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Executive summary 
The Business Leaders’ Health and Safety Forum (Forum) is a coalition of 360+ New Zealand CEOs and 

business leaders committed to improving the performance of workplace health and safety in New 

Zealand.  

Our submission outlines our view of the wider business factors that both support and constrain 

improved health and safety and productivity.  

As with New Zealand’s productivity story, there are a relatively small number of firms that perform 

at a “frontier level” of health and safety performance.  Our applied experience is that there is a 

correlation between a business that is engaged in supporting the health, safety and wellbeing of its 

workers, and productivity. 

We know that both effective control of risk and identification of productive opportunities require a 

range of factors to be present.  Unfortunately, many of these factors are missing in action in the New 

Zealand business environment, making it increasingly challenging for organisations to lift their 

health, safety and productivity performance. 

We have examples where great leaders and “frontier health and safety firms” have found success by 

focusing on long-term investment; collaborative leadership; and a wholistic view of the entire supply 

chain. We have included these examples in our submission.  

To build on these successes we have identified four levers to improve the environment in which New 

Zealand businesses operate: 

1. Systemic and more robust deployment of the HSW Act 

2. Government as a better, more connected client 

3. Leveraging the Covid-stimulus funding to achieve better productivity, safety and 

environmental outcomes on ‘shovel ready’ projects 

4. Better integrating how we monitor health, safety and productivity performance beyond 

simple outcome measures 

These enhancements would contribute to lifting productivity and health and safety performance 

across New Zealand.  
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Safe, healthy and productive work is no secret 
New Zealand’s productivity journey mirrors our work-related health and safety performance.  

Despite sustained focus and effort following the Pike River tragedy, we remain stuck in first gear, 

with additional resource and input failing to deliver a material shift in performance.  See appendix 

for historical comparison of New Zealand’s international safety and productivity performance. 

Health and safety as a business function has traditionally been viewed as a largely technical 

compliance issue. A more compelling and progressive view of health and safety, and one the Forum 

is based on, is that health and safety is a proxy for organisational performance – namely it is a 

function of leadership, management capability, organisational culture (i.e. trust and resilience), 

workforce capability, technology and operational plant within the business.  Similarly, productivity is 

a function of those same elements. 

The leadership and organisational capabilities and practices that deliver better safety and wellbeing 

outcomes are known, learnable and proven; there is a range of factors, however, that constrain the 

number of businesses applying them. 

Effective control of risk (financial, operational of critical health and safety risks) as well as identifying 

productive opportunities require a range of factors to be present: 

• Aligned business frameworks 

Safe and productive businesses have frameworks that align organisational purpose, strategy, 

risk appetite and risk management frameworks and in turn are linked to the allocation of 

resources (people, money, time). 

 

• Leadership capability and commitment 

Leaders drive culture, and culture drives performance.  Business success is the result of 

complex, dynamic and interdependent elements coming together to deliver.  Organisational 

culture allows these elements to come together efficiently, effectively, innovatively and 

safely.  

 

• Collaboration and coordination capability 

Few risks and fewer productive opportunities sit in an organisational silo.  Rather they sit 

across different levels in a business, across business units, organisations, regions and even 

across international borders.  Consequently, material and honest information flow and 

connections are critical. That capability and capacity is more than just technology platforms.  

It demands effective and enabling leadership and governance, management capability, 

workplace relations and a conducive organisational culture. 

 

• Ongoing and evolving skills and capability from the board to the front line 

Effective identification and management of risk, and delivering on opportunities demands 

sustained development of people’s skills – both technical and adaptive capabilities. 

 

• Technology, software and modern plant 

Investment in and effective deployment of modern technologies are fundamental to 

eliminating many risks and increasing productivity. 
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We know what good looks like 
The key factors above support the delivery of safe, healthy and productive work.  They demand 

sustained investment and effort over the long term.  We have many examples of “frontier healthy 

and safe” businesses within the Forum, these include (note the hyperlinks for each case study): 

• Client leadership with Transpower 

Innovation in the contractor chain was unlocked by a longer-term and more collaborative 

approach that delivered safety, innovation and productivity improvements across the board. 

 

• High engagement-high performance with Kiwirail 

Collaborative and competent leadership unlocked work practice improvements from the 

frontline, that delivered improved safety and productivity. 

