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The effect of organisational and 

establishment-level characteristics on 

workplace health and safety in the UK 

 

Abstract 

A large and growing body of empirical work examines the influences upon the social 

and environmental performance of business organizations. For the most part, this 

research explores multidimensional measures of social performance, focuses on the 

organization, rather than the business unit, as the relevant unit of analysis, and 

investigates the drivers of social performance in the context of unrepresentative 

samples of the largest companies. In order to overcome some of the methodological 

difficulties associated with existing work, our study explores the influences on a 

particular aspect of corporate social performance, employee health and safety 

outcomes, in the context of the ‘Workplace Employee Relations Survey 2004’, a large 

scale survey of British workplaces that includes both large and small businesses and 

from which representative inferences concerning workplace health and safety can be 

drawn. Our findings suggest that while both organization and establishment 

characteristics play an important role in shaping employee health and safety 

outcomes, establishment characteristics appear to dominate. 

JEL Classification: J28, M14 

Key Words: Workplace health and safety; employee injury, illness 
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The effect of organisational and establishment-level characteristics 

on workplace health and safety in the UK 

1. Introduction 

Safeguarding the health and safety of employees at work is a primary objective of any 

responsible corporation and the importance of corporate social responsibility (CSR) to 

employee stakeholders is recognized in a growing academic and practitioner literature 

(Turban and Greening, 1996; Greening and Turban, 2000; Peterson, 2004). Clearly 

demonstrating responsibility towards employee stakeholders is clearly in the 

commercial interests of companies since an organization’s employees are generally 

among its most important assets, embodying the pool of talent, knowledge, experience 

and skills that are vital for its survival and success (Pfeffer, 1994; Stewart, 1997). 

Furthermore, employees in modern organizations have complex demands and 

preferences concerning the character of their working environments and it is 

increasingly recognized that employees are “mobile investors of their own human 

capital” (Gratton and Ghoshal, 2003, 1). From this it follows that behaving 

irresponsibly in respect of employees could pose a grave threat to their willingness to 

continue to contribute their resources to such companies.  

Empirical work in the context of corporate social responsibility has long 

wrestled with the conceptualisation and measurement of corporate social impacts 

(Griffin, 2000; Rowley and Berman, 2000). The majority of the extant empirical 

research has employed summative measures of a firm’s social impacts such as those 

provided by social ratings agencies, most commonly that produced by Kinder, 

Lydenberg, and Domini and Co. (e.g. Waddock and Graves, 1997; Turban and 

Greening, 1996; Hillman and Keim, 2001; Johnson and Greening, 1999), or broad 

conceptualisations of a firm’s reputation, such as the Fortune ratings (McGuire et al., 
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1988). Other empirical research has explored a variety of proxies for CSP including 

the extent of corporate toxic releases, the level of philanthropic donations made by 

companies, and the incidence of product recalls (See Margolis and Walsh, 2004 for a 

review). A variety of critiques have been made concerning this body of research 

including issues concerning the reliability, generalizability, validity, purpose, level 

and unit of analysis, and contextual embededness of earlier research (Rowley and 

Berman, 2000; Wood and Jones, 1995).  

A growing body of research has examined CSR in the context of employee 

stakeholders, emphasising the importance of employee perceptions concerning an 

organization’s social responsibility for staff recruitment and retention, and for 

employee commitment and satisfaction (Turban and Greening, 1996; Greening and 

Turban, 2000; Peterson, 2004). These studies generally capture an organization’s CSR 

through measures based on employee perceptions, including perceptions concerning 

ethics and responsibility in matters of internal procedural justice, rather than objective 

measures of responsibility in respect of employees, and provide evidence of the 

commercial benefits of improved social responsibility (Peterson, 2004; Turban and 

Greening, 1996; Greening and Turban, 2000). Among other things, these studies show 

that more socially responsible corporations are more attractive to potential employees 

and that they may therefore benefit from larger applicant pools (Turban and Greening, 

1996; Greening and Turban, 2000), and that responsible companies benefit from a 

more committed workforce because “employees will be proud to identify with work 

organisations that have favourable reputation” (Peterson, 2004, p, 299).  

A parallel stream of research has emerged that focuses on objective measures of 

organizational responsibility in respect of employee stakeholders, principally in terms 

of work-related employee injury and illness (Fenn and Ashby, 2004; Robinson and 
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Smallman, 2006). Significant strands of this research focus on the importance of 

establishment-level characteristics as important influences on health and safety 

outcomes and emphasise the importance of the regulatory environment as an 

important determinant of employee health and safety performance (Fenn and Ashby, 

2004; Robinson and Smallman, 2006; James and Walters, 2002). Within this body of 

research, several studies have examined employee health and safety outcomes in the 

context of the workplace employee (formerly industrial) relations surveys. Two of the 

earliest focused solely on manufacturing establishments (Reilly et al.1995; Nichols et 

al. 1995). More recently, two studies have examined establishment health and safety 

performance across the full range of economic activity in the context of the 1998 

workplace employee relations survey. In contrast to existing empirical work in the 

CSR literatures, all of these studies emphasise establishment characteristics and work 

organization as the primary influences on health and safety outcomes (Fenn and 

Ashby, 2004; Robinson and Smallman, 2006). Fenn and Ashby (2004) emphasise the 

importance of establishment size and employee exposure to injury and illness risks 

within the workplace, and explore the role played by the extent of unionisation in 

influencing employee health and safety. They provide strong evidence that larger 

establishments have lower rates of employee injury and illness and that the degree of 

unionization is positively associated with the level of employee injury and illness 

(Fenn and Ashby, 2004). Robinson and Smallman (2006) extend Fenn and Ashby’s 

(2004) analysis by examining the significance of a wider range of facets of work 

organization, work flexibility, and the administrative arrangements within which 

employee health and safety are managed for health and safety outcomes. They 

confirm Fenn and Ashby’s result relating to establishment size, but show that their 

finding regarding unionisation holds only for service sector establishments. They also 
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demonstrate that a much wider range of establishment characteristics than was 

previously recognise have important impacts on employee health. 

