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Abstract
The OHSAS18001standard was first published in 1999 by British Standards and is now the most
widely adopted management systems for occupational health and safety worldwide. The standard is
intended to support companies in attaining a higher health and safety standard. However, there is
limited knowledge on how this standard in fact is working in practice and thus can improve health
and safety at work.
In order to investigate how the OHSAS18001standard is working in practice, we identified the main
mechanisms assumed to be actively involved in the successful implementation and management of
the standard, by using a framework inspired by a realist methodology. In line with this
methodology, we assessed how the context of the adopting organizations impinges on the identified
mechanisms and synthesized the findings into useful knowledge for practitioners and fellow
researchers alike.
The starting point for the analytical process is the program theories that we identified in the
standard and supplementary materials from key stakeholders. Thus we analyze how key
stakeholders and policymakers expect the standard or program theory to work when it is
implemented in an organizational setting. The three program theories (PT) we identified are: An
‘operational’ PT, a ‘compliance’ PT, and an ‘institutional’ PT.
Then we compared these ‘assumed’ program theories to how the OHSAS18001 actually worked in
real-life settings. We identified four so-called context-mechanism-outcome configurations by
reviewing available empirical studies and by extracting knowledge from them. These CMOconfigurations are: ‘Integration’, ‘learning’, ‘motivation’ and ‘translation’. This analytical
approach means that our paper provides both i -depth understanding of the assumed program
theories behind the OHSAS18001standard and understanding of the actual mechanisms of certified
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management systems in occupational health and safety management in various context presented by
the included implementation studies.
Introduction
Organizations increasingly seek to resolve and mitigate occupational health and safety concerns
with the use of voluntary and certified occupational health and safety management systems. The
OHSAS18001standard, which was first published in 1999 by British Standards, furthered this
tendency, and is by now the most widely adopted management systems for occupational health and
safety worldwide. The OHSAS18001 standard is becoming more and more important in the
governance of health and safety in companies, and thus it becomes paramount to understand both
how these new management systems are intended to work, but also importantly, how they actually
‘work’ within organizations.
There are already a number of empirical studies on the use of OHSAS18001, generally divided into
two streams of research: One stream of research has sought/has tried to measure effects of the
OHSAS18001 on organizational performance in general and on organizational safety outcomes in
particular [1]–[3]. These studies point to a positive effect of the certification process on
organizational safety performance. Lo and colleagues [2] report a decline in compliance failures
from US-based manufacturers [2]. Abad et al. not only describe a positive effect of the OHSAScertification but also demonstrate how this effect increases with the number of certification years,
leading them to conclude a learning effect in the Spanish organizations in their study [4]. However,
studies of this kind rarely describe the processes and social mechanisms inside the organizations
that may lead to safety outcomes in the end.
A second stream of research has tried to uncover the internal organizational dynamics related to the
implementation and utilization of OHSAS18001 (cf. [5]–[10]). This research mainly utilizes case
studies based on qualitative methods to uncover the social interactions and structurations related to
the organizational adoption of the standard. These types of studies are often specific and bound to
the particularities of the cases without providing much details and prescriptions for future
implementations in other contexts. The integration of these two streams of research is so far not
developed, and knowledge about the organizational mechanisms related to positive OHS outcomes
is therefore lacking. We intend to fill this research gap by reviewing the existing studies on
OHSAS18001 in order to integrate knowledge that is rich on contextual details, but still provides
valuable insights into the generalizable mechanisms and processes for future implementations.
2
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To achieve this goal, we have conducted a review inspired by a realist approach [11] of the use of
OHSAS18001 and the social mechanisms it activates within organizations. In this way, we have
utilized both qualitative and quantitative studies in our synthesis. We have researched the use of the
OHSAS18001 across a range of different albeit comparable organizational and regulatory contexts
in different industries and countries across OECD-member states. Thereby, we have developed
suggestions for the ‘demi-regular’ [12] mechanisms and causal potentials inherent in the
OHSAS18001, and how they interact in various contexts.

