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Abstract 

There is currently, and historically, a high rate of workplace incidents and fatalities in the 

Australian Agricultural sector. This paper considers the use of coaching as a mechanism for 

provision of best practice safety training and development of a safety culture in Agricultural 

work places, particularly based on the current industry profiles and preferred methods of 

workplace learning. Current studies, including Safe Work Australia and AgHealth Australia 

data, and literature, such as Krauesslar and Passmore (2015) and Somes (2018), are reviewed to  

explain how coaching can enable workers to feel motivated and involved in workplace safety, 

and in effect, reducing the incidence of workplace injuries and fatalities. As such, the paper 

considers ‘what is the most successful training method to develop a stronger health and safety 

culture in the Agricultural Sector?’ 

The discussion finds that the most commonly and most effective learning approaches utilized 

in agricultural settings are based on ‘farmers learning from farmers’. This is effectively a 

coaching approach, and in turn, workplace coaching should be considered as a generic 

foundation skill taught to all workers in Agriculture to encourage effective consultation 

practices and communication between workers. The development of coaching skills can 

occur through their inclusion in formal training programs, such Certificate III or IV level 

programs in Vocational Education and Training and through short specific targeted programs. 

Keywords: vocational education and training, health and safety, coaching, training practices, 

adult learning 
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1. Introduction 

Safe Work Australia publishes many studies that provide details on the circumstances of 

work-related accidents in Australia (Safe Work Australia, 2019a). The work-related traumatic 

injury fatalities report includes information on people who die each year from accidents 

caused by work-related activity. It includes deaths that occur from an accident suffered in the 

course of a work operation (worker fatality) and as a result of someone else's work operation 

(bystander fatality). As at 21 November, 2019, there were 144 Australian workers killed at 

work in 2019. In 2018, 144 Australian workers were fatally injured, compared with 189 

workers in 2017. 

The Safe Work Preliminary worker deaths by industry of workplace, Year-to-date 2019 

(November 2019), outline that 30 of the 144 reported fatalities occurred in the Agriculture, 

Forestry and Fishing industries, representing approximately 20.8% of the total. Safe Work 

Australia (2019a) indicates that this industry is second only to the Transport, Postal and 

Warehousing industry, with 37.5% of the fatalities, and followed by the Construction industry 

with 14.5%. Safe Work Australia (2019a) outlines fatality numbers as shown in table 1.  

 

Table 1. Preliminary Worker Deaths by Industry of Workplace, Year-to-date 2019 (November 

2019) 

Industry of workplace Preliminary worker 

deaths year-to-date, 21 

November 2018 

Preliminary worker deaths 

year-to-date, 21 November 

2019 

Transport, postal & warehousing 40 54 

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 32 30 

Construction 25 21 

Mining 9 8 

Electricity, gas, water & waste services 3 6 

Manufacturing 9 6 

Public administration & safety 4 6 

Other services 0 5 

Arts & recreation services 1 3 

Wholesale trade 2 2 

Professional, scientific & technical services 0 2 

Administrative & support services  1 1 

Health care & social assistance 1 0 

Retail trade 1 0 

Rental, hiring & real estate services 1 0 

Accommodation & food services  0 0 

Education & training 0 0 

Financial & insurance services 0 0 

Information media & telecommunications 0 0 

Total worker deaths 129 144 
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The fatality and injury statistics, as noted by Safe Work Australia (2018), identify priority 

industries. These are industries that have high numbers and rates of fatalities and/or injuries 

or are inherently hazardous. The identified industries are: 

• Agriculture 

• Road transport 

• Manufacturing 

• Construction 

• Accommodation and food services 

• Public administration and safety, and  

• Health care and social assistance. 

The five year average fatality rates for Agriculture (13.8 fatalities per 100,000 workers), Road 

Transport (13.5 fatalities per 100,000 workers) and Construction (2.9 fatalities per 100,000 

workers) sit well above the rates for the remaining priority industries, as well as the fatality 

rate across all industries (1.5 fatalities per 100,000 workers). Table 3 outlines the fatality rates 

as identified by Safe Work Australia. (2019c) for a range of industries. 

