
2
0

19

EHS TALENT

REPORT



Contents

Introduction     3

Participants      3

Talent Retention     4

EHS  Cultural Assessment     4

EHS Talent Retention     5

Culture By Industry    5

Significant Findings   6 

Regional Talent Shortages    6

Industry Snapshots    7-14

 Aerospace      

 Automotive    

 Civil Engineering         

 Construction 

 Oil & Gas 

 Utilities 

 Consumer Goods 

 Building Materials   

 Food & Beverages    

 Mining & Metals       

 Pharma/Biotech   

  Higher Education  

 Chemicals 

 Hospital & Health Care  

 Transportation & Logistics  

 Retail     

Culture Transformation in Action               15

Conclusion     15

Contact     15

           
  

About Shirley Parsons

Over the last 15 years, Shirley Parsons has 
partnered with thousands of companies 
around the world to help guide their EHS 
talent acquisition, development and retention 
strategies. We are committed to advancing 
the Environmental, Health & Safety profession 
through the strategic deployment of talent and 
have a vision to create a truly global EHS talent 
network.

Our team of 60 specialized consultants and 
recruiters operate across 5 offices in the 
United States and Europe, speaking with 
tens of thousands of EHS professionals every 
year. To find out how how we can help your 
company deliver against its goals, get in touch 
at EHSTalent@shirleyparsons.com.
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476 companies

$4.8 trillion in combined annual revenues

16.9 million global employees
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Introduction

During one of the tightest labor markets in decades, with unemployment rates falling to 3.7% in July 
2019[1], demand for talent has skyrocketed and EHS leaders are feeling pressure to deliver greater results 
with fewer resources. Executives from around the world have turned to Shirley Parsons for advice on how 
they can overcome this challenge and effectively deliver their strategic visions for their companies’ EHS 
programs.

This EHS Talent Report aims to quantify the staffing models used by leaders across various industries, 
providing key insights into how companies are achieving positive results through the strategic deployment 
of talent within their EHS teams. Subsequent data analysis has also revealed some preliminary conclusions 
as to how the maturity of EHS programs impacts an organization’s employee turnover and how companies 
can align internal EHS talent to deliver their strategic objectives.

Participants

Between March and July 2019, we conducted 
a 20-point survey with 533 EHS Executives 
from across the United States, all of whom held 
director, VP or SVP job titles.



Talent Retention

Employee turnover costs US companies $160 billion every year[2], with the price of replacing one member 
of staff equal to roughly 33% of their annual salary[3] when accounting for the costs of sourcing a new 
employee and developing them to the same level of productivity.

Between 2009 and 2018, EHS professionals 
experienced modest base salary growth of roughly 
14%[4], however we have seen a surge during 2019 
with candidates averaging 9% increases 
in base salary as they change employers or 
gain promotions. To put this into perspective, 
the total cost of replacing a CSP certified safety 
professional could average upwards of $40,000, 
before accounting for any potential costs related 
to safety infractions, which can run into the 
hundreds of thousands of dollars[5].

Talent retention is therefore high on any HR leader’s list of priorities, with the role of “company culture” 
taking center stage in their quest to reduce costs and improve productivity.
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EHS Cultural Assessment

With responsibility for developing EHS culture within their organizations, EHS executives have an important 
role to play in retaining talent. We were intrigued to see how a robust EHS culture can impact this goal, 
so asked respondents to assess their companies’ EHS cultures using the ‘Evolutionary Model of Safety 
Culture’ popularized by Professor Patrick Hudson[6]:

Pathological
 “we aren’t worried as long as we don’t get caught”
Reactive
 “safety is important, and we do a lot if we have an accident”
Calculating
 “we have systems in place to manage all hazards”
Proactive
 “we are working on the problems that we still find”
Generative
 “safety is how we do business, and is fully integrated into our work”

%   0     10     20     30     40
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EHS Talent Retention

We lacked conclusive data for organizations’ 
total employee turnover, but our survey 
enabled us to calculate the turnover within our 
respondents’ EHS teams and plot this against 
cultural maturity. It’s debatable how definitive we 
can be in our conclusion of causation, but one 
thing is abundantly clear: there is undeniable 
correlation between highperforming EHS 
cultures and lower rates of staff turnover 
within an organization’s EHS team:

Culture By Industry

Our data shows that almost 60% of our sample consider their company cultures to be on the mature 
end of the spectrum. Although we were unable to find any correlation between a company’s culture and 
its employee or revenue numbers, we did find that executives across different industries took a subjective 
approach to defining “cultural maturity” within their organizations.