In this study, we examine the influences on establishment-level employee health 

and safety performance using data from the 2004 Workplace Employee Relations 

(WERS) survey. Drawing upon conceptual contributions from the literature on 

corporate social responsibility and the labour process and occupational health 

literatures we develop a model of the influences on establishment employee health 

and safety performance that encompasses both organizational and establishment-level 

influences on employee health and safety outcomes. In so doing, our study bridges the 

gap between the wider literature on corporate social responsibility that focuses largely 

on the drivers of performance at the organizational level and the literature on 

occupational health that emphasises the importance of establishment characteristics. 

Our contribution is therefore both substantive and methodological. Substantively, we 

explore the role played by establishment and organizational characteristics in shaping 

this important aspect of organizational responsibility. There have been significant 

changes both in the composition of economic activity and in the regulatory and 

legislative context regarding health and safety in the United Kingdom in the 6 years 

since the 1998 WERS survey. Our study, drawing upon the representative sample of 

establishments that comprise the 2004 WERS survey, provides a valuable point of 

comparison with earlier studies. Methodologically, we explore a range of issues 

concerning empirical research concerning organizational responsibility. In particular, 

we shed light on questions concerning the appropriate level of analysis for future 

research, and the extent to which themes, findings and arguments developed in the 

literature on corporate social responsibility have applicability to public sector contexts.  
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The next section develops our conceptual framework regarding the influences 

on establishment employee health and safety. The data and empirical method are 

described in section 3, and results are described in section 4. A final section offers 

some concluding remarks and suggestions for practice. 

 

2. Conceptual development 

In this section we outline a general framework concerning the influences on 

establishment health and safety outcomes that draws upon the literatures on corporate 

social responsibility in general, and employee health and safety in particular. In so 

doing, we propose a synthesis of these bodies of research that argues that 

establishment health and safety outcomes arise from a combination of organizational 

and establishment characteristics. 

 

2.1 Organizational characteristics 

The extant empirical literature on corporate social responsibility views corporate 

social performance (CSP) as a set of organizational outcomes that reflect a firm’s 

impacts on the social and natural environment. Among the influences on CSP that 

have commonly been identified in the literature, organizational size is perhaps the 

most commonly cited and explored. Firm size has been interpreted in a variety of 

ways but has most commonly been related to the degree to which an organization is 

visible to external stakeholder constituencies. Facets of the economics literature 

emphasize the presence of asymmetric information in the relationships between 

corporate management and other stakeholders of an organization. Recognizing this, 

theorists have hypothesized that organizational visibility helps to reduce the degree of 

this asymmetry and, as a consequence, more visible organizations are subject to 
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greater scrutiny and implicit regulation from their stakeholder constituencies. In 

addition, the media can act as a significant source of pressure in its own right because, 

“it influences the preferences of the populace and helps set the public agenda” which, 

“in turn generates constituency pressure” (Erfle and McMillan, 1990, p.123). 

Similarly, studies from the managerial literatures have argued that visibility confers 

greater pressure on organizations to respond to social and political pressure because 

“actors in the general environment are likely to take a greater interest in organizations 

that directly affect them, or at least in organizations of which they are aware” (Meznar 

and Nigh, 1995, p.980). Large organizations, as well as those that are listed on key 

stock exchanges, have a high degree of visibility and this may generate a general 

propensity for organizations to be more highly sensitive to social and political 

stakeholders that could be manifested in a higher level of social performance. This, in 

turn, may lead to an enhanced sensitivity to a wide range of dimensions of a firm’s 

social performance, including its health and safety performance. 

The geographical scope of many large and multinational business organizations 

and the increasing interdependence of international economies have often been cited 

as important influences on the social performance of companies (e.g. Christmann, 

2004; Sharfman et al., 2004; Dowell et al., 2000; Kostova and Zaheer, 1999). For 

example, Hillman and Keim (2001) assert that, “globalization has increased calls for 

corporations to use firms’ resources to help alleviate a wide variety of social 

problems” (p.125), while Johnson and Greening (1999) highlight the, “emergence of a 

hypercompetitive global marketplace and increased contact and pressure for 

accountability from a multitude of external and internal stakeholders” (p.564). 

Multinational corporations (hereafter, MNCs) have larger and more varied 

stakeholder constituencies than uninational companies and the formulation of social 
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responsiveness strategies within MNCs is likely to be influenced by the nature and 

extent of the internationalisation process that the firm has undertaken (Kostova and 

Zaheer, 1999; Bartlett and Ghoshal, 1989). MNCs face a choice between exporting 

home-country standards of social responsibility to host countries, adopting host-

country standards in each of the nations in which they operate, or some mixture of the 

two (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1999; Christmann, 2004). To some extent, MNCs have 

considerable discretion in determining the scope, extent, and timing of their social 

performance in geographically separated regions (Ackerman, 1973; Gladwin and 

Walter, 1976). However, the globalization of both consumption and media exposure, 

the institutionalization of pressure for international environmental and labour 

standards, and the efficiencies gained from implementing standardised global 

practices have created significant interdependencies between corporate behaviour in 

disparate geographical areas and an imperative for MNCs to behave similarly in all 

locations (Dowell et al., 2000). 

