Communicating the Value of Occupational
Health and Safety to Executives

Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) is often viewed as a compliance issue
rather than a strategic investment. Yet, mounting evidence suggests that strong
OHS programs can improve a company’s bottom line, enhance its reputation, and
boost productivity. According to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),
private industry employers reported 2.6 million nonfatal workplace injuries and
illnesses in 2021. Meanwhile, the National Safety Council (NSC) estimates that
the total cost of work injuries in the United States—including lost wages,
medical expenses, and administrative costs—exceeds $167 billion annually.
Despite these staggering figures, many executives underestimate the tangible and
intangible benefits of robust OHS initiatives.

In this article, we’ll explore:

The Business Case for OHS Investments

. Key Data and Trends

. How to Communicate OHS Value to Executives

. Best Practices for Making a Compelling Case

. The Long-Term Benefits of Prioritizing Safety
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By the end, you’ll have a roadmap to champion OHS in your organization, ensuring
that safety programs are not only funded but also recognized as a strategic
asset.

1. The Business Case for OHS Investments
1.1 Reducing Workplace Incidents and Costs

Every workplace incident has direct and indirect costs. Direct costs (e.qg.,
medical bills, workers’ compensation) are easy to see; indirect costs (e.g.,
lost productivity, training replacement workers, and damaged public perception)
can be even more significant over the long term. According to the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), employers pay almost $1 billion per
week for direct workers’ compensation costs alone.

By implementing OHS programs, companies can prevent or mitigate hazards, which
directly reduces injury-related expenses. A systematic approach to safety—from
hazard assessments to regular training—not only keeps workers healthy but also
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positively impacts the bottom line.
1.2 Enhancing Employee Engagement and Retention

A healthy and safe work environment fosters a sense of trust. When employees see
that leadership is committed to their well-being, they are more likely to be
engaged, loyal, and productive. According to a Gallup study, highly engaged
business units achieve a 59% lower turnover rate, a 41% reduction in
absenteeism, and a 20% increase in productivity. It’s clear that investing in
safety contributes to an environment where employees feel valued, which in turn
bolsters morale and retention.

1.3 Strengthening Reputation and Market Competitiveness

In today'’s marketplace, customers, investors, and regulators increasingly
scrutinize corporate behavior. Companies with strong safety records can attract
new business opportunities and maintain a competitive edge. Many large clients
or government contracts also require compliance with specific OHS standards such
as IS0 45001 or ANSI/ASSP Z10, and a poor safety record could disqualify a firm
from lucrative contracts.

2. Key Data and Trends
2.1 Statistics from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics

e Nonfatal Injuries and Illnesses: BLS data shows 2.6 million nonfatal
workplace injuries and illnesses in private industry for 2021. While this
marks a decline over the past decade (when numbers were higher), the figure
remains significant, highlighting the continued need for better prevention
strategies.

e Fatal Workplace Injuries: BLS reported 5,190 fatal work injuries in 2021-an
8.9% increase from the previous year. These fatalities are more than just
tragic numbers; they represent lives lost and families impacted, as well as
substantial human and financial costs for businesses and society.

2.2 OSHA Regulations and Enforcement Trends

OSHA has been increasingly active in enforcing regulations, with a focus on
high-hazard industries such as construction, manufacturing, and health care.
Organizations that fail to comply can face significant fines—even upwards of
$145,000 per violation for repeated or willful offenses. In addition to
financial penalties, citations can lead to reputational damage, customer
concerns, and increased scrutiny from regulators.

2.3 Shifts in Demographics and Remote Work

Workforce demographics continue to evolve, with more older workers postponing
retirement and younger workers entering the job market with different safety
education backgrounds. This generational mix heightens the need for targeted
training programs. Furthermore, the increase in remote and hybrid work brings
new challenges in ergonomics and mental health, requiring updated policies that
protect employees both on-site and off-site.

3. How to Communicate OHS Value to Executives



3.1 Speak the Language of Business

Executives are typically focused on financial metrics, strategic growth, and
return on investment (ROI). To capture their attention, translate OHS benefits
into financial and operational outcomes. Use clear, concise data that shows how
a safety program can reduce costs, improve productivity, and enhance brand
value. For example:

e Cost Savings: Demonstrate how reducing injury rates can lower workers’
compensation premiums.

e Operational Efficiency: Show how proactive maintenance of equipment reduces
downtime.

e Risk Management: Quantify potential fines and legal costs avoided by
complying with regulations.

3.2 Use Data-Driven Storytelling

Numbers alone might not suffice. Combine them with narratives that humanize the
impact of strong OHS programs. For instance, highlight a case study of how a
near-miss was averted due to proper hazard identification or share an employee
testimonial on how safety improvements made them feel more secure at work.

3.3 Align OHS with Corporate Objectives

Executives often have specific organizational goals in mind—-whether it’s market
expansion, new technology adoption, or improving shareholder value. Align your
safety initiatives with these broader objectives. For example:

e Strategic Goal: The company wants to expand into a new region.
e OHS Contribution: Propose an OHS risk assessment that mitigates local
regulatory issues and fosters community trust.

When safety is framed as a facilitator for achieving corporate goals, it becomes
harder to dismiss as just a compliance cost.

