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Abstract
Few studies have explored mentorship’s value in occupational safety and health (OSH) training that focuses on worker

empowerment in blue-collar occupations. Through a university and union collaboration, we examined mentorship programs

as a promising enhancement to ongoing OSH training to foster worker leadership development in organizations focused on

worker empowerment. Union-based worker-trainers from 11 large manufacturing facilities across the United States and

worker-trainers affiliated with 11 Latinx Worker Centers in the New York City area were interviewed. Rapid Evaluation

and Assessment Methods informed study design. The themes that emerged, reflecting the value of mentorship in OSH train-

ing, were: characterizing the elements of mentoring, how mentorship can improve OSH training, and recommended practices

for designing a program across two different work settings. We conceptualize the goals of mentorship within a broader social

ecological framework, that is, to support OSH learning so workers will advocate for broader safety and health changes with

credibility and a feeling of empowerment.
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Introduction
Worker training is considered a fundamental component of a
comprehensive occupational safety and health (OSH)
program.1 Training efficacy studies often focus on intermedi-
ate measures, such as changes in workers’ safety knowledge
and behaviors as proxies for effectiveness in reducing work-
place injuries and illnesses due to measurement challenges.2

However, the effectiveness of OSH knowledge and behavior-
focused training programs is limited due to a lack of compre-
hensive worker engagement strategies.3–5 To support worker
engagement, Weinstock and Slatin6 have emphasized the
importance of examining measures of worker empowerment
as reflected in workers’ ability to apply safety and health
knowledge collectively in taking action to change unsafe
working conditions. Measures involve developing strategies
to support workers in speaking up directly to management
about their concerns, acting through unions and other
forms of collective initiatives, and/or by critically examining
and challenging organizational and other systemic root
causes.

Mentorship has been identified as one comprehensive
approach to supplement traditional classroom learning, espe-
cially for adult learners, to develop and reinforce leadership

skills7 and to apply knowledge to problem-oriented work sit-
uations.8 The mentoring experience, especially between peer
mentors, facilitates transformational learning whereby pre-
existing knowledge and ideas are challenged, and new learn-
ing is applied to solve a problem.9 Mentorship is a form of
leadership training that is applied to real life situations. As
such, it can be a powerful adult learning approach that rein-
forces knowledge and messaging about creating change. It
can contribute to the application of new knowledge to advo-
cacy for specific workplace interventions to improve safety.

Few studies have explored workplace learning mentorship
programs in blue collar occupations. We found only one rel-
evant literature review,8 which aimed to focus on the manu-
facturing sector. It included articles about business-oriented
mentorship programs and one article10 set in the construction

1Barry Commoner Center for Health and the Environment, City University

of New York, Queens College, Flushing, NY, USA
2Tony Mazzocchi Center, United Steelworkers, Pittsburgh, PA, USA

Corresponding Author:
Isabel Cuervo, Barry Commoner Center for Health and the Environment,

City University of New York, Queens College, Flushing, New York, USA.

Email: icuervo75@gmail.com

Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-

NonCommercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use, reproduction and distribution

of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access page (https://us.sagepub.com/en-

us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

Feature Article

NEW SOLUTIONS: A Journal of

Environmental and Occupational

Health Policy

2023, Vol. 32(4) 265–276

© The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/10482911231153676

journals.sagepub.com/home/new

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0404-2569
mailto:icuervo75@gmail.com
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/10482911231153676
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/new


industry as proxies for articles about mentorship programs in
the manufacturing sector because no articles met the authors’
original criteria. Mentorship is an aspect of union apprentice-
ship and stewardship training programs with a wide variety
of goals, for example, to enhance diversity, recruitment,
and retention in construction,11 and leadership development
for women.12 However, most apprenticeship and stewardship
training programs are designed to support specific job-related
tasks or worker–employer relations. Informal mentorship has
been found to be important in delivering OSH information13

but, to our knowledge, mentorship as a formal component
has not been studied in OSH training programs that focus
on empowering workers to advocate for their health, safety
and well-being. Here, we add to this scant literature by pre-
senting exploratory findings about how a formal mentorship
program may enhance OSH training programs in
empowerment-focused organizations to build leadership
skills and advocate for improved safety and health conditions
for workers in unionized manufacturing facilities and non-
union laborers in the construction sector.

Theoretical Orientation and Study Aims
Our study conceptualizes the goals of mentorship within a
broader social ecological framework (SEF) to improve the
work environment.14 The SEF is a useful conceptual tool
which examines the need for successful public health inter-
ventions to consider the individual, interpersonal, institu-
tional, and policy levels of change.15, 16 OSH training is
thought to be part of a system with objectives that lead to
higher levels of change in the workplace and worker commu-
nities. Therefore, mentorship integrated with OSH training
can have an impact on organizations that goes beyond indi-
viduals or mentor-mentee dyads to build worker empower-
ment. Our research question asked: From the perspective of
worker-leaders who have experienced informal mentorship
in union and non-union settings, what are the common prin-
ciples and practices of a potential mentorship program that
could contribute to—

• successful transfer of knowledge through OSH training,
• application of knowledge gained at the work site,
• leadership development, and
• impact contributing to worker empowerment throughout

an organization?

