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Abstract. The overall aim of this research is to foster an organisational en-
vironment or ‘context’ that incentivises and assists enterprises - including 
small and micro - to fulfil their obligations under OSH regulations. In close 
consultation with its stakeholders EU-OSHA identified five themes as part 
of this research, where new developments can have a potential high impact 
on workplaces: innovation in enforcement, external prevention services, so-
cial reporting, supply chains and business incentives. The selected topics 
align with current EU priorities on OSH and respond to interest expressed 
by the agency’s stakeholders as part of its research and in relation to the 
Commission’s ex-post evaluation of the OSH acquis. Thus, the project will 
support the objectives of the European Commission as set out in its Com-
munication on modernisation of EU OSH legislation and the EU Strategic 
Framework on OSH.  
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1.  Introduction 
 
This article briefly outlines the key elements of the report on a research project that 

sought to provide an overarching review of the literature concerning external institu-
tional support for improving occupational safety and health (OSH) in the changing 
structure, organisation and control of work in the EU (Walters et al, 2021). The review 
is intended to inform the commencement of a new EU-OSHA Research Programme 
on securing compliance and better OSH practice in EU Member States. The full over-
arching review and its findings are presented in two volumes. Consultations on early 
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drafts strongly suggested a need to arrange these in ways that maximise their reada-
bility and relevance for different readership groups. Therefore, the aims and intentions 
of the research, its methods, analysis and key findings, along with their implications for 
policy and further research, have been presented as concisely as possible in the Final 
Report, with the detailed analysis and substantiated findings of the overarching review 
presented separately in the Literature Review. 

The organising principles underpinning the research were designed to enable a 
more holistic appreciation of the system of supports, and the relationships between its 
elements, in contributing to better OSH practice in order to prevent injury, illness and 
death at work. ‘Better OSH practice’ in this context includes better practice in proac-
tively managing OSH risks, implementing and operationalising OSH arrangements, 
and improving the extent and quality of compliance with the goals of the OSH regula-
tory scheme. It follows from this that when discussing ‘regulatory standards’ and 'reg-
ulatory practices', the review did not limit attention to standards established by the state 
and the practices they require, but included knowledge about influences of other actors 
and processes in the business and social environments in which work takes place and 
which also regulate the activities of firms. It framed its understanding of this knowledge 
within theorising and analysis found primarily in regulatory and socio-legal literature. 

The aim of the critical review is, therefore, to situate its examination of current 
knowledge concerning a set of specific institutional supports for substantive compli-
ance and better OSH practice within a rigorous theoretical framing of their context. The 
review has focused on five areas that are typically affected by, and responsive to, 
changing patterns in the structure, organisation and control of work and the contexts 
in which it takes place in the European Union (EU). They are:  

• Social norms and social reporting strategies, and corporate social responsi-
bility  

• Economic incentives and the business case for OSH 
• Leverage of supply chain relations in support of OSH 
• OSH prevention services 
• Strategies and practices adopted by OSH regulators 

The review has also explored connections between these five areas that contribute 
to supporting compliance and lead to better OSH practice. And it examined each of 
these within the changing social, economic and political contexts in which they are 
situated. The five areas, therefore, illustrate both the challenges of these contexts and 
the effectiveness (or otherwise) of responses to them. The Report and Review argue 
that none of the supports studied exist in isolation from the others. Indeed, the chal-
lenges they seek to address, which also do not exist singly or in isolation, create a 
need for connectivity. The analysis situates these elements in relation to one another, 
and to the wider contextual determinants that affect all of them. The aim, in so doing, 
is to explore the significance of these interconnections for both future policies and re-
search within the wider programme of which this project is part. 