The expectations of these stakeholders, particularly legislators and regulators, 

concerning the social and environmental performance of companies have grown 

significantly in recent years, but at different rates and with varying emphases across 

countries (Sharfman et al, 2004; Hoffman, 1999). This diversity of pressure to 

consider social and environmental issues often drives multinational companies to 

adopt global standards and policies that for managing their social responsibilities 

because doing so is an efficient response to the presence of varied expectations 

(Sharfman et al, 2004; Kostova and Zaheer, 1999). These standards are commonly 

characterised by a high level of performance both because this enables companies to 

be certain they at least meet the expectations of any local constituency and since good 

performance hedges against uncertainty in the level of future expectations of the 
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company (Sharfman et al, 2004; Kostova and Zaheer, 1999; Aragôn-Correa and 

Sharma, 2003). Recent contributions have also argued that large multinational 

companies may be vulnerable to law suits in their home countries for poor social and 

environmental performance overseas reinforcing the need for multinationals to 

develop and implement good social and environmental performance (Schrage, 2003). 

Finally, the ownership status of companies has often been cited as an important 

influence on the social performance of companies with a particular difference 

between the strategies, goals and priorities of large, publicly listed companies and 

family-owned businesses being arguably of most significance. Due to family 

involvement, the goals and objectives of a family business are likely to be quite 

different from the firm-value maximization goal assumed for publicly held and 

professionally managed non-family firms (Sharma et al., 1997). Earlier authors have 

argued that large listed companies face consistent pressure from financial markets for 

short-term financial returns whereas unlisted, family-owned companies can pursue 

strategies that embrace a notion of an “acceptable” level of profit that is consistent 

with the survival of the company but which permits some degree of discretion in 

pursuing non-financial goals of the firm (Graafland, 2002). This discretion permits the 

controlling family’s influence, interests, and values to have a more important 

influence in determining business strategy in the family-owned business than in the 

non-family owned business. Because of that, “there is more freedom for family owned 

firms to live up with their principles” (Graafland, 2002). Although empirical evidence 

in support of the view that family-owned businesses may be more socially responsible 

than other companies is scarce, Post (1993) found that family businesses were more 

likely to get involved in environmentally friendly strategies because of their local 

orientation.  
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2.2 Establishment characteristics 

Existing research has argued that a variety of workplace characteristics are related to 

employee health and safety outcomes including the character of the work being 

undertaken, how such work is organised and managed, and the characteristics of the 

workers themselves. At the most basic level, the character of the work being 

undertaken in a particular establishment is likely to play an important role in shaping 

health and safety outcomes. Working in some industries, particularly manufacturing 

industries and construction, inherently involves a greater exposure to employee injury, 

and exposure to stress and disease is greater in other working contexts, particularly 

the health sector. Hence, it is important to include the line of business the 

establishment is engaged in any empirical analysis of employee health and safety 

(Fenn and Ashby, 2004; Robinson and Smallman, 2006). For similar reasons, it is 

necessary to explore the importance of the occupational composition of the workforce 

since occupations are differently exposed to health and safety risks (Fenn and Ashby, 

2004; Robinson and Smallman, 2006). In particular, it is likely that rates of employee 

injury are higher in establishments employing a high proportion of workers engaged 

in manual work because physically demanding work exposes employees to a higher 

level of risk of injury. Similarly, stressful roles involving the general public may tend 

to lead to a greater level of illness among such staff (Taylor et al., 2003).  

Existing research has highlighted that an establishment’s size may play an 

important role in shaping employee health outcomes (Fenn and Ashby, 2004; 

Robinson and Smallman, 2006). One strand of research has argued that larger 

establishments are likely to have higher rates of illness and injury, reflecting their 

more bureaucratic nature and issues of worker morale, lack of employee involvement 
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and communication that can arise in such circumstances. These problems are 

hypothesised to raise the likelihood of health and safety problems (Hopkins and Palser, 

1987). The countervailing view, however, suggests that larger establishments have 

numerous advantages over smaller establishments that should lead to improved 

employee health and safety outcomes. These advantages arise in the form of greater 

resource availability, generally better health and safety management infrastructures 

that reflect their great exposure to regulatory inspections, and their often newer 

equipment and facilities (Reilly et al. 1995; Frick and Walters 1998; Nichols et al., 

1995). 

Earlier research has also highlighted that the demographic composition of the 

workforce, principally in respect of the age of employees, might play an important 

role in shaping health and safety outcomes (Laflamme and Menckel, 1995). These 

arguments are usually framed in terms of the degree to which employees have the 

experience and skills necessary to undertake their employment safely. Younger 

workers may be hypothesised to lack these necessary skills and experience and so be 

at a higher risk of work-related injury. At the same time, younger workers are likely 

to have lower exposure to illness because of their better immune systems. For the 

same reasons, labour turnover is likely to play an important role in shaping employee 

health and safety. More recently recruited workers are also likely to lack the skills and 

experience associated with safety at work (Dell and Berkhout, 1998).  

Finally, exposure to workplace risk may to some extent be a choice variable on 

the part of individual employees. It has been argued that employees with higher 

incomes will choose safer jobs, given the assumption that safety is a normal good 

(Viscusi 1978: 408). For this reason we estimate later in this paper the effect of 

variations in workplace wage levels on workplace safety. However, in testing for this 
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effect at the establishment level, due consideration needs to be given to the possibility 

that compensating wage differentials are paid by employers, such that workplace risk 

also influences the wage structure conversely (Garen, 1988: 9). 

The way in which work is organized within an establishment encompasses three 

aspects: management systems and practices concerning both work in general 

(including working hours) and specifically employee health and safety, and the degree 

of unionisation and union involvement. The extent to which the workforce in an 

establishment consists of part-time employees might affect employee health outcomes 

because such employees often lack the bargaining power of full-time employees and 

because companies tend to be willing to invest less in the development of part time 

staff in both job-specific and health and safety training (Shannon et al. 1997; Reilly et 

al. 1995). Patterns of overtime work are also likely to affect an establishment’s health 

and safety record because working long hours contributes to tiredness and, through 

this, to lower levels of hazard-recognition and caution in the workplace (Quinlan, 

1999; Sparks et al., 2001; Robinson and Smallman, 2006). The reduction in working 

hours seen in the rest of Europe is only beginning to occur in the UK where there is a 

traditional reliance on overtime for workers in manual jobs and managerial 

occupations (European Commission, 1990; TUC, 2000; Sparks et al., 1997). Higher 

degrees of overtime working are likely to contribute to higher rates of injury and 

illness because of higher stress levels, reduced immunity to illnesses, and fatigue-

related accidents (Sparks et al., 1997; Robinson and Smallman, 2006).  

