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WHITE PAPER:  THE HEALTH & SAFETY RISKS AND SOLUTIONS UNIQUE TO RETAIL, COMMERCIAL OFFICES & SERVICE SECTORS 
By Cynthia Chiles President, convergence consulting LLC  

We often hear our retail, commercial office and service sector clients say, “We are not manufacturing; 
and H&S compliance resources for manufacturing do not work for us.”   convergence has considerable 
experience in this area – and we tend to agree.  It is this premise along with the demand from our clients 
that lead convergence to fully study this issue and ultimately organize a consortium of multinationals 
with non-manufacturing operations, such as; retail, banking, insurance, call centers, hotels, property 
managers, and commercial offices, with a mission to develop a suite of health and safety country 
compliance tools that meet their sectors’ specific needs.  
 
The Challenges 
Health and safety (H&S) risks in the non-manufacturing sectors are generally considered low in 
comparison to other industry sectors such as chemical, oil & gas, mining or manufacturing.  As such, the 
focus, resources and budget for H&S compliance has historically been low or none existent.  Minimal 
H&S regulatory enforcement of these sectors has only served to justify a company’s reduced attention 
to H&S risks.  However, the landscape is changing.   

 Enforcement agencies are targeting recognized brands;i  
 Some country H&S laws that typically applied only to high risk industries are now being 

pushed down to lower risk sectors such as offices and retail;  
 Companies are realizing significant liabilities and costly workplace issues (e.g. workplace 

violence, mold, indoor noise, etc.) can develop in stores and offices;ii 
 Sales forces doing business remotely or from their homes have H&S challenges.iii   

These issues and others, are stirring an awareness and a change in perspective for the non-
manufacturing sectors.  With the intention to not “reinvent the wheel”, the non-manufacturing sectors 
are looking for solutions from the sectors who have a long history of H&S regulation, for example 
chemical or manufacturing, only to find that many of their solutions do not apply well to their setting 
nor address their unique challenges or risks.   
A list of several unique aspects and the associated H&S risks and challenges for offices, retail, and 
service sectors are presented in the table below.     
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  Unique Aspects H&S Risks and Business Challenges  

1 High volume of sites and countries  

A challenge to provide H&S resources and support for a large number (25+) of different countries with a limited budget.  These non-manufacturing operations typically have lower level H&S risks and liabilities, however due to the large number of sites the issues scale-up to a significant impact in terms of people and money. 

2 Unique locations 
Stores or offices are often located in high rise buildings, malls, historical buildings, concession spaces within larger stores, etc.; it is a challenge to identify and implement the H&S legal requirements that apply to these location types.  

3 Often no H&S professional on-site 
It is challenging for a lay person, such as a store or office manager, secretary or sales person, to be held accountable for H&S compliance, identifying applicable legislation, understanding the legalese, ensuring compliant practices and reporting. 

4 High employee turnover High turnover increases worker risk because it impacts workers’ H&S training, losses of H&S champions or safety committee members, and general accountability and responsibility of worker health and safety  
5 Interface with the public Unknown H&S risks enter the site with the public such as contagious diseases, weapons, animals, violence, etc., yet the public’s health and safety as well as the employees is the responsibility and potential liability of the site.   

6 High brand recognition 
A highly recognized brand is a target and often considered a “deep pocket”.  The retail and service sectors have many of the best known brands in the world.  Risk of vulnerability to NGOs, enforcement, security, etc. are significant issues. 

7 Hidden H&S site requirements 

It is a challenge for a tenant to know and fully understand the H&S responsibilities and potential liabilities in lease agreements, property management agreements or building permits; and the issues become more complex when there are multiple companies co-located.  Office, retail and service sectors typically lease their locations and are often co-located with other companies in malls and buildings. 

8 High concentration of people in one site  

Office and retail operations usually entail a high number of people located indoors in a relatively confined area for a long period of time, 8+ hours.  This type of setting can intensify health & safety workplace risks, such as the spread of contagious diseases, extended periods of sitting/standing and exposure to video display screens, indoor noise pollution, polluted indoor air, etc.  In this setting an event such as fire, earthquake, or exposure to a contagious disease can effect a great number of people and become a significant impact or liability. 
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Solutions 
The unique aspects and challenges of non-manufacturing operations require a company to look for new 
solutions – solutions that resolve their unique H&S risks.  Although manufacturing and other industry 
sectors’ approaches to H&S risks may not translate well to non-manufacturing operations, they do 
provide ideas and insights that are useful.  Presented below are suggested strategies to address some of 
their challenges faced by non-manufacturing operations. 
 