3.4 Provide Clear, Actionable Recommendations

Instead of merely presenting the problem, offer a roadmap for the solution. Use
a well-structured plan that outlines:

1. Specific Initiatives (e.g., machine-guarding upgrades, slip-and-fall
prevention, mental health support).
. Timelines (e.g., a three-month pilot, followed by a six-month rollout).
3. Success Metrics (e.g., 20% reduction in lost-time incidents within one
year).
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Show that you have a strategic vision and that safety investments will yield
measurable outcomes.

3.5 Emphasize ROI and Payback Periods

Executives are keen on knowing when they will see returns on investments. Though
OHS investments often yield both tangible and intangible results, try to
quantify them where possible:

e Reduced Workers’ Compensation Premiums



e Decreased Turnover and Training Costs
e Improved Productivity and Reduced Absenteeism

If you can outline a reasonable payback period-say, 12 to 24 months—executives
are more likely to greenlight funding.

4. Best Practices for Making a Compelling Case
4.1 Build Internal Alliances

You don’t have to champion safety alone. Garner support from departments like
Human Resources, Legal, and Operations. Each has a stake in reducing injuries,
cutting costs, and enhancing employee retention. A unified, cross-functional

front often resonates more with senior leaders than a single-department plea.

4.2 Conduct a Gap Analysis

Performing an OHS gap analysis that highlights current incidents, near-misses,
and compliance deficiencies can be a powerful tool. Pinpoint where potential
risks lie and estimate their possible financial impact. This analysis should
culminate in a clear set of recommendations with estimated costs and potential
savings. Executives are more inclined to invest if they can see a direct
correlation between identified gaps and proposed fixes.

4.3 Present Benchmark Data

Compare your company’s safety performance to industry peers or use standards
from organizations like the American Society of Safety Professionals (ASSP). If
your Total Recordable Incident Rate (TRIR) is higher than the industry average,
executives might be more receptive to investing in improvements to become
competitive—or simply to reduce liability.

4.4 Leverage Real-Life Examples

Cite case studies from companies that have seen remarkable improvements in
safety performance. For instance, some organizations have reported a 300% ROI
within two years of investing in advanced safety analytics tools. Another
example could be a manufacturing plant that cut lost-time injuries by 50% after
implementing a near-miss reporting system and standardized daily safety audits.

4.5 Use Visual Aids for Clarity

When you present to executives, use engaging visuals like charts, infographics,
or cost-breakdown tables. This approach enhances understanding and retention.
For instance, a pie chart showing how each category of injury (e.g., slips,
trips, falls) contributes to total costs can illuminate priorities for resource
allocation.

5. The Long-Term Benefits of Prioritizing Safety
5.1 Fostering a Culture of Continuous Improvement

Strong OHS practices don’t just fix immediate hazards; they foster a culture of
continuous improvement. In such a culture, frontline workers are encouraged to
voice concerns, and management actively listens and responds. Over time, this
proactive approach filters into other areas, such as process optimization and



innovation.
5.2 Elevating Employee Well-Being and Morale

Beyond preventing injuries, a robust OHS program can address mental health and
workplace stress. Studies show that burnout costs the US economy over $300
billion per year, factoring in absenteeism, turnover, and lower productivity.
Employers who include mental health resources—such as employee assistance
programs (EAPs) or stress management training—within their broader safety
strategy can see improvements in both productivity and employee satisfaction.

5.3 Catalyzing Community and Stakeholder Trust

Companies recognized for strong safety records often find it easier to build
stakeholder trust and gain social license to operate—particularly in heavily
regulated industries or localities with vigilant communities. Investors and
local officials look favorably upon organizations that proactively demonstrate
commitment to worker welfare.

5.4 Aligning with ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) Imperatives

Increasingly, ESG performance is a major concern for investors, customers, and
regulators. Safety metrics often fall under the “S” (Social) category. By
excelling in safety, companies strengthen their overall ESG profile, which can
attract socially conscious investors and customers. Moreover, ESG-compliant
firms may enjoy lower insurance premiums and interest rates as financial
institutions recognize their reduced risk profile.

Conclusion: The Roadmap to OHS Buy-In

Communicating the value of OHS to executives involves more than reciting injury
statistics or referencing regulatory requirements. It requires:

e Building a Financially Sound Proposal: Outline cost savings, ROI, and the
potential pitfalls of inaction.

e Aligning with Corporate Goals: Highlight how safety initiatives support
strategic growth, risk management, and ESG commitments.

e Adopting a Data-Driven and Storytelling Approach: Show real-life case
studies and provide compelling narratives that resonate on both an
emotional and pragmatic level.

By using these strategies—speaking the language of business, reinforcing your
points with reliable data, and demonstrating a clear return on investment-—you
can secure the resources needed to make your workplace safer and more
productive. When safety becomes an integral part of an organization’s culture
and priorities, it not only saves costs and lives but also fuels long-term
growth, innovation, and reputation.

Executives want to know why they should care—and the answer is straightforward:
A strong, proactive OHS program is good business. It guards against fines and
litigation, reduces absenteeism, boosts morale, and helps cultivate a positive
brand image. With the right combination of evidence, compelling narrative, and
strategic alignment, you can ensure that occupational health and safety moves
from the sidelines of compliance to the forefront of corporate strategy.