Methodology
In contrast to other review-methodologies, the realist approach compares and analyzes the CMOconfigurations (context-mechanism-outcome (cf. [13]) that appear in empirical studies of both
quantitative and qualitative studies, and thereby provide a deeper insight into the interplay between
actual mechanisms and contexts related to the successful implementation of OHSAS18001. Our
review followed the realist review procedure [11] by identifying the intended program-theories of
policy makers and standard publishers [11] first, and then by gradually refining the theories through
our iterative review and through the comparison of available and relevant empirical data. In other
words, we compare how the voluntary and certified OHSMs are ‘supposed to operate’ (i.e. the
program theories) [11] and how they actually operate (i.e. the CMO-configurations) when put under
researchers’ magnifying glasses. By doing so, our review adds valuable knowledge to the
discussion on how and when OHSAS18001 works or fails to work. In the first step, we investigate
how the OHSAS18001 is supposed to work by unpacking policymakers and stakeholders
assumptions about how the OHSAS18001 would ‘operate’ – the so-called ‘rough’ program theories
[12], [14]. We selected a number of key documents, which included the OHSAS 18001 standard
(OHSAS18001:2007) 1 and the accompanying ‘Guidelines for implementation’
(OHSAS18002:2008) 2. As suggested by Wong and collegues [11], we also consulted public
communication and promotional material from the original publishers, British Standard, which we
found on their website 3. Finally, as an illustrative example of materials from more distant
1

From DS Håndbog 127:2010, Dansk Standard)
From DS Håndbog 127:2010, Dansk Standard)
3
https://www.bsigroup.com/
2
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stakeholders, we used material from the Danish government’s public sources (i.e. legal documents,
debates from parliament and public statements from the ministry of occupation) about the reasons
for incentivizing the use of the standard among Danish companies from 2005 and onwards.
Together these key documents provided us with a somewhat clear overview of the expectations
about the outcomes of the implementation of OHSAS18001 from a range of stakeholders that
promotes OHSAS18001 as a way of securing safe and healthy workplaces. These key documents
were then used to identify possible rough program theories. We scanned all these sources for
descriptions of intended outcomes (i.e. what organizations gain from certification). Then we
searched for described resources in the text that would lead to said outcome (continuous
improvement demands, demands about documentation etc.). Finally, we described the mechanisms
that would have to be in place for this resource-outcome constellation to ‘work’, and that is known
from other empirical areas within mainstream organizational and management literature (e.g.
legitimacy)
In step two, we identified the CMO-configurations [14]. First, we designed an exhaustive list of
concepts, terms and synonyms that would help us to find the most relevant studies. We included
studies that covered the three following aspects:
1) An actual example of a OHSAS18001 (‘management system’ terms)
2) The ‘processual elements of a OHSAS18001’ (‘processual terms’), and
3) Sources that had descriptions of OHS concepts and issues (‘OHS terms’).
The studies were hereafter carefully read by the reviewers and classified into the ‘active
mechanisms’ (e.g. translation) involved in the study, contextual elements that affected the outcome
of the mechanism (e.g. how the existing organizational OHS approach becomes the blueprint for
implementation), and finally into outcomes (e.g. OHSAS18001 is implemented in a formalistic and
compliance focused manner).
Findings
The program theories
We identified three program theories [14] on the basis of the key documents mentioned above. Each
program theory has its own expected positive outcome for organizations (See table 1). First, we
identified an ‘‘operational’ program theory (PT1) that emphasizes operational gains to the safety
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management system of the organization. In PT1, the standard is expected to provide the
organizations with systematic tools such as PDCA 4-procedures, continuous improvement or the
possibility to integrate the OHSAS18001 with other key management systems within the
organizations. When the tools are used as stipulated in the standard, the assumption is that these
tools will increase the maturity level of the OHS management system, ensure a systematic and
lasting approach, and increase the focus on OHS issues within the organization. A second program
theory (PT2) was identified that emphasizes ‘compliance’ as the most important outcome. PT2
emphasizes the resources in the standard that help the organization to streamline and comply with
increasingly complex and diverging regulatory frameworks, which in particular was salient for
organizations operating in multiple countries. Finally, an ‘institutional’ program theory (PT3) was
identified. PT3 assumes that the institutional legitimacy public image is improved, and that the
company thereby gains the advantages and resources that accompany these institutional advantages
such as better stakeholder relations. These outcomes are achieved by using proper documentation
systems and mandatory stakeholder communication – both mandatory within the OHSAS18001
standard.

