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3.1 Critically Examine Ethical Principles
Underpinning Strategic OHSES Leadership
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Introduction

Strategic Occupational Health, Safety, Environment, and Sustainability (OHSES) leadership extends beyond
achieving legal compliance and organisational performance. It requires leaders to make decisions that
are morally responsible, professionally accountable, and focused on protecting people, the environment,
and society. Ethical leadership provides the foundation for building trust, promoting responsible decision-
making, and creating a positive organisational culture.

In the context of OHSES, ethics influence how leaders manage risks, allocate resources, communicate with
stakeholders, and balance business objectives with the wellbeing of employees, contractors, communities,
and the environment. Ethical failures can lead to workplace injuries, environmental disasters, legal
penalties, financial losses, and severe reputational damage. Conversely, ethical leadership strengthens
organisational resilience, sustainability, and stakeholder confidence.

This section critically examines the ethical principles underpinning strategic OHSES leadership by
exploring:

1.Core ethical principles (integrity, accountability, fairness, and duty of care).

2.Moral and professional responsibilities of senior OHSES leaders.
3.Ethical dimensions of risk-based decision-making.

4.The relationship between ethical leadership and organisational trust.
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1. Core Ethical Principles

Ethical principles provide a framework for making decisions that are legally compliant, morally
responsible, and aligned with organisational values.
The four fundamental principles underpinning strategic OHSES leadership are:

e Integrity

e Accountability

e Fairness

e Duty of Care

Integrity

Definition
Integrity means acting honestly, consistently, and ethically, even when decisions are difficult or
unpopular.
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Leaders with integrity:

e Tell the truth.

e Honour commitments.

e Follow organisational values.

e Apply policies consistently.

e Admit mistakes.

e Avoid conflicts of interest.
Integrity ensures that safety decisions are based on protecting people rather than short-term
business pressures.
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Example

An organisation discovers that a production process exceeds environmental emission limits.
An ethical OHSES leader:

e Reports the issue immediately.

e Suspends unsafe operations if necessary.

e Works to correct the problem.

e Communicates transparently with regulators.

A leader lacking integrity may attempt to hide the issue to avoid financial losses.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits
e Builds credibility.
e Strengthens stakeholder confidence.
e Supports legal compliance.
e Encourages ethical behaviour throughout the organisation.

Limitations

e Ethical decisions may involve short-term financial costs.

e Leaders may experience pressure from shareholders or management
to prioritise profit over safety.

Maintaining integrity often requires courage and strong ethical
conviction.
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Accountability

Definition
Accountability means accepting responsibility for decisions, actions, and
organisational outcomes.

Senior leaders should be accountable for:
e OHSES performance.
e Resource allocation.
e Risk management.
e Legal compliance.
e Continuous improvement.
Accountability requires leaders to explain and justify their decisions.
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Example

After a workplace accident, an accountable executive:

e Initiates an investigation.

e Accepts organisational responsibility where appropriate.

e Implements corrective actions.

e Prevents recurrence.
Rather than blaming employees, accountable leaders examine organisational systems and
management decisions.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits
e Encourages responsible leadership.
e Supports continual improvement.
e Improves governance.
e Builds organisational trust.
Limitations
e Accountability may be weakened if roles are unclear.
e Excessive blame can discourage learning and reporting.

Effective organisations promote accountability without creating a
blame culture.

1IN

—
—
p——
—
—
—
—
B
—




\‘0

e
osH” TREE

TRAINING & CONSULTANCY

Fairness

Definition
Fairness requires leaders to treat employees consistently,
impartially, and respectfully.

Fairness includes:
e Equal application of rules.
e Objective investigations.
e Non-discrimination.
e Respect for employee rights.
e Transparent decision-making.

Example

Two employees commit similar safety violations.

A fair organisation applies the same investigation process and
disciplinary standards to both employees regardless of their
position or seniority.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits
e Increases employee confidence.
e Supports Just Culture.
e Reduces workplace conflict.
e Encourages employee participation.

Limitations
e Different circumstances may require different responses.
e Perceptions of fairness may vary between individuals.
Fairness requires consistency while recognising legitimate
differences in context.
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Duty of Care

Definition
Duty of Care is the legal and moral obligation to take reasonable steps to protect people from foreseeable
harm.
OHSES leaders have responsibilities towards:
e Employees.
e Contractors.
e \isitors.
e Customers.
e Communities.
e The environment.
Duty of Care extends beyond compliance with minimum legal requirements.

Example
A company voluntarily introduces advanced machine guarding that exceeds legal standards because it

recognises its responsibility to protect employees.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits

e Protects people and the environment.

e Supports ethical decision-making.

e Reduces organisational risk.

e Enhances corporate reputation.
Limitations

e Determining what constitutes "'reasonable care” may sometimes be

complex.

e Additional protective meadsures may require significant investment.
Nevertheless, organisations that prioritise Duty of Care often achieve
stronger long-term performance.
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2. Moral and Professional Responsibilities of Senior OHSES Leaders

Moral Responsibilities
Moral responsibilities arise from ethical values rather than legal
obligations.
Senior OHSES leaders should: = u ”
e Protect life and wellbeing. '
e Respect human dignity. Uy
e Promote environmental stewardship. "\ N '
e Encourage honesty.
e Foster inclusion.
e Prevent unnecessadry harm.
These responsibilities reflect society's expectations of responsible
leadership.
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Professional Responsibilities

Professional responsibilities arise from occupational standards,
professional codes of conduct, and organisational expectations.
Senior OHSES leaders should:

e Maintain professional competence.

e Follow recognised standards.

e Promote continual learning.

e Base decisions on evidence.

e Maintain confidentiality.

e Provide objective advice.

e Demonstrate leadership.
Professional integrity requires leaders to place public safety above
personal interests.
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Leadership Responsibilities

Senior leaders should:
e Develop strategic OHSES policies.
e Allocate sufficient resources.
e lead by example.
e Encourage employee participation.
e Promote ethical decision-making.
e Strengthen organisational culture.
e Monitor performance.
e Ensure continual improvement.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits
e Enhances professional credibility.
e Supports organisational sustainability.
e Protects stakeholder interests.
e Encourages ethical organisational culture.

