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Overview 
 
Today’s complex, transnational work environments require individuals with skills commensurate with twenty-
first-century challenges.  The October 2011 interim report released by the President’s Council on Jobs and 
Competitiveness states, “In the 21st century global marketplace, a nation’s economy can only be as strong as the 
skills of its people” [President’s Council 2011].    
 
In this climate, “21st century skills,” “work-readiness skills,” “job-readiness skills,” and “employability skills” have 
become watchwords in education, business, and government.  Numerous frameworks have been created to 
articulate the competencies an individual needs to be a skilled worker in the modern economy.  In general, 
these frameworks conceive of individual who possess competencies in two categories:  basic or hard skills 
(reading, writing, and arithmetic) and applied or soft skills (flexibility, self-direction, self-regulation, 
accountability, leadership, and responsibility) [Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2011; The Conference Board 
2006]. Though the current frameworks do not explicitly refer to knowledge and skills for a safe and healthy 
workplace, it is clear that the skills that enable individuals to contribute to a safe, healthy, and productive 
work environment are key to any work-readiness framework, and to every occupation. Safe and healthy work 
is essential to human well-being.  Individuals who are injured on the job, cannot live up to their full potential 
and cannot be productive, fully functioning participants in the workforce. A skilled worker IS a safe worker.    
 
The NIOSH Safe, Skilled, Ready Workforce Initiative  
 
Proposed Mission  
 
The mission of the NIOSH Safe, Skilled, Ready Workforce initiative is that every person, prior to 
entering the U.S. workforce or starting a new job, will have the knowledge and skills to contribute to 
a safe, healthy, and productive workplace.  
 
This initiative approaches the future workforce as a whole. Employers have the primary responsibility for 
providing a safe and healthy work environment. This will better be achieved when all individuals have basic, 
protective skills that benefit them on the job now and throughout their lives.   
 
Under this initiative, focus will be placed on pre- and new workers, to reach these individuals before they enter 
the workforce or before they start a new job. Providing them with foundational workplace health and safety 
skills enables pre- and new workers to better protect themselves and others and to provide and contribute to 
safe and healthy working conditions. These foundational skills are generalizable and transferable and apply 
broadly across all industries. They complement (and in no way replace) the job-specific skills delivered through 
apprenticeship and career technical or vocational training programs and strengthen the vital workplace safety 
and health frameworks delivered through these programs. They can also be used to improve the health and 
safety of other environments, including the home, school, or community.  
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Eight Core Competencies  
 
The foundational skills promoted through this initiative include the ability to: 

• Recognize that, while work confers benefits, all individuals are susceptible to being injured, becoming ill, 
or even being killed at work and how this would impact their lives and those of their family.   

• Recognize that work-related injuries and illnesses are predictable and can be prevented. 
• Identify hazards at work and anticipate the risks for injury and illness. 
• Recognize that preventive measures can be taken to avoid injury and illness. Describe the most effective 

ways to address workplace hazards, and apply this knowledge to specific workplace problems.  Identify 
emergencies at work and determine effective strategies for responding to them. 

• Recognize employer and worker rights and responsibilities that contribute to safe and healthy work. 
• Access resources that help keep individuals safe and healthy on the job. 
• Demonstrate how to communicate effectively with others, including people in authority roles, to ask 

questions or report problems or concerns when feeling unsafe or threatened.   
 

 
 
The new initiative aims to prepare all individuals for safe and healthy work, which includes worksite wellness 
and injury prevention programs. Historically, risks associated with work have been compartmentalized from 
those associated with other aspects of daily human activity.  This is in spite of the fact that most adults spend 
over one-third of their waking hours at work.  Hazards at work can lead to risks in personal and community life, 
and conditions that affect people at home – stress, obesity, cardiovascular disease, depression, and others - spill 
over into work hours. This results in higher health care costs, increased turnover, lower productivity, and higher 
rates of absenteeism.Through the Safe, Skilled, Ready Workforce Initiative, NIOSH has the opportunity to 
further support an integrated framework of health that helps bridge the gap between risks associated with 
work and those associated with other aspects of daily life.   
Diminished health, whether the result of work- or non-work-related activities, reduces the quality of life and 
income potential for those working, as well as negatively impacting those dependent upon them.  
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Conversely, environments that protect individuals from the risk of injury or illness can lead to a more vibrant, 
engaged, and highly performing workforce and citizenry.  As more businesses explore the social and economic 
benefits of integrated occupational safety and health protection and health promotion programs, the Safe, 
Skilled, Ready Workforce Initiative will help prepare everyone in the workforce – whether employee or 
employer – to be successful participants in them.    
 
Functional Areas 
 
To achieve the goal that every person has the knowledge and skills that enable them to contribute to a safe, 
healthy, and productive workplace, the NIOSH Safe, Skilled, Ready Workforce Initiative will explore 
opportunities that are framed within three functional areas: Education, Business and Labor, and Health. 
Although there are distinct pathways to be explored within each of the functional areas, they also have 
significant overlap and convergence.  Examples of potential pathways include: 

• Education: Community colleges, middle and high schools and grade schools, national work readiness 
certificate and credentialing agencies/organizations, youth organizations, and government and 
nonprofit programs focused on training/retraining youth and adults (often in transition).  

• Business and Labor: Industry-focused groups, labor organizations, private businesses, and organizations 
that bridge private and public sector partners involved in work-readiness/skills training initiatives. 

• Health: Primary care providers and pediatricians, government agencies and public health organizations, 
and international health organizations and nongovernmental organizations. 

 
Window of opportunity 
 
The future of the American workforce is a critical issue on the minds of many people across the nation, in all 
sectors of the economy, and at all levels of business and government. A window of opportunity is now to 
integrate workplace safety and health into this national conversation. One way to do this is through the 
promotion of the NIOSH Safe, Skilled, Ready Workforce Initiative. Down the road, it may be more difficult to 
gain traction as the exigencies for addressing the skills gap may change.  Not preparing a safe, skilled, ready 
workforce results in:  

• More workplace injuries and illness 
• Higher healthcare and related costs 
• Lower productivity 
• Loss of economic viability and competiveness  
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