The existing literature has, with very mixed empirical results, examined the 

influence on health and safety outcomes exerted by the extent of unionisation among 

the workforce (Reilly et al. 1995). Unions provide a mechanism through which 

employees can collectively bargain for improved health and safety conditions 
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(Freeman and Medoff 1984; Weil 1999) and since being unionised provides workers 

with the confidence and protection to report instances of work-related illness and 

injury (McVittie et al., 1997; Eaton and Nocerino, 2000). At the same time, the 

direction of causality in this relationship has been questioned in earlier studies (Fenn 

and Ashby, 2004). An alternative view characterises union membership as a response 

to high injury and illness risks. 

In addition to the direct effects of unionisation on health and safety outcomes, 

earlier studies have argued that employee and union participation in establishment 

health and safety committees could significantly affect health and safety (Fenn and 

Ashby, 2004; Robinson and Smallman, 2006; Reilly et al. 1995). Consistent with this 

view, Weil (1999) found that joint health and safety committees were significantly 

more likely to be present in more heavily unionised establishments, suggesting that 

union and employee involvement in health and safety issues might be most effectively 

conducted through joint health and safety committees (Eaton and Nocerino 2000). 

However, as was suggested for union membership, the presence of a joint health and 

safety committee is likely to be linked to the general exposure of an establishment to 

health and safety risks and therefore it is important to recognize the potentially 

simultaneous relationship between the present of such committees and employee 

health outcomes. 

 

3. Method 

Our study draws upon the Workplace Employee Relations Survey 2004 (WERS 

2004), which is the fifth in a series of surveys of British workplaces with earlier 

studies having been undertaken in 1980, 1984, 1990 and 1998. The main purpose of 

these surveys has been to provide a broad range of data on the industrial relations and 
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employment practices of a large number of workplaces within the British economy. A 

full statement of the WERS 2004 methodology has already been published (see 

Chaplin et al., 2005) and so we restrict our attention to the aspects of the method that 

are most pertinent for our study. WERS 2004 was wider in scope than all previous 

surveys in two respects. First, WERS 2004 is the first of the workplace surveys to 

include small workplaces employing between 5 and 9 employees (in 1980, 1984, and 

1990 the survey sampled establishments with 25 or more employees, and in 1998 

establishments with 10 or more employees were included). Second, the number of 

establishments included has grown over time from just under 2,000 establishments in 

the first three surveys, to 2,191 in 1998, and to 2,295 in 2004. The sectoral focus of 

WERS 2004 was establishments within Sections D to O of the 2003 Standard 

Industrial Classification.  

As in previous surveys, WERS 2004 used stratified random sampling from the 

Inter-Departmental Business Register (IDBR), maintained by the Office for National 

Statistics. As was true for earlier versions of WERS, this approach permits analyses to 

retrieve findings that are representative, in size and industry, of the population of 

British working establishments by weighting the data in order to reflect the deviation 

of the achieved sample from the desired sample (see Chaplin et al., 2005 and Fenn 

and Ashby, 2004). Accordingly, our analysis makes use of the provided weights.  

The WERS methodology is interview based. The data derived from the 

Management Questionnaire, upon which our analysis is based, were obtained in the 

vast majority of cases by carrying out a face-to-face interview in the establishment 

with, “the senior manager dealing with personnel, staff or employment relations” 

(Chaplin et al., 2005, p.1). Where it was impossible to identify an appropriate 

respondent at the establishment, a relevant respondent was identified within the parent 
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organisation who was asked to answer questions relating to the establishment 

concerned. Interviews with management respondents were conducted using Computer 

Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). 

 

3.1 Dependent variables 

WERS 2004 is only the second large-scale survey of British workplaces to examine 

the incidence of work-related employee illness (having been first examined in WERS 

1998), and only the third to examine work-related employee injury (having been 

examined in WERS 1998, and WIRS 1990). Employee injury and illness are 

addressed as part of the Management Questionnaire within WERS 2004. The WERS 

research asks company respondents to look at a prompt card upon which 8 categories 

of injury are listed. The eight categories are (1) bone fracture, (2) amputation, (3) 

dislocation of a joint, (4) loss of sight (temporary or permanent), (5) chemical or hot 

metal burn to the eye, (6) penetrating eye injury, (7) acute illness requiring medical 

treatment, (8) any other injury leading to unconsciousness, or requiring resuscitation, 

or admittance to hospital for more than 24 hours. The company respondent is then 

asked how many employees of the establishment have sustained any of these types of 

injury during working hours in the last 12 months. The approach for injury is very 

similar in that the company respondent is provided with a prompt card listing the 

following eight categories of illness: (1) bone , joint or muscle problems (including 

back problems and RSI), (2) breath or lung problems (including asthma), (3) skin 

problems, (4) hearing problems, (5) stress , depression or anxiety, (6) eye strain, (7) 

heart disease/attack, or other circulatory problem, and (8) infectious disease (virus, 

bacteria). The respondent is then whether any employees of the establishment have 

suffered from any of those illnesses that were caused or made worse by their work in 
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the last 12 months before being asked how many employees have been absent owing 

to these problems during the last 12 months. 

As has been noted earlier, the WERS definition of work-related illness is 

conditional on absence from work, and therefore might depend upon factors such as 

sick pay arrangements and absence control procedures which influence an employee’s 

willingness to be absent from work following a work-related illness. Our dependent 

variables are the number of employees that have sustained the types of injury 

described above in the previous 12 months, and our measure of occupational illness is 

the number of employees that have been absent from work in the previous 12 months 

due to one of the categories of illness listed above. 