Challenges
e Commercial pressures may create ethical conflicts.
e Global organisations face differing legal and cultural
expectations.
e Leaders must often balance competing stakeholder
interests.
Ethical leadership requires balancing commercial objectives
with responsibilities to people and society
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3. Ethical Dimensions of Risk-Based Decision-Making

Understanding Ethical Risk Management
Risk-based decision-making involves identifying hazards, evaluating risks, and selecting appropriate
controls.
Ethical leadership ensures that these decisions consider:
e Human life.
e Employee wellbeing.
e Environmental protection.
e Community impacts.
* Llong-term consequences.
e Organisational values.
Ethical decisions extend beyond cost-benefit analysis.
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Ethical Considerations in Risk Decisions

Leaders should ask:
e |s the decision fair?
e Does it protect people?
e Are vulnerable groups considered?
e Are risks communicated honestly?
e Are long-term consegquences understood?
e Are decisions transparent?
These questions encourage responsible decision-making.
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Balancing Risk and Business Objectives

Leaders often face competing priorities such as:
e Production.
e Cost reduction.
e Safety.
e Environmental protection.
e Business continuity.
Ethical leadership ensures that commercial pressures do not compromise health and safety.
Example
A manufacturing company identifies defective safety equipment.
Replacing it immediately will delay production and reduce quarterly profits.
An ethical leader approves immediate replacement because employee safety takes priority over short-
term financial performance.
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Critical Evaluation

Benefits
e Protects employees.
e Strengthens organisational reputation.
e Supports sustainability.
e Builds public trust.

Challenges

e Ethical decisions may increase short-term costs.

e Stakeholders may have conflicting expectations.

e Risk tolerance differs between organisations.
Ethical risk management seeks sustainable rather than purely
financial outcomes.
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4. Relationship Between Ethical Leadership and Organisational Trust

Understanding Organisational Trust
Trust is the confidence employees and stakeholders have that leaders will
act honestly, fairly, and responsibly.
Trust develops through:
* Integrity.
e Transpadrency.
e Consistency.
e Competence.
* Respect.
e Accountability.
Without trust, safety culture cannot fully mature.
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How Ethical Leadership Builds Trust

Ethical leaders:
e Keep promises.
e Admit mistakes.
e Encourage reporting.
e Listen to employees.
e Treat people fairly.
e Communicate honestly.
e Take corrective action.
Employees are more willing to report hazards and participate in safety initiatives when they trust leadership.
Trust and Safety Culture
High-trust organisations typically demonstrate:
e Strong reporting culture.
e Greater employee engagement.
e Better teamwork.
e Faster learning from incidents.
e Higher organisational resilience.
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Critical Evaluation

Low-trust organisations often experience:
e Under-reporting.
e Fear of blame.
e Poor morale.
e Low participation.
e Increased organisational risk.
Benefits
e Improves communication.
e Supports Just Culture.
e Encourages innovation.
e Strengthens employee commitment.
e Enhances organisational resilience.
Challenges
e Trust develops slowly but can be lost quickly.
e Inconsistent leadership behaviours undermine credibility.
e Rebuilding trust after ethical failures may take years.
Ethical leadership is therefore essential for sustaining long-term organisational trust.
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Practical Scenario

A chemical manufacturing company discovers that a storage tank has developed a defect that
could potentially release hazardous substances. Repairing the tank immediately would require
shutting down production for several days, resulting in significant financial losses.

The OHSES Director advises the executive team to suspend operations until repairs are completed.
The decision is based on integrity, accountability, fairness, and Duty of Care, despite the financial
Impact. Senior leaders communicate openly with employees, regulators, and customers about the
shutdown and the corrective actions being taken.

Although the organisation experiences short-term financial costs, it prevents a potential
environmental incident, protects employees and the surrounding community, maintains regulatory
compliance, and strengthens stakeholder trust. This demonstrates how ethical leadership supports
long-term organisational resilience and sustainable success.
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Key Takeaways

e Ethical principles such as integrity, accountability, fairness, and Duty of Care form the
foundation of strategic OHSES leadership and guide responsible organisational decision-
making.

e Senior OHSES leaders have both moral responsibilities (protecting people, society, and the
environment) and professional responsibilities (maintaining competence, objectivity, and
compliance with recognised standards).

e Ethical risk-based decision-making requires leaders to balance business objectives with the
protection of human life, environmental stewardship, legal obligations, and long-term
organisational sustainability.

e Ethical leadership strengthens organisational trust by promoting transparency, consistency,
fairness, and accountability, encouraging employees to report hazards, participate in safety
initiatives, and support continual improvement.

e Organisations that embed ethical leadership into their governance and culture are more likely
to achieve sustainable performance, stronger stakeholder confidence, improved resilience, and
long-term business success.



U
M

OSH” TREE

TRAINING & CONSULTANCY

Thank you
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