 

Table 2. Worker Fatalities - Number of Fatalities and Fatality Rate by Industry of Employer, 

2018 

Industry of employer Number of fatalities Fatality rate (fatalities 

per 100 000 workers) 

Agriculture, forestry & fishing 37 11.2 

Transport, postal & warehousing 38 5.9 

Mining 9 3.7 

Construction 24 2.0 

Electricity, gas, water & waste services 3 2.0 

Manufacturing 13 1.4 

Wholesale trade 3 0.8 

Rental, hiring & real estate services  2 0.9 

Information media & telecommunications  2 0.9 

Arts & recreation services 2 0.8 

Administrative & support services  3 0.7 

Other services  2 0.4 

Public administration & safety  3 0.4 

Accommodation & food services 1 0.1 

Education & training 1 0.1 

Health care & social assistance 1 0.1 

Retail trade 0 0.0 

Professional, scientific & technical services  0 0.0 

Financial & insurance services 0 0.0 

Total 144 1.1 
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AgHealth Australia (2019) reports that there were 67 non-fatal on-farm injuries reported in 

the Australian media from 1 January to 30 June 2019. Of these, nine (13.4 percent) of the 67 

injury events involved children aged under 15 years. Quad bike-related injuries accounted for 

over 20% of all incidents, followed by horse-related incidents (n=10), utility vehicle-related 

incidents (n=7) and tractor-related incidents (n=6). 

These figures and others, supported by The Land (2018), raise concerns about the degree of 

awareness of farm safety in general, the amount of resources, including time, that farm 

owners are willing to put into farm safety, as well as the awareness of the business owner of 

their responsibilities. They also consider that the agricultural incident and fatality statistics 

raise questions as to how aware employees may or may not be of risks in their workplace. 

Given the high-risk nature of agricultural work, special consideration must be given to any 

means of hazard control and risk minimization and this study outlines an approach focusing 

on training practices. 

 

2. Method 

The discussion and conclusions drawn are based on a literature review together with 

consideration of the current practices in training and assessment of health and safety 

components in the Agricultural Sector. This paper outlines the use of on the job coaching to 

promote health and safety knowledge and skills, and their application in the workplace. The 

discussion firstly establishes the need for consideration of current practices and outcomes of 

improved practices and then aims to establish how these needs can be addressed. The creation 

of coaching skills is also explored through discussions about how such skills can be 

developed. 

 

3. Discussion 

3.1 Agricultural Worker Profile 

In order to profile a representative agricultural worker, two roles will be considered – Crop 

Farmers and Livestock Farmers. Job vacancy demand data identified by the Australian 

Industry and Skills Commission (2019) for the agricultural industry suggests that 

communication skills followed by physical demand are the top generic skills needed by 

employers. Mixed Crop and Livestock Farm Workers were the highest occupation in demand. 

Using the ABS Census 2016 data, Job Outlook (2019a, b) outlines the general characteristics 

of these workers. The Crop Farmer cohort average age is 52 years and many workers are 45 

years or older (67%). The majority, 33.2% have completed Year 10 and below followed by 

approximately 18% having completed Year 12 and the same proportion having attained a 

Certificate III or Certificate IV level qualification. 

For Livestock Farmers, the average age is 57 years and many workers are 45 years or older 

(76%). Within this grouping, a broad range of educational qualifications have been completed. 
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The highest portion, 34.5% have completed Year 10 and below, followed by a significant 

proportion, 19%, having completed a Certificate III or Certificate IV level qualifications. 

Approximately 10% have completed a Diploma or Advanced Diploma level qualification and 

likewise, approximately 10% have completed a Bachelor Degree program. 

This data indicates that the majority of workers in crop and livestock farming have had no 

formal agricultural training. For those that have, the VET sector is the most commonly 

accessed training sector. 

All industries have general workplace or occupational health and safety laws, but the 

agricultural industry also has state-specific health and safety requirements, including: 

• control of noise at work 

• protective clothing and equipment  

• safety signage 

• manual handling  

• quad bike safety practices 

• electrical safety practices 

• hay bale safety practices 

• animal handling  

• biosecurity measures 

The significant number of workers in the Agricultural Sector gain an understanding of these 

requirements and practices on the job. For Crop Farmers, 59.9% having completed secondary 

education with no further formal training specific to the industry and for Livestock farmers, 

57.6% having completed secondary education with no further formal training specific to the 

industry. The on the job learning relies on effective communication and coaching. 

Safe Work Australia (2018b) in summarizing worker fatalities numbers by age group, 2014 to 

2018 outline that for that period, the highest number of fatalities, at 22.3% occurs in the 55 to 

64 year old age group, followed by the 45 to 54 year old age group, at 21.2%. The average 

age of Crop Farmers at 52 years old and Livestock Farmers at 57 years old places these two 

groups of workers as significantly at risk of workplace incidents. Safe Work Australia (2019b) 

worker fatality number by age are summarized as table 2. 