 

3.2 Independent variables 

Our independent variables were drawn entirely from the WERS 2004 Management 

Questionnaire. Following Fenn and Ashby (2004) and Robinson and Smallman 

(2006), we measure the size of an establishment by the natural logarithm of the total 

number of its employees (‘Establishment size’). In order to reflect the nature of 

working practices in the establishment, the importance of unionisation, and the 

presence of health and safety committee, we generate variables reflecting the 

proportion of workers in the establishment that work part-time (‘Part-time workers’), 

the percentage of workers that are members of a trades union (‘Unionisation’), and a 

dummy variable taking a value of one if there is a joint health and safety committee, 

and zero otherwise (‘H&S Committee’). A further variable, the percentage of workers 

regularly working overtime (‘Overtime’), was included to reflect the prevalence of 

overtime in establishments. ‘Employee turnover’ is measured as the percentage of 

workers employed one year previous that remain employed in the establishment. The 
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demography of employees was reflected by the inclusion of two variables (‘Younger 

workers’ and ‘Older workers’) that reflect the percentage of an establishment’s 

workforce aged under 21 and over 50, respectively. We derive our measure of the 

average levels of remuneration in an establishment (‘Average pay’) from a categorical 

variable reported in the survey data that records information regarding the distribution 

of pay within an establishment’s workforce. In order to arrive at an overall average 

figure, we adopted an approach similar to that adopted by Fenn and Ashby (2004) 

whereby we assumed that the hourly pay of employees lay at the mid-point of the 

bands included in the survey. Like Fenn and Ashby (2004) we assumed a plausible 

value for the highest pay category.  

In order to classify establishments to industrial sectors, WERS 2004 asks 

managerial respondents to describe the main activity that is carried out in their 

workplace. The stratified sampling approach draws upon establishments from 12 

broad industry sectors reflecting categories D to O of the 2003 Standard Industrial 

Classification. For each of these categories, we generated a dummy variable taking a 

value of one if an establishment was classified as a member of a particular industrial 

sector, and zero otherwise. To reflect the manner in which activities differ in their 

proximity to final consumers, we also include a dummy variable, gleaned from 

responses to the managerial questionnaire, which indicates whether or not each 

establishment serves such customers. 

To capture the diversity of occupational activities within an establishment, 

managerial respondents were asked to provide the number of employees in their 

establishment in each of nine main occupational categories reflecting the 1990 

Standard Occupational Classification (SOC 90). For each category, we calculated the 

percentage of total establishment employment accounted for by that occupation – 
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which yields ‘Manager’, ‘Professional’, ‘Technician’, ‘Skilled’, ‘Caring’, ‘Machinist’, 

‘Unskilled’ and ‘Administrative’ dummy variables. 

Section A of the WERS 2004 management questionnaire focuses on 

establishment and organizational characteristics and it is this section that we draw 

upon in generating our set of indicators of organizational characteristics. Respondents 

are asked a series of questions intended to clarify aspects of the place of their 

establishment within the wider organization where a wider organization exists. We 

employ responses to a question concerning the total employment of the wider 

organization in the UK to construct a measure of total employment in the organization 

(‘Organisation size’). Given that the question involves size categories, we employ 

mid-points of these categories and a plausible upper bound for the largest category in 

our construction of a measure of organizational size. Other organizational questions 

relate to the ownership and listing status of the company. From these, we create a set 

of dummy variables that reflect whether a company is family owned and controlled 

(‘Family-owned’), listed on the London Stock Exchange (‘Public Limited Company’), 

a UK company with overseas subsidiaries (‘UK multinational’), and whether the 

establishment is a subsidiary of a foreign multinational company (‘Foreign 

multinational’). In each case, the dummy variable takes a value of one if the relevant 

variable is true for a given company/establishment, and zero otherwise. 

 

3.3 Estimation method 

As has been argued in earlier studies (see Fenn and Ashby, 2004), data concerning the 

incidence of employee injury and illness are count data – they capture the number of 

times a particular event occurs within a specific area or time interval. A number of 

estimation techniques have been developed to analyse count data including the 
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Poisson regression model and the negative binomial regression model (Long 1997; 

Maddala 1983). Not only do data concerning employee injury and illness at particular 

establishments have count data properties, but they are also characterised by a high 

degree of skewness and a preponderance of zero observations (see Fenn and Ashby, 

2004; Figure 1, p.466). As can be verified by examining Table 1 below, this high 

degree of skewness is reflected in the fact that the variances of our dependent 

variables greatly exceed their means. Formally, such data are described as being 

‘overdispersed’, and while estimates of a Poisson regression model for overdispersed 

data are unbiased, they are inefficient and standard errors are biased downward 

(Cameron and Trivedi 1998; Long 1997). In such circumstances the negative binomial 

regression model is a more appropriate choice of estimator and, following Fenn and 

Ashby (2004), we employ this regression technique in our empirical analysis.  

 

4. Results 

This section presents our results. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for key 

variables. The average raw numbers of employee injuries and illnesses are somewhat 

different to the comparable figures reported by Fenn and Ashby (2004) from the 

WERS 1998. Within WERS 2004 the average establishment experienced a little more 

than 1 instance of employee injury and around 7.5 instances of employee illness 

compared with figures of 3.5 and 3.8 respectively for WERS 1998. In most other 

respects, and as expected given the stratified sampling strategy, the variable means are 

broadly comparable albeit with falls in the rate of reported union participation (from 

34% to 27.5%) and manufacturing employment (from 14% to 13.5%) and rises in the 

proportion of older employees (from 15% to 21%) and employment in the health 

sector (from 11% to 15%). Table 1 also reports variance inflation factors (VIFs), 
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which are all below 3.3, and Table 2 reports correlation coefficients between key 

variables. Taken together, the levels of these correlation coefficients and the VIFs are 

all below commonly cited threshold values, and it is therefore unlikely that 

multicolinearity presents serious difficulties (Hair et al., 1998).  