 

• Supply chain leadership with New Plymouth District Council 

A longer-term and more wholistic view of the Council’s supply chain saw them see quality, 

productivity, skills development and health and safety as interdependent and connected 

work – leading to a skills pipeline, productivity improvements and enabling investment in 

safer, more efficient technology (e.g. New Zealand’s first, and currently, only forward 

moving chip sealer truck). 

The “table isn’t set” to encourage the presence of these factors 
Great leaders and smart businesses can and will always find success, regardless of the context.  

There is, however, a range of wider environmental factors that make it increasingly challenging for 

businesses to deploy healthier and safer practices, which in turn affect long-term productivity.  Two 

headline factors include: 

1. Ever-growing levels of supply chain disaggregation and risk outsourcing  

2. Short-term financial and political imperatives 

By way of practical demonstration of these factors, construction (commercial and residential 

especially), forestry, agriculture and road transport are consistently amongst the poorest performing 

sectors in terms of work-related harm and fatalities.  Construction specifically is characterised by 

boom-bust demand, commercial pressures (and failures), relatively low technology uptake (when 

compared internationally), skills and capability pressures and one of the highest rates of suicide for 

any sector. 

1. Supply chain disaggregation and risk outsourcing  

The use of responsive and flexible supply chain models has delivered operational and cost 

efficiencies over the last three decades. The increased use of these arrangements has almost 

become the default business model.   

While there are many benefits to these arrangements, they also create two challenges: 

1. added complexity that can create information and trust choke points, and power dynamics 

(perceived and actual)  

2. Outsourcing of critical risks (health and safety, but commercial risks also) down the supply 

chain to those all too often least able to manage them. 

These two challenges demand deliberate acknowledgement and management. 

https://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies/transpower/
https://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies/kiwirail/
https://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies/npdc/
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There are numerous examples where “efficiency and independence” have trumped “effectiveness” 

in these disaggregated supply chain approaches, with insufficient capacity or capability being 

deployed around managing these implications.   

Practically, that often sees increased pressures flowing down the supply chain, smaller margins 

constraining investment in skills and technology, and reduced incentives for smaller contractors to 

pass honest information up the chain.  As a result, critical risks often go unnoticed, under reported 

and under controlled with harmful consequences to individual workers and their businesses.  

At the same time the lack of information flow up through the supply chain is a barrier to innovation 

and potential productivity gains, which can more often be identified by those doing the work.  

Not only does this approach fail the legal expectations of overlapping responsibilities in New 

Zealand’s health and safety legislation, more importantly, it reduces the ability to invest in smarter 

work design, technologies and work practices that can actually eliminate or significantly reduce risk. 

We need the governors of the organisations creating the risk more engaged and committed to its 

management. 

By way of practical example, there are numerous and common place construction methods and 

technologies in the UK or Australia that effectively eliminate certain safety risks and improve 

productivity. These are not being deployed here, in large part due to risk responsibilities being 

passed on to contractors who are not able or incentivised to invest.   

The example in the New Plymouth District Council case study of the forward-moving chip and seal 

truck now being deployed demonstrates this point practically.  This technology is a decade old in the 

UK, and yet this is the only example in operation in New Zealand.  New Plymouth District Council’s 

more wholistic view of risk, and its understanding of its upstream responsibilities enabled and 

supported its lead contractor to make this significant investment in plant – in turn improving 

productivity and safety.  

2. Short term financial and political imperatives 

Whether 3-year electoral cycles, or shareholder and investor expectations, the dominant driver for 

organisations in the public and private sectors are short-term.  This reality makes sustained 

investment in technologies, skills and capability and strategic relationships through the supply chain 

challenging. 

The impact of short versus longer term imperatives is clearly demonstrated in the case of 

mechanised tree harvesting.  Forest owners and management businesses have been gradually 

agreeing longer-term contract arrangements for harvesting contractors to sustain the required 

investment in modern mechanised harvesters. 

