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COURSE INTRODUCTION  
 

 
Safety committees mean involvement!  
 
If you want to have the maximum positive impact from the investment in safety and 
health, involve employees whenever possible.  It’s the right thing to do, and smart 
business to.  Here's why:  
 
Your workers are the persons most exposed to potential safety and health hazards. 
They have a vested interest in effective safety programs. Line workers can be highly 
valuable problem-solvers.  Safety program decisions involving employees takes 
advantage of their wider field of experience. Employees are far more likely to support 
and use programs in which they have had input.   They value what they own! 
Employees are much more satisfied when they are encouraged to contribute and 
their contributions are taken seriously. Line workers usually have a more detailed 
knowledge of operations.  Knowledgeable and aware employees tend to be safe 
workers and also good sources of ideas for better hazard prevention and control. 
 

What’s the key?  Communications  
 
The key to a successful safety and health program is effective communications. To 
help make sure communications is efficient and effective, it's important that an 
employer create a knowledgeable internal team that fosters communication.  What’s 
that team called?  The safety committee, of course.  Consequently, in this handbook 
we are going to explore concepts and tools to help you:  
 

• Start and grow an effective labor-management safety committee,  
• Assess and evaluate your current safety committee; and 
• Recommend changes to improve the effectiveness of your safety committee.  
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_________________________________________________ 
 
CHAPTER ONE: ROLE, PURPOSE, FUNCTION  
 

Introduction  

You don't have to climb a mountain and sit on a big rock for six days to 
get some kind of idea about what the safety committee is all about and 
your place in it.  However, it’s important that you do get a good picture 
(clear vision) about how you and the safety committee can compliment 
the mission of your company. To get a clear picture, you must first 
understand the role and purpose(s) of the safety committee so that it 
may function to help, not hurt the organization’s ability to keep the 
workplace safe and healthful.   

Why is it so important to know who we are? 

The performance of the safety committee is a direct result of the role the 
safety committee plays.  Simply put, what we do depends on who we think we are.  
So, naturally, the safety committee needs to first understand it’s role within the 
organization.  Once the safety committee’s role is understood, an effectively safety 
committee plan may be developed that describes its role, purpose, objectives, and 
strategies to meet them.  So let's take a look at the safety committee’s role and 
purpose a little more closely.   

Just who do you think you are?  

Find the term "role" in the dictionary and you'll read something like:  

• The characteristic and expected social behavior of an individual.  

• A position or title.  

The “role we play” helps define who we are, how we should behave, and what we 
should be doing as an individual or as a member of a group.  

The position title you hold in the organization carries with it certain expectations of 
performance associated with the position.  You play the role you’re expected to play 
depending on the position you have.  In reality, we play many roles both at work and 
at home.  You probably play the role of one or more of the following positions: 
mother, father, coach, scout leader, music teacher, electrician, pastor, police officer, 
nurse, or a mayor.   If you pay attention, you’ll notice how our behaviors change 
depending on the role we happen to be playing at the moment.  
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What is the role of the safety committee?  

One way of looking at the role of the safety committee that is probably most 
effective is to think of it as an internal consultant group with expectations and 
responsibilities similar to that of an external consultant hired by the company.  

What is the purpose of the safety committee?  

Armed with insight into the role of the safety committee, let's take a look at what its 
purpose or mission might be. A quick review of our friendly dictionary once again 
defines purpose as:  

• A desired or intended result or effect.  

As you learned above, the safety committee performs the role of an internal 
consultant group with primary responsibilities to provide expert advice and 
assistance. Some companies create a "vision statement" that reflects who they are. 
This is a statement about their role in the community and society in general.  

A company might also write a mission statement that explains what they do to 
support their vision. The purpose of the safety committee might also be viewed as its 
"mission." Purpose reflects what the safety committee intentionally does to support 
its assigned role.  

Major purposes of the safety committee  
What are some of primary reasons for the safety committee? Let's summarize:  

• Help protect the employer by providing useful information; 

• Help protect the employee by responding to safety concerns; 

• Bring labor and management together in a cooperative way to solve 
problems; and  

• Help the employer educate and motivate all employees about the importance 
of safety. 

• Help the employer educate and motivate all supervisors and managers to 
identify hazards and take corrective action.  

All of these purpose statements emphasize the safety committee's responsibility to 
assist the employer, not to do the safety job for the employer. Management may be 
able to delegate authority for managing safety programs to the safety committee on 
paper, but that won't hold if the workplace is determined to be unsafe as a result of 
an OSHA inspection. The responsibility or safety and health lies squarely on the 
shoulders of line managers from top to bottom because they, not the safety 
committee, control workplaces.  
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How does the safety committee go about fulfilling its purpose?   

OK, so now we have a good idea what our role is, and that understanding shapes the 
purpose the safety committee.   

• Gather information by conducting inspections, audits, surveys and interviews 

• Identify problems: workplace hazardous conditions and unsafe behaviors 
(surface symptoms) 

• Determine the causes: the underlying safety management system 
weaknesses (root causes) contributing to hazardous conditions and unsafe 
behaviors 

• Develop solutions and submit recommendations 

• Monitor progress when changes are implemented 

• Recommend further revisions and improvements  

It's important to note that none of these responsibilities requires the safety 
committee to actually control a budget, safety programs or people. When the safety 
committee assumes the role of a consultant group within a company, it is not 
expected to control a budget, conduct safety training, purchase equipment or correct 
hazards. These responsibilities are more properly that of line managers, from the 
CEO down through first line supervisor. 