Our research question was purposefully broad to guide our
two aims—(i) to understand systematically how potential
program participants understood mentorship in OSH training
and what they wanted to gain by participating in such a
program, and (ii) to generate practically and theoretically
sound ideas for the purpose of implementing a new formal
and centralized mentorship program across the two different
settings.

Context
This study was initiated as a component of the Tony
Mazzocchi Center for Health, Safety and Environmental
Education (TMC) program, the training arm of the United
Steelworkers union. Their training programs target a diverse
group of workers including unionized workers in major indus-
tries such as oil, chemical, steel, paper and energy sectors as
well as non-union Latinx immigrant workers affiliated with
a national network of worker advocacy community-based
organizations, known as a Worker Center.17 Training pro-
grams also integrate leadership development by encouraging
workers to become worker-trainers and to take active roles
in OSH; as such, the training refers to them as “worker-
leaders” and we use this term in this paper.

Through a research collaboration between Queens College,
City University of New York and the TMC, we identified
exploring a potential mentorship program to be implemented
across these union and non-union settings as a promising
enhancement toongoingOSH training activities tobridge class-
room learning with fostering worker leadership development.

The union-based OSH program is funded by the employer
and has a stable funding stream due to fees that companies
pay to obtain this specialized health and safety program
that the TMC administers. The program is led by union
members and is situated at twenty two sites across the
United States in various industries, including paper mills,
oil refineries and petrochemical plants. The non-union
program is funded by the National Institute of
Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) Worker Training
Program and the TMC partners with thirteen New York
and New Jersey area immigrant Latinx Worker Center orga-
nizations that provide OSH training to their members. The
Worker Center-based training programs primarily serve con-
struction day laborers working in non-unionized workplaces
often located in New York City. Many of the program leaders
and trainers are or were former worker-leaders. The type of
work differs between the groups, as do training needs.
Both factors undoubtedly influence how a mentorship
program would be implemented. Nevertheless, the common
thread of learning, adapting, and empowerment is one that
ties the two groups together. OSH training, for these organi-
zations, is assumed to be an entry point to organizing workers
to empower themselves to take action in their workplaces and
beyond. Mentorship is already practiced informally. The
concept that mentorship could potentially enhance training
and leadership development arose from separate conversa-
tions among leaders of each group and between TMC
program staff, researchers, and leaders.

Methods
Design
TMC program staff requested the information quickly so they
could use it to improve their OSH training programs, as such,
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we drew on Rapid Evaluation and Assessment Methods
(REAM).18 This method of inquiry is best suited for evalua-
tion projects under time constraints but still maintains integ-
rity in the research process.

Sampling and Recruitment
This project was designed to elicit input from two sub-groups
of worker-leaders: unionized trainers working with the
Triangle of Prevention (TOP) training program located in
manufacturing facilities across the United States and trainers
who are based in Worker Centers in the New York City met-
ropolitan area. The TOP program was selected because it is a
negotiated union-based health and safety program that inte-
grates training and incident investigation to identify and
correct workplace hazards. The Worker Center program
was selected because it is a non-union worker training
program that has successfully leveraged its partnership with
the TMC to train thousands of construction laborers and
other workers in need of OSH training since its inception.
This training is through the Occupational Safety and Health
Administration’s (OSHA) Outreach Training Program
(OSHA10 and 30-h). These courses are required for
workers in construction in New York City. They provide
safety and health hazard training whose content is mandated
by OSHA. We used a purposeful sampling strategy because
we wanted to explore formally the basis of the enthusiasm for
the addition of a mentorship program as a component of the
TMC’s OSH training program. To meet the criteria for
recruitment a person had to be (a) currently conducting or
overseeing OSH training, and (b) providing OSH-related
informal mentorship to workers or trainers. Participants
were recruited via email or in-person.

Sample Description
Both groups of worker-leaders (union and non-union) partic-
ipate in OSH training programs sponsored by the TMC and
they each have leadership roles in their respective organiza-
tions. There were twenty two participants, from eleven
union locals (n = 11), and from nine Worker Centers (n =
11). In the TOP program group, there were nine males and
two females, all were U.S.-born, and six individuals were
part of a cross-site advisory group. In the Worker Center
group, there were five males and six females, three were
U.S.-born and eight were non-U.S. born. Two individuals
provided coordination and training across Worker Centers.
Participants’ job titles varied. Titles included TOP represen-
tative, executive director, and lead organizer.

Data Collection
Between April and July 2019, we conducted in-depth inter-
views in-person and over the telephone. Table 1 shows the
main interview questions. Following the interviews, we

presented a summary of our findings separately to the
union and Worker Center leaders to gain feedback. This
study was approved by the Queens College, City
University of New York’s Institutional Review Board
under protocol #2019-0171. Oral informed consent was
obtained from participants, as the investigators had existing
relationships with the participants and the content of the
study was related to the regular conduct of business.