High Volume of Sites and Countries Managed on a Limited Budget.   The retail and service sectors tend 
to have a substantial number of locations (often 25, 50, 80+ countries) that are widespread across the 
world.    The challenge is not just knowing what H&S laws apply to each site, but securing an H&S 
regulatory resource that is tailored to their sector and affordable given the number countries in which 
they operate.  
One strategy to address this challenge is to establish a consortium of multinationals with similar 
operations and have them pool their limited funds (budget) to prepare sector relevant H&S country 
regulatory compliance tools and resources.    This cost sharing strategy gives each consortium member 
company access to quality international resources for a reasonable price.   
It is important to note that international regulatory data is costly to develop because it involves many 
different country regulatory regimes; professionals in each country that are technically knowledgeable 
in H&S compliance and bilingual; with experienced H&S professionals to quality control and edit for 
consistency in expression and level of regulatory detail, etc. 
The CORETM Consortium was formed and is led by 
convergence to address retail and the service sectors’ 
unique H&S compliance risks and challenges.  The 
strategy, in summary, involves several different country 
compliance tools that can function separately although 
can easily integrate; and provide different levels (in detail, 
focus and format) of country H&S compliance information 
thereby giving companies choices to meet their 
compliance objectives and budget requirements.  The 
current suite of tools is composed of country legal 
registers, audit checklists, and an audit and action 
workflow system. 
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No H&S Professional On-Site.  Offices, retail and service sectors often do not have a health and safety 
professional onsite and therefore look to store or office management to assume the H&S compliance 
responsibilities.  The absence of a H&S professional’s regulatory expertise is a risk to any operation but 
the significance of that risk can be reduced with regulatory tools or resources prepared by H&S 
professionals designed to be used by non-professionals. 
The CORETM suite of tools were prepared for the non-professional user in mind; removing legalese, 
defining terms in layman’s language, linking documents cited in the law for easy reference, etc.  Further, 
the compliance data presented in the registers and checklists is prepared in the national language and 
English making the data useful to Site staff as well as Corporate.  The web platform on which each tool is 
delivered is simple, intuitive and flexible so any level of user can have a successful experience.   
 
High Employee Turnover.  High turnover is often found in industry sectors that employ a young 
workforce who tend to be mobile, or those companies’ whose sales are seasonal.  This describes many 
retail companies, call centers, vacation resorts, and similar such businesses.  This high turnover issue 
touches the H&S aspects of the company because specially trained staff, such as a safety coordinator or 
safety committee members, come-and-go quickly often leaving a site without a properly trained safety 
person for periods of time. 
The solution to this challenge is not simple and is an ongoing problem for these sectors.  That said there 
are strategies to minimize the impact to worker safety from high turnover and one such strategy is to 
build a strong safety culture within the company supported by health and safety procedures automated 
or input in a task flow management system.   
Safety Culture – Motivates Workers – The “Want To” Element of the Strategy 
To better understand what a strong safety culture is a few of its 
characteristics are suggested below: 

 Employees’ have a keen awareness of safety along with a personal 
sense of responsibility for safety; safety is owned by everyone.   

 Employees take their safety awareness and knowledge home and 
apply it to their personal life; in so doing reduce safety risks to their 
family in the home, e.g. kitchen, garage, driving, etc. 

 Company decision makers always consider the risks and impacts to 
safety whether the decision is made at the board level or at the 
site.  Health and safety is integrated into the management of the 
business so risks are being managed each and every day.  
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 Leadership, by way of example, exhibit safety awareness and a sense of responsibility for a safe 
workplace. 

How to achieve a strong safety culture is a subject of much discussion and beyond the scope of this 
paper.  Suffice it to say, it takes a thoughtful long term plan, buy-in and leadership by management, 
repetition, and time.  
Simple Procedures – In Automated Workflows – The “How To” Element of the Strategy 
So let’s turn our attention to the second part of the strategic solution to address the risks associated 
with high employee turnover.  The idea is to write health and safety procedures simply, put them into a 
task flow management system to make the implementation of the procedures so easy anyone can do it 
– granted a slight over simplification to make the point.  But if anyone can follow and implement the 
procedures, then the adverse impact due to the absence of specially trained staff to implement the 
procedures is lessened.   
This idea has real power if the operating procedures also integrate the site’s legal health and safety 
requirements.  Thus providing the site with the tasks they must implement to comply with both internal 
and legal requirements and these tasks are presented in clear, simple instructions.  This strategy not 
only addresses the high turnover issue but it is also a good H&S program strategy for companies. 

