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Andrea Fox:
Good morning everyone and welcome to Advancing the Evidence, Safe Work Australia Research Update 2026. My name is Andrea Fox and I’m the Executive Director of Policy and Workplace Services at Queensland’s Office of Industrial Relations and I’m also the Queensland member of Safe Work Australia, or SWA as we affectionately know it. I’ve worked across work health and safety, industrial relations and regulation for many years and I have a strong focus on collaborative and evidence-based policy development. I’ve chaired a range of tripartite groups and I contribute to the national development of work health and safety policy. So that’s my interest in this space. I’m pleased to be facilitating today’s discussion. It’s an excellent topic.
Before we begin I’ll just briefly check that audio is working clearly. Basically if you can hear me you are set for the session. So I assume someone will let me know if that’s not working okay. Great. All participant microphones and cameras are turned off until they’re speaking and that’s just to ensure good quality audio throughout the session. But they’re here with me. If you would like to ask a question at any time please use your Q&A panel in Microsoft Teams. We can’t guarantee every question will be able to be used just because we’ve got a lot of people online today. So we’ll moderate the questions to some degree but we’ll try and pick up on some of the critical themes and we’ll try and get to as many as possible later in the session.
I would like to begin now by acknowledging the traditional owners and custodians of the lands and waters on which we are all meeting today, wherever you are joining us from across Australia. And I pay my respects to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ cultures and to Elders past and present.
Today’s webinar provides a national update on SWA’s 2026 research priorities and key evidence activities. The session reflects Safe Work Australia’s very strong emphasis on collaboration and ensuring research evidence informs policy in practice. This morning we’re going to hear from Marie Boland, the CEO of Safe Work Australia, on the strategic context for SWA’s research work. We’re also going to get a research update from Dayna Fawkes, the Director of Research Strategy, and she’ll be presenting on key findings from the horizon scan that they’ve been doing and the evidence gap mapping project. And we’ll have that panel discussion I was talking about focused on how collaboration improves research impact and translation into practice. We will then finish with a moderated audience Q&A session as I mentioned.
So it’s my pleasure to welcome our first speaker Marie Boland, Chief Executive Officer of Safe Work Australia. Marie has been in this role since November 2023. It’s a tough role so good on you Marie. Her career includes leading the 2018 review of the model WHS laws and senior roles across policy, regulation and advisory bodies at the national level. Marie’s going to set out the national strategic context for Safe Work Australia’s research priorities as I mentioned. Please welcome Marie.
Marie Boland:
Thank you. Thank you Andrea for that welcome and good morning everyone. And thank you for joining us this morning. This is the first webinar of this kind that Safe Work Australia has hosted and it’s terrific for us to see such strong interest. We had over 650 people registered for today’s webinar, from researchers across Australia as well as policymakers, regulators, business and industry representatives, union officials and work health and safety professionals and practitioners. So that breadth of participation really matters to us because when it comes to improving work health and safety outcomes no single organisation as we know can do it alone. We see collaboration and national coordination as essential.
So today is very much about that idea of us working together. I’m particularly looking forward to hearing from our panel members who will share their lessons and experiences with multi‑partner research programs and how collaboration when it’s done well can deliver more effective outcomes.
[Visual of slide with text saying ‘SWA’s strategic direction and 2026 research workplan’, ‘Marie Boland’, ‘CEO, Safe Work Australia’, ‘Safe Work Australia’]
Before we get to the panel though I’d like to take a few minutes to set the scene. I’ll share how Safe Work Australia’s working to strengthen the evidence base for work health and safety and workers’ compensation policy through our research and evaluation strategy, the themes that emerged from our inaugural Research Summit last year, what we’ve been hearing through the best practice review which has been going on all this year, and finally our 2026 research workplan and how I see this work taking us forward. So I think we’re moving onto slide two now.
So by way of context Safe Work Australia’s role is to develop national policy to improve work health and safety and workers’ compensation arrangements across Australia. We’re a tripartite national decision making body representing the Commonwealth, states and territories, workers and employers. Our core functions include supporting the development and monitoring of model work health safety legislation, leading reform of that legislative framework and critically carrying out publishing and translating research and collecting and reporting national data.
So I think a lot of you know when I became CEO I was very keen for us to reactivate our research function because evidence underpins everything we do. And that’s why the release of our Research and Evaluation Strategy in June last year was such an important milestone for us. It signalled a reinvigorated focus for the agency on research, one that is nationally relevant, coordinated and squarely focused on policy impact. At its heart the Strategy is about building an engaged and connected research ecosystem. That means researchers, regulators, Government agencies, unions, employers, business and industry groups working together and sharing expertise, data and perspectives to strengthen the evidence base in ways that genuinely improve policy and practice. The challenges we face won’t surprise anyone here and we won’t always get it right. But we’ll continue at least to try to make it work.
We continue to see persistent work health and safety risks while at the same time the nature of work is changing and new risks are emerging and evolving faster than before.
We hear that research effort can be fragmented and that despite its relevance to every worker and business in this country it’s often overlooked for funding or collaboration. So we see our role to help bring people, data and ideas together so that Australia’s work health and safety system can respond effectively to the ongoing challenges and the emerging challenges. Next slide.
Our inaugural Research Summit was a flagship event for the Research Strategy. Held in Canberra last September the Summit brought together 200 leaders from academia, Government, unions, industry bodies and employer groups to explore current research, emerging priorities and evidence gaps in work health and safety and workers’ compensation. Over the two days we had really rich conversations about known and emerging risks, priority evidence gaps and importantly how we can function better together as a national joined up research ecosystem.
Several strong project ideas and themes emerged. What we found and what we heard is that there’s a clear appetite for a national coordination particularly on complex and national issues such as technological change, climate related risks and the monitoring of occupational disease. We heard calls to make data, information, research easier to access and use, filling information gaps so we can work collaboratively across sectors.
There was also a powerful message about embedding worker voice, lived experience and diverse perspectives in research design and interpretation so that policy is better informed by the reality of people’s experience on the ground. Psychosocial hazards emerged as a major focus reflecting the growing impact of work design on worker health. Climate and particularly heat was another major focus highlighting the need for better evidence to support climate resilient work and protect those most exposed. And digital technologies and artificial intelligence stood out as both an opportunity and a risk, creating efficiencies on the one hand while introducing new risks for workers on the other.
Taken together these themes reinforce that the challenges we face are complex and they demand solid foundations in data, expertise and collaboration. But as we said at the time the Summit was just the start of our journey, a catalyst and a call for action and an invitation to work together to take what has surfaced and find solutions. Next slide thanks.
So we’ve also been running the Best Practice Review of the model work health and safety laws this year and consultation for that has been extensive. We received 118 written submissions held over 100 meetings across every capital city and two regional centres and heard from nearly 1,000 survey respondents. I’m sure a lot of you were involved and we want to thank you again for taking the time to contribute to the review.
So this morning I just wanted to share a few key things that we heard through that process. A really consistent message was that the idea and the objective of harmonisation remains strongly supported but there’s growing concern that jurisdiction by jurisdiction changes are increasing fragmentation and complexity, and also duplication in policy work and effort within individual jurisdictions to re-prosecute policy ideas and reforms that may have been discussed at the national level. Unions, industry and work health and safety professionals all pointed to differences in regulator approaches. Independence, training and priorities as something that can undermine clarity and confidence in the system. So we heard that harmonisation must also be about how the law is interpreted, implemented and enforced.
We also heard a clear call for more transparency and stronger evidence to keep the model work health and safety laws and regulation up to date and focused on a nationally consistent protection for workers and consistent obligations on employers and business. And it was reinforced that things that help this are our national work health and safety data collection, better sharing of what we’ve learned from serious incidents and clearer national processes to manage variations to increase confidence in the model work health and safety system.