Data Analysis
We applied REAM to yield common themes because our par-
ticipant groups were informed by common OSH training
experiences, goals, and informal mentorship practice.
Nonetheless, we anticipated differences in program-related
ideas because they work in different contexts. While there
is disagreement as to the need for transcription to maintain
transparency and contribute to trustworthy19 p 290 data anal-
ysis, certain projects can benefit from the time saved when
oral data are not fully transcribed.20 We took the following
steps to assure accuracy during the analysis process:
Authors IC and SB were present in all interviews and took
detailed notes. We summarized each interview and discussed
interpretations in an iterative fashion after each interview, at
the conclusion of data collection, and after feedback from
each participant group and the TMC training. We organized
interview notes into categories, and author IC listened to
audio recordings to confirm notes and interpretation of
results.18 We conducted a matrix analysis of the categories
to enable review within each participant group and then
across groups to generate common themes.21 We then tran-
scribed quotes that illustrated our themes. Finally, a prelimi-
nary summary report was developed and discussed by all
authors prior to finalizing the results.

Results
The OSH programs at the union sites and at the Workers
Centers have distinct content and audiences. Nevertheless,
results suggest that participants’ perspectives about a mentor-
ship program are overarchingly similar because both partici-
pant groups approach OSH training as an entry point to
develop leaders in their respective work contexts. Not sur-
prisingly, these similarities are interpreted or applied

Table 1. In-Depth Interview Questions.

1. How do you define mentorship?

2. What makes a good mentor and mentee?

3. How does mentorship contribute to occupational safety and

health training?

4. What are the benefits and challenges?

5. How might the Tony Mazzocchi Center for Health, Safety and

Environmental Training support mentorship?
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differently because the contexts are different. Each theme
represents the similarities we found. They are followed by
nuanced comparisons of participants’ varying interpretations.
This strategy, with illustrative quotes in tables, is intended to
highlight the potentially unifying programmatic elements as
well as the differences that could be considered in the imple-
mentation of mentorship programs to supplement existing
OSH training in different settings.

Theme 1: The Value of Mentorship in OSH Training
Both union worker-leaders (UWLs) and Worker Center
worker-leaders (WCLs) expressed enthusiasm for a mentor-
ship program. This theme features the aspects of such a
program that would add value to their respective OSH train-
ing programs (Table 2).

Characterizing elements of mentoring. About half the
UWLs grew into their roles as informal mentors to fill a pro-
grammatic need to help the program run more efficiently.
Most WCLs have leadership roles in their organizations
and have been or are still trainers. Despite the differences
in the types of organizations and roles, the two groups
have similar perspectives about the desired elements of men-
toring and qualities of mentors and mentees. Common ele-
ments included: exchange of information or knowledge
between people, guidance over time to improve workers’
problem-solving skills, and becoming more effective. Some
UWLs and WCLs explicitly indicate that building trust is
necessary between mentor and mentee [UWL4, WCL18].
Both groups identified that mentoring should be
goal-oriented, however, their specific goals differed. UWLs
emphasized working toward an outcome of resolving safety
issues and sharing effective strategies [UWL4]. WCLs
tended to focus on a mentee’s professional development
[WCL14]. Some WCLs added affective qualities to describe
the mentoring process, such as “with love,” “spiritual”
support, and “holding a person’s hand.”

When asked about the necessary characteristics of a
mentor, both groups of worker-leaders mentioned that
mentors should be accessible, trustworthy, patient, and
resourceful. Being resourceful speaks to the recognition
that they might not always have the answers to the issue at
hand but that they are willing to work collaboratively and
research a possible resolution. For the UWLs, guidance
means providing non-directive advice that is broken down
for increased understanding. They state that guidance
should support a non-judgmental peer-to-peer relationship
[UWL7]. Some UWLs mentioned the mentee may not
agree to the advice but delivering the information non-
judgmentally is essential for a functional peer relationship.
WCLs indicated that mentors should teach mentees how to
search for an answer and how to evaluate their understanding
in light of a goal [WCL15]. They added that mentors should
also be admirable, passionate, and committed to building
leadership for capacity-building and organizational

generativity, i.e., leaders would be encouraged to work or
volunteer on a long-term basis to sustain or grow organiza-
tional initiatives. Extending mentors’ sense of commitment,
their values should thus align to those of the organization
for which they work and should be well connected to other
types of organizations, including unions.

According to both groups, mentees should be active par-
ticipants in the learning process. For UWLs, they should
listen well, ask questions, be persistent, and receive construc-
tive feedback well in order to solve problems [UWL2]. For
WCLs, it was important that mentees do their “homework,”
that is, follow through on guidance or specific tasks assigned
by the mentor [WCL19]. In addition, some participants
thought it important that mentees be committed to organiza-
tional capacity-building.

Mentorship can improve training.Worker-leaders felt that
the mentoring exchanges would add dynamism to training
programs that had become out-of-date over time [UWL2,
WCL13]. Mentoring could function to ‘re-train’ workers to
enhance their practice-based knowledge with new skills
and information. UWLs might receive training only once a
year, and WC-affiliated workers might do so only as
required. The mentoring process could help a mentor identify
where and how training curricula would need to be improved
and updated.

