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The wellbeing of my workers is 

important to me

“
’’

Owner, Construction
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INTRODUCTION

The Leadership Programme

New Zealand has been at the bottom of the advanced economies ranking for health and safety and continues to

have an unacceptably high rate of workplace injuries and fatalities. The human cost to businesses, workers, their

families and whānau is real and increasing, and we aim to improve outcomes through workplace leaders.

Leaders have a strong influence over workplace health and safety culture and are the main architects of culture

setting, especially in smaller businesses. Therefore, through our Leadership Programme we seek to support

business leaders to have the skills, knowledge, and attitude (includes desire) to transform how New Zealand thinks

and does workplace health, safety and wellbeing.

Gathering learnings from leaders is an essential part of progressing this programme of work. The insights that

follow have been compiled from interviews with a small sample of leaders of small and small-medium businesses to

gain a qualitative understanding about the business operations, their goals and priorities

as leaders and their journey into leadership. (approx. 6-49 Full Time Equivalent (FTE)).
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Our field work

4 Leaders in 

Wellington

2

2

2

2

2

Small-Medium (20-49)Small  (6-19)

7 Leaders in Otago

2 2

11

Number of leaders

Interviewed

1

1

2 2

2

2 1

Businesses were identified through desktop research and google 
maps, within the following 5 high risk industries.

KEY:

MINING
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Interview Questions

To get a better understanding of leaders social norms* we asked leaders the following questions...

Business and Operations Leaders Priorities and Goals Leadership Journey

Tell us about your business?

Tell us how your business operates in 

a typical week or month to deliver to 

your customers?

What are the top 3 challenges for your 

business?

Tell us about how you became a leader, 

and your journey from then to now?

What are the top challenges you 

experience as a leader? 

Tell us about your goals and 

intentions for this business and your 

people?

Describe your priorities as a 

leader for this business and its 

people? (Card sorting tool)

Introduce Workplace 

Leadership Influence Model. (see next slide)

Tell us about what qualities, skills, and 

capability you have as a leader?

How would you describe your role 

within the business in a 

typical week? 

Thinking about the challenges and 

priorities you shared -about a situation 

where you had to take-action as a leader.

How do you know what your job entails, 

including your responsibilities 

and sphere of influence as a leader?

*Leaders social norms: What leaders perceived as normal behaviour.
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Workplace Leadership Influence Model

Model

We believe that leaders 

act as transformative

influencers of workplace

culture.

Culture directly impacts 

worker engagement, 

which influences 

worker wellbeing and that 

results in reduced injury and 

harm rates.

Therefore, we believe 

knowing how to 

develop culture is critical 

for leaders to prevent 

workplace injuries.

Our model shows how leadership influences injury prevention and harm reduction*

*We showed this to leaders and asked them for their view
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KEY INSIGHTS
As with any research of small sample size, caution should be taken when drawing generalised conclusions.
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Leadership learning

1. Leaders told us there is a hierarchy of leadership learning: primarily 
through peers and mentors, on job experience and finally through formal 
leadership training.

Recent interviews identified 3 top insights, as detailed in the slides that follow.

Some leaders receive 

external training 

and obtain qualifications, yet 

still place the highest value 

on experiential knowledge.

If I went to an event and there was 

a car salesman telling me about 

health and safety, it’d probably be 

knocked down. But the fact there’s 

another builder and it's about your 

business it does make a 

difference.
Owner, Construction

Learning the hard way most of 

the time.
Leader, Transport

“

“

A few leaders related 

the significance of 

mentors in their own 

journey – They found 

value in learning by 

example and prefer to 

learn from others in their 

own industry.
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Leading health and safety

2. Many leaders don’t necessarily believe that they are the best person to 
lead health and safety. They feel there are others more competent to 
manage health and safety compliance for them (agents).

Leaders recommended for 

those in small business to 

employ an external H&S 

advisor to ensure 

compliance is met, whereas 

others did so to relieve 

themselves of 

the responsibility.

I tend to want to leave that to 

somebody else's domain, 

because I'm not an expert in that 

area. Yep, I know what's safe 

and what's not safe, but it's more 

the systems and making sure the 

systems are in place.
Owner, Transport

“

“

I think paying her whatever we 

pay her a month. It's cheaper 

than me doing that 'cause I know 

it won't happen.
Owner, Manufacturing

Some leaders felt that by 

removing themselves from 

H&S discussions, it 

enables workers to step 

up, learn from an expert 

and to speak more freely.
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Wellbeing and workplace culture 

3. Many leaders are confident in their ability to lead the operational side of 
their business; however, some lack the confidence, time or expertise 
to address wellbeing or improve the culture in their workplace.

When I go to my staff, say I have 

a job pack to give them, talking 

through the job may not be the 

first thing ....Let’s not talk about 

work to start with let’s have a 

relationship first. Then we can 

worry about the job.
Leader, Construction

“

“ Staff wellbeing is a probably and 

a reasonably high priority even 

though we don't, it's not talked 

about much.
Owner, Manufacturing

Many leaders prioritise 

business aspects they 

feel more capable of, 

passionate about or are of 

greater immediate demand 

than going beyond minimum 

H&S requirements.

They limit their obligation in 

health safety and wellbeing to 

meeting compliance.