Table 1: Program theories of OHSAS18001

4

Resources within
standard

Mechanism

Outcome

’Operational’
program
theory (PT1)

- PDCA approach
- Compatible with other
CMS (e.g. ISO9001 or
ISO14001)
- Demands of continuous
improvement
- Demands of
management and
employee participation

- Systematization
- Specialization
- Continuous
improvement processes
- Maturing management
system

- Improved OHS performance
- Preventive and proactive approach (e.g.
registration of near-misses)
- Increased awareness and commitment from
management and employees
- Lower accidents and health risks within
organization

’Compliance’
program
theory (PT2)

- Structured approach to
compliance
- Demands about
formulation and running
update of official
organizational OHSpolicy

- Formalization
- Meta-regulation

- Always ensured compliance with all legal
requirements across geographical and regulative
boundaries

Plan-do-check-act
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’Institutional’
program
theory (PT3)

- Demands for
documentation
- Demands about
stakeholder
communication
- Certificate ’to show’

- ’License to operate’
- Legitimacy through
adoption of
institutionalized practice
-

- Better reputation
- Reputational gains and advantages
- Improved relations with key stakeholders

The CMO-configurations in OHSAS18001 implementations and management
The included OHSAS18001 studies showed four different CMO configurations. They are described
in Table 2, and in further detail below. Each CMO-configuration is described in terms of what
resources in the OHSAS18001 are activated, the active social mechanisms, the contextual elements,
the outcomes, if they relate to the assumed program theories described above.

Table 2: CMO configurations of OHSAS18001
Type of
CMO?
Integration

Resource(s)

Mechanism(s)

Context(s)

Outcome(s)

Plan-Do-CheckAct

Integration

Existence of
similar
organizational -,
production- or
management
systems
Existing
structures and
culture for
learning (e.g.
other continuous
improvement
frameworks, such
as TQM, LEAN
etc.)
Motivation for
certification
process

Improved OHS
performance

Compatibility
with other CMS
Learning

Continuous
improvement

Organizational
learning

Motivation

Certificate

Commitment

Obligatory
management
involvement in
OHS efforts

Translation

Continuous
Improvement
Internal audits

Related Program
Theory
Operational

Source(s)

Continuous
improvement of
OHS efforts (e.g.
learning from
accidents)

Operational

[9], [10]

Successful
implementation

Institutional

[4]–[6], [8], [18]

[2], [5], [8], [17]

Operational
Compliance

Translation and
adaptation

Existing OHS
approach

OHSAS18001 is
tailored to already
existing
approaches

Institutional

[5]–[8]

Operational

OHS management
becomes
‘auditable’