Although the end goal is for training to help workers take
action (to the extent possible) to improve working conditions,
findings suggest that mentoring can strengthen training dif-
ferently for union-based and Worker Center workers. In the
unionized program, trainers’ recently acquired knowledge
and skills in the classroom could be supported by informal
“real time” opportunities on the shop floor to reinforce infor-
mation. UWLs explain that they can apply the knowledge
they learned to specific local circumstances and issues in
real time rather than relying solely on training material
[UWL1]. This process of exchange facilitates mentees’
understanding of the root causes and fixes during incident
investigations. One of the main vehicles the program uses
to improve workplace conditions is to investigate incidents
and “near misses.” By identifying and correcting root
causes, unsafe conditions are mitigated or eliminated.

As WCLs provide training for workers with non-
traditional or less formal education, they focused on strength-
ening the credibility of trainers that is linked to their desire
for professionalization and career advancement. The addi-
tional learning opportunities that mentorship affords could
provide trainers with the “soft” mentorship skills enabling
them to engage learners better and thereby improve their
knowledge uptake. In one Worker Center’s leadership train-
ings, more experiencedWCLs collaborate with newer ones to
determine the skills they would like to learn (e.g., building
health and safety committees) and provide guidance through-
out [WCL22].

Mentorship can build community. Participants in both
groups reported feeling varying levels of isolation that
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Table 2. Theme 1—The Value of Mentorship in Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Training.

Union worker-leaders Worker Center worker-leaders

Characterizing elements of mentoring

Guidance, communication, and trust

UWL4: “I think that is mentoring as well because we give that

information back to let people know what we’ve done how we’ve

done it (resolving the issue) and in that we build up trust, that

mentoring builds up trust.”

WCL18: “someone who can help us, in whom we can ask a question

and trust on a specific topic.”

Goal-oriented

Safety Professional development

UWL4: “a lot of it has to do with enlightening people on how to

identify hazards… if we can fix it we will, if we have to go ten steps

further to get it addressed we will, so I think that is mentoring as

well.”

WCL14: “being there more than anything else specifically spiritually

and mentally, being able to guide someone along in a process,

showing them the ropes essentially so that the…mentee [is] able

to do things on their own, to be able to accomplish a goal … it

depends [if] there’s end goal to become an effective trainer, an

effective organizer, an effective teacher, a mentor is guiding a

person along in that process, to get to that end showing them by

example, maybe formal training, showing them the ropes, the tricks

of the trade.”

Good mentor

Non-directive and experienced Evaluates progress

UWL7: “Someone who has quite a bit of experience and who is

willing—this is most important—to share their experience … it

doesn’t have to necessarily be the most senior guy, you feel in your

own skin secure enough that you can invest in somebody else’s

future without worrying that they’re gonna take your place… and

who is engaged with a person on a regular basis.”

WCL15: “I speak of a personal relationship, evaluation in that process

of mentoring […], task, follow-up, and I think of something that has

a timeline with a long-term purpose but with a few breaks in the

medium term… to measure progress.”

Good mentee

Persistent and receptive to feedback Does assigned mentoring-related work

UWL2: “willing to accept change in regards to [finding a solution] …

that can be a challenge, you try to instill in your mentees to follow

a process, they gotta continue and [they] can’t give up on things.”

WCL19: “the person is willing to participate in the programs… to be

punctual, to do the work that they are asked to do because

obviously it is mutual work… so that the mentoring can advance

… to obtain a good result from the mentoring.”

Improve OSH training

UWL2: “It seems like some of the other sites struggle with training. I

don’t necessarily think it’s an issue with myself just cuz I’ve gotten

to where I don’t rely on anyone to have my training material cuz

you know whenever you’re conducting site training no one wants

to hear about company x y z when it’s at a facility that they haven’t

heard about.”

WCL13: “These workers get frustrated from the current curriculum

because they’re receiving the same thing over and over and over

and you lose the engagement of the work.”

Enable real world teaching and learning Soft skills necessary for training

UWL1: “Mentorship again really applies to the real world what’s

actually going on, everybody interprets things differently at

different facilities, it’s just how do you get around the issues when

it comes to the core of the [TOP] program … some of the stuff

[the program representative] has issues with training that he’s

actually getting from the TMC—not that it’s bad training it’s just

that it doesn’t apply to where he’s working at for the most part.”

WCL22: “The [experienced] member leaders take on the role of

organizing the train-the-trainer in terms of the skills we need to

bring into [it] for the new person to develop the skills … it’s

actually an opportunity for the [new] workers to not only learn the

skills but to put [them] into practice… this past year [we included]

how to facilitate, how to build health and safety committees,

instead of workers who have done it [before]… The new workers

get to facilitate in the leadership training but we give space for the

[experienced] worker-leaders to do some mentorship throughout

the leadership training.”

Build community

Peer relationship Reduce isolation

UWL9: “I don’t look at myself as the expert, I do knowwhat I’m trying

to teach to help people grow in but I’m not showing up as a

know-it-all, as a mentor I wanna take everybody’s expertise and

knowledge not only to help to listen but also to help me to learn.”