And what we heard through the Best Practice Review is exactly reinforcing why our research strategic workplan is so significant for us. It’s how we make sure that we’re focusing on the questions we in the work health and safety field are grappling with right now, how we can support and strengthen national consistency and harmonisation, how we can understand emerging risks like technology enabled work and how we can build together a high quality evidence base that supports the translation of research outcomes into policy development that has real world practical work health and safety benefits. Next slide thanks.
So that brings me to our 2026 research workplan which was released earlier this year. Publishing our annual workplan is about transparency. It clearly sets out the research we are undertaking, why it has been prioritised and how it will be delivered. The workplan has been shaped through engagement with academia, Governments, unions, industry and employer groups and health and safety professionals. The research workplan builds on our ongoing research program designed to support policy development while introducing new activities designed to directly advance the Strategy’s goals and deliver evidence with national value.
With our members we will be developing a research workplan at the start of every year so that we can retain the flexibility to respond to emerging issues and changing evidence needs. I’ll highlight a few examples. We will be strengthening Safe Work Australia’s role as a national thought leader by looking ahead to emerging risks and gaps in knowledge. Projects such as the Horizon Scan and Evidence Mapping which you’ll hear about later will help us to identify gaps for future challenges, while initiatives like the worker exposure survey will help build a clearer national picture of where and when workers are at risk of injury and illness. We’re also prioritising inclusive research including a project focused on unheard voices in work health and safety policy, ensuring that the evidence reflects the diversity of Australian workers.
To support these critical policy objectives – sorry. I can’t read my writing here. To support critical policy objectives including supporting the national asbestos and silica plans in collaboration with ASSEA we are developing a research strategy for silica related diseases and exploring how we can model exposures to airborne contaminants. AI and automation obviously are another key focus, particularly understanding new forms of risk and their implications for workers and small business. Research partnerships are central throughout the work plan. This year we are supporting research on preventing workplace sexual harassment, supporting mentally healthy workplaces, quality work in the digital age and sustainable working conditions. Our value add here is that we provide a bridge between research and policy that is guided by what is practically important for policymakers, workers and businesses.
I’m also very pleased that we’re working on the families portal pilot, responding to a key recommendation of the 2018 Senate Inquiry They Never Came Home. Some of this work is about generating new evidence. Some is about creating the conditions for collaboration. Together it’s about ensuring research informs policy and practice. Next slide thank you.
So it’s early days for us in this work but we have an initial idea I guess about what success looks like, but we’ll rely on you as well to tell us. It means research that is needs led and well targeted, answering real policy questions and filling known gaps in the national evidence base. It means stronger partnerships with researchers, regulators, unions, industry and workers, collaborating around shared priorities, designing research together with the people who use it and benefit from it and avoiding duplication. It means evidence that provides clear pathways from research findings into practical work health and safety and workers’ compensation policy laws and guidance, supporting consistency across jurisdictions. And for Safe Work Australia success means being seen as a trusted national evidence leader and partner, one that convenes, connects and supports the system to use evidence effectively. Ultimately though of course success isn’t about us. It’s about keeping people safe at work. So the final slide thank you.
So again I’d just like to thank you for joining us today. I personally am committed to building and maintaining strong relationships across research, regulatory, industry, unions and practitioner communities. If you have data to share, emerging issues you’re seeing or ideas for future research we encourage you to come to us and to talk to us and with us. We genuinely want to hear from you. So I hope you enjoy the webinar this morning and I look forward to continuing this conversation. Thank you.
[Visual of slide with text saying ‘Want to get involved or discuss our work?’, ‘Email: ResearchEnquiries@swa.gov.au’, ‘www.swa.gov.au’, ‘Safe Work Australia’]
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Marie for setting the national strategic context for this. I want to pick up on the general theme that Marie was saying by the end and I guess just really emphasise that from the perspective of us as a regulator. From a policy and regulatory perspective one of the most important points is that evidence has its real value for us when it translates into better decisions and better outcomes for workers and employers. But we really recognise that that translation does not happen automatically. It relies on research that can be practical, accessible and developed with policy needs in mind, and on very strong collaboration between researchers, policymakers, workers and business.
That’s exactly what today’s research update speaks to so I’m really enjoying the fact that SWA has pulled this together. And on that note I’ll now introduce Dayna Fawkes who’s the Director of Research Strategy at Safe Work Australia. She leads the Research Strategy section ensuring that evidence and data informs the national work health and safety and workers’ compensation policy framework. And Dayna’s going to provide us with an overview of the recently completed project undertaken by SWA in partnership with the Academy of Social Sciences Australia. Over to you Dayna.
Dayna Fawkes:
Thanks so much Andrea and good morning everyone. So as Andrea mentioned today I am going to walk through the findings from the Horizon Scan and Evidence Mapping Project. 
[Visual of slide with text saying ‘Key findings from the Horizon Scan & Evidence Mapping Project’, ‘Dayna Fawkes’, ‘Director Research Strategy’, ‘Safe Work Australia’]
This was a strategic piece of work for us that grew out of a challenge around how to better understand the evidence we already have and what this means for how we might prioritise future research activity.
So jumping onto the next slide. With that in mind the project really set out to map the existing landscape of work health and safety and workers’ compensation research against the five initial focus areas in our Research and Evaluation Strategy. The aim was really to develop a comprehensive picture of where the evidence base is well established, where it’s emerging and where there are opportunities to strengthen it through further research.
As Andrea said we worked in partnership with the Academy of Social Sciences in Australia. They in turn were supported by peer reviewers from the Australian Academy of Technological Sciences and Engineering and an expert working group of leading academics in work health and safety, workers’ compensation and other related fields. This expert group was set up to provide sort of independent oversight of the methodology and to test the academic rigour of the approach. With the scale and complexity of the project this oversight really provided some confidence and assurance that the approach that we were taking was rigorous and credible.
So today I’m going to kind of skim the surface of the analysis but we’ve published the technical and methodological reports as we expect that there will be some researchers and others who might enjoy that level of detail. So onto the next slide.
I’ll start with some key headlines and then I’ll sort of unpack the approach and the data behind them. So first up Australia’s work health and safety evidence base has really been growing over the last 15 years and is unsurprisingly quite multidisciplinary spanning things like health sciences, biomedical and clinical sciences, psychology, engineering, management, social sciences. Now psychosocial research is a clear strength in terms of the volume of research activity that we identified though it does tend to cluster around a sort of narrow sort of concepts and with a bit more of an individual focus. Things like mental health, burnout, workload. We identified fewer examples of system level organisational drivers or contexts being examined.
Evaluation was also a missing link. There was less research activity that seemed to examine the real world effectiveness of regulation, interventions and workers’ compensation arrangements. Now this project almost by design surfaced a misalignment in language between research and policy. So our policy lens framed our search terms and we anchored the framework against our five initial focus areas. So this design was important for Safe Work Australia but also meant that some relevant existing research might not have been identified through this process. In other words research that may be important and relevant may not always be visible or easily translated into the terms that policymakers are interested in.
Lastly and relatedly the evidence base was cross cutting across our focus areas. So we noticed a lot of overlap, for example where key words relating to psychosocial harm for example were present in research identified under all of our focus areas.
So if I jump to the next slide and just sort of taking a bit of a step back. The project used an innovative methodology that combined a taxonomy based scoping review, a case study led horizon scan and evidence mapping techniques to provide a comprehensive view of the work health and safety and workers’ compensation research landscape.
We started by developing that policy led taxonomy. We had more than 300 work health and safety terms that align directly to our research priority areas. And these terms were used to screen and tag Australian relevant research that was published between 2010 and 2025.