69% of construction executives reported 
their EHS cultures to be “Proactive” or 
“Generative”, only slightly lower than the 74% 
of pharmaceutical executives who made the 
same assessment. The distribution of responses 
also revealed that pharmaceutical organizations 
take a more conservative approach to reporting 
the highest level of maturity within this model.

This comes despite the vast differences in total 
recordable incident rates reported by the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics during 2017, in which the 
construction industry’s rate of 3.1 was 
almost twice the rate of 1.6 reported in 
the pharmaceutical industry[7].
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Significant Findings

Analyzing over 10,000 data points across our entire data set revealed 3 key measures that have a
significant impact on respondents’ perception of EHS culture within their organization:

The Structure Effect:
Matrixed organizations are 40% more likely 
to report a “Generative” culture and 16% 
more likely to report a “Proactive” culture than 
Functional or Divisional organizations.

The CEO Effect:
Executives that report directly into their CEO are 
53% more likely to report a “Generative” culture 
than individuals with 1 or more intermediary 
managers reporting into their CEO.

The Ratio Effect:
As the number of EHS professionals within an 
organization increases, executives are more 
likely to report higher levels of EHS cultural 
engagement.
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Industry Snapshots

To help executives assess the their EHS talent 
strategies, the following pages provide 
benchmark data compiled across 16 industries, 
including:

  • The region with the highest reported talent  
     shortages
 
 •  A breakdown of reported organizational 
     structure
 
 •  The average industry turnover of EHS staff
 
 •  The median ratio of employees to EHS 
     personnel

Employee-to-EHS Personnel Ratio

Talent Shortages Reported by Region
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Culture Transformation in Action

The story of Paul O’Neill’s tenure as CEO of industrial manufacturer, Alcoa, is one of the greatest examples 
of how a positive EHS culture can impact real business outcomes.

During his first public appearance after joining the company in 1987, O’Neill announced to a room full 
of shareholders that his number-one priority as CEO was to “make Alcoa the safest company in America”. 
In his bestselling book, ‘The Power of Habit’, Charles Duhigg recounts how investors reacted to this 
unorthodox approach, running from the room to sell shares in a company that had lost its way and was 
sure to collapse under this heretic’s leadership[8].

However, they couldn’t have been more wrong – O’Neill’s relentless focus on safety created a culture of 
communication within Alcoa that enabled innovation, boosted morale and improved productivity. By the 
time he resigned 12 years later, Alcoa’s annual profits had increased by more than a billion dollars, and 
shareholders’ investments had experienced a fivefold increase in value!

Conclusion

Every business is unique and requires a different approach to cultural development; taking a construction 
firm’s culture from ‘pathological’ to ‘reactive’ is a totally different prospect to developing a ‘generative’ 
culture within a ‘proactive’ pharmaceutical company.

Our relationships with thousands of EHS executives from around the world have given us a unique insight into 
the consistent leadership traits required to deliver positive outcomes, however a company may define them.

Cultural transformation isn’t easy and meaningful change takes time, but the impact of a transformative 
EHS executive is undeniable – companies with more mature EHS programs experience lower staff turnover, 
improved productivity and higher profitability.

With the right approach to EHS leadership, you too can help your company unlock its full potential!

Contact

If you are responsible for EHS talent acquisition, development or retention in North America, please get 
in touch with one of our regional directors for a free consultation:

Sam Chappell - Director, East
sam.chappell@shirleyparsons.com
(617) 341-8111
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