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External, third party
representation is likely the
best way to improve WEPR
In New Zealand since it
addresses many of the
barriers and challenges

to improved WEPR
performance.

However, any interventions need to be tailored to specific contexts and
to particular workforces.

Given the breadth of the topic, this review is far from comprehensive.

Instead, it has aimed to provide a summary of the main themes in the literature
that are pertinent to WorkSafe. It has built a picture of current WEPR practices
in New Zealand, identified two main types of interventions that may be
applicable here and discussed the likely barrier to their success.

As Fidderman and McDonnell (2010) note, one of the ongoing challenges

in WEPR is how to prevent it from being both at employers’ discretion and
following their agenda. Essentially, WEPR needs to overcome the power
imbalances between employers and workers that make worker engagement
programmes necessary in the first place. External agents such as union
representatives or regional health and safety representatives can help mitigate
the impact of the power of employers and management, but as the history of
RHSRs in New Zealand indicates they can face fierce opposition from business
groups (Harris et al., 2012; Pashorina-Nichols, 2016).

Organisation-specific voluntary programmes such as participatory ergonomics
may get buy-in from employers who already consider WEPR and occupational
health and safety as important, but they are unlikely to reach non-compliant
or resistant employers. The results from the National Survey of Employers also
suggest that few businesses will enact WEPR practices when they are exempt
from legal requirements, and the qualitative data indicate that, even when they
have formal practices, these may not be fit for purpose.

National-level programmes built on an external representation mitigate this

need and are more likely to have an impact on small and medium enterprises

and businesses that are resistant to both OHS and WEPR. If properly implemented,
they can also reach insecure workers and receive a positive reception from
employers. They do, however, require a combination of legislative support,
management commitment, information, training and union involvement to be
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successful. It is also important for representatives to have a clear function that

is distinct from consultants or health and safety professionals. Such a distinction
helps to prevent representatives from becoming overburdened, prevents them
from becoming a form of management support and will help to facilitate greater
worker buy-in.

This review has also highlighted that the presence of formal structures does
not necessarily mean that there are adequate opportunities for workers to be
engaged. Such practices may either not be properly implemented or not
suitable for particular sectors. Instead, approaches need to understand and
address the context of unequal power-relations and historical and current
trends in employment practices in order to empower workers and facilitate
them improving OHS management in their places of work.
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