Then we used case studies of known and emerging drivers of change that were identified from Australian and global trends, things such as increasing psychosocial injury, technological change, climate change, to test where and how these trends are appearing in the evidence. Now these strands were brought together through some evidence mapping techniques that helped to identify areas of overlap and concentration of research activity. So we used quantitative techniques that described patterns in publication volume, topic concentration, how concepts were connected across areas, and then some qualitative interpretations to help understand what was being tagged more often, less often, and why that might be.
Let me share a bit more about what we found through that analysis now. So on the next slide there’s a lot going on but it does bring together some of the core quantitative findings from the project and I’ll walk you through it piece by piece. So starting at the top left this is where we talk about the scale of the exercise. So our initial search returned about 15,500 records which were systematically reviewed and screened down to about 7,000 Australian relevant work health and safety and workers’ compensation publications across academic and grey literature.
Now these records were then categorised into those five priority areas and tagged with our 300 odd taxonomy terms. Now as I alluded to earlier you can see psychosocial harm prevention and recovery was demonstrated to have the largest evidence base in this collection. Other focus areas were smaller. It doesn’t mean that the evidence doesn’t exist but maybe it was just sort of less visible and harder to identify through our search screen and tagging methodology. And this might speak to that language misalignment I mentioned earlier.
Now the bar chart in the centre shows publication trends over time. So we can see sustained growth from 2010 through to around 2020 and that’s followed by a kind of stable, mature publication rate over the last five years. In the box across the bottom you can also see that multidisciplinary nature of research. So almost a third of publications were associated with more than one field of research discipline. And you can see the kinds of fields of research that are popping up there.
And then finally on the right hand side you can see those top taxonomy terms. Now this was across the whole evidence base. And you can see how things like psychosocial topics like mental health, burnout, workload, social support etcetera are sort of appearing in those top ten.
On the next slide I’ll showcase some of the key qualitative findings across our focus areas. What was really striking in this is that each priority area tells a different version of the same story. So there has been growth over this period but there is concentration around certain topics and there are some gaps when we start to look upstream and the sort of measuring effectiveness questions. So the thing about psychosocial harm and prevention and recovery, the evidence base is large and mature. It’s dominated by research on job demands, burnout, bullying, trauma and injury outcomes. But we identified less research on some of those upstream controls, things like leadership capability, organisational justice, inclusive workplaces.
When looking for research related to work health safety mindsets research really reflects some changing expectations about leadership, culture and responsibility but there was less evidence around how to influence these to effect measurable change in things like prevention and recovery, particularly at that sort of organisational or system level.
On the technology front most work health safety research to date has focused heavily on some of those traditional hazards around machinery and physical safety. Meanwhile we know that emerging technologies are probably shifting some of those risks upstream into things like organisational design, work allocation, supervision, surveillance and some of those psychosocial domains. So we’ll start to hopefully see more research covering those technologies over time.
Research coverage was also less strong for different types of work. So things like insecure work, platform mediated work, multiemployer environments, contractor models, etcetera. Again as these work arrangements, risk distributions and responsibilities become more complex and those impacts probably more widely discussed we’re hoping to see more research emerge in those areas too.
Now work health safety systems and frameworks were frequently referenced in the literature but more as ways to frame or explain work health safety outcomes. We rarely saw them studied with an evaluation lens such as examining governance, harmonisation, regulatory effectiveness or comparative system performance.
And one last thought before I move on from this slide is really just summing up some of the opportunities around that about a third of that 7,000 plus dataset didn’t screen neatly into one of these priority areas. These were largely records relating to population health, biomedical topics and epidemiological lenses. Now these are things like disease, injury, population level risk. Now these are all clearly still very relevant to the work of Safe Work Australia and I think there’s something in that for us to look at in future.
So onto the next slide. I’ll talk a little bit about some opportunities, what does all of this mean. We think the value of this project lies in understanding at a macro level what research is being done that relates to our initial focus areas and where there may be opportunities for us to support more targeted, coordinated and efficient research across the work health safety and workers’ compensation systems. Now one of the clearest opportunities emerging from this work is around translation, collaboration and coordination. We know that Australia has a deep and diverse work health safety evidence base but it can be distributed across disciplines and sectors that sometimes use different language. We see a strong opportunity to improve how research is translated, connected across these disciplines – health, social science, engineering and policy – so that existing knowledge can be used more effectively.
We also think our findings point to an opportunity for greater emphasis on more upstream focused research. So across priorities there was consistently less research on things like the impact and effectiveness of systems frameworks, interventions, regulatory settings, etcetera.
There’s also an opportunity for evidence to be more agile and responsive. So how do we make better use of practice based evidence and worker consultation for example. They can play a critical role in identifying emerging issues and what’s happening on the ground.
And finally this also gives us a chance to kind of celebrate and lean into that multidisciplinary strength. The drivers that are shaping the work in the future, technological, organisational, social, often don’t sit neatly within single disciplines and so neither do the risks that flow from them. And so there are real benefits in that multidisciplinary strength that we have.
Finally on the last slide we really saw this project as a first step in understanding the current state of work health safety research. We hope it’s the beginning of a conversation that can strengthen the evidence base for better policy outcomes. I also wanted to express mine and Safe Work Australia’s thanks to the members of the expert working group for their invaluable contributions to the project. Some I’m sure are here with us today. Then I also wanted to flag that the reports from this project are available now on our website. Together you will hopefully see there’s a lot of reports in there but hopefully they provide a cohesive narrative of the project’s aims, methods, conclusions and the technical details are really there for those who want to go deeper into it. Thanks so much. Back to you Andrea.
[Visual of slide with text saying ‘Want to get involved or discuss our work?’ ‘Email: ResearchEnquiries@swa.gov.au’, ‘www.swa.gov.au’, image of QR code, ‘New reports mapping Australia’s WHS and workers’ compensation research landscape’, ‘Scan QR code to read’]
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Dayna. That update shows why research translation is so important from a policy perspective. We see where the evidence base is strong, where gaps remain and where better coordination focus is needed. What stands out from that presentation is that much of the evidence we need already exists but it’s not always visible, accessible or easily translated into policy and practice. And that challenge, turning evidence into decisions that improve outcomes for workers and employers, is exactly what today’s discussion is about.
Which brings us to the panel part of today. Today’s panel is focused specifically on improving the impact of work health and safety research through collaboration. It brings together policy, worker, employer and research perspectives to explore what collaboration looks like in practice. Very messy in practice is what I would say. And how it strengthens research relevance and impact on the ground in workplaces. I’ll very briefly explain how this part of the session is going to run so that if you’re looking for a chance to raise a question you know what’s going to happen. We’ll start with short opening statements from each of our panellists. There will be a panel discussion and then we will move to some questions selected from Q&As posted by the audience. So please feel free to use that panel.
To kick us off I’ll just offer a short reflection from a policy and regulatory perspective on why collaboration is critical to achieving nationally consistent and practical outcomes. As a Safe Work Australia member I cannot emphasise enough how important strong evidence is to the decisions that we make. As a regulator I’m interested in policymaking but also policy implementation. And good research for us doesn’t just inform the policymaking. It’s important for explaining the policy, for telling the story about what we are changing and why to the community, who are the people who are subject to our regulation. Good policy depends on evidence that is credible, relevant and practical as I’ve mentioned and it also depends on collaboration. When policymakers, researchers, workers and employers are all involved early the evidence is stronger and far more likely to translate into real world outcomes.