  

Table 3. Worker Fatalities: Number by Age Group, 2014 to 2018 

Age group 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 5 year total (2014–2018) 

Under 25 22 17 16 16 19 90 

25–34 33 39 33 32 24 161 

35–44 28 28 24 33 25 138 

45–54 45 50 39 36 27 197 

55–64 38 42 48 48 31 207 

65 & over 31 36 26 24 18 135 

Total 197 212 186 189 144 928 
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Safe Work Australia (2019b) outlines that workers between 45 and 54 years of age accounted 

for the largest number of deaths (820) over the last 16 years and further note that in 2018: 

• 35% (51) of workers killed were engaged as machinery operators and drivers 

• 25% (36) of workers killed were labourers 

• 19% (27) of workers killed were technicians and trades workers 

• 11% (16) of workers killed were mangers. 

indicating a significant need for health and safety training as a focus in machinery operation, 

such as heavy vehicle, mobile plant and agricultural equipment. 

3.2 Employer Obligations for Health and Safety Training 

There is a legal obligation to provide training in the area of health and safety at work in order 

to continue to meet the duty of care requirements for the health, safety and wellbeing of 

employees (Australian Business and Consultation Solutions, 2019).  

This is contained in the main Workplace Health and Safety (WHS)/Occupational Health and 

Safety (OHS) Act in each state of Australia and includes: 

• induction and safety preparation of new employees in the workplace 

• train workers for the specific workplace tasks they will have to perform 

• commit to appropriate supervision and monitoring of workers 

• support regular refresher training. 

There are also specific safety training standards and requirements, which are laid down in the 

relevant provisions of the Law. In addition to these specific training requirements, there could 

be other things that employers may need to train their workers, such as emergency evacuation 

protocols, machine and device service, general safety induction, work station ergonomic 

training, chemical awareness, risk evaluation and accident investigation.  

Workplace health and safety training can include both formal and informal training. Safe 

Work Australia (1996) outlines that there are essentially four types of health and safety 

training courses available: 

• licence or certificate courses 

• accredited and approved courses 

• short courses 

• vocational and professional courses 

Most health and safety training is provided by: 

• employers 

• unions 

• the health and safety organisations (either State or Territory or the Commonwealth) 

• Technical and Further Education (TAFE) providers and universities 
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• private occupational health and safety consultants/trainers 

Many employers send their supervisors to these organisations for training. Training can also 

be provided in-house by these organisations. Given the diverse range of training programs 

and providers, there may be significant differences in the quality of training with minimum 

consistency. 

Most training courses are defined as competency based. In a competency-based training 

(CBT) program, people develop the skills and knowledge they need to be able to carry out 

their work. The CBT systems are focused on what people at work are supposed to do and the 

performance expectations in the workplace. 

Knowledge development is essential in a competency based program. It is equally necessary 

to be able to apply the knowledge at work. The VET system is based on a Competency Based 

model and promotes national consistency in standards, delivery and assessment. Competency 

specifications for Nationally recognised programs are maintained in training.gov.au. 

Training.gov.au is the National Register of Vocational Education and Training (VET) in 

Australia and is the primary and authoritative source of Nationally Recognized Training 

(NRT) consisting of Training Packages, Qualifications, Competence Levels, Accredited 

Courses and Skill Sets (Department of Employment, Skills, Small and Family Business, 

2016). 

3.3 Training Options 

Somes (2018) quotes AgSkilled Coordinator Claudia Vicary with “The key responsibility for 

farm safety rests primarily with individual farmers, farm families and farm workers, so we 

need to improve their knowledge, understanding and implementation of practical safety 

solutions to reduce the risk of death, injury and illness”, noting the need for training and 

development in addressing safety issues in the Agricultural sector. People in Agriculture 

(2019) advise that there are many different ways training can be conducted, which may be 

internal or external to the organization. Training may be provided by experienced staff with 

specialized knowledge or more informally through coaching or extension programs. They 

also note that coaching is an extremely useful, but often neglected, process for developing 

skills and is probably most relevant to on-site training.  

In this sense, coaching focuses on modifying behaviors in order to meet the minimum 

expectations required on the farm. It includes helping workers take on new ways of doing 

things or different tasks, which needs continuous communication between the learner and the 

coach. 

Greenhalgh and Rawlinson (2014), citing A.N. Scholz & Associates Inc and Qu'anglo 

Communications & Consulting 2012, p. 1, outline that Farmers prefer working with each 

other, either one-to-one, in organized small groups or as clubs that are led and managed by 

professional facilitators or advisors’. Such an environment is characterized by coaching or 

mentoring approaches, and on this basis, these can be seen as the preferred approach to 

training in the Agricultural sector. The coach’s role is to build on the individual’s existing 

skills and to motivate workers to try something new, including undertaking work tasks in new 
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ways.  