The move to mechanised harvesting has in turn dramatically lifted productivity and significantly 

reduced the risk of fatalities from felling or extracting trees. 
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Opportunities to align healthier, safer and more productive 

businesses 
We believe there are four policy and implementation levers that could be pulled to better “set the 

table” for safer, healthier and more productive businesses: 

1. Systemic deployment of the HSW Act 

2. Government as a better, more connected client 

3. Leveraging the Covid-stimulus funding to encourage safer and more productive business 

practice 

4. Better integrating how we monitor health, safety and productivity performance. 

1. Systemic deployment of the HSW Act 

The Health and Safety at Work (HSW) Act is a modern, performance-based legislative framework 

comprising a range of systemic levers to ensure healthy and safe work: 

• Proactive duties for directors, CEOs and business owners to ensure a sufficiency of 

understanding, resource provision and use of health, safety and wellbeing risk controls 

• Overlapping duties for business both up and down the supply chain to ensure risk is 

collectively and collaboratively understood and managed 

• Duties to ensure the workforce is actively and deliberately engaged in work decisions 

• Broad description of health and safety risks to include mental wellbeing. 

A more systemic understanding and application of these duties would demand the governance 

community and major clients become more curious and responsive to the tensions, conflicts and 

synergies across the interface of design, technology, people, skills and work demands.   

The regulatory obligations including mental wellbeing also demand businesses are attentive to the 

wider range of work design and work resourcing issues.   

We have yet to really start testing and expanding the implications and opportunities that stem from 

these uniquely framed set of regulatory levers.  This approach stands in stark contrast to 

conventional health safety compliance expectations and “tick box” approaches.  

We would like to see a sustained focus from New Zealand’s health and safety regulators to apply 
the HSW Act more systemically to encourage longer term thinking, more effective risk ownership 
and supply chain leadership. 
 

2. Government as a better, more connected client 

There is no client in New Zealand with more of an interest in long term value than the Government – 

both local and central.  Yet the historical experience of government procurement is a strong focus on 

lowest cost and an over reliance on short-term competitive procurement practices to ensure value 

to the taxpayers and ratepayers.   

The reality, however, is that “Government” as a client doesn’t exist.  Rather there is a range of 

sovereign agencies and organisations very often making individual procurement decisions.  Whilst 

government procurement practices are gradually improving, there remains a sense of these gains 

being driven by “procurement rules” and itemised minimum standards rather than a fundamental 

shift in defining and seeking “value” from government’s spending, beyond the asset or service being 

procured. 
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The Transpower and New Plymouth District Council case studies referenced in this submission 

demonstrate the impact an engaged and long-term client focus can have on value in terms of 

reduced harm, improved productivity and quality.  Conversely, the Justice Precinct in Christchurch is 

“exhibit A” for why the false reliance on lowest price competitive tendering to deliver good value 

needs to end.  

We would like to see a deliberate and sustained commitment from government to adopt a 
longer-term approach to procurement and a more balanced view of “value” beyond cost and the 
procured service or product. 
 

3. Leveraging the Covid-stimulus funding 

We are about to see an historically unprecedented level of government stimulus funding to offset 

the economic impacts of Covid-19.  The “shovel ready” projects are a substantial part of that 

stimulus approach.   

Currently, there is an absence of any “whole of programme” view on how the performance of these 

significant projects will be planned, procured, delivered or monitored.  This “disaggregated” 

approach risks innovative lessons being missed, productive and safe technologies unexplored nor 

deployed, and avoidable pitfalls relived. 

Rather than see the investment in key infrastructure as solely an asset-based endeavour, we have 

the opportunity for this stimulus activity to encourage safer more productive business practices 

through the supply chain.  This will require leadership and commitment from government. In no way 

does this suggest a slow-down in spending, rather a more coherent approach across projects. 

We would like to see an integrated approach to how these stimulus initiatives are planned, 
procured, delivered and monitored so we can track the safety and productivity of these initiatives.  
 

4. Better integrating how we monitor health, safety and productivity performance  

Monitoring health, safety and productivity performance is largely based on tracking historical output 

and outcome measures.  In addition to this approach, there is a need to also monitor the presence 

and sufficiency of key system capabilities and practices.   

We believe longer term thinking, increased risk ownership and competence and supply chain 

leadership are inherently linked to safer, healthier and more productive business.  Consequently, we 

would like to see the presence of long-term thinking, risk competence and supply chain practices 

captured somehow as part of tracking firm productivity.   

This could also include more explicit and deliberate alignment with the Treasury’s Living Standards 

Framework.  The Forum would be happy to contribute to this development work. 

