boon to innovation. It’s 
important that the opportunity to learn and innovate 
is fully realised.”

Interviews with Safety Directors and Managers 
across 12 different industries revealed several 
different measures implemented by organisations—
and the challenges they face—in response to the 
Government’s COVID-19 restrictions. 

“Careful analysis of our interview data shows that 

organisations’ responses fit into six main categories,” 
explained Dr Xiaowen Hu, Senior Lecturer at QUT. 

“Organisations have proactively sourced new 
information about managing the virus risks, improved 
communication, identified novel alternative ways to 
source supplies and equipment, developed dynamic 
and responsive structures to deal with crises, 
increased redundancy, and innovated to develop new 
practices and processes that contribute to business 
performance in a challenging environment,” continued 
Dr Hu.

Sourcing information

Government guidelines have been drawn on heavily 
by organisations seeking to comply with stringent 
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social distancing requirements. “We’ve implemented a new 
induction procedure where we ask the people, ‘Have you 
been overseas in the last month? Have you been in contact 
with anyone?’  If anyone is sick on site, we remove them. 
If anyone has been tested for COVID-19 we obviously 
isolate them,” said one construction safety manager. 

But unexpected changes in these requirements or a lack of 
clarity has caused some challenges with compliance. “The 
distinction between 60 and 65 is huge for an organisation 
like ours, because of the amount of people who are caught 
up in the definition of who is vulnerable at 60. It applies to 
10% of our workforce at 65, and it applies to 30% of our 
workforce at 60,” said one transportation safety manager.

To supplement the information provided by the 
Government, safety managers have relied on both formal 
(e.g., 13 Health, medical providers) and informal sources 
(e.g., other organisations, professional networks, clients). 
Sometimes, these learnings have been deemed critical 
enough to rapidly implement across operations, as stated 
by one mining safety manager “At a site in Western 
Australia, they had to implement in-vehicle cleaning. And 
we were like, ‘Well, we drive light vehicles everywhere’. So, 
we implemented that across Australia in just one day.” 

“Learning from professional networks and sharing practices 
widely will help entire industries move through this crisis 
with less damage and disruption than if organisations 
hunker down and go it alone,” says Dr Casey.

Communication

“If there’s one thing that has been common across most 
organisations participating in our study, it’s the dramatic 
improvements that have been made to workforce 
communication,” states Dr Casey. Although many 
organisations have found it challenging to directly consult 
with workers efficiently enough to inform rapid decision-
making, downwards communication has been a key focus. 

As one mining safety manager explained: “We’re doing 
a lot more recording of videos of the CEO and the GMs, 
providing feedback to the workforce, and giving updates. 
We’re communicating positive messages to the workforce 
saying, ‘Hey, there’s still demand there. Feel lucky that 
we’re still working’.” Such communication not only reduces 
uncertainty about the future, but also provides reassurance 
and enhances the perception of organisational support.

Many innovative practices have been established around 
virus communication, such as centralised Intranet pages, 
dedicated call centres for staff inquiries, as well as more 
personal touches such as CEO letters that are personalised 
to staff members. An example was shared by a defence 
industry safety manager, “We’ve got web pages for all 
of these key stages: prevention, preparation, response, 
recovery. So that all the information anybody needs, as 

well as it being on posters around the facilities, is on our 
website.”

“Providing clear and frequent communications keeps 
employees informed and on-side when it comes to the 
changes being implemented by organisations,” explains Dr 
Hu. “Moreover, personalising messages and explaining the 
‘why’ behind decisions builds trust and commitment to 
change.” A strong communication strategy clearly pays off, 
with many safety managers indicating that most employees 
are supportive and understanding of the additional 
restrictions and changes.

Sourcing supplies and equipment

In the early phases of COVID-19, many organisations 
struggled to procure the safety equipment they needed to 
keep workers’ risk of exposure low. Sanitisers and masks 
were in high demand, putting supply lines under stress. 
As one transportation safety manager put it: “It was a bit 
difficult in the beginning getting sanitisers, because there 
were none. We actually even told workers, if they could 
find it in the supermarket, please buy it, bring it to work 
and we would reimburse them.” 

