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6th January 2005

Dear Liz Cooper

Science Review of the Health and Safety Executive
Thank you for involving us in the review of quality, management and use of science in HSE.

We have supported several research projects (e.g. on Hand Arm Vibration Syndrome and Occupational Health Competencies). However, we see little evidence that HSE have a clear overarching strategy for their research projects. There appears to be a general lack of awareness in HSE concerning what constitutes research and how findings are to be used. Examples of this include the reliance on the LFS for 'Stress data'. There is also the repeated assertion that workplaces with TU appointed safety reps' are safer – as if the ‘research’ illustrated a causative rather than associative relationship. Most recently the same applies where a number of pilots for 'On-trust' are being rolled out, 'to test different hypotheses'.

In terms of relevance, frequently research appears to be carried out for research’s sake, purely for academic interest. Not enough research is focused on practical solutions and interventions. (A Pain in your Workplace and Vibration Solutions are good examples of useful, practical research outcomes.)

In the context of the physical agents dossiers there appears to have been little or no attempt to commission work which would inform the policy development process. Concrete data on the potential impacts of these dossiers would we believe, have been of significant influence. 
HSC/E appear to frequently use the research budget to fund (Greenstreet Burman) work which is simply a collection of opinions. This is then used as the basis for policy direction.
We caution that care should be taken to include context and definitions with statistics which are taken from research reports and used to illustrate points in other documents. There's a good example of this in the Regulation and Recognition CD where statistics have been included to illustrate HSE's view, but they are actually meaningless since there is no information of the context of the original research, definition of terms used or validation details (such as sample size, sectors surveyed etc).
The results of some research are inappropriately extrapolated (e.g. Whitehall II study extrapolating from white collar civil servants to blue collar workers in manufacturing SMEs).

However, HSL has done some excellent research work such as developing new biological assays for isocyanates and some presumably scientifically valid work but of questionable relevance to the real world, on the slipperyness of floor surfaces. While slips & trips are an important H&S concern, surely HSC/E cannot really believe anyone but designers would go to the lengths of the techniques which have been developed to assess the risk. 

 

More research should be undertaken to find practical interventions in behavioural safety and work psychology.

I hope these comments are of some help, should you have any queries please contact me.

Steve Walter

Health, Safety and Environmental Adviser

NB. EEF, the manufacturers' organisation, has a membership of 6,000 manufacturing, engineering and technology-based businesses and represents the interests of manufacturing at all levels of government. Comprising 11 regional Associations, the Engineering Construction Industries Association (ECIA) and UK Steel, EEF is one of the UK's leading providers of business services in health, safety and environment, employment relations and employment law, manufacturing performance, education, training and skills.
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