We would like to see the Productivity Commission develop a more integrated approach to 
monitoring productivity performance including long-term thinking, risk competence and supply 
chain practices. 
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Who is the Business Leaders Health and Safety Forum? 
The Forum is a not-for-profit coalition of 360+ CEOs committed to the leadership of health and 

safety.  We were formally launched in July 2010. Our ultimate objective is healthy, safe and 

productive workplaces for New Zealand.  We see good health and safety as a critical part of strong 

and resilient business performance – an opportunity as much as an obligation.  

Our membership comprises business leaders from almost all sectors and regions of New Zealand, 

including a number of Iwi enterprises.  Whilst our membership includes many of New Zealand’s 

largest firms, we also have a significant number of smaller and medium-sized businesses.   

We have been long-standing supporters of health and safety improvements in New Zealand, and 

have always sought to partner and work with government and other industry groups to enhance 

New Zealand’s health and safety performance. 
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Appendix 

We’re at the wrong end of both graphs 
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Supply chain leadership in practice
New Plymouth District Council
A resource CEOs can use to support discussions with their supply chains, executives, directors, workers 
and worker representatives.

February 2020

Like many organisations, New Plymouth 
District Council relied on the Lowest Price 
Conforming model when tendering for 
work. But in 2017 with a new Head of 
Infrastructure and CEO in place, it knew 
something was broken and a new 
approach to procurement was needed. 
The Council had a vision to become a 
supply chain leader, where its role was  
to coach, mentor, lead and inspire its 
contractors.

“We’re trying to develop a culture where our staff  are 
not just good at planning and execution but are 

prepared to challenge the status quo, be a bit curious, 
push the boundaries and do some innovative stuff.”

Craig Stevenson, CEO, New Plymouth District Council
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Craig 
Stevenson

David 
Langford

CEO, 
New Plymouth  
District Council

Head of Infrastructure, 
New Plymouth  
District Council

The Council’s new Head of Infrastructure David Langford 

had a vision for a new way of working with their supply 

chain – moving away from a lowest price conforming 

model, which wasn’t working well.

“It set a tone of a master/servant relationship, where we 

exchanged money to make problems go away. It also sent  

a signal that the lowest possible price was of most value to 

us, and things like health and safety, training and quality 

could be sacrificed to achieve the lowest price,” says  

David Langford.

■ Creating trust and a new path forward
David and his team spent time with the Council’s 
suppliers, working to develop trust. 

“We engaged early, and held our hands up to own our poor 

results and behaviour in the past. We were really clear about 

why we wanted to behave differently in the future and the 

outcomes we were hoping to achieve.”

When a new Council CEO was appointed in 2017, it was 

also timely to ensure the support for a new procurement 

approach with management and Councillors. Incoming 

CEO Craig Stevenson was hugely supportive, and helped 

pave the way for David and his team. “This change in 

procurement was a fundamental re-think of something 

we’ve been doing for decades. It was always going to be a 

challenge as a public sector organisation to implement 

change, especially if it meant explaining why lowest cost  

was no longer the priority,” says Craig.

It took courage from all those involved to stay the course. 

“Once you are convinced it’s the right thing to do then as a 

leader it was my job to run defence for staff while they get  

on with it, allowing them to do some experimenting, and 

also evaluate and monitor,” says Craig. 

■ Trialling a different approach
After nearly three years of looking at different ways  
of working, and building trust with their supply chain, 
in 2019 the Council implemented a new approach  
to procurement when tendering for its annual 
maintenance contract – doing things very differently. 

• Instead of using the model of Lowest Price 

Conforming, a Weighted-attribute system was used, 

putting the biggest weighting on how the contractor 

would invest in its current and future workforce 

within the civil construction industry.

• The Council moved the contract from three years, 

to ten years. This would enable those tendering to 

have certainty over their work for a significantly 

longer period and make long-term investments 

in equipment and people. 

• The process also required those tendering to factor 

out the cost of traffic management, such as stop-go 

signs, to remove the risk to workers.

• They also capped the number of hours that 

contractors could work for per week.

Downer won the contract. 

“When NPDC placed health, safety, diversity and 

sustainability ahead of cost, it made a significant  

difference to the approach. For Downer, and for the  

industry, this demonstrates they really care about our  

people and about safety,” says Downer’s Executive GM  

of Transport Services Craig West.



