


Are You Becoming A Commodity?
The term commodity is used to describe a class of goods, for which there is a demand but, which is supplied without qualitative differentiation across a market. A commodity has full or partial fungibility; that is, the market treats its instances as equivalent or nearly so with no regard to who produced them. We recognize food commodities like milk or eggs. Services should not be commodities.
Safety is considered by most practitioners to be a core value, and as such should have high economic value, at least in the hearts and minds of those of us who have made it our life’s work. But, is it viewed the same by those who employ us or want to buy our services? Why is this devaluation the case?
Most businesses look at our contributions as an expense, not as a profit center. Some, may even consider what we do as a “necessary evil” to keep the regulators at bay or reduce insurance premiums. But, a rare few look at us and what we do as adding value to the organization. 
An accountant keeps the books, a treasurer manages cash flow, and as such one provider is sometimes considered the same as the next. Perhaps the CEO is looked upon as a strategic thinker and the incumbent is unique for his mix of highly valued competencies and talents.  

Why then are our contributions not considered qualitatively?  What differentiates who we are, how we perform?  If we are not innovative, proactive and not a force to be reckoned with then - we are a commodity!  We become living walking examples of interchangeability; all services are equivalent and there is no recognition of the value of our individual contributions.  I think this creates an untenable situation. I am a problem solver, innovator; not a cog in a machine. I do not want to be the first to be replaced by the new, low-paid novice GP at the first hint of economic down term pressure.

So, how do we break out of this miss-perception of our value? I believe we need to demonstrate the value-added results of our work.  We cannot settle for mediocrity or even be just good enough. We have to be a stellar performer in the marketplace of cost reducing, life-saving ideas. We must demonstrate that our contributions matter, not just matter but, are vital to the success of our organizations. Our services can be a synergistic force with the other management initiatives.   We must move beyond mere compliance mentality; toward becoming providers of world class quality; business-unit sensitive, value added solutions. 
I suggest we manage our EHS programs by walking around, get out amongst the workers, learn the operation from their perspective, seek understanding, have a dialog with workers, supervisors and other managers, and build relationships. Only then will we be able to develop paradigm breaking, high impact, life-altering programs that can not only stand the scrutiny of OSHA or EPA but pass the ROI credibility tests of the CFO. Stay relevant, learn the language of leadership. We as EHS professionals must earn our seat at the decision-makers table, not by our flashy slogans, but by our real world, down in the trenches successes. Our unique solutions can foster employee engagement, a vital component of business success. Read the book; 12: The Elements of Great Managing, by Rodd Wagner.
Only, then, we will cease to be considered a commodity; the every-day, same-old-same-o boring prognosticator of DOOM and GLOOM. Rather we can become a vital team member and key contributor, who has demonstrated that we have earned the right to have our ideas considered and are deserving of the recognition we want and the commensurate remuneration our accomplishments justify.  Let’s eradicate the notion of EHS practitioner commoditization now and forever!
These talks are distributed with the hope that they spark some dialog. Feel free to use them as the basis for a tool box talk with your colleagues, clients, safety committee members or employees.
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