I’m now going to introduce each of our panellists and invite them to provide a short opening statement about themselves. Each panellist has up to two minutes to share that and I’ll keep us to time to make sure that we do get a good thorough discussion happening. They’re going to talk about their perspective on research collaboration as well as what helps research translate into real world practice. Our first speaker is Professor Michelle Tuckey from Adelaide University and she’s an internationally recognised researcher in psychosocial work environments – hi Michelle – workplace bullying and sexual harassment prevention. Michelle along with other colleagues from across Australia is currently leading a research project, cultivating systemic safety to prevent workplace sexual harassment, that SWA has been a partner organisation for and it’s focused on translating evidence into practical tools for regulators and organisations. Michelle over to you. 
Michelle Tuckey:
Thanks very much Andrea and good morning everyone and great to be with you. Collaboration has been a key part of my research over the last 20 years where I’ve predominantly focused on addressing the problem of workplace bullying and harassment. So collaboration has been really vital for understanding the problem itself, for identifying and trialling solutions and more generally for enhancing the potential for the research findings that actually make a real difference. But collaboration is complex, it’s messy, and alongside some real successes there have been some mistakes as well. And I consider that I’m still learning about how to collaborate more effectively even today.
One of my current projects illustrates what’s possible. I’ve got a slide here showing the partners involved. So this linkage project brings together a team of eight investigators from three universities and in total we have 16 different partner organisations across multiple sectors. And we’re working together to advance the primary prevention of workplace sexual harassment. So we want to go beyond policies, beyond training, to address the underlying risks in the system of work. Codesign has been integral in this project from the beginning. So this started more than a year before we even submitted that grant application and it continues throughout the project. Now onto the next slide please. 
At our project launch we brought all of the partners together to develop a shared picture of what effective collaboration would look like for us and what success would look like if we were able to work really well together. And so this slide captures where we landed, the foundations that we’re working from on the left and the outcomes we’re working towards on the right. So factors like building genuine trust and engagement towards shared objectives, they’re actually going to help our collaboration and they’ll set us up for success. Things like building partnerships that actually go beyond this project, translating findings into strategies that actually work and ultimately effecting real and measurable change at scale. And so that’s what the alliance involved in this project is working towards and I’m really looking forward to our discussion ahead today.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Michelle. Now we’ll hear from Professor Sharon Parker from Curtin University. Sharon is a world leading researcher in work design, organisational behaviour and mental health at work and has previously led major research commissioned by Safe Work Australia. Her current project, Quality Work in a Digital Age Centre of Excellence, is focused on working closely with Governments, regulators and employers to design quality work at an age of digital evolution that does what it says on the box there. Sharon your opening reflections. 
Sharon Parker:
Thank you so much Andrea and good morning everybody. It’s a privilege to talk about this important topic. You mentioned some of my current projects, our current projects – we always work as a team – and also the future projects, but I’ve actually been collaborating and doing research on topics like work design and organisational change for more than 35 years now starting with and still manufacturing companies in the north of England.
I’d just like to make three quick points. My first point is first just to note that there is a lot of variation. So when we talk about what’s your collaboration look like we need to recognise there is enormous variation in types of research, in our partners, employers, regulators, unions. They often want different things. And of course when those all combine in different ways it can make for a lot of diversity. And just on the research front we’re all very familiar with this distinction between basic research that’s not problem solving focused but knowledge advancing, and then of course very applied research which is solving problems and not worrying so much about advancing knowledge. But if you’re familiar with the Pasteur’s Quadrant which I really like as a very simple model, that basically says that Louis Pasteur, who’s the person – he developed new knowledge about germ disease but he also invented treatments for rabies and vaccines and these sorts of things. So what he did was really say you can have research that is both advancing knowledge but advancing knowledge to solve problems. 
And personally that’s probably always the research that I’ve been most interested in and where I see that this collaborative space is absolutely crucial. And there’s so much to learn from both parties. So I think about some of my highly cited academic work. It actually came from the collaboration. As one example I did some research on perspective taking in workplaces. Why? Because I was talking to shop floor workers, observing this lack of perspective taking between managers and workers. But equally I think conversely when researchers work on practical problems they bring this depth of knowledge and passion around topics and different agenda I guess which is often about knowledge that I think really brings benefit to those partners as well.
So that’s my second point, that I think that collaboration particularly when you’re trying to advance knowledge whilst solving problems is so critical. And that’s why in our QWIDA, in our new centre that we have forthcoming, we have 49 partner organisations, because we really believe in the power of collaboration.
The final point I’ll make very quickly is there are challenges of course and Michelle has alluded to some of those. Different parties have very different needs. That’s an obvious statement. But the one thing I would really like to flag, and if people out there are partnering with academics, to take away is the level of bureaucracy that gets involved. So just to give an example we might have a beautiful project with a funding body. Well that funding body we’re going to have to have contracts with, we’re going to have to have milestones, deliverables, processes, etcetera. And then we might be doing the research with say ten companies. They’re all going to have contracting bureaucracy etcetera. And then as university researchers we have ethics, intellectual property, PhD supervision, you’re not allowed to go onto the field without filling out 500 forms etcetera. So my number one request – and I love what you did Michelle with your project – would be about trying to make the relationships more flexible and trust based. The more that we can do that I think the more value that all parties will get. So thank you and I look forward to some questions down the track.
You’re on mute Andrea.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you. Has to happen at some point. Thank you very much Sharon. That was a really interesting point and very keen to sort of open up a bit of that during the panel discussion actually, coming from a bureaucracy myself. Now we’ll hear from Leigh Thredgold who is a Principal Advisor for National Work Health and Safety Policy at the Australian Industry Group and a member of Safe Work Australia representing the views of employers. Leigh brings that employer perspective and also that implementation perspective to the discussion. Leigh thank you for coming.
Leigh Thredgold:
Thanks Andrea. I just wanted to use my introduction I think to emphasise the importance of collaboration in research. And I’ve had the benefit through my career of being on both sides of the spectrum having started as an academic researcher and moved into the policy space. I think from the employer perspective the things I really want to get across today are the importance of engaging really early on in the process of designing research especially if it’s going to be applied research. Engaging and understanding the problems of the industry or the businesses that you’re seeking to help is really, really important I think. And having sat on that researcher side often sometimes academics can assume that they know the problems that industry is facing or the challenges that they have on the ground. But when you get into the workplace it’s often a little bit different or the practical realities differ slightly. So it’s really important during that design phase to engage both employers but also workers as well to really understand those nuances.
I agree with Sharon, those two. It’s really important to have the more fundamental research that describes problems but I think that can sometimes be a frustration point for many employers, that a lot of research does put a lot of effort into describing problems and then not offering solutions or practical ways that they can be addressed at the workplace level. So it is very important especially from a policy perspective in the work that we do at Safe Work Australia to have that grounding knowledge and that research is important. I think it’s equally important or perhaps even more so to go to that next step and have ways that businesses can address some of those challenges and problems that are being described.
And I think just listening throughout the process. Good collaboration continues to listen to all the stakeholders throughout. I know it’s complex. I know there are multiple stakeholders and weighing those views is often difficult. But that’s a really important part of the employer perspective and really what gets buy in from employers throughout the research process but also with the outcomes and the practical tools that may be developed at the end. So I’ll keep it short and sweet but looking forward to the further discussion today.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Leigh. I really appreciate that. Now we’ll hear from Liam O’Brien who is Assistant Secretary at the Australian Council of Trade Unions and another member of Safe Work Australia representing the views of workers. Liam brings that worker perspective obviously and he’s particularly focused on making sure that the perspective that’s shared is grounded in lived experience and practical outcome. So Liam your opening remarks.
Liam O’Brien:
From Leigh to Liam. Thanks Andrea. I’d also just start by acknowledging country and associate myself with your acknowledgment as well. But also I think importantly thanks to Marie, Dayna and the SWA team. I think this is a great way to build on what was a really important I suppose milestone with the Summit.