WCL18: “I don’t exactly remember if it was two years ago that we

had a meeting at the Queens College trainers’ exchange, I think

that was for me personally and for other trainers with whom I

spoke on the subject it was something super special super good

(continued)
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current training initiatives were not addressing. UWLs often
felt a lack of communication between workers within their
plants and between themselves and worker-leaders in other
TOP program work sites. WCLs shared that trainers also
felt very isolated, as they do not share the same workplace
with other trainers or worker participants.

Both groups indicated that a mentorship program could
potentially build community, thereby enlivening the training
program. The mentoring exchange could improve communi-
cation among trainers, across trainers and between trainers
and other safety and health staff. For UWLs, community-
building can be fostered through the ‘non-threatening con-
versations’ that equally enlighten both mentor and mentee
and are seen as the site at which the most important and recip-
rocal learning takes place [UWL9]. The process of teaching
helps mentors to continue to grow, making them better
safety program representatives in their own facilities. It was
important for UWLs that the dual learning be recognized as
placing mentors and mentees on equal footing, which
fosters a sense of peer camaraderie. While reciprocal learning
would also occur for WCLs, building consistent contact
through the mentoring exchange was stated to be essential
to reduce trainer isolation because there is no common work-
place among workers or trainers in which to locate a mentor-
ship program [WCL18].

Mentorship can build OSH leadership infrastructure. In
addition to improving the technical OSH skills of mentees,

the process of mentoring is also seen as a process for building
new leaders for both groups. Some WCLs varied on their
thoughts about identifying workers who already have the
skills and desire to become leaders, but they agreed that it
was difficult to invest the time to support their development
should they be found. UWLs also acknowledged the diffi-
culty of identifying future leaders or mentors and the restric-
tions of time and other fixed resources to use to build upon
the training program.

Although both groups of workers perceived that a mentor-
ship program could help to support the continuous develop-
ment of new leaders and trainers in safety and health
[UWL9], WCLs were more focused on creating much
needed support for an OSH leadership infrastructure, becom-
ing a self-sustaining program, and further building the capac-
ities of their respective organizations. A mentorship program
would create a formal pipeline to infuse the training program
with future trainers at unionized company sites or Worker
Centers. These ideas build on existing views about the
purpose of mentorship in the workplace. WCLs view provid-
ing the means to obtain and enhance their training credentials
as critical because they conduct certification-based courses
authorized by the OSHA Outreach Training Program
(OSHA10 and 30-h) [WCL13]. Worker Centers have staff
that support trainers, usually on an informal basis. Such
staff could be another group to target in a mentorship
program to provide important support for worker-leaders as

Table 2. Continued.

Union worker-leaders Worker Center worker-leaders

right because we meet, we share different situations that happen in

training, we share some tips,… I would like it to be done much

more often… I have never met with anyone other than with

[WCL17] to talk about certain topics.”

Build leadership infrastructure

Creating leaders for the future Leadership infrastructure support needed

UWL9: “my role is to help them to grow in the learning process and

make them the best they can be… so they can transfer this

knowledge to the next group… I’m looking at building future

leaders.”

WCL13: “It is challenging for us to and for them (workers) to provide

the proof that is needed, looking at the program (OSHA

certification) and its impact after four years, it tells the importance

to know the impact on the organizations by having developed

trainers … and I feel in order to create a mentorship program we

need to keep in mind the capacity of each organization (Worker

Center)… and understanding that they’re member-based

organizations and that we should strive for their membership to

continue to grow and help for the program to grow.”

Cross-industry/cross-union exchanges

UWL3: “helps build your own program, it’s kind of like that spider

web effect … Not only am I helping [plant site one] but I’m

bringing back some things to [plant site two] and then I go to [plant

site three] in [city], not only am I learning things from [plant site

three] I’m telling them, ‘hey, this is what they do up at [plant site

one] and this is what we do in [plant site two]… since we’re the

kind of boots on the ground… the mentorship program (sic) that’s

spreading out talking to people, that’s health and safety idea sharing

that’s being networked.”

WCL21: “to empower workers, to participate more in campaigns,

especially I think [non-union workers] are future union members

… it would be a good thing, because in that part I think the unions

have lost working more with the rank-and-file (non-union

workers) and we have that advantage of [being connected to them]

… [they are] ready to participate in the unions, we would train

them so they can be prepared!”
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they work to meet the strict criteria to become
OSHA-authorized trainers. A mentorship program would
include support activities that would gather workers consis-
tently in the same physical space and also provide mecha-
nisms to connect them for their OSH work. Such activities
are essential to develop trainers and leaders for WCLs.
Two organizations currently run co-occurring training and
leadership development programs to create skilled leaders
in OSH who function as de facto mentors to less experienced
worker-trainee-leaders. As described by many WCLs, a men-
torship program is an ensemble of processes that form a self-
sustaining infrastructure for the ultimate goal of leadership
development and organizational capacity-building.
Worker-leaders who enhance their technical OSH skills and
develop mentorship skills can actively participate in their
respective organizations. In addition, they can participate in
the health and safety movement, whose goal is to improve
working conditions for all workers regardless of immigrant
status or union affiliation.