Hardly any of the important implications for OSH raised by the COVID-19 pandemic 
were addressed by the published literature that is the main focus of the Final Report 
and Literature Review. Nevertheless, in both the Report and the Review, we have tried 
to capture something of the emergent literature in relation to COVID-19 at work, its 
lessons for supporting better OSH practices, and its implications for future empirical 
research and policies. 
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2.  Recommendations for future research 
 
The primary aim of the overarching review has been to inform the development of a 

Research Programme in which several empirical research studies will be commis-
sioned to help to fill gaps in knowledge and applied understandings of ways to better 
support securing compliance on OSH in EU Member States. As such, it is intended to 
contribute to: 

a) The knowledge base concerning institutional support for securing compliance and 
better OSH practice 

b) Informing the policies of the EU supporting OSH this respect  
c) Practical OSH outcomes addressing the questions of ‘what works, for whom and 

in which contexts’ in achieving improved institutional support for securing compliance 
on OSH in the EU at national, sector and workplace levels  

Space in this article does not permit the detailed presentation of the substantial 
number of research questions identified in the Final Report, however the following rec-
ommendations reflect the implications of its key conclusions: 
• Despite the presence of a large and wide-ranging body of knowledge concerning 

institutional support for compliance and better OSH practice and on the influence 
of change and context, substantial knowledge gaps still exist. It is recommended 
that EU-OSHA commissions further empirical research to address these gaps with 
the initial focus of its Research Programme on comparative study of innovations in 
the strategies of regulatory inspection in Member States of the EU and on what 
supports achievement of sustainable leverage of OSH in supply chains. The details 
of these recommendations are developed in Part 3 of the Final Report.  

• The Literature Review has identified gaps in knowledge in all the areas studied , as 
well as in understandings of context and the effects of change that are influential in 
determining both the nature and outcomes of support for better practice on OSH. 
These gaps are identified in Part 3 of the Final Report along with research ques-
tions addressing them. It is recommended that EU-OSHA selects further research 
projects to address these gaps. To achieve prioritisation, in this respect, it is rec-
ommended that EU-OSHA addresses: 

o Gaps the review has identified between theoretical arguments about support 
for securing compliance and their application in practice 

o Possible synergies between the roles of different forms of institutional sup-
port and the contexts that determine their effects  

o Suggestions in the review about how such cross-cutting projects can explore 
sustainability, transfer, and the role of leadership and orchestration in the 
achievement of support for securing compliance 

o Recommendations concerning new research in the each of five areas on 
which the review has focused, along with those of context and change on 
which it has also made recommendations for future research 

Taking account of these factors, the Literature Review and Part 3 of the Final Report 
identified the need for further research addressing all five areas studied, including for 
example, the need for more precise knowledge on what works in economic incentivi-
sation, possible ‘toolkits’ at sector or national levels and more critical understandings 
of insurance-based incentive strategies and systems, and the conditions and contexts 
under which are they work. While on prevention services, better knowledge of form 
and coverage as well as means of sustaining them and extending reach to work situ-
ations not covered is important as are better comparative understandings of their most 
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appropriate forms in modern economies. Overarching research needs were also iden-
tified that would provide more cross-cutting understandings of the relations and syner-
gies between different elements in the five areas.  

In its consideration of its research priorities in the light of the above bullets, it is 
further recommended that EU-OSHA consider possible involvement of other partners 
who may be more appropriate sources of funding for research on selected topics to 
which the overarching review has drawn attention.  

• A particular challenge for a research programme that investigates knowledge 
gaps across several related elements which comprise a single overarching 
issue is the risk of repetition. It is important that EU-OSHA takes steps to 
ensure this does not occur.  

• None of this should precludes EU-OSHA commissioning stand-alone re-
search projects alongside more integrated ones. Recommendations in the 
Part 3 of the Final Report also identify several areas where this might be 
appropriate - such as, for example, aspects of the role of prevention services 
or further evaluation of the sustainability and transfer of specific strategies 
aimed at the economic incentivisation of OSH practices. 