Look my comments not surprisingly are going to sort of build on Leigh’s in relation to how we engage with workers and indeed employers. But I also wanted to highlight I think Sharon’s points around the different types of research. And I think collaboration is really important whether it’s about building knowledge or indeed if it’s about applied research and how we implement sort of best practices in workplaces. And I think one of the things I want to highlight – and I’ve probably got three key points I want to sort of talk about when I think about collaboration – is I suppose firstly recognising that work health and safety is fundamentally a rights based framework. We have a right to health, we have a right to a healthy and safe working environment, and our work health and safety framework very much is underpinned by the idea that yes employers have duties, but workers have rights and agency.
And so for us workers and union involvement in particular not only improves research but it’s sort of fundamental to recognising that workers have agency in these matters. And to the points I’ve raised before it’s deeply grounded in ensuring that we’re doing ethical research. And so workers and their unions should have agency in determining from the very start the types of research questions that are going to be asked, the methods for inquiry, but also and I think really importantly understanding the results and the opportunities for translation. I think too often research is conducted and then there’s not that I suppose respect of going back to those who participated, who often volunteered their time or their knowledge or their experience, and sharing with them what was learnt. And I think that’s how you make the impact of research so much more impactful.
And I think it’s more than just offering involvement in terms of participation. In particular for workers but also for unions, it needs to be accompanied with support. And I think we see across the spectrum huge variation in this and there are plenty of researchers including many of those who have spoken today but I know that are online today that very much understand that inviting somebody to participate in research is one thing but really facilitating their engagement is so much more important, especially if we’re going to address issues of equity. Whether it’s low paid workers or potentially small unions we need to understand that there are huge opportunity costs that come from whether it be union participation in research but in worker participation in research. And so that’s another really important thing that we think underpins collaboration, makes it far more effective in terms of the research that’s undertaken.
And then the final thing I would say, and this really goes to the question of translation but also in many respects in terms of building knowledge, is ensuring as much as possible that the research is cross sectoral. We want to make sure that the things that we are researching, the knowledge that we’re building or indeed understanding the best practice in terms of how we implement this has the ability to be translated across a number of sectors. We appreciate of course there are certain sectors where certain high risk activities are being undertaken. We need to really refine those questions and indeed the solutions. But I think as much as possible having a cross sectoral lens to the research work that we do. And so Andrea I think those are a few things that I wanted to reflect on but I’m really looking forward to the conversation that comes from here. Thanks.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you very much Liam. We’re now going to move into the panel discussion. I’m going to pose a couple of guiding questions and invite responses from the different panellists. I’m going to try and make sure that we get a balance of perspectives too so I’ll try and make sure we’ve got everyone speaking at some point during the panel. And I’m also going to try and keep us to time. So I’m going to ask everybody as panellists when I ask a question if you could try and aim for around a minute, minute and a half in your answer, partly to keep the dynamics of the conversation moving and partly to see what sort of comes out of it when we’re really picking the crunchiest point of what we’re going to say. So thank you very much everyone. And I’ll probably invite two people for each question and the answer. We’ll get a couple of minutes per question.
The first question I’m going to ask, I’m going to pose it to the academics. And I guess we’re going to talk a lot today about what goes wrong in collaboration. So I’m going to start with what it looks like when it’s going well, what it looks and feels like. So from your experience what does effective cross sector collaboration in work health and safety research look like? And you could talk about examples when you’re working with organisations such as Safe Work Australia or others. So I’ll start with you Professor Sharon Parker and then I’ll move to Professor Michelle Tuckey. Thank you.
Sharon Parker:
Thanks Andrea. Actually it’s a great question. And one of my proudest moments actually I have to say was last year we did an event with a particular project called Designed for Care and that’s a project trying to redesign work in the very complex and tough sector of care, disability care, aged care, etcetera. And at the Summit where we sort of pulled together our results we had really strong endorsement from the Ministry who were really behind this research, we had unions stand up and support this research, we had representatives from the aged care companies etcetera themselves speak up, and we had workers. We had a worker voice standing up and saying that they really valued being part of the project. And for me that was like the holy grail. Because when we’re trying to do this research we need all of those parties to care. And that’s not always easy right. It’s a bit of a juggle. But it’s no good in my mind for the work that we do if the unions love it but the Ministers hate it, because we know they’re going to then try and squash it, or vice versa. So for me the holy grail is getting multiple parties to see the real value. And we have achieved that in some of our projects. And so that’s what I would define as an effective collaboration. Thank you. 
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Sharon. So everybody comes to the end and thought there was value in what we did not just everybody was involved at the beginning. Yeah. Michelle do you have something else to add on that from your perspective? 
Michelle Tuckey:
Yeah. I think that value creation can really start at the beginning with a shared understanding of the problem. We’ve got really diverse perspectives and stakeholders who all have some skin in the game and if they can use that kind of energy to define the problem really well and define the research path really well then I think we can enhance our collaboration. And for me it’s always been a form of relational work. So building the relationship itself is vital to effective collaboration. It’s great to have clarity about the problem and about the roles and so on but there needs to be really specific and clear attention to building up the trust and the ways of working to enable that collaboration to be sustained over what are sometimes multi year projects. There will be challenges to solve along the way and if there’s good foundations then you can navigate that as you go and get to the end point where everyone’s achieved an outcome that they’re really proud of.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you very much. I see that trust is going to be a critical word for today’s discussion. And I guess what I would add on that is that it’s really clear to me when we’re involved in work collaborating with others that you can break that trust really quickly and probably slow moving bureaucracies, whether it’s university or Government or institutions, we’re not often agile enough to kind of rebuild that trust very easily.
The second question I wanted to ask I guess really does come down to that perspective on trust in practice and I wanted to ask both Leigh and Liam. From your perspective when can research fall short and what would make research findings more credible and ultimately trusted for the people that you’re representing?
Leigh Thredgold:
I’m happy to go first if you want Liam. I think the trust is built by having all those voices at the table during the design and throughout the research process. So I guess I would say much like our work health and safety framework. Everyone has duties under the health and safety framework, whether that be employers, whether that be workers, whether that be others at the workplace. So it’s important to have everyone at the table involved discussing those issues so that you can come to that consensus position on what the research problem is.
And in terms of research falling short one thing I wanted to put forward was it’s potentially sometimes a bit of a capability assumption of how businesses can implement things on the ground. Obviously business owners or people that work in businesses are not researchers, they’re not academics. Research outcomes do need to be tailored to the audience. The language needs to be appropriate. It can’t be highly technical. And so I think sometimes where research can fall a little bit short is by assuming that an end user can pick up an academic text and run away with that and implement something on the ground.
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Leigh. And Liam do you have another perspective on this?
Liam O’Brien:
Yeah. I mean so without sort of repeating my opening statement, but maybe to pick up on Leigh’s last point there, I think that does fundamentally go back to respect, the idea that researchers ensure that the findings are translated in a way that all participants can understand and take learnings from. I suppose not wanting to pull examples out necessarily, I think one of the challenges that often comes around research in particular is where there are commercial aspects that possibly sit at the end of research. And I think the clearer that is upfront, the clearer we are with participants around methodology, how the research is potentially going to inform commercial aspects, I think is really important. Because I think too often what we have seen is workers or unions participating in research where there’s not that clarity and at the end there’s some commercial gain that’s being obtained at the end that workers potentially feel compromised by or indeed unions feel compromised by. 
So I think one of the really important I think learnings for me is that all of these things should be stated upfront. As I said earlier workers and unions in particular should be supported to participate in research and we should all be very clear about what the purpose and the end goal is. And if there are commercial aspects at the end of it then we should be clear about that too, and what are the conditions upon which we would all permit that work to go forward to inform potentially commercial interests. 