Whitaker Civil Engineering had been working on and off 

with the Council for years. It’s General Manager Frances 

Boyce says the new way of working together is refreshing 

and beneficial for the whole community. “Doing this kind 

of work with David’s team, and looking at jobs from front to 

back end has been fantastic. It saves time and saves money, 

and involves innovative thinking to get projects built.”

	■ What they’ve learnt 
After six months into the ten-year maintenance 
contract, the Council was already seeing major 
benefits.

• Because of the certainty of work, Downer has made 

major investments into the region, including:

 ʱ Purchasing machinery to eliminate the  

need for reversing trucks while building  

roads – the leading cause of worker deaths  

in New Zealand.

 ʱ Development of a facility at Port Taranaki so it  

can import bitumen directly into New Plymouth. 

“Not only is that giving us good health and safety 

outcomes, it’s also a lower carbon footprint and  

will generate employment for the economy,” says 

David Langford.

• The decision to remove traffic management has 

already seen a 15% cost reduction – and a 39% 

increase in productivity on some projects.

• A Talent Pipeline network has been established 

between all civil contractors involved in the region to 

work together on developing the skills of the current 

workforce and attracting people into the industry.

	■ The role of the CEO and leadership team
David says the support of the Council CEO and elected 
members has been crucial to making progress.

“Particularly when there can be some criticism to awarding 

contracts to suppliers who aren’t the cheapest, having the 

courage to stay the course and keep the outcomes for  

long term in mind, instead of bowing to pressure to get  

the short-term gains today is essential. Without that  

support we couldn’t achieve what we’re doing today.”

	■ Where we need to be
New Plymouth District Council’s approach is one that 
could be considered by others across the country.

“Applying the Council’s supply chain leadership approach  

to other major projects would see a much healthier industry, 

much more collaboration and a significant change in the 

outcomes produced in the infrastructure industry. It would 

help to meaningfully contribute to communities, the growth 

of our people and the economic health and wellbeing of our 

regions,” says Downer’s Craig West.

David Langford also has high hopes for the future. “For 

me success is when we’ve got a good strong culture of supply 

chain leadership across all government, central and local, 

and where we’re no longer tendering our work at lowest-

price conforming. It would mean being able to have mature 

conversations about the trade-off between cost and the 

additional value we can achieve by taking a smarter 

approach to procurement.”

“Not only is that giving us good  
health and safety outcomes, it’s  
also a lower carbon footprint.”



Leaders make  
a difference
The Business Leaders’ Health and Safety Forum 
inspires and supports its members to become 
more effective leaders on health and safety.  
The Forum has more than 350 members, who 
are CEOs or Managing Directors of significant 
New Zealand companies.

Contact us

Email: info@zeroharm.org.nz 
Phone: +64 4 499 1897

Or find out more at: www.zeroharm.org.nz

	■ How to use this case study
With your supply chain, leadership team, directors, 

workers and their representatives read the case study 

and watch the video version at www.zeroharm.org.nz/

case-studies/npdc.  

Then discuss the following: 

1. What’s your current relationship like with  
your supply chain? Do you treat your supply  
chain as part of your wider organisation, or  
as a separate entity?

2. How could a supply chain leadership approach 
support your organisation and your contractors?

3. What benefits can you foresee for your 
organisation, your supply chain and wider  
regional economies by adopting a similar 
approach?

“For me success is when we’ve 
got a good strong culture of 

supply chain leadership across 
all government, central and 
local, and where we’re no  

longer tendering our work at 
lowest-price conforming.”

mailto:info%40zeroharm.org.nz?subject=
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz
https://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies/npdc
https://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies/npdc
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“A year after these changes were 
introduced the tower painting 

operation delivered against its work 
plan for the first time. In three years, 

TRIFR fell from 60 to 0.”

www.zeroharm.org.nz

Ensuring contractors are successful 
– so you can be too 
Alison Andrew, Transpower
A resource CEOs can use to support discussions with their teams, directors and contractors. 

March 2018

When Transpower looked into the poor safety 

performance of our tower painting operation we  

realised what we actually had was a commercial  

problem. The way we operated made it hard for our 

tower painting contractors to be successful. And if they 

couldn’t succeed then neither could we. We recognised 

that a new approach was needed based on respect, 

collaboration, and building long-term relationships. 