----------------------------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HERE 

----------------------------------------------------- 

Following Fenn and Ashby (2004) and Robinson and Smallman (2006), and as 

discussed above, the possibility that the levels of observed injury and illness within 

establishments are determined simultaneously with other important variables, most 

notably the degree of unionisation, the presence of health and safety committees, and 

pay rates, has to be incorporated into our analysis. Therefore, in common with these 

earlier studies of employee injury and illness, we carry out Durbin-Wu-Hausman tests 

for simultaneity in the relationships between employee injury and illness and the three 

variables identified. However, consistent with earlier research, we found no 

statistically significant evidence of simultaneity and therefore simply report our 

regression output including the degree of unionisation, the presence of health and 

safety committees, and pay rates as exogenous explanatory variables.  

Table 3 presents the results of our negative binomial regression analysis of 

establishment injury and illness. Regressions 1 and 2 replicate for WERS 2004 the 

analysis of Fenn and Ashby (2004). Our findings, in large part, mirror their results, 

including, for both employee injury and illness, a significant positive effect associated 

with establishment size (p=0.000 in both cases). Consistent with Fenn and Ashby 

(2004) and Robinson and Smallman (2006), our results demonstrate that there is 

considerable variation across industries in the incidence of employee injury and 
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illness, with the highest rates of employee injury being present in the ‘Public 

administration’ (p=0.003) and ‘Health’ (p=0.000) sectors and the lowest occurring in 

the ‘Transport’ sector (p=0.011). For employee illness, the highest incidence occurs in 

‘Public administration’ (p=0.006) and ‘Health’ (p=0.000), and the lowest occurs in 

the ‘Construction’ (p=0.009) sector. Furthermore, a close proximity of business 

activities to final consumers is associated with a negative effect on employee injury 

(p=0.029), but exerts no significant influence on illness (p=0.093). There is also 

considerable variation in the incidence of employee injury and illness across 

occupational categories with the highest rates of employee injury occurring in manual 

occupations, whether skilled (p=0.007) or unskilled (p=0.000), and the lowest 

occurring in technical (p=0.005) occupations. For illness, the pattern is considerably 

different with the highest incidence of employee illness residing among machinists 

(p=0.021) and the lowest among technicians (p=0.017). Together, these results 

suggest that the nature of work that employees are involved in plays a very significant 

role in shaping their exposure to the risk of injury and illness.  

-------------------------------------------- 

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

-------------------------------------------- 

Concerning other aspects of the working environment, our evidence suggests 

that establishments employing higher proportions of young employees have 

significantly higher levels of employee injury (p=0.038), and, consistent with Fenn 

and Ashby (2004) and Robinson and Smallman (2006) higher rates of part-time 

employment are associated with a reduced incidence of employee illness (p=0.030) 

and injury (p=0.021). Furthermore, consistent with Fenn and Ashby (2004), we 

identify a positive relationship between the degree of unionisation and the incidence 
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of employee illness (p=0.001); however, we find no significant relationship between 

unionisation and employee injury (p=0.104). In contrast to some earlier evidence, we 

find no statistically significant relationship between the presence of a joint health and 

safety committee and the incidence of either employee illness (p=0.761) or injury 

(p=0.768). We find that employee turnover exerts a positive effect on employee 

illness (p=0.010) but not injury (p=0.860). 

Regressions 3 and 4 extend Fenn and Ashby’s (2004) analysis to include five 

organizational attributes commonly discussed in empirical analyses of corporate 

social performance. As discussed earlier, organization size is perhaps the most 

commonly cited correlate of corporate social performance within the extant empirical 

literature. Reflecting this, we find some evidence that firm size plays an important 

role in shaping employee health outcomes in that larger companies have significantly 

higher levels of employee illness (p=0.013). However, this effect is absent for 

employee injury (p=0.742). Concerning other organizational attributes, in contrast to 

much of the published literature we find no statistically significant evidence that they 

play any role in shaping employee health and safety.  

In other respects, regressions 3 and 4 largely support the results discussed above 

for regressions 1 and 2. In particular, larger establishments have a higher incidence of 

employee injury (p=0.000) and illness (p=0.000) and we identify significant variation 

in the prevalence of injury and illness across industrial sectors and occupational 

categories. Establishments employing a higher proportion of young workers tend to 

have a higher incidence of injury (p=0.031), while lower rates of part-time 

employment (p=0.002) and higher rates of overtime (p=0.002) are associated with a 

higher level of employee illness. Again, employee turnover exerts a positive effect on 

employee illness (p=0.027) but not injury (p=0.859). 
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5. Discussion and conclusion 

A large and growing body of empirical work examines the influences upon the social 

and environmental performance of business organizations. For the most part, this 

research explores multidimensional measures of social performance, focuses on the 

organization, rather than the business unit, as the relevant unit of analysis, and 

investigates the drivers of social performance in the context of unrepresentative 

samples of the largest companies. In order to overcome some of the methodological 

difficulties associated with existing work, our study explores the influences on a 

particular aspect of corporate social performance, employee health and safety 

outcomes, in the context of the Workplace Employee Relations Survey 2004, a large 

scale survey of British workplaces that includes both large and small businesses and 

from which representative inferences concerning workplace health and safety can be 

drawn. 