Both groups also indicated the potential for leaders to
mentor leaders in other TMC OSH training programs.
TMC training programs reach diverse industries. UWLs
report that their OSH training program would benefit from
cross-industry mentoring exchanges [UWL3]. WCLs would
like to exchange on a more regular basis with union health
and safety leaders to strengthen the OSH movement. Two
leaders went further and said it would be ideal for the non-
union workers to be part of unions, and perhaps even in
their leadership [WCL21].

Theme 2: Designing a Mentorship Program for OSH
Training
A formal program for continued engagement. Participants
were prompted to think about how to design a mentorship
program that would be responsive to each of the group’s
working contexts. While one of the many advantages of men-
toring is its informality, both groups adamantly agreed that a
formalized program would be required to sustain the initia-
tive, commitment, and supports for mentors, mentees, and
organizations (Table 3). Common proximal goals were
mentee engagement and commitment among mentors and
mentees to develop OSH skills. Both UWLs and WCLs men-
tioned that while mentors must possess a set of characteristics
described in the second theme, mentoring skills could be
further developed for enhanced receptivity of the material
to best engage workers [UWL7, WCL22].

Program sustainability was important to both groups,
however, mechanisms varied greatly between UWLs and
WCLs due to their vastly different work environments and
the availability of resources. Since the unionized work site-
based program has a stable funding stream, UWLs’ concerns
again centered on mutual and equitable commitment for the
execution of a mentorship program [UWL5]. WCLs

focused more of their ideas on setting up an infrastructure
to sustain a mentorship program grounded in a training
program due to a lack of common workplaces [WCL14].

UWLs also expressed the need for structured guidelines to
know how to orient both the work of mentoring and commu-
nicate clear expectations for mentees. Where the teaching and
reinforcing of documentation is necessary, they suggested
that creating standardized templates and other methods for
mentors across the company-based OSH program would
help them more efficiently customize training or advice to
each specific site. Similarly, “lessons for learning"-type
stories should continue to be developed, as they were
thought to be useful tools. Additionally, the UWLs men-
tioned the critical support from the training TMC gave
them to help them improve the informal mentoring of other
union-based worker-leaders. UWLs reported that the TMC
is always accessible via telephone and email and there are
regular monthly conference calls. As a result, UWLs
thought it important for a mentorship program to establish
guidelines along with good communication channels with
the TMC [UWL3].

For WCLs, adequate funding for time and space resources
would be essential because Worker Centers have little of
either. They adamantly stated that the program would not
work if mentors and mentees were not compensated
because establishing good mentoring relationships and carry-
ing out the process of mentoring are time intensive. Another
suggestion was made that would tie program funding to men-
torship requirements to be fulfilled by the organization,
ensuring resources for the organization and accountability
[WCL22].

Measuring success across industries and sites. We also
guided participants to think about how to measure successes
in a mentorship program. It was difficult for many from both
groups of participants, as they explained that the mentoring
dynamic is challenging to measure [UWL10, WCL16].
Nonetheless, some proposed metrics that reflect ideal
program outcomes and impacts. For UWLs, direct mentee
engagement was an outcome metric. They recommended
tracking mentor-mentee contacts by number of calls and
emails. To measure program impact, they suggested tracking
mentee actions such as conducting “stop-works” and safety
engagement meetings. WCLs suggested tracking the
number of mentorship-related classes taught as a measure-
ment of interest in the program and documenting the
improved quality of existing OSH training classes, for
example, by measuring trainees’ knowledge gains over time.

Some UWLs and WCLs stated mentors and mentees
should generate individualized mentoring plans that include
goals for mentees [UWL2, WCL22]. They also suggested
that mentees be assessed as to whether they were meeting
their goals and that needs for further assistance should be
identified. Additionally, UWLs and WCLs stated that
informing the TMC program staff of mentees’ goals would
add a layer of accountability to track mentoring success,
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and also strengthen the program by making it possible for
program staff to create or update mentorship and OSH train-
ing tools and templates. For example, the previously men-
tioned “lessons for learning” used in the TOP program
could be documented or continuously updated via mentors’
reports of mentees’ needs and goals. WCLs reiterated that
tracking whether mentees become actively involved in their
organizations and whether they become mentors later
would measure the program’s ability to be self-sustaining.
Tracking the ongoing exchanges or collaboration between
Worker Centers and the union was also important for this
group of leaders.

Discussion
This study drew on the experience of worker-leaders to
explore the potential role for mentorship as part of a compre-
hensive approach to building worker leadership in safety and

health training programs. We explored and contrasted the
role in both union and non-union-based work settings with
skilled manufacturing workers in the former and construction
laborers in the latter. This study expands the scant literature
on mentorship programs in OSH training that focuses on
worker empowerment in blue-collar occupations. We focus
on how mentorship programs might complement classroom
training as a model to increase worker engagement and
build safety and health leadership among workers. Though
the OSH programs at the union workplaces and at the
Latinx immigrant Workers Centers have distinct content
and audiences, participants were remarkably similar in their
enthusiasm and their ideas for mentorship programs. Both
groups view OSH training as a vehicle through which to
empower workers and they view mentorship as a viable
mechanism that can link training and leadership development
with change in the workplace. In this article, we identified
common principles that reflect the value of mentorship in

Table 3. Theme 2—Considerations for Designing a Mentorship Program for Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Training.