Photo: Northpower

http://www.safetree.nz
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz
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■■ The problem
Transpower’s $35 million a year tower painting 

programme began in the 1990s and protects the  

25,000 steel towers that support the national grid.  

In 2014, Transpower identified several issues with the  

way this work was being delivered. 

The tower painting was completed by contractors, some 

of whom were very focused on health and safety and 

others who struggled to achieve good performance. 

Previous attempts to improve performance across  

the board had focused on us devising and imposing 

solutions, like specifying what equipment or PPE 

contractors should use. But none of this made  

much difference.

So a decision was made to apply some fresh eyes to  

the problem, which was handed to our projects and 

procurement team – led by Kevin Small, Transpower’s 

General Manager Customers and Projects. 

■■ What we did about it
The first thing Kevin’s team did was stop trying to solve the 

problem by ourselves. Instead, they worked to understand 

what was really going on in the tower painting operation 

– spending time talking to the contractors and those 

who worked with them at Transpower. This approach 

revealed that we were dealing with a wider commercial 

problem, not just a health and safety one. 

In particular, we realised it was hard for some of our 

contractors to invest in their equipment and people 

because they weren’t profitable. A lack of work continuity 

made it hard for them to secure bank funding to invest in 

their businesses. Despite our need for tower maintenance 

being virtually endless, we only let the painting contracts 

on a short-term (around 12 weeks) basis. 

Our regional approach to procurement also made their 

lives difficult. Each regional office let its own contracts, 

meaning our tower painters were dealing with different 

standards, practices and budgets. This regional approach 

also worked to mask issues from the executive team – 

meaning we saw a bunch of little, apparently unrelated 

problems, rather than one big one. 

Our tendency to impose engineering solutions to fix 

problems was over-burdening our contractors and 

stifling any opportunity for them to innovate. For 

example, in response to various incidents we had added 

additional protective layers to the suits tower painters 

worked in. Eventually they were wearing five layers that 

were heavy, uncomfortable and slowed down the work. 

Alison Andrew
CEO Transpower

Photo: Northpower
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■■ The solutions 
A comprehensive strategy was developed to deal with 

the commercial issues undermining productivity, and 

health and safety in our tower painting operation. 

This included extending the length of our contracts  

to an average of 18 months and setting up a contractor  

‘panel’. Being on this panel confirmed tower painters 

were eligible to work for us over the next five years.  

That meant, for the first time, we were providing the 

long-term security that supports contractors to invest  

in their businesses. 

Internally, we also began a cultural shift away from telling 

our contractors how to work, and towards getting the 

right people for the job and giving them authority to  

be innovative and successful. Not all contractors were 

comfortable working in this new environment. So some 

hard decisions were made about who had the ability  

to adapt. Those who couldn’t were supported to exit  

the business. 

■■ The outcomes
The rewards of this longer-term, more collaborative 

approach to working with our tower painters have  

come in the form of improved productivity, profitability, 

and health and safety. 

One year on, the tower painting operation delivered 

against its work plan for the first time. 

Three years on, TRIFR in this part of the business had fallen 

from 60 to 0, and remains below Transpower’s average. 

These changes put our contractors on a stronger 

commercial footing. We have not changed our 

contracting rates since 2013. But the innovations put  

in place mean they are delivering more square metres  

of maintenance for less cost. 

For example, one contractor – Northpower – led the 

development of a new single-layer protective suit for 

tower painters that is more comfortable and faster to 

work in. This world-leading innovation has replaced  

the five-layer suit we came up with. 

■■ How to use this case study
This case study is based on presentations Transpower gave at events run by the Forum and the Forest Industry 

Safety Council/Safetree. It highlights ‘success factors’ identified in research as essential to creating safe 

contracting chains. 

With your teams, directors and contractors, read the case study and watch the video version at  

www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies. Then discuss the following:

Success factor Discussion questions

Respect Do we respect our contractors? Have we asked them what it’s like to work for us? 

Working  
collaboratively

How do we collaborate with contractors to foster innovation?

Thinking  
long-term

Do the commercial terms in our contracts encourage investment in health and safety? 

For more on the success factors see: www.zeroharm.org.nz/resources/supply-chain

“We learned that the commercial success of our partners  
impacts directly on their safety performance.”

http://www.safetree.nz
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz/resources/supply-chain


Another contractor, Cake Commercial, is using its 

strengthened financial position to develop an 

international business – and is bidding to paint  

towers in Canada during the New Zealand winter  

when Transpower’s operations are scaled back. 