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Liam.
I guess my next question I’m going to ask the academics about this one. So we’ve talked about how important it is to get lots of voices in the room and bring in lots of perspectives but obviously in terms of navigating that or juggling that if you’re the one facilitating this project, once you get lots and lots of voices in the room kind of priorities diverge and lots of ideas come about and we end up with potentially questions not being as focused anymore. I’m wondering what your thoughts are as academics in navigating that, in making sure that you can still retain some kind of focus here, and not becoming so broad or so diluted or such great expectations about what you’re going to do that it’s actually unachievable. Your thoughts on this? I’ll start with you this time Michelle.
Michelle Tuckey:
Sure. Thanks. I’m imagining a patchwork quilt as you’re talking. There’s room for multiple research questions in a collaboration that’s sustained across projects especially or with many different partners.
Yeah. There’s room for different perspectives and if you use a codesign process to kind of integrate them and you do that more towards the start it’s not necessarily a committee making a decision but it’s about harnessing those diverse inputs and then channelling them through a program of different studies and a program of different outputs. So it’s not just the academic papers that we want to write. We want to think about what are the outputs that are going to be useful and when are they going to be useful in this collaboration, and who’s best placed to actually develop those outputs that will guide the translation. So I’m imagining this patchwork coming together from the outset and throughout the project to have some variety and some flexibility in the research process to reach those outcomes.
Andrea Fox:
Thanks. Thanks. Did I use the wrong name before Michelle? No.
And Sharon did you have something else to add to that particular question?
Sharon Parker:
Yeah. Look I would just first of all say fully support the codesign multiple voices, and it depends perhaps a little bit on who’s funded the research, but in my view the researcher does need to often maintain ownership and assert that ownership. And I think it comes a little bit to this question of who’s an expert on what. So I’m fully on board with users making suggestions, making recommendations, but different groups with different expertise right. The workers are expert in the work. The researchers are actually expert in research. So I think I probably rejected – not rejected – reacted a little bit to something I think it was that Liam said that workers should be able to determine the research questions and methods. I would sort of disagree with that, because that’s what researchers have got decades of expertise in. They should be able to shape and influence and have a voice but not determine. So I would probably just say there are times when the researcher does need to assert their authority over what the research should be about. That doesn’t mean there can’t be other forums where the researcher is not doing that but in this case I would say yes, that some ownership is needed to avoid that sort of trying to please everybody and actually please nobody process.
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Sharon. And we did ask all panellists behind the scenes to be brave in this discussion – so Sharon’s leading by actually debating someone – that we don’t want it all to just be everybody agreeing because we know that doesn’t really reflect the reality of collaboration out there. And I guess what I would say about what Sharon’s just talked about is how you break trust very quickly when you misrepresent how much something is codesign rather than sort of just a collaboration. If you sell it as codesign and you’re not genuinely letting the other parties have that ultimate ownership over it then that’s a very, very fast way to break trust with them.
Liam I wondered if you wanted to sort of briefly respond to it.
Liam O’Brien:
Thanks Andrea. And also thanks to raising the issue because I think it’s a really important one. I think where I was really coming from – and I want to clarify I’m not saying that workers should determine but they should have agency in it, and indeed they should have to consent to the methodologies that are being used. And so to that extent I definitely think it’s something about codesign and ensuring that everything from the research question, the methodology right through to what the expected outputs would be is that workers should be engaged in all of those things and freely consent. And so to that end I don’t think we disagree necessarily although welcome a different view. I think it’s really important that those parties have some say in shaping all of these issues. 
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Liam. I’ve got a question for you now and then I’ll ask Leigh as well. Where do you see the biggest gaps in research findings not being realistic to implement on the ground?
Liam O’Brien:
So I guess to pick up on Leigh’s point that idea of research that’s translatable I do think is important and I think really ensuring that workers and employers have some agency in the types of things that this is likely to inform is important. But I do want to stress I think Sharon’s and Michelle’s points about building knowledge and that we shouldn’t have this sort of imbalance which is we’re only concerned with research that is about how we’re implementing policy change or things like that. I think in particular now the changing nature of work, the rise of sort of work that is less routine, less physical, more cognitively demanding, but also things like AI, algorithmic management, these are areas that really require us to think about what the future of work is looking like and they won’t necessarily have immediately translatable impacts. But I do think really strong collaboration at the start is critical. And I’m very conscious whether it’s Sharon or Michelle, both researchers engage actively with the trade union movement when they’re establishing centres, seek our involvement in that. And I think as much as possible I think that’s really critical. 
But also recognising that there are lots of stakeholders in work health and safety and each have varying levels of interest. I think workers and unions in particular – and I want to call out unions as sort of that democratic representative bodies of workers – they see system wide impacts and I think they offer a really unique perspective. That’s not to say that others like lawyers who represent injured workers, support centres like working women centres don’t have important valuable insights, but they are different to that of workers and unions. And so I think really embedding that is critical.
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Liam. And Leigh what do you think are the biggest gaps between research findings and what you can realistically implement for employers?
Leigh Thredgold:
Thanks Andrea. I did want to say at the outset I do believe in that sort of foundational research that is knowledge building. I think one of the key things to consider there when trying to involve businesses and employers is really explaining in very simple terms why that’s so important and how that underpins sort of maybe future work that may lead to sort of more translational outcomes. I think what employers don’t always like is someone coming in and saying ‘You must be involved in this’ or ‘You need to be involved in this’ and without explaining that why piece. So I think that’s really important to bring people along on the journey when you’re doing that sort of knowledge building research.
In terms of the question around gaps I think the need for simple sort of practical tools for industry that are scalable for businesses of differing size and complexity is a big one for me. I think often we see research leads to an outcome that is sort of perhaps sometimes a bit of a one size fits all approach but that’s not reflective of the nature of the businesses that we have in Australia. And predominantly most people are employed by small businesses in Australia and they find work health and safety really challenging because it is complex in how they apply some of the concepts to businesses of their size that perhaps don’t have as many employees, that the workplace is not as complex, it doesn’t need to be over engineered. So I think really driving improved work health and safety outcomes, using sort of scalable tools is a real gap.
Andrea Fox:
Thanks Leigh. I think that’s an incredibly important point. There is no greater reality check than facing a room full of business managers and workers and trying to explain new regulation you’ve brought in and seeing just whether what you’ve said is at all able to be matched with what they’re dealing with in the real world. It’s a really fundamental part, is trying to think how will this be translated into a tool by a whole range of different types of workers and their managers.
Okay. I’ve got a question for the academics now and it’s can you share something that would be useful for the rest of the audience trying to do this? What’s something you’ve learned, a specific example, just one that you’ve learned from working closely with industry and policy partners that changed how you approached your research. So we do love a mistake that everyone learned from.
And I can start with Michelle or Sharon. I’ll start with you Sharon.
Sharon Parker:
Look I think I’ve learned the importance of really understanding the work itself and talking to the – if you’re looking at work for the frontline understanding that work actually. I think that a lot of academics, partly the pressure of an academic – and this is something I would like to raise too, the pressure young academics are under with multiple needs and things that they have to deliver. They sit in their offices and send surveys out to prolific to look at work. I just fundamentally believe – and I think like I said earlier many of my ideas have come from actually engaging and talking to the people who do the work. So that would be my number one tip is get out there, do some interviews, talk to people, observe, and you learn so much from that process. Not just for practical purposes but for research ideas.
Andrea Fox:
Really strongly cosign that one. Michelle?