Extension activities can be as basic as field days, professional development seminars or 

knowledge awareness-raising discussion groups (People in Agriculture, 2019). The benefits 

of the extension programs include having an opportunity to keep up with current information 

and technology and a way to stay in contact with the social network for information gathering, 

being able to catch up and discuss issues with other farmers. Many work aspects, such as first 

aid training or licences for specialized equipment, require approved instruction through 

accredited training and would need to be performed by professional trainers who are typically 

employed by a Registered Training Organization (RTO) and cannot be handled internally in 

the workplace. Use of agricultural equipment is not currently covered by licencing 

arrangements. 

3.4 Effective Coaching for Safety Training 

Krauesslar and Passmore (2015) describe that one particular method of coaching, which they 

define as safety coaching, is the technique of watching, inspiring and promoting safety 

performance. They further note that behavioral based safety coaching can be defined as a 

process of observation and feedback providing support for safe behaviors and constructive 

feedback on risky workplace behaviors. Krauesslar et al. (2015) advocate that coaching can 

be used to encourage healthy working practices and foster an understanding of safety issues. 

Coaching can further be categorized as skills, performance or developmental coaching (Grant, 

Passmore, Cavanagh, and Parker, 2010). They define skills’ coaching as focusing on 

developing a specific, designated skill set, performance coaching concerned with improving 

performance over a specific timeframe, and developmental coaching taking a broader 

strategic approach and dealing with the individual’s personal and professional development. 

Safety coaching, as defined by Krauesslar and Passmore (2015), can form the basis of each of 

the categories defined by Grant et al. (2010) and can serve to fulfil a range of objectives. As 

such, safety coaching can be utilized to encourage general safety knowledge, such as 

recognition of what is dangerous or hazardous in the workplace and determining what is 

highest risk and needs to be addressed first, and how to go about fixing it. 

Likewise, safety coaching can contribute to organizational induction and training, covering 

aspects such as contributing to ensuring experienced workers are involved in any training, 

assessing competence of workers, reviewing training needs, ensuring all workers are aware of 

the accepted safe work procedures and planning an approach before starting activities 

(Workcover Queensland, 2018). These are critical activities for fostering an effective health 

and safety culture. Further, Worklogic (2019) believe coaching enhances individual and 

organizational health through transition, and encourages development, confidence and 

innovation. They also outline that coaching promotes collaboration, engagement and 

dedication and leads to risk management and prevention of workplace disharmony. 

In order for coaching to be implemented effectively and utilized more commonly, 

development of coaching and mentoring skills needs to be incorporated into formal training 

programs in agriculture. Incorporating both the practice and theory of mentoring in 
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agricultural training at vocational and university levels is a means of both raising awareness 

and developing an industry culture in favour of mentoring (Greenhalgh and Rawlinson, 

2014). 

Safe Work Australia (2013) advise that Farmers will be most active when the information 

imparted is of immediate and realistic value to them. Further, Farmers are more likely to 

become interested when the training / information is given in areas where they are already 

gathered, for example, at field days, selling yards or local meetings. These notions support 

the use of mentoring and coaching as a significant safety training tool in Agricultural work 

places. Safe Work Australia (2013) also note that Farmers have a preference to be trained by 

other farmers who are specialists in health and safety rather than by generic health and safety 

specialists. 

Dr Anna Blackman from JCU’s College of Business, Law & Governance, referred to in 

James Cook University (2019), states business coaching techniques could cut the death and 

injury rate of farmers. Dr Blackman explains coaching is different from mentoring and 

requires more than a one-day course. She contrasts mentoring and coaching by differentiating 

that mentoring is based on the technical aspects of a task or role and course material 

sometimes ends up in a desk drawer and is never looked at again. Coaching, on the other 

hand, is ongoing and occurs over a period of months, and tries to get the person being 

coached to think about how they could drive change themselves. 

James Cook University (2019) further explains that the coaching model had repeatedly 

proven effective in improving profitability, performance and communication in businesses it 

was applied to, and it was likely it could be used to enhance farm safety as well, as provided 

by Dr Blackman.  

It will take time to develop a culture within the industry where coaching is seen as a valuable 

process and younger farmers will recognise the potential it has for enhancing their learning, 

and thus seek out mentorship. This would be helped if teaching about the concept of coaching 

was embedded in all formal agricultural training and educational programs. 