Contractors tell me that the pride is now back in  

their industry. There is a career pathway for workers  

and an increasing level of professionalism. Business 

owners now share ideas for safety innovations.

■■ CEO’s role
An important part of my role in this change was to help 

create a culture and operating model within Transpower 

that acknowledges that our contractors’ success is 

integral to our success. 

We have 700 staff, and several thousand service providers 

operating on our behalf in the field including 200 tower 

painters. That commercial model only works if we operate 

in partnership. We need to respect each other’s expertise, 

and each other’s need to be financially viable. 

My role was also about creating a culture and environment 

where innovation is valued as much as systems, tools and 

processes. It was creativity that solved the health and 

safety issues in tower painting – not more compliance. 

I also made sure the board and business knew this issue 

was important to me. I kept it on the agenda and gave 

Kevin’s team a mandate to take a different approach to 

solving the issue. 

■■ Lessons
We’ve learned a lot through this process. We learned  

that the commercial success of our partners impacts 

directly on their health and safety performance. In 

particular, building long-term commercial relationships  

is essential to support investment in health and safety. 

We learned the importance of being clear about  

the boundary between our role and the work of our 

contractors. 

We also learned that health and safety must be bottom 

up as well as top down. We needed to respect our 

contractors and allow them to come up with health  

and safety solutions. This experience has led to a change 

in the way we do procurement. We have a fresh 

procurement team that’s using our tower painting 

experience to come up with new approaches to working 

with contractors at a commercial and contract level. 

The goal is to ensure they can be successful – so we  

can be too. 

“My role was to help create a  
culture and operating model within 

Transpower that acknowledges  
that our contractors’ success  

is integral to our success.”

Contact the Forum

Email: info@zeroharm.org.nz 
Phone: +64 4 499 1897
Or find out more at: www.zeroharm.org.nz

Contact FISC/Safetree

Email: info@safetree.nz
Or find out more at: www.safetree.nz

mailto:info%40zeroharm.org.nz?subject=
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz
http://www.safetree.nz
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At KiwiRail, adopting a high performance, high 

engagement strategy has helped us boost engagement, 

increase productivity and improve health and safety.  

It also taught me that leaders can’t be afraid of letting go 

and empowering workers to come up with improvements.

“If you show people you really care 
about them you’ll be surprised  
how it changes their attitudes.”

KiwiRail staff collect an award for worker engagement at the 2017 NZ Workplace H&S Awards.
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Peter Reidy 
CEO KiwiRail

■■ The issue
I first came across the concept of High Performance, 
High Engagement (HPHE) from talking to Christopher 
Luxon, CEO of Air NZ. 

He’d been using it for a couple of years and was getting 

great results in terms of engaging frontline workers and 

their union to improve productivity.

I was attracted to the concept because I thought it could 

help us bring about a change in the mindset at KiwiRail. 

It offered a way to help us build trust and respect, and 

ultimately to lift performance.

■■ What is High Performance,  
High Engagement

HPHE is built on the idea that you motivate people  
by empowering them to make improvements to  
their workplace. These improvements will ultimately 
drive up the organisation’s performance.

I view HPHE as a leadership approach. It’s about 

recognising that leaders don’t have all the answers  

so shouldn’t be afraid of letting go and letting  

workers come up with the solutions. 

It’s also about leading in a way that builds trust and 

shows you care about people. One of the key tools  

used in HPHE is interest-based problem solving.  

This is a facilitated process where participants work 

together to understand each other’s positions and  

find solutions that meet everyone’s interests.  

This is not about leaders or workers/unions giving  

away their rights – these are retained in the process. 

Rather it’s about understanding what’s important  

to people so you can craft solutions acceptable  

to everyone. 

Although HPHE is primarily about driving performance, 

it’s also a very good tool for improving health and safety. 

It’s an effective way to involve people in identifying risks 

and getting their ideas on how to manage them.

“Leaders don’t have all the answers  
so shouldn’t be afraid of letting go  
and empowering frontline workers  

to come up with solutions.”



■■ How we got started
We started with HPHE in 2015 by picking a couple  
of projects and just giving it a go.