The safety committee must communicate effectively  
 
One of the most important responsibilities of the individual safety committee 
representative is to receive safety concerns from employees, report those concerns 
to the safety committee, and provide timely feedback to employees on the status or 
response to those concerns. Failure to effectively fulfill this important responsibility 
has the potential to render the safety committee unsuccessful in its ability to help 
the employer solve safety-related problems.  

The safety committee also communicates directly with management. This is done 
primarily through written recommendations and other safety committee minutes. 
Once again, the ability to run effective meetings, and write concise minutes and 
strong recommendations that provide useful information is critical in fulfilling this 
purpose. In some instances, the safety committee may be quick to accuse 
management of a lack of support when, in reality, the safety committee, itself, is not 
providing useful information enabling management to take timely action on 
recommendations.  

The key to ensuring that safety committee is able to fulfill both communications 
purposes above is, of course, quality education and training.  
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What is the “function” of the safety committee?  

Purpose and function are related terms, but differ significantly in meaning. Our 
dictionary definition states that "function" is:  

• Something closely related to another thing and dependent on it for its 
existence, value, or significance.  

Whereas "purpose" states the intended result or effect, "function" describes the 
actual or unintended result or effect. The actual outcome depends on the success of 
the attempt to carry out the intended purpose. If the safety committee does not 
effectively carry out its intended purpose, it may unintentionally function to hurt the 
company's safety and health effort.  

Function can be considered a dependent variable. It is dependent upon the 
effectiveness of a group to follow through with its stated purpose. The safety 
committee may have the best intentions, but if it cannot follow through effectively 
with its plans, it may actually function to harm a safety program or activity rather 
than help it. Without education and training, safety committee members may not 
have the basic knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform their responsibilities. Given 
proper education and training, the safety committee if more likely to function to 
carry out its intended purpose.  

For instance, the safety committee may intend to increase interest in safety by 
implementing a safety incentive program, but if its members do not have the 
knowledge, skills, or abilities to accomplish this purpose, they may develop a totally 
reactive incentive program that results dismal failure. The lesson -- It's not good 
enough just to do the right thing...you've got to do the right thing right!  

Some important points to remember about the safety committee's 
"function":  

• Function describes the actual result or effect of a safety committee activity, 
whether intended or the unintended. 

• Function is a dependent variable: It depends on the stated purpose and the 
ability of the safety committee to carry it out an activity.  

• Given the tools, the safety committee can function to properly carry out its 
purposes.  

So, why is it so important to understand the relationship between purpose and 
function? The safety committee may have wonderful goals and objectives that 
support its intended purposes. But, if the safety committee does not have the ability, 
for whatever reason, to meet those goals, it will have great difficulty in carrying out 
its stated purpose. The safety committee may actually (unintentionally) function to 
hurt, not help its safety program.  

These three concepts are actually not too difficult to understand, but that 
understanding is absolutely essential to your ability to be an effective member of a 
safety committee, and to the overall success of the committee.  
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Chapter Exercises 

1. Discuss the advantages to an organization when the safety committee 
performs the role of a consultant rather than cop.  

2. Evaluate your safety committee on how well it's fulfilling its purpose.  

3. Discuss what this statement means: "The safety committee may have the 
best intentions, but that does not guarantee effective results."  
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__________________________________________________________________ 

Chapter TWO: GETTING STARTED  
__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Introduction  

 

Don't pass this Chapter up just because you already have a 
safety committee!  

This Chapter is designed to help you if you're trying to start a new safety committee 
in your company. However, if you already have a safety committee, be sure to 
complete this Chapter because you'll still receive some good information to help you 
further develop your safety committee's effectiveness. At a minimum, it will be a 
great review for you.  

First things first...sell the idea to the boss  
Let's say your company does not presently have a safety committee. You're 
convinced that the company would benefit if it started one, but how do you sell the 
idea to the CEO?  
 

You've got to the "$$ talk bottom line $$" to get management's 
attention 
 
An effective safety committee may not only help prevent employees' from getting 
hurt or killed on the job, it may help decrease future direct and indirect accident 
costs. An effective safety committee is a profit center, not a cost center for the 
company.  
 

What are the bottom-line benefits of a safety committee? 

• The safety committee performs the role of a consultant to the employer. If 
your employer hired an external consultant it would cost thousands of dollars 
long-term for the same service the safety committee can provide in-house.  

• The safety committee acts as a forum for management and labor to 
communicate safety related concerns. The benefits from improved 
communications may be hard to quantify, but they may be substantial.  

• Every hazard the safety committee identifies and is directly involved in 
eliminating results in significant savings in potential accident costs. We'll talk 
more about this later.  

• The safety committee can serve as a valuable problem solving group that 
addresses workplace conditions, morale and quality. By developing solutions, 
the safety committee improves the company's competitive advantage.  