3.5 Workplace Coaches 

A coach is someone who works one-on-one with an individual or with a team to help them 

unlock their maximum potential (Directions Unlimited, 2019). In a workplace environment, 

including those in an agricultural setting, a coach helps individuals achieve their professional 

outcomes while still holding them accountable for their work. This entails provision of 

non-judgmental support, ensuring the welfare of their coachee is met, both at work and 

outside of work. Developing coaching in workplace training is the best way to create a 

coaching culture. There are a number of skills and knowledge that need to be imparted into 

individuals to become effective workplace coaches. These centre around communication 

skills, prioritizing employee engagement and fostering an environment of trust. 

Irrespective of training undertaken in agriculture, whether through formal vocational 

education and training, professional development activities, regulator or local governance 

programs or any number of informal training activities, inclusion of coaching skills is a 
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critical factor in promoting the coaching culture. A workplace environment in which 

managers trust their employees and employees trust their managers is one where productivity 

and safety can thrive. 

McCarthy and Ahrens (2012) say that short training programs tend to be effective in 

equipping managers with basic coaching skills such as listening, questioning, goal-setting and 

feedback, but may be less suitable for teasing out the nuances of the role of manager as coach 

and for learning how to coach teams. They also say that, at present, it seems that many 

managers in Australia have had minimal coaching training but have extended their range of 

models and strategies by self-directed learning and using in coaching what they have learned 

in other contexts. 

3.6 Training for Coaching 

In order to facilitate knowledge sharing training providers could integrate aspects of coaching 

skills and knowledge into their training programs. In Vocational Education and Training this 

may mean overtly adding development of these skills and knowledge into their training and 

assessment strategies to embed them as standard training practices to be implemented by their 

trainers. As macro areas, this includes development of listening and questioning skills, skills 

to build rapport, ways to empathize with others, abilities to summarize and reflect, methods 

to provide and receive feedback and ways to remain open-minded and judgmental. Research 

by Milner and Milner (2018) considers how people can be trained to be better coaches. They 

listed nine leadership coaching skills, based on current literature and their own practical 

coaching experience, including: 

• listening 

• questioning 

• giving feedback 

• assisting with setting goals 

• showing empathy 

• allowing the coachee to come to their own solution 

• recognizing and highlighting strengths 

• providing structure 

• encouraging a solution-focused approach 

Aspects of these macro areas can be integrated into assessment task, whether formative or 

summative to ensure that they are imparted to participants in formal training programs. 

Irrespective of how development of these areas are added to training and assessment 

activities, they should allow time for participants to reflect on their coaching abilities. The 

most important characteristic of any coach is that they want to help the person or people 

they're coaching to learn. 

As an example of putting this approach into practice, assessment activities can be structured 

to require providing coaching including using interpersonal skills to: 

• build rapport, trust and respect with individual  

• facilitate identifying the individual’s development goals 
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• facilitate identifying solutions and actions 

• encourage and support the individual to develop towards the achievement of goals 

• assist the individual to make decisions about achieving goals 

This assessment approach can be integrated into any number of units of competency 

applicable to agriculture, whether they be AHCWHS301 Contribute to work health and safety 

processes, at a Certificate III level, through to AHCLSK401 Develop feeding plans for a 

production system, for example, at a Certificate IV level. 

Currently, there is not an AHC based skills set focusing on coaching skills targeted at 

agricultural workers, however training providers can also develop formal and informal 

training programs to train participants in coaching skills.  

Participants who develop these skills will be able to more effectively contribute to their 

workplace safety culture in that they will have the capacity to impart their knowledge and 

skills to their colleagues, many of which have not had formal training in the agricultural 

sector. 

 

4. Recommendations and Conclusions 

There is an identified health and safety issue in the Agricultural sector based on the number 

of reported injuries and fatalities. A means to reduce and prevent further incidents is through 

worker training such that they are aware of safety issues and can learn to apply safe work 

practices. The majority of learning in the sector takes place on the job, and the preferred 

means of training, and learning, is through workplace coaching. In order for workplace 

coaching to be effective in creating a safety culture, workers need to develop the required 

skills to provide coaching to their colleagues. During the design phases of program 

development, training providers in the Vocational Education and Training system should 

ensure that the programs they aim to deliver not only address technical and operational skills 

and knowledge but also the ability to share skills and knowledge with other workers through 

coaching. The intention of any training and assessment process in Vocational Education and 

Training is to provide the participant with the ability to undertake their work roles in a safe 

manner. This is particularly the case for high risk occupations such as those seen in the 

Agricultural sector. 
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