 
 
3.  Final conclusions and reflections 

 
The overarching review demonstrates the existence of a substantial framework of 

institutional support for securing compliance and better practice on OSH, which acts in 
a variety of different ways to achieve this task. It shows that this framework, while long-
standing and traceable to its development in the industrialised past of most EU Mem-
ber States, has been responsive to changes of recent decades in the wider economic 
contexts in which it operates and to policies guided by political and economic govern-
ance in Member States and among advanced market economies globally.  

This has prompted an increasingly diverse set of compliance promotion strategies. 
Not only has public regulation sought to engage and encourage duty-holders in the 
pursuit of forms of regulated self-regulation, but discourse on regulation has sought 
broader understandings about its meaning and the role of private as well as public 
regulatory actors and processes, potentially involved in defining and securing compli-
ance. 

Therefore, securing compliance with standards of good practice on OSH (however 
such standards are determined), has taken on a broader meaning and, in parallel with 
this, the institutions and processes involved in supporting it have become more di-
verse. This has not occurred in a political or economic vacuum and, as this review has 
made abundantly clear, trends in the political economies of European Member States 
have also strongly influenced the nature and extent of strategies to promote compli-
ance in OSH.  

Institutions and processes that promote compliance include all those associated 
with national systems of governance for OSH, in which ideally, national policies and 
plans serve to coordinate and direct a spectrum of institutions and processes that reg-
ulate risks of potentially harmful outcomes arising out of work. Some of these are em-
bedded in public regulation, some are market-focused, and others arise from social 
norms and notions of acceptable social behaviour. Thus, OSH compliance is achieved 
by the application of a range of supports for processes that span a spectrum of volun-
tary and coercive influences aimed at achieving better practices in the prevention of 
injuries and ill-health arising from work. In discussing these supports, we have grouped 
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them into five areas. However, a major conclusion that emerges from the Final Report 
is that, while the five areas in which we have ordered the review include much of the 
support for compliance that is found in the OSH systems of EU Member States and 
convey some sense of how it is structured and delivered, nowhere is this support found 
in isolation from the many other processes that are at work alongside it and are im-
portant in determining its outcomes. For example, the roles and effectiveness of work-
ers’ and employers’ organisations, and the institutional and procedural products of re-
lations between them (such as joint bodies or agreements), in contributing to securing 
compliance, may not be obvious from the titles of the five areas into which the review 
has been organised. But in every case, the literature recognises these roles as signif-
icant, as it also recognises the influence of other groups and processes in the social 
and economic relations of business. Institutions of governance and consultation that 
are found from sector to international levels in the EU are also important structures in 
the systems for the promoting compliance. As products of post-war consensus politics, 
most of these institutions in EU Member States have been tripartite bodies for some 
considerable time, although nowadays they increasingly involve individuals and repre-
sentatives of other bodies too.  

Related to this, another major finding and policy pointer of the review concerns the 
multiplicity of actors and processes that are engaged in effective support for compli-
ance and better practice. Much of the specialist literature on OSH interventions tends 
to focus on single interventions, undertaken by one main actor, whether it be a preven-
tion service, a state OSH regulator, a representative of a trade union, an employer’s 
organisation or a joint body, a social insurance agency or any other organisation. But 
a more accurate account of the reality of such interventions shows that they depend 
for their implementation and operation, and especially for their transfer and sustaina-
bility, upon the co-ordinated actions of a multiplicity of actors and processes. A fuller 
account of the determinants of the success or otherwise of such interventions has re-
quired the inclusion of some analysis of their wider contexts, taking proper account of 
the supportive or damaging effects of other processes and institutional actors involved. 
A similar conclusion was reached in the findings of EU-OSHA’s extensive review of 
successful interventions on OSH in MSEs. It is also in keeping with current thinking on 
compliance more widely; and it needs to be acknowledged, both in the design of inter-
ventions as well as in research to measure their effectiveness. These points also in-
form the recommendations for future research that are made in detail in the Final Re-
port. 
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