We made some mistakes at the start but after about six 

months we began to see early successes. Then in May 

2017 we won a safety engagement award at the NZ 

Workplace H&S Awards. That gave us a mandate and the 

confidence to talk to the board about expanding the 

approach across the business, and the board was really 

supportive of this. 

An example of how we used HPHE was at our Hutt 

locomotive maintenance workshop. We involved the staff 

and the Rail and Maritime Transport Union in brainstorming 

and then testing new ways of working. We even created 

a scale model of the workshop so people could play 

around with different ways of arranging the work space. 

One example of the result of this work is that the average 

time to overhaul a locomotive has reduced by a third.

■■ Is it just for unionised workforces?
I think HPHE can have benefits for any workplace, 
whether or not it’s unionised. 

About 76% of our people are members of a union.  

But that wasn’t why we adopted HPHE. We did it  

because a fifth of our people work in the field over  

a number of sites, and we wanted to get their ideas  

on how to improve the business.

■■ The results
HPHE has had a hugely positively impact on 
performance, culture and health and safety at KiwiRail.

For example, our employee net promoter score was 

minus 21 in 2016 – pretty bad. It’s now up to +1.  

We’ve taken significant costs out of the business and 

EBITDA1 per employee has risen by 33% since 2016.  

We’ve also seen a 45% drop in injuries since 2016. 

Negotiating our last collective agreement with the RMTU 

took four hours – compared with four weeks in 2016. That’s 

because now the negotiations are just about rates and all 

the other issues are dealt with through HPHE processes. 

■■ Lessons 
Having experienced the HPHE process, the key  
lesson for me is that the leader’s job is to be a coach  
or facilitator.

We create “the smell of the place” – the culture. It’s not 

our job to come up with all the answers. We need to let 

go and let others come up with solutions. 

It’s also confirmed to me that as a leader you need  

to be operating from a mindset of  “care and protect”. 

Introducing HPHE was a way to show our staff that we 

really cared. If by your actions you demonstrate to people 

that you genuinely care about them, you’ll be surprised 

how it changes their attitudes. They get engaged, they 

take ownership and they come up with great ideas for 

improving the business.

■■ How to use this case study
With your leadership team, directors, workers and 

their representatives read the case study and 

watch the video version at www.zeroharm.org.nz/ 
case-studies. Then discuss the following:

• Question 1 — How much do we know 

about our workers’  improvement ideas?  

How are we finding that out?

• Question 2 — How ready are our managers 

to  “let go”? Is it a willingness or a capability 

challenge?

• Question 3 — How are we enabling our 

workers to get more involved? Do they have 

the time and resources to develop and test 

improvement ideas?

1 Earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortisation.

“EBITDA per employee has risen  
33% since 2016. We’ve also seen  

a 45% drop in injuries.” 

http://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz/case-studies


Leaders make  
a difference
The Business Leaders’ Health and Safety Forum 
inspires and supports its members to become 
more effective leaders on health and safety.  
The Forum has more than 350 members, who 
are CEOs or Managing Directors of significant 
New Zealand companies.

Contact us

Email: info@zeroharm.org.nz 
Phone: +64 4 499 1897

Or find out more at: www.zeroharm.org.nz

■■ More about interest-based problem solving
Interest-based problem solving involves participants working together to find solutions that meet everyone’s 

interests. It involves four steps:

• Step 1 — Define the problem – Jointly develop an issue statement that sets boundaries for the problem 

solving. Usually begins with “What can we do to …”.

• Step 2 — Determine the interests – Identify the stakeholders and discover their interests in relation  

to the issue statement. Identify common interests to find a foundation for a win/win situation.

• Step 3 — Develop options – Engaging subject matter experts, seeking out best practice, brainstorming 

etc. are all ways to develop options that can be used to craft a solution.

• Step 4 — Craft a solution – Bring appropriate options from step 3 together to satisfy as many interests  

as possible in relation to the issue statement. This involves identifying dependency between options, 

screening, testing and resourcing options.  Focus on achieving the result rather than getting a perfect plan.

With interest-based problem solving most of the time is spent on steps 1 and 2 – unlike traditional problem 

solving where people tend to go straight to steps 3 and 4.

“It’s about understanding what’s important to people  
so you can craft solutions acceptable to everyone.”

mailto:info%40zeroharm.org.nz?subject=
http://www.zeroharm.org.nz
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