Michelle Tuckey:
Thanks. Yeah. I love that Sharon and I would say exactly the same. And some of my best work has been done directly in collaboration with workers doing organisational interventions, participatory interventions where you actually work directly with the workers on what needs to change in the system of work, in work design. You bring evidence about the problem to the workers and people with other expertise. It could be HR, work health and safety reps, union reps and the research team. And you work through a process of getting a shared understanding of the problem and then what potential solutions could be. And then you hand over some of that control to the workers themselves to start to implement the change with this broader support and realise these outcomes. So that’s very powerful when you get together very close to the problem to make changes in the system of work and work design itself.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Michelle. And I guess I’d add to that being willing to be debated directly by the people you’re presenting the results back to. I’ve been in the situation myself where we thought the analysis was very strong, we had data, but I really had to stop in my tracks once I had someone debate me really quite emotionally and think there’s got to be something I’ve missed in this story for this person to be so persistently and emotionally debating where I was coming from. And sure enough six months down the track doing more research scoping I really changed my position on what we thought we knew.
We’ve got a really good question for the final question to the panel before we go to yours. And this one is for Leigh and Liam and this is the real world element coming into it. What are the limits of what research can achieve on its own and what else must be in place to drive actual real change in workplaces? I’ll go to you first Leigh.
Leigh Thredgold:
Thanks Andrea. It’s a really good question. I think obviously there’s a limit on what research can do. On its own having that knowledge or even tools available doesn’t mean that they’re necessarily going to be used. So I’m personally a big believer in sort of education, uplifting WHS literacy and capability within industry. It’s a large part of what I do in my role with the Australian Industry Group as well is talking to our members and trying to uplift their skills and knowledge in that area. I think a lot of what we do in this space can be a little bit reactive. Even from a research perspective it’s just to solve new challenges, bring about new tools and ways to manage health and safety in the workplace. We’re sort of updating people but we’re not necessarily teaching them the fundamentals. So I think as a country, I think as an industry at large we still have a lot of work to do in that space. 
Businesses are complex environments. Business owners have a lot of competing demands, a lot of demands on resources and health and safety is just one of them. But we need to improve its visibility. We need to educate people in industry about the importance of health and safety. Because I haven’t met anyone in industry yet that deliberately wants to put any worker in harm’s way or deliberately seeks to undermine the health and safety of any of their workers. But they don’t always have that level of sort of what I would call WHS literacy that they maybe need to have. And I think if we manage to increase that then we will increase the uptake of research outcomes and tools and they’ll start to understand some more knowledge building exercises as well.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you very much for that Leigh and Liam.
Liam O’Brien:
If I can just add because I don’t think I got a chance.
Andrea Fox:
Sorry Liam. Sorry.
Liam O’Brien:
All good. I’m going to build very quickly on Leigh’s point but I think maybe be more explicit. If we think about our work health and safety framework – I talked about it before, the sort of framework of duties and rights and particularly that duty to ensure health and safety of workers and others so far as is reasonably practicable. And I think that’s predicated on there being a really clearly understood state of knowledge about the problem and the solution. And so the more that researchers can think about it in that context, both in terms of how they disseminate the information to the relevant people, both employers but equally workers and unions, helps ensure that the things that they’re doing are actually translated widely across workplaces. And so whether it’s in forums like this or indeed back in the workplaces where the research has been conducted, I think it’s about recognising that you’re critical in building that state of knowledge and that state of knowledge is a critical threshold that employers have got to think about when it comes to implementing things. So if we’re finding better ways, more practical ways to control hazards and risks then that’s really how we inform and really see massive uptake in terms of translating that knowledge into practice.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Liam. Sorry for cutting you off. I was just reading the audience questions that came in and I thought we’d done your part. Sorry. I’ve got a question for Liam and Leigh I guess, but particularly for Liam here. So a big part of collaboration is making it possible for workers and their representatives to take part in this, to have a say in it. And it’s often about reaching people’s voices who are potentially more marginalised. They might be voices that are not particularly well represented in academia or Government or any of those sorts of areas. And I know that we exist in a world of fairly thin resources everywhere but somebody has asked what’s optimal support for collaborators look like, material, financial? As you were talking about just then, communication.
Liam O’Brien:
Yep. I think it’s a really important part. And I said it at the start, that I think the more that unions and workers are engaged in the types of research questions that are going to be asked and how we’re designing those research then we can start thinking about what’s the level of support required to engage workers, their unions, but indeed to Leigh’s point also where necessary employers. And so I think we need to recognise that if workers are going to give up their time, that that often comes at a cost, and that cost obviously shouldn’t be imposed on workers because two things. One, that’s not ethical, not fair, but equally it will impact equity. If it comes at a cost to workers then you will only get certain groups of workers being able to participate. Equally in the case of unions. Every engagement comes with an opportunity cost. 
Now obviously there are benefits to workers and unions for better research, better informed by worker research. That’s true. But we’ve also got to recognise that unions in particular are balancing tight budgets where they have to make really considered questions about where they’re deploying resources. And many unions are deeply committed to research and I think it’s great in the case of both the researchers that we’re highlighting today we’ve got strong unions involved in those. But I think we need to think about how are you supporting those groups to participate. 
And then finally I think – and this goes to budgeting. I think you’ve got to budget how do you then take the knowledge that’s been gleaned from the research and ensure that those that contributed to it are aware of it. And so I think building that into plans around research so that you can make sure that you’re giving back as much as possible and there’s that reciprocity that comes from it as well. I hope that covers it but I’m sure there’s some others.
Andrea Fox:
Leigh when we’re talking about time poor, not as resourced, potentially left out of the discussion, left out of the room, I can’t help but think particularly small business in areas far away from major cities are in that pool as well. Did you have thoughts on this?
Leigh Thredgold:
Well I think they certainly are sometimes the forgotten voice in some ways in many research equations. I don’t think that’s an easy one for me to pose a solution to. I guess I wanted to just back up Liam’s comments there, and it sort of underpins the importance of a collaborative approach and involving both employers and workers. Because often I think part of that solution in terms of workers being involved can be having that important discussion with their employers who might allow them to take a period of the work day to participate in certain research and still be paid and all those sorts of things. 
So I guess the other thing I’d say is that the one thing that often – if the first thing you do when you come to an employer looking to take some research is to ask them to have some sort of paid contribution to it then you’re often going to be met with a fairly frosty response. So I think coming with the research question, the sense of collaboration and asking for more in kind support from employers is probably a more realistic prospect especially when you’re talking about smaller employers as well.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Leigh. I’m going to go back to some comments that were made earlier on by the academics which was about when the level of bureaucracy gets involved from all sides in research and how inflexible it ultimately makes us in navigating what in collaboration is basically a bunch of relationships. And I mean it really occurs to me that that bureaucratic overlay of procurement and rules around how the research project’s going to run comes from a place of good intention. It comes from trying to sort of reduce risks around the project, increase integrity with the project, but then it ends up stifling trust building or trust repair. And I was going to throw it to all four of you. Did you have further comment you wanted to make on this? Because it is the perverse outcome of bureaucracy which I see all the time as a regulator. Liam?
Sharon Parker:
Could I jump in?
Andrea Fox:
Yeah. Sorry. Go for it. Go for it.
Sharon Parker:
Sorry. Just because this is a pet bug of mine. I’m just sort of also reflecting a little bit on what Leigh said. I also feel we just need to be careful not to make doing real research in work so hard that no one will ever do it, particularly for our junior researchers. I mean Michelle and I are fine. We’ve got our established careers. It doesn’t matter for us. We’ve got the time and probably the resources to engage in a lot of these processes. A young researcher – remember that academics are I think according to Maureen Dollard’s research amongst the most burnt out population in Australia right. So I just would like us to be cautious about adding more and more burden in this process, and recognising that perhaps we need multiple ways to address these things. A single researcher perhaps cannot address every single of these needs that we’re talking about. And so we perhaps need teams and things like that. 