Multiple included studies indicate that organizations that have compatible systems already in place
have an easier time implementing and managing the OHSAS18001 standard as well [2], [5], [8],
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[17]. Together they describe a CMO-configuration which we have dubbed ‘integration’. In short,
this means that the main organizing principles in the standard work best, if the implementing
organizations have a context characterized by similar principles already in place. Lo and colleagues
[2] found a clear effect of certification in their study of large American manufacturing companies.
Furthermore, they show that organizations characterized by ‘tightly coupled’ production systems
have even bigger safety advantages from certification. This is supported by a Danish research
project [5], [8], [10] which demonstrates that organizations used to operate with systematic and
formalized routines more easily implement and operate certification schemes. Finally, two studies
show that organizations that already operate OHSAS18001’s ‘next-of-kin’ management systems
(ISO14001 and ISO9001) also experience greater safety and processual advantages [9], [17].
Overall, the studies indicate that previous experience with implementing standards provides an
important mechanism and context in order to explain the operational effects of the OHSAS18001
certification.
The CMO-configuration ‘learning’ likewise shows that existing structures and resources determine
whether implementation of OHSAS18001 leads to effective organizational learning and continuous
improvement processes. Two of the included studies support this mechanism [9], [10]. The standard
has a clear learning component in its ‘continuous improvement’ demands and processes. It is also
this mechanism that can be seen as the logical driver behind the maturity model envisioned in PT1 –
the operational program theory. Abad and colleagues (2013) found that the effects increase with the
number of years with a certification program (OHSAS18001). This indicates that a learning process
takes place after the implementation of OHSAS18001. However, as both Granerud & Rocha [10]
and Silva et al. [9] show, implementation of the OHSAS18001 standard is by no means a guarantee
for a higher-level OHS learning effect.
Finally, five of the included studies show that the organizational motivation for seeking certification
is a rather important factor in the operational success of the intervention. In this CMOconfiguration, the motivation is the primary contextual element that defines successful
implementation and the commitment to the OHSAS18001 in larger parts of the organization.
Motivation is the active mechanism. The resources that is supplied from the certification process is
both the potential of improvement frameworks to deal with OHS issues [4], [18] as well as the
promise of social legitimacy that comes with having a certification [5], [6], [8]. We know from
Bevilaqua and colleagues’ study (2016) that the motivational factors for implementing the
management system are quite important in determining the success of an OHSAS18001
7
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certification in terms of actually improving OHS factors at the organizational level. These
motivational factors can take the form of desires to comply with rules and regulation, with
displaying social responsibility, and with improving important OHS issues within the organizations
[18]. The same overall mechanism is identified in the studies by Rocha & Granerud [6], Kristensen
[8], and Hohnen & Hasle [5]. To a various degree, they demonstrate that many of the case
organizations see the certificate as a social and institutional necessity, and as something an
organization like them should have. This external legitimacy-seeking behavior in many cases turns
into the main driver of commitment, which the internal actors interested in the implementation of
OHSAS 18001 subsequently use to their advantage in order to further the implementation process.
A fourth CMO-configuration centers on ‘translation’. The translation configuration shows how the
certification is carried into organizations by carriers who interpret and translate the certification
process to fit a new context. To varying degrees in the four included studies [5]–[8], the
configuration describes how the new policy is tailored to fit the internal context of the organization
and the known processes, and furthermore how the translated standard becomes a part of internal
positioning and hierarchical processes and is made a part of the political processes and discussions
in the organizations. The translation mechanism thus explains how the systems and organizational
hierarchies which the carriers are embedded in influence the implementation of the OHSAS18001
certification, and thus partly relates to the other CMO-configurations described above.
Discussion
The CMO-configurations each shows, how the existing contexts in terms of existing structures
(‘integration’), capabilities (‘learning’) or incentives (‘motivation’) influence how the resources and
mechanisms inherent to the intervention end up shaping OSH efforts. This is not surprising.
Researchers within organization studies and operations research have long pointed to the fact that
organizations are best suited to absorb what is recognizable from neighboring fields [19], [20].
Furthermore, it is posited that advantages often, although not always (cf.[21]), are building on top of
existing capabilities in a cumulative process, not replacing them in a trade-off [22]. These findings
bring us to the title of our paper, which we borrowed from The New Testament “…for to him who
has, more will be given…” (Matthew 13: 11-12).
However, the fact that organizations build on already existing knowledge, systems and structures
can also potentially have somewhat unintended consequences for the implementation of the
standardization, as is also pointed out by some of our included studies. First of all, the fact that the
8

Paper submitted for ”Proceedings of the 20th congress of the International Ergonomics Association (IEA
2018”

certification is integrated into already existing procedures also means that organizations are prone to
detect and assess risks and health issues that fit into the existing data and systems within the
organizations. The occupational health and safety becomes ‘auditable’ as pointed out by Hohnen
and Hasle [5]. This means that so-called ‘wild’ OHS issues such as psychosocial factors tend to be
somewhat overlooked in the OHSAS processes in these companies. The same result is also shown
in one of the municipal cases described by Jespersen and colleagues [7]. However, we do not know
the extent of this, because none of the included studies that measure effects on OHS [2], [4], [17],
actually take psychosocial issues into specific consideration. And furthermore while it is clear that
organizational motivational factors for implementation are important for successful implementation,
there is also a danger that this can lead to symbolic and decoupled adaptations within the
organizations, meaning that the system is only implemented to satisfy external stakeholders (e.g.
regulators, customers, partners). In [6], there is one case example of this. We tentatively suggest
that organizations that implement the system because of external pressure, but then recognize key
features and practices in the OHSAS18001 certification from their already implemented systems
will have a higher likelihood of avoiding symbolic adaptation. This is also hinted at in two included
sources [5], [8]
Together, the four CMO-configurations explain specific paths to success in the OHSAS18001
certification process. What our findings tentatively point out, is that the OHSAS18001 certification
will not work as a ‘silver bullet’ or panacea for every organization with OHS issues, if there is not
any existing capabilities, structures or routines to build on. Furthermore, the organizational
motivation seems to play a role in determining positive outcomes, as well as if there is a will to
implement, and whether the organizations in question see the certification as something positive for
the organization. Finally, multiple sources describe how the certification process is driven by actors
and their interpretations of the policy implications which again helps determining the final
implemented system of certified OHS management.
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