Our findings suggest that while both organization and establishment 

characteristics play important roles in shaping employee health and safety outcomes, 

establishment characteristics appear to dominate. Consistent with the findings of Fenn 

and Ashby (2004) and Robinson and Smallman (2006), we identify a positive 

relationship between establishment size and the incidence of employee injury and 

illness, and show that employee exposure to the risk of injury and illness varies 

significantly across industry and occupational. Other workplace characteristics such 

as the degree of labour turnover at the establishment level, the demography of an 

establishment’s workforce, and the degree to which part-time workers are used are 

also shown to play an important role in shaping employee illness and injury outcomes.  
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These findings are significant in the context both of the literature on employee 

health and in the wider empirical literature on corporate social performance. For the 

literature on employee health, our findings suggest that the more widespread use of 

flexible working practices, as typified in the growth of part-time workers, may lead to 

lower rates of employee injury and illness and that particular attention should be paid 

to the comparatively high rates of injury and illness in areas of the public sector. 

Regarding the empirical literature on corporate social responsibility, our work 

supports arguments advanced recently in the literature that call for a more 

contextualised, disaggregate and specific approach to empirical analysis in this field. 

Our results suggest strongly that particular thought needs to be given to the relevant 

unit of analysis. In some contexts, perhaps corporate philanthropic donations, where 

decisions are made at the corporate level, the organizational level of analysis seems 

appropriate. However, in many other contexts the overall performance of the 

organization is likely to reflect decentralized decision-making and the consequent 

establishment level idiosyncrasies that imply that an establishment-level analysis is 

more appropriate. 

This study suffers from a number of limitations that could be addressed in future 

work. First, our study is cross-sectional in nature and this clearly retards our ability to 

analyse the impacts of change in the workplace environments and the incidence of 

illness and injury. WERS 2004 does have a panel dimension but, unfortunately, it 

does not encompass employee health and safety. Second, we encounter a variety of 

difficulties in measuring important organizational characteristics and in differentiating 

clearly between organizational and establishment characteristics. In some cases, for 

example industry, it is a moot point whether a given indicator is an organizational or 

an establishment characteristic. In other areas, for example the measurement of 
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organization size, the data are somewhat incomplete. In still other areas, the scope of 

the WERS instrument presents difficulties. This is particularly true of the financial 

characteristics of the wider organization. Overcoming some or all of these weaknesses 

presents significant challenges but would considerably deepen our understanding of 

the influences on employee health and safety outcomes.  
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 

Mean St.Dev Min. Max. VIF
1.059 7.831 0.00 250.00 -
7.595 64.169 0.00 2000.00 -
4.457 1.766 1.61 9.21 2.080

27.180 27.490 0.00 100.00 2.368
9.008 15.228 0.00 100.00 1.821

21.125 15.867 0.00 100.00 1.365
27.509 33.098 0.00 100.00 1.843
11.091 2.963 3.75 20.00 2.137
19.682 19.791 0.00 100.00 1.294
39.007 32.501 0.00 100.00 1.166

0.370 0.483 0.00 1.00 1.628
7.402 2.968 1.61 11.92 2.772
0.228 0.419 0.00 1.00 1.443
0.251 0.434 0.00 1.00 1.614
0.169 0.375 0.00 1.00 1.711
0.179 0.383 0.00 1.00 1.456

Manufacturing 0.135 0.342 0.00 1.00 -
Transport 0.020 0.139 0.00 1.00 1.414
Utilities 0.049 0.216 0.00 1.00 1.291
Construction 0.140 0.347 0.00 1.00 1.592
Hotels 0.048 0.215 0.00 1.00 2.129
Retail 0.063 0.243 0.00 1.00 2.872
Business services 0.057 0.231 0.00 1.00 2.618
Finance 0.122 0.327 0.00 1.00 1.976
Public administration 0.060 0.237 0.00 1.00 1.252
Education 0.091 0.287 0.00 1.00 1.794
Health 0.154 0.361 0.00 1.00 3.265
Community services 0.062 0.242 0.00 1.00 1.860

0.108 0.310 0.00 1.00 1.753
Manager 10.870 11.663 0.00 100.00 1.504
Professional 11.092 19.115 0.00 100.00 1.969
Technician 11.316 19.948 0.00 100.00 1.498
Administrative 15.860 21.246 0.00 100.00 -
Skilled 7.041 16.606 0.00 100.00 2.007
Caring 8.227 21.328 0.00 100.00 2.074
Machinist 13.799 27.254 0.00 100.00 2.448
Unskilled 8.679 20.758 0.00 100.00 2.254
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Family-owned

UK multinational

Proximity to final consumers

Public Limited Company

Part-time workers

Employee turnover

Older workers
Younger workers

Unionisation
Average pay

Foreign multinational

Overtime
H&S Committee

Variables

Establishment size

Injuries
Illnesses

 

CRRC 2008: Call for Papers open!
         7-9 September 2008
     Queen's University Belfast
  http://www.crrconference.org

http://www.crrconference.org


 33 

 