Union-based worker-leaders Worker Center worker-leaders

Mentorship training for continued engagement

UWL7: “There would need to be some sort of mentor training …

everybody learns different also, you have to be able to incorporate

different learning styles.”

WCL22: “Cultural competency and a shared sense of the training

philosophy, given that our members are different, the training

philosophy that we employ is not one that you’ll see in other

settings, I think a familiarity with people who have a differing

educational background and professional background not just for

students but for actual trainers themselves” (mentees)

Sustainability

Equity among mentor and mentee Mentorship program should be designed around training program

due to lack of common workplaces

UWL5: “the only way it’s gonna wor k … is everybody feeling that

they have ownership … that their voice is heard and that their

voice matters, that they’re not just a number, that there’s actually a

level of care, you know care can go both ways.”

WCL14: “with a lot of the unions there is a particular local with a

particular shop or industry; everyone is in the same place … if the

goal is to create health and safety culture, everyone works at the

same place where there is not that much turnover … at the

Worker Centers there are day laborers and different industries,

that’s the challenge… that’s where we are talking about a

mentorship program around a training program.”

Mentoring guidelines to communicate with the TMC Adequate funding

UWL3: “I think what the [training] needs to do is see if everyone has

taken the first step (making contact) … but I don’t think anyone

knows what is beyond that and I think that’s because it hasn’t been

developed… I think there should be a few basic questions that you

ask once in a while to make sure if nothing else that information

gets back to the TMC training to help supplement this process.”

WCL22: “Having some sort of mechanism built into the organization

… We’ll give you these grants this year but in order to participate

in the granting you’re gonna have to do this many sessions of

mentorship or we are going to require this many sessions of

mentorship for all trainers to renew their training credentials…

One way to do this would be for each organization to pay for

someone to serve that role.”

Measuring success across industries and sites

Challenging to measure success

UWL10: “It’s not intuitive to know what makes a good [mentor]… I

think it’s easier to identify somebody that’s not good.”

WCL16: “It’s not so much about learning it in one time but it’s really

an ongoing process that has to be tested on the ground.”

Setting up mentoring plans

UWL2: “setting up your expectations of what the trainings should be

… it creates rapport … and your working relationships with your

trainers.”

WCL22: “Things I’d wanna see are performance indicators that are

ideally going up through the course of the mentoring relationship

… either bringing it in (by the mentor) or creating [them]

collectively (between mentor and mentee)”

272 NEW SOLUTIONS: A Journal of Environmental and Occupational Health Policy 32(4)



OSH training, by characterizing the elements of mentoring
and the ways in which mentorship can improve OSH train-
ing. Practices for designing mentorship programs across
two different work settings were recommended.

This study is consistent with the literature on mentorship
in workplace learning programs. The only review of the liter-
ature of mentorship programs in blue collar occupations,
which drew mostly on business-oriented mentorship pro-
grams as a proxy for programs in the manufacturing sector,
found that previous studies explored definitions of mentor-
ship, the characteristics of good mentors, and mentorship
program structures8 with many findings that mirror ours.
However, previous mentorship literature across occupations
often situates mentorship programmatic goals within a tradi-
tional organizational development and human resources par-
adigm, which aims at improved worker satisfaction, higher
worker productivity and better retention of high performing
employees.7,22–24 Our study expands on this perspective by
conceptualizing the goals of mentorship within the social
ecological framework (SEF) aimed at improving the work
environment.14 Thinking beyond the impacts on the mentor-
mentee relationship, the TMC’s OSH training programs aim
to impart knowledge to workers so that they can advocate for
broader safety and health changes at the institutional and
policy levels. Below, we discuss results as they relate to
the levels of the SEF.

Overarching similarities between the two groups of
worker-leaders suggest that a formal mentorship program
could contribute to the successful transfer of OSH knowledge
and its application at work sites. We heard from everyone
that the guidance, communication, and trust-building integral
to the mentoring process are dynamic characteristics which
could improve training. At the individual level of the SEF,
a mentorship program can encourage worker-leaders and
other workers to use their experience and build on their
skills to take part in health and safety activities in their
own workplaces. In a mentoring relationship, the knowledge
and skills of workers, trainers, and mentors can be reinforced.

The perspectives of the two groups converge with respect
to aspects of interpersonal and organizational levels of the
SEF. At the interpersonal level, they agree that the mentoring
process is a way to improve communication within individ-
ual mentoring pairs, and that a structured mentorship
program would contribute to developing mentoring skills
and fostering relationships. Workers are trained by mentored
trainers, and mentors continuously apply their knowledge
and skills in an iterative cycle of knowledge transfer. As
noted earlier, reciprocal learning takes place through
two-way communication that acknowledges each party’s
expertise and skills.25,26

At the organizational level, both groups also believe that a
mentorship program could strengthen communication across
workplaces, organizations, and the TMC. Firstly, a mentor-
ship program could set up a consistent and reliable commu-
nication system among workers, trainers, mentors, and

other key organizational staff. This would address the chal-
lenge of updating curricula by providing information about
how curricula can be improved. The content of OSH training
is often mandated by OSHA in both the union- and non-
union based settings. Additionally, in the union-based set-
tings, OSH courses are site specific, determined by
workers’ needs, and negotiated with the employer. The
broad array of workers’ needs at each site and changes in
the manufacturing process complicate efforts to update train-
ing materials. In the non-union-based settings, the New York
and New Jersey-based Worker Centers provide specific
OSHA Outreach Training Program courses that the
New York City Department of Buildings requires to be
able to work on most city construction sites where many
Worker Center-affiliated laborers work. These courses do
not provide much time for additional content support or dif-
ferent topics.

