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Thought 
Leadership

What’s the safest form of transport: plane, bus, bicycle? 
And have restrictions on movement in 2020 changed 
how organisations view travel, and the risk involved? 
If nothing else, it has created an opportunity for 
organisations to re-assess their approach to workplace 
road safety, and their ‘risk appetite’.

The global pandemic has provided an opportunity – and 
arguably a necessity – for organisations to re-examine their 
approach to business travel, particularly when journeys 
once considered necessary have been replaced by online 
meetings, according to international transport safety risk 
expert Saul Jeavons.

“Some organisations traditionally say ‘the Sales Fleet has 
to drive 60,000km a year because they have to get out and 
see clients and that’s how business is done’, ” he said. “But 
for some businesses that have kept trading through the 
pandemic, not having these people driving everywhere 
hasn’t affected their sales.”

Post-pandemic, Saul believes there will be less travel, 
particularly flying, than before it. And the increase in virtual 
meetings and work will continue, although with some swing 
back to ‘balance’. 

“It remains to be seen how effective that is versus having 
people on the ground, but if the client feels they get 80 per 
cent of the benefit at a reduced cost, then it may well be 
they want to do more of that in the future,” he said.

“The other thing on the transport side is what happens in 
terms of people’s journeys and commuting. Where workers 
are temporarily home based, every work journey is now 
starting from home, and it’s more likely to be starting in a 
vehicle work have not seen, haven’t inspected and certainly 
haven’t provided. 

“If your family income has been hit by the pandemic and you 
have to choose between paying the mortgage and keeping 
the power going or getting new tyres on the car, which one 
are you going to choose to do without? 

“If you reduce the kilometres your sales force is travelling, 
do you reach the point where you say ‘you’re not driving 
enough kilometres for us to provide you with a company 
vehicle so you have to provide your own’. Will that vehicle 
have all the same safety features that you’ve mandated 
corporately?

“These are just some of the emerging risks that some 
businesses are looking at – we’ve had discussions with some 
about it – but there’s an awful lot who aren’t thinking about 
how this shift might affect them or the safety of their staff.”
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Food for Thought:
Risk Appetite and the 
Changing Face of Travel
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Saul believes organisations should be taking stock now and 
planning for how travel will look within their organisation 
once restrictions ease, rather than waiting until that 
happens.

Begin by considering if the organisation is willing to accept 
the risks associated with travel, and then consider different 
modes of travel and their associated risks. Re-visit the 
fundamental journey planning that organisations should 
do: is it possible to not make journeys, can multiple trips be 
consolidated, is it possible to use another mode that is safer?

Saul Jeavons is a Director of The Transafe Network Limited. 
He has undertaken road safety projects in more than 30 
countries, and was formerly the Head of Investigations and 
Risk Management at the UK’s Transport Research Laboratory, 
where his role included responsibility for road safety, collision 
investigation, and fleet safety teams.

Saul is presenting an NRSPP webinar on ‘Risk Displacement: 
Consider the need or how to travel’ on 17 September. 

“The first thing is decide what your risk appetite is, and then 
actually look at what the consequences of the trade-offs are. 
It’s about managing the risk to a level that you’re happy with 
given all of the other considerations, because there is risk in 
everything we do.

“It’s called risk management for a reason. Where you can 
eliminate risk, great, but anytime you have people travelling, 
whether it’s by car, plane, bus or motorcycle, there is always 
an element of risk. But equally there are other risks to 
the business and to staff wellbeing and mental health if 
everyone just works in a little box at home.

“It’s about weighing up all of those different things and if 
you’re doing that without data, it’s inevitably a subjective 
process. I would say anytime you can go to data, go to data 
(see breakout box over the page).

“It’s about being aware of what the risks are, being aware 
of who you’re putting at risk, how much risk you’re putting 
yourself and other people at and, in all of those decisions, is 
the trade-off worth it? Always ensure that any decision made 
is an informed decision.”

A Blank Slate

So What’s The Trade-off?
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“Start with a blank sheet of paper and say ‘okay what are 
the reasons we feel we really have to be making journeys?’ 
There will be some travel that still needs to happen, so if 
you’ve identified a need for a journey you then need to work 
out how to do it as safely as possible under these changed 
circumstances.

“The fundamental question for any organisation is what its 
risk appetite is. If what you want to achieve for your business 
is minimum legal compliance, that’s fine as long as you’re 
honest with yourself about what you’re doing and why 
you’re doing it. 

“It’s not ideal, it’s not what we would recommend, but we 
all make those choices every day. If we’re buying a new car, 
we don’t all go out and buy what has been proven by the 
data to be the safest vehicle on the market at this moment 
in time. We think ‘that one’s pretty safe too and I prefer how 
it looks’ or ‘it comes in a nicer range of colours’. We all make 
those decisions, and businesses make those decisions too 
based on a range of factors and not on safety alone. But 
safety must be considered.”

“The first thing is decide what your risk 
appetite is, and then actually look at what 
the consequences of the trade-offs are.”
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A company had to move its workforce 300km to its 
operations site. The initial assumption was flying would be 
the safest option. A risk assessment showed little difference 
in risk between bus and air travel, and that using light 
vehicles carried more than seven times the risk. Cost savings 
by taking the bus option were invested in safer vehicles and 
driver training.

“You can do a lot looking at risk with expert judgement but if 
there’s data available then go to the data,” Saul Jeavons says. 
“If you can quantify the risk then it’s always worth doing 
because some of the assumptions you make won’t actually 
be borne out in the data.

“So the company said ‘crew transfer will be by heavy bus, 
and then if we have any VIPs we’ll take them in a light 
vehicle’. It was actually their Head of Finance who said ‘I’m 
one of the people you would put in the VIP category and, 
having looked at those numbers, there’s no way I’m going in 
a light vehicle. I’ll get on the bus thanks.’ ”

A combination of trucks delivering to site, a workforce on 
bicycles, and management in light vehicles proved a deadly 
mix in a chemical plant construction project. A risk review 
concluded going by bus was the safest option and, within 
a week, workers were being bussed to the site. Managers 
however continued driving light vehicles to site.

“There was an unfortunate mix of heavy vehicles and cyclists 
on site and we said ‘you should be bussing people’. The 
company said ‘Why? Our managers and supervisors see 
going on the bus as being low status, so we want them to 
keep taking their vehicles.’ 

“When the data was presented, the chief executive said ‘okay 
having looked at the risk, from tomorrow morning everyone 
goes on the bus. Including me’.”

CASE STUDY 1 – Data Doesn’t Lie

Data, Leadership and Risk

CASE STUDY 2 – Data Powers Leadership
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