 
 
The third tool and most robust tool in the CORETM suite of tools is H&S Smart Start, an audit and task 
management workflow system loaded with country H&S compliance audit checklists and legal register 
data.  H&S Smart Start provides a company with the means to effectively drive compliance tasks, audit 
compliance, and to simply manage, measure and report environmental, health and safety performance.  
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Hidden H&S Site Requirements.  Offices, retail stores and service operations are often located in high 
rises, malls, historical buildings, co-located and under lease agreements.  These situations can be 
complicated with many H&S requirements embedded in documents that site management may not 
have access.  For instance, the building permit may require an automatic sprinkler system and the 
tenant assumes the authorities would not allow occupancy of the building unless the building owner 
met all the permit conditions; but their assumption may be wrong.  If you have traveled internationally 
and in particular to the developing countries, you know not to make that assumption.   
Listed below are additional H&S requirements that may be hidden in lease agreements or building 
permits. 
 Emergency door; the maintenance, locking  Storage of combustible materials 
 Emergency routes; the maintenance  Posting emergency signage 
 Evacuation drills; the coordination and participation  Conducting indoor air quality assessments 
 Fire alarm system; the testing and maintenance  Ventilation system maintenance 
 Fire protection systems; the maintenance, installation, fire extinguisher provisions  

 Pest control responsibilities 

The challenge of these hidden H&S requirements can be addressed by searching-out and identifying 
these requirements, and then including them in a simple compliance self-assessment checklist. The 
checklist can then be integrated into the site’s compliance management system, whether that is 
managed on Excel spreadsheets or in a task flow management system.    
H&S requirements identified in lease agreements, permits or other such documents should be included in 
a site’s legal register, or self-assessment checklist and its management system. See the discussion above 
related to legal registers, checklists, and task management workflow systems. 
 
My Analysis 
No doubt there is truth in the premise that manufacturing H&S resources and strategies are not the 
solution for non-manufacturing operations like retail, commercial offices or the service sectors.  And 
many of the challenges facing these lower risk sectors are quite unique to their operations, as presented 
in the table and follow-on explanatory text.   
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 They contain a large volume of H&S regulations that do not apply to offices, retail or service 

sectors. 
 They have a significant number of screening questions (can be a 100+) that need to be 

answered to tailor down the resource so it somewhat fits an office, retail or service sector 
operation. 

 The regulatory resources are written to a level and complexity that typically requires a H&S 
professional to fully comprehend.   

 The resources are costly and often not provided in the national language as well as English. 
So the answer for non-manufacturing operations is to find or develop resources that are tailored for 
them, which considers their H&S scope, their specific operations and their workforce.   
I do however think that the H&S strategies that the high risk, long regulated sectors have developed 
over time provide insights and a path forward for all the other sectors.   Many of the suggested solutions 
in this paper have a genesis in the traditional manufacturing, chemical or oil and gas sectors.   
For instance, the suggested strategy to build a strong H&S culture in the company and support it with 
automated H&S procedures is a strategy that is discussed in the 2007 Baker Reportiv that was generated 
after the much investigated 2005 BP Texas City refinery explosion.  In summary, BP spent hundreds of 
thousands of dollars inputting its safety and process safety procedures into a state-of-the-art computer 
workflow system to support compliance and provide a means for management oversight.  So with a 
system like that in place how could such a tragic accident happen?  The Baker report advises the safety 
procedures in an automated workflow system is not good enough, what is also required is a strong H&S 
culture throughout the organization and that is what BP lacked. 
So H&S resources for manufacturing and other high risk sectors are typically not a good fit for non-
manufacturing; but some H&S strategies that come from these sectors may work in fact work well in 
commercial offices, retail and other service sectors.   
 ENDNOTES                                                            i Missouri-Dollar Store General Endangers Workers by Blocking Exit Routes with Trash. 
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=NEWS_RELEASES&p_id=29508   
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                                                                                                                                                                                           ii Musculoskeletal Disorder (MSD) costs employers billions of euros.  There is usually no single cause of MSDs; various factors often work in combination. Physical causes and organizational risk factors include prolonged sitting or standing in the same position.   There is growing evidence linking MSDs with psychosocial risk factors. https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/musculoskeletal-disorders  Psychosocial risks and stress at work arise from poor work design, organization and management, as well as a poor social context of work.  Among the most frequently mentioned causes of work-related stress are job reorganization or job insecurity, working long hours or excessive workload, and harassment and violence at work.  https://osha.europa.eu/en/themes/psychosocial-risks-and-stress  iii Working from Home: Identifying Employer Risks.  http://www.oregon.gov/DAS/EGS/Risk/pages/riskeytelework.aspx#Identify_Employer_Risks   ivThe Report of the BP U.S. Refineries Independent Review Panel, 2007.  
http://www.csb.gov/assets/1/19/Baker_panel_report1.pdf 
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