So look with one funding body we had to put on the risk register the process of managing risks, which sounds sort of silly but the reality was the process of managing risks for that body was so onerous to us it was creating risks for us of delivering the project, of our own investment in the work etcetera. So we’ve really got to find ways to do this with a little bit more trust and flexibility and not just resort to managerialism and layering up 15 billion milestones. Look I had a question from someone about QWIDA the other day which is a seven year program $50 million. That person asked me – and this is about a partnership opportunity – ‘Do you have your milestones and deliverables laid out for every project for the seven years? Can we have them?’ And I was like no. We are never going to do that because that would be really, really terrible research, anything that’s mapped out like that for seven years. So look sometimes we have to push back a little bit too. So sorry. I’ll get off my hobby horse now.
Andrea Fox:
No. No. As a regulator I’m often in the strange world of arguing against over regulation so I understand what you mean about kind of managerialism. Did somebody else want to jump in on this one?
Liam O’Brien:
I mean I think it’s a really good point that Sharon makes and one thing that’s sort of been in the back of my mind since the Summit is how can SWA help marshal bureaucracy a bit better. We have ethical guidelines on human research but maybe there’s a way in which we think about that in the context of work that can streamline some of those things. 
I think the other thing I’d say is that social partners offer huge value to researchers because we can help speed recruitment up, we can identify the unions and the groups and indeed to Leigh’s point employers big and small who can help really answer those questions well. So I’d like to think of being very sort of solutions focused. What are the things that we can take away as a sort of SWA community to say all right, these are problems that are getting in the way of good research. How can we help you meet those challenges? Whether it be streamlining democracy, better recruitment, but also to our point, better engagement of workers and unions, better engagement of employers. I think there are things that we can do to make that work. I can’t necessarily change university policy although I would say every academic is hopefully a union member and we can collectively do that. And so I think there are ways in which we can do it. But I think there are things that as a community, including regulators who might want to come together and say ‘We don’t want to duplicate things either. Let’s have a stock standard way in which we go about engaging with research’.
Andrea Fox:
There’s time for probably one other comment on this one. So Leigh?
Leigh Thredgold:
Can I jump in? I just want to say I’m guess in a sort of unique position because I’ve been on the academic side and I’ve moved into policy, and there’s probably a reason why I’m not still in the academic world and that’s because it is hard on young researchers and it is incredibly challenging. And I felt that I could make a difference in the policy space and that’s why I moved over. 
I mean I have a lot of issues with the way the academic system is set up in Australia. In relation to work health and safety I think it’s unfortunate from my experience that it tends to be one of the topics that sort of falls between cracks a bit as well in terms of funding bodies and funding resources. And so it’s not really aligned – I don’t think it’s really aligned to ARC funding. I don’t think it’s – people don’t consider it health enough to be aligned with NHMRC funding and so it sort of sits in this no mans land. So I think Safe Work Australia perhaps through its research strategy has a big role to play there in terms of defining a path for work health and safety research. And it doesn’t fit neatly in either of those boxes. It does need to be incredibly applied. It does need to be grounded in real workplaces and real problems. Even when we’re building that foundational knowledge building that we’re talking about, you still need to be out in workplaces looking at what’s happening and what the issues are. 
So there is a challenge before us I think and to try and make that research pathway for this particular type of research easier for younger researchers, I certainly acknowledge it’s not easy and that it’s incredibly challenging, but to Liam’s point as well we are here I guess as industry associations. I’m sure ACCI would say the same thing. We’re more than happy to help connect researchers to employers and businesses that are willing to be involved in research projects. So perhaps we can have some more of those conversations moving forward as well.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Leigh. I’m going to invite each panellist in a minute to share one key takeaway, sort of a sound bite takeaway for people to go away from this conversation with. Before I do that I do want to say thank you to our panellists for a thoughtful and really focused discussion. And on behalf of Safe Work Australia I want to thank the production team that supported us as speakers and panellists as well and everyone who joined us today.
I think related materials will be shared following the webinar as well from Safe Work Australia and right at the end I’ll come and say one last element about this. But I’ll throw to the panellists. If we can get one quick takeaway from each of you. Who’s ready to go first?
Excellent. Let’s do it.
Michelle Tuckey:
I’m going to end with a provocation. I wonder really who is best placed to lead translation? I feel like I’m detecting an undercurrent that research and translation go together and they belong in the leadership sense in the academic bucket. And if we continue to hold a shared assumption that academics will also be experts in translation we might be really missing opportunities to get translation right. So who can really lead the way in translation to make sure we get value at the end? 
Andrea Fox:
I think that’s a great question. Another takeaway from the room. Great.
Sharon Parker:
On that note one of the models that we made up for our Centre of Excellence is the four R model. And I think it captures many of the themes we’ve talked about today. The first R is relevance, so making sure research is informed by real issues and multiple stakeholders. The second R is ready. And I think Leigh and Liam talked about an academic paper is not ready for use by and large so we need to invest in that translation piece. The third R is reach. So making sure the research gets out there cross sectorally in a way that it can influence lots and lots of different parties. And the fourth R is resilient, by which I mean knowledge that lasts. And I think that speaks to a point Leigh you were making earlier about the importance of capability development and building the skills so that people can process and understand and conduct research and use it in an evidence base way in practice.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you very much. Leigh did you have a takeaway?
Leigh Thredgold:
Yes. Sorry. Finding my mic button. I mean I think it’s been an amazing discussion about collaboration, how messy it can be and how challenging it certainly is. I think the key takeaway for me is still involving the necessary voices in sort of project design, especially having the voice of employers at the table really does help with that translation element. And I guess the other thing I’d say is the other word I’d probably use is legacy. So research really needs to leave a legacy of making work health and safety better in workplaces. And that can be if it’s knowledge building or sort of translational research as well. So always having a goal in mind I guess to make the lives of workers and employers better by making better work health and safety outcomes is the key focus of whatever we do.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you Leigh. Liam?
Liam O’Brien:
Look I think all I’d say is collaboration comes first. It doesn’t need to be an afterthought. It should be something that we’re doing at the start but it should be happening at all levels. So I think whether it’s the sort of informal engagements like we’re having here or anything that might be more structured, not bureaucratic necessarily, that follows from it, but also at the sectoral and workplace level understanding that you need to think about how you’re going to collaborate and how you’re going to ensure that it’s equitable and that all voices get heard. So I think that’s probably my sort of key takeaway Andrea.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you very much. Thank you everyone. I’d just like to tell everybody before you depart can you please take a moment to complete the evaluation survey. Speaking of research SWA will want to know what worked and how you found it today. 
Liam O’Brien:
Very bureaucratic.
Andrea Fox:
Yeah. That’s right. Every now and then bureaucracy is useful. So that will come up shortly. Or it’s come up now. Thank you for your time everybody and we really appreciate getting your feedback. This concludes the webinar.
[Visual of slide with text saying ‘Safe Work Australia’, ‘Thank you for joining us’, ‘Please take a moment to fill out the evaluation survey’, ‘https://app.converlens.com/safework/researchstrategy/webinar-feedback’, image of QR code, ‘Research update webinar’, ‘20 May 2026’] 
Liam O’Brien:
Thanks everyone.
Andrea Fox:
Thank you.
Leigh Thredgold:
Thank you.
[Closing visual of slide with text saying ‘Advancing the evidence’, ‘Safe Work Australia’s 2026 research update webinar’, ‘This event will start at 10:02am’, ‘Please submit any questions using the Q&A box’, ‘We will answer as many as possible during the webinar’, ‘Safe Work Australia’]
[End of Transcript]
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