“Safety managers have had to think creatively and leverage 
their deep knowledge of supply networks to procure 
supplies for workers,” says Dr Hu. “Some have even found 
this process surprisingly rewarding as the challenge has 
provided them with opportunities to perform tasks that 
they haven’t done before”. Such practices may even be 
considered a type of ‘job crafting’ where safety managers 
have proactively expanded their tasks and responsibilities, 
giving them as sense of purpose and contribution to their 
organisation.

Dynamic structures for crisis management

Most organisations have formed crisis management 
committees or groups that meet regularly to identify 
organisational responses to COVID restrictions. “When 
new groups such as these form, it is crucial that a 
diverse range of stakeholders are included, and even 
more importantly, there is psychological safety to voice 
concerns, share ideas, and generally speak up, even if they 
disagree,” warns Dr Casey. Safety managers are vital for 
these groups to function effectively and must have a seat 
at the table.

In some organisations, higher governance structures have 
moved down from a strategic level to an operational level. 
Boards have become more interested in what’s going on 
at the coal face and are eager to hear about challenges 
and risks more than ever. “The board is now meeting every 
second day. And they’re very interested in any change in 
safety performance across the groups like ‘are people’s 
mind on the job’, ‘do they have everything they need’, 
from a supply chain point of view ‘are there any sites not 



operating because they can’t get the parts they need’.”

Others have developed crisis response teams that will 
assemble and respond when an infection occurs. “The 
ability to respond is a critical component of organisational 
resilience,” said Dr Casey. “Anticipating where future 
infections may occur, training and rehearsing for the actual 
event to build readiness, and continually monitoring are 
also crucial capabilities that enable organisations to handle 
threats like virus infections.” 

Increased redundancy

Splitting shifts not only improves COVID safety by 
reducing the risk of infection, but also creates redundancy. 
“On our technical sites, we have split those into shifts, so 
that there’s only one shift on at any one time. And they 
never meet. So, one shift leaves the site, and there’s a 
clean before they leave it, before the next shift comes in; 
there’s no chance of them cross contaminating,” said one 
defence safety manager. 

“Redundancy is a feature of so-called high reliability 
organisations like military operations,” stated Dr Casey. 
“Redundancy builds a buffer so when failures occur, they 
don’t propagate and disrupt the whole work system.” 

Innovation

One of the most unexpected benefits of COVID-19 has 
been its role as a catalyst for innovation. Safety managers 
recounted innovations such as filming training programs, 
investing in collaborative technologies, revising the way 
Toolbox Talks are delivered, and reallocated tasks to reduce 
handling of shared tools. 

“Importantly, organisations are rapidly realising that they 
have to innovate if they are to uphold their obligations 
to provide a safe and healthy workplace, especially when 
people work from home,” said Dr Hu. 

One hospitality safety manager revealed some innovative 
practices being implemented to manage work-from-home 
risks and maintain social connectedness: “All staff that 

are working from home have been provided with contact 
details for every single employee—to encourage them to 
reach out to each other. We’ve got video conferencing 
capabilities. We’re also requesting staff to complete a work 
from home checklist so they can advise us that they’ve 
done an assessment of their own workstations.”

Overall, organisations are rising to the challenge of 
COVID-19. Safety managers are crucial in this feat. 
They are contributing to and stimulating innovation, and 
charting a course through the uncertainty that rapidly 
changing Government requirements can create for 
organisations.

“One of the ingredients that seems to contribute to 
organisational success in this challenging environment is 
acknowledging the very human challenges faced by the 
workforce,” concludes Dr Hu. “Organisations would do 
very well to provide workers with transparent decision 
making, rapidly disseminated information, and personalised 
communications to maintain a sense of togetherness in 
these tough times.”    
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