Secondly, a consistent, reliable communication system
can strengthen existing formal pathways for identifying and
building leaders. Worker-leaders from both groups view a
mentorship program as a viable opportunity to generate
common principles for leadership development. Workers
can become trainers and eventually mentors, which can
help sustain and grow health and safety programs. The com-
munication system involving workers, trainers, mentors, and
program staff involved in a mentorship program is a charac-
teristic of a learning organization, which is one that supports
workers in growing personally and professionally and
encourages collaboration for collective learning goals.9

Weinstock and Slatin’s6 vision of worker empowerment in
OSH training, which involves worker communication, criti-
cal reflection, and collective action in the workplace and
beyond, could flourish in an organization that fosters individ-
ual and collective learning.

Understandably, implementation of a unified mentorship
program based on common principles would need to consider
the different contexts of the respective work settings. At the
individual level, UWLs viewed mentors as non-directive,
equal partners in learning. They emphasized the important
role that mentorship plays in applying training knowledge
to actual safety and health incidents occurring in real time
to understand how best to intervene. For WCLs, mentors
are credible, knowledgeable teachers. Mentorship can
enhance trainer credibility and rigor in training and knowl-
edge transfer. Opportunities for consistent, formal training
for Worker Center-affiliated workers and trainers are fewer
than for their union-based counterparts, suggesting that
rigor and credibility provided through a formal program is
tied to WCLs’ desire for professionalization and career
advancement of trainers.

The two groups’ views diverge with respect to program
implementation needs and challenges that are directly tied
to institutional and policy level mechanisms. Institutional
support is required to establish a mentorship program at the
union-based sites. Institutional support is necessary to
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prioritize and encourage mentorship development and train-
ing, and to facilitate mentoring relationships that cross differ-
ent plants and union locals. While the union-based TOP
program in this study has a dedicated infrastructure within
which a mentorship program could be created, other work-
places within the same union that are not part of the TOP
program may face additional challenges that would need to
be addressed. At the institutional level, WCLs indicated the
importance of having programmatic resources to support
staff time dedicated to mentorship. For a mentorship
program to thrive as intended, the union-based program
and the Worker Center-run OSHA Outreach Training
Program must continue to be supported in the long-run.
This iterative benefit could potentially enhance the reputation
of unions and Worker Centers among their membership, and
the community and governmental institutions that are neces-
sary to promote worker and community health and safety. At
the policy level, non-union worker organizations report that
training programs have been important in building local lead-
ership and organizational credibility.27 This credibility can be
used to advocate for new training programs and for access to
existing safety and health enforcement programs.28

Limitations
Due to its exploratory nature, our study did not address
several important considerations. Future research in union
and non-union settings could document best practices by
evaluating the specific aspects of mentoring that contribute
to OSH knowledge transfer, application, leadership develop-
ment, and organizational impact for worker empowerment.
Examining these settings’ cultural and historical contextual
similarities and differences would also be important to
further support the effectiveness of an OSH-based mentor-
ship program. Additionally, we acknowledge that exploring
the role of demographic characteristics is important in men-
torship programs.11,12 Researching the influence of gender,
race, ethnicity, and place of birth on mentorship would
have required a different study design. UWLs were all
U.S.-born and were predominantly male, and WCLs were
predominantly first-generation immigrants and more than
half were female. The WCLs’ immigrant background is inte-
gral to their styles of training, leadership development, and
advocacy. A future study might involve Worker Centers
that target the needs of different ethnic and immigrant
groups. Another one could examine gender groupings
across union and non-union-based settings in male-
dominated blue collar occupations.

This study was informed by participants who initiated the
idea that mentorship could be a viable supplement to current
OSH training programs, where the latter are viewed as entry
points for leadership development and eventual worker
empowerment. We did not explore this concept in other set-
tings that had not previously discussed or practiced it infor-
mally, or with managers in contexts potentially

unsupportive to enhancing safety and health initiatives. As
such, our findings may not fully apply in those cases.
Future research could replicate the study in such alternative
settings.

Conclusion
This exploratory study examined perspectives of worker-
leaders about a potential mentorship program. These
leaders are active participants in blue-collar OSH training
programs focused on worker empowerment. Results related
to mentorship’s impact on mentors and mentees support find-
ings from other mentorship-related studies with other kinds
of workers. Assessing the advantages and challenges of
this study’s findings with the SEF illustrates the impacts
that such an intervention would have at multiple levels on
the individuals and worker-oriented organizations. These
impacts would support empowered worker action for health-
ier and safer workplaces.
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