xv -

-0
.2

44

xi
v -

0.
41

9

0.
12

9

xi
ii -

-0
.1

31

-0
.1

12

-0
.0

93

xi
i -

-0
.4

36

0.
35

0

0.
31

1

0.
22

3

xi -

0.
24

6

-0
.1

63

0.
02

4

0.
03

4

0.
09

7

x -

0.
04

9

0.
02

4

0.
00

4

-0
.0

10

-0
.0

06

0.
04

8

ix -

-0
.0

62

-0
.0

72

0.
02

2

0.
07

4

0.
07

8

0.
04

8

-0
.0

19

vi
ii -

-0
.2

07

0.
17

7

0.
16

9

0.
10

0

-0
.1

93

-0
.0

21

0.
05

2

0.
13

2

vi
i -

0.
15

2

-0
.2

54

0.
07

3

0.
30

8

0.
43

9

-0
.3

46

0.
00

0

0.
06

6

0.
01

8

vi -

0.
16

9

0.
00

1

-0
.2

33

0.
00

6

0.
07

0

-0
.0

94

-0
.0

59

-0
.1

54

-0
.1

26

-0
.0

62

v -

-0
.2

71

-0
.2

40

-0
.3

89

0.
32

1

-0
.1

41

-0
.1

46

0.
04

5

0.
09

9

0.
14

1

0.
08

0

-0
.0

39

iv -

0.
37

6

0.
05

0

-0
.0

92

-0
.3

75

0.
15

6

-0
.1

86

-0
.1

54

0.
06

0

-0
.0

83

-0
.0

44

-0
.0

57

-0
.1

67

iii -

-0
.1

68

-0
.1

48

-0
.0

11

0.
29

9

0.
24

6

-0
.0

47

0.
09

4

0.
52

4

0.
44

8

-0
.2

46

0.
09

2

0.
07

3

0.
13

6

ii -

0.
21

5

-0
.0

11

-0
.0

31

0.
00

7

0.
04

9

0.
01

1

-0
.0

22

0.
01

0

0.
11

6

0.
07

8

-0
.0

51

-0
.0

20

-0
.0

08

-0
.0

07

i -

0.
06

5

0.
13

9

-0
.0

60

-0
.0

23

0.
02

6

0.
06

5

-0
.0

10

-0
.0

18

0.
02

2

0.
11

8

0.
06

5

-0
.0

01

0.
02

6

-0
.0

19

0.
09

4

In
ju

ri
es

Il
ln

es
se

s

E
st

ab
lis

hm
en

t s
iz

e

Pa
rt

-t
im

e 
w

or
ke

rs

Y
ou

ng
er

 w
or

ke
rs

O
ld

er
 w

or
ke

rs

U
ni

on
is

at
io

n

A
ve

ra
ge

 p
ay

E
m

pl
oy

ee
 tu

rn
ov

er

O
ve

rt
im

e

H
&

S 
C

om
m

itt
ee

O
rg

an
is

at
io

n 
si

ze

Fa
m

ily
-o

w
ne

d

Pu
bl

ic
 L

im
ite

d 
C

om
pa

ny

U
K

 m
ul

tin
at

io
na

l

Fo
re

ig
n 

m
ul

tin
at

io
na

l

i ii iii iv v vi vi
i

vi
ii ix x xi xi
i

xi
ii

xi
v

xv xv
i

or
ga

ni
sa

tio
n 

em
pl

oy
m

en
t.

po
un

ds
; (

ix
) t

he
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e 
of

 w
or

ke
rs

 th
at

 w
er

e 
em

pl
oy

ed
 o

ne
 y

ea
r p

re
vi

ou
s 

th
at

 a
re

 s
til

l e
m

pl
oy

ed
 w

ith
in

 th
e 

es
ta

bl
is

hm
en

t; 
(x

ii)
 th

e 
na

tu
ra

l l
og

ar
ith

m
 o

f

T
ab

le
 2

: C
or

re
la

ta
io

n 
m

at
ri

x

V
ar

ia
bl

e

(i
ii)

 th
e 

na
tu

ra
l l

og
ar

ith
m

 o
f e

st
ab

lis
hm

en
t e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t; 

(i
v)

, (
v)

, (
vi

), 
(v

ii)
 a

nd
 (x

) a
re

 e
xp

re
ss

ed
 in

 p
er

ce
nt

ag
es

; (
vi

ii)
 th

e 
w

ei
gh

te
d 

av
er

ag
e 

ho
ur

ly
 w

ag
e 

in

So
m

e 
un

its
 o

f m
ea

su
re

m
en

t:

 

CRRC 2008: Call for Papers open!
         7-9 September 2008
     Queen's University Belfast
  http://www.crrconference.org

http://www.crrconference.org


 34 

Table 3: Regression results 

-6.728 ** -4.408 ** -7.010 ** -4.682 **
1.304 ** 0.875 ** 1.336 ** 0.872 **

-0.015 * -0.006 * -0.015 -0.011 **
0.001 0.008 * -0.001 0.008 *
0.018 * -0.003 0.021 * 0.001
0.002 0.003 0.002 0.008
0.002 0.006 ** 0.002 0.007 **
0.101 -0.054 -0.110 -0.191
0.009 0.008 ** 0.007 0.005

-0.099 0.065 * -0.096 0.046
-0.029 0.110 *
0.094 0.002
0.397 -0.226
0.097 0.065

-0.026 0.134
Transport -1.802 * -0.418 -2.223 * -0.585
Utilities -0.102 -0.081 0.078 -0.467
Construction 0.240 -0.861 ** 0.282 -1.322 **
Hotels -0.058 -0.482 0.070 -0.945 *
Retail -0.219 -0.314 -0.150 -0.777 **
Business services 1.031 * -0.384 0.954 -0.650 *
Finance -0.724 0.288 -0.442 -0.245
Public administration 2.687 ** 1.182 ** 1.373 1.362 **
Education 1.686 * 0.140 1.353 -1.701 *
Health 2.463 ** 1.173 ** 2.818 ** 1.068 **
Community services 1.086 0.188 1.283 0.132

-0.972 * -0.326 -1.000 * 0.063
Manager 0.018 -0.005 0.023 -0.001
Professional -0.009 -0.004 0.005 0.001
Technician -0.031 ** -0.010 * -0.050 * -0.011
Skilled 0.021 ** 0.007 0.022 * 0.007
Caring -0.006 -0.005 -0.006 -0.005
Machinist 0.012 0.007 * 0.010 0.006
Unskilled 0.030 ** 0.003 0.033 ** 0.000

1: N = 1754; Chi-squared = 604.2**; alpha = 4.75**.
2: N = 1666; Chi-squared = 1139.1**; alpha = 2.22**.
3: N = 1302; Chi-squared = 291.3**; alpha = 4.24**.
4: N = 1247; Chi-squared = 613.8**; alpha = 2.21**.
* and ** denote significance at the 95% and 99% level of confidence, respectively.
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