Most Leaders understand the 

value of good workplace 

culture but don't know how to 

achieve or improve it.

Leaders expressed a desire 

to learn how to develop 

culture with their workers.
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ADDITIONAL INSIGHTS
Noting again, due to a small sample size caution should be taken when drawing conclusions from the insight themes.
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Recruitment and development

Many Leaders described recruiting skilled staff and developing 
existing staff to meet evolving needs as a key challenge in the 
current environment.

Covid has impacted the 

availability of skilled workers. 

Employers are struggling to 

recruit and retain workers in a 

competitive market.

Agriculture leaders spoke to 

seasonal recruitment and the lack 

of time or opportunity to develop 

their workers.

Some small business leaders 

discussed difficulty with staff 

engagement and recruiting the 

right staff, saying most of their 

challenges relate to staff.

For me cause we’re a small 

business, I am managing jobs 

and recruiting staff 

and occasionally I go out on 

site. That is an impact of the 

challenge of not getting enough 

staff. Leader, Construction, 

“

“

Across sectors people are fighting 

for labour from other sectors
Owner, Manufacturing
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Competing priorities 

Most leaders fulfil multiple roles in the business. Creating a 
health, safety and wellbeing culture is impacted by competing 
priorities.

Leaders are busy meeting the 

day-to-day demands of running 

a business with multiple 

competing priorities.

Many leaders spoke of leading by 

example in relation to practical 

skills, however, did not role model 

prioritising their own wellbeing.

One leader expressed regular 

commitment to doing whatever is 

required to make the business 

survive.

If I could off-load health and 

safety and compliance, running 

of the business and growth 

would ideally be where I'd like to 

focus, to improve business and 

increase growth for the 

company. Leader, Quarrying

“

“



14

Defined roles

Leaders we spoke to who had a job description had a clearer 
understanding of their role, responsibilities and scope of 
influence

Many of the leaders we spoke to in 

small businesses initially struggled 

to define the scope of their role and 

responsibilities.

Many leaders described a 

protracted journey to 

understanding their role and being 

able to be effective as a leader.

The leaders that we spoke to who 

were owner-operators generally 

did not have a job description 

while those employed into 

leadership roles usually did.

"What my job entails, well the 

simplistic answer is it's in my 

job description, it's very 

clear." Leader, Construction

“

“
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Scope of influence

Most leaders have a desire to protect themselves, their 
business and their workers but perceived some accidents and 
behaviours as beyond the leader's influence.

The younger ones all think 

they’re bullet proof. You try 

and do a health and safety 

meeting and they're like 

yeah yeah. Are you listening 

do you know what we’re 

talking about? 
Owner, Construction

“

“

Some leaders believed any 

improvement in HSW needed to 

come from the workers not through 

the influence of the leader.

Leaders can find it difficult to 

influence worker risk-

taking behaviour. Where compliance

activities do not immediately call for 

active leader intervention, personal 

worker responsibility for HSW and 

injury prevention is expected.
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Perception of risk

Most leaders we spoke to believe the risks in their workplace 
are largely mitigated, and the potential for accidents is low 
or very low.

Some leaders put the worker at fault 

when an accident or near miss event 

occurs.

While leaders were aware of the 

immediate risks within their 

workplace, they had less awareness 

of how their industry sector is 

performing.

We’ve had very, very, 

very little injuries 

here, and I think that’s 

because of the way 

I’ve led from the 

front” Leader, Quarrying,

“

“

The leaders that we spoke to 

generally told us that they have 

had no major workplace 

accidents. They do not perceive 

minor accidents such as 

cuts, bruises, sprains or strains 

to be of concern.
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Safety investment 

Many leaders see health and safety improvement in terms 
of systems and equipment, rather than leadership or 
behaviour change.

One leader also confirmed that 

while “New plant is generally safer”. It 

also takes time for staff to learn how 

to use the machinery before it can 

be put to use (adding cost).

Out of all the gear we’ve got 

here… the hardest issue we 

have is people cutting a finger… 

We know the answer to that. 

And the answer to that is 

probably two hundred grand of 

machinery that does the cutting. 
Owner, Manufacturing

For the small-medium sized 

businesses Health and Safety 

improvement was a goal. Both had 

a focus on equipment or systems 

rather than leadership of behavior 

changes.

“

“
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Recognising evolving needs

Many leaders limit their obligation in health, safety and 
wellbeing to meeting compliance, however among leaders 
there is growing awareness of improving their HSW culture 
(especially in the area of wellbeing)

Many leaders are aware of rising 

mental health issues and the 

impact on their workers.

Education of workers is important to 

empathic leaders who lead through a 

culture of care.

Including leading by example by 

improving mental health and 

wellbeing discussions about self 

and own experiences to reduce 

stigma.

I think culture, has the 

biggest challenge. When 

you get the right people 

to work together... you 

can create good culture 

with them then 

everything else flows
Leader, Agriculture

“

“
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With growing understanding of your experiences, we can focus 

our efforts on opportunities to support leaders like you 

transform how Aotearoa New Zealand leads workplace health, 

safety and wellbeing.

Next steps
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A leader needs to understand what a good 

workplace culture is and what it can be and 

they need to buy into that.

“
’’Leader, Agriculture


