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Collective commitment towards occupational 
accidents prevention: 20 years of the history of the 
Cerest in Piracicaba

Engajamento coletivo em prol da prevenção de agravos relacionados 
ao trabalho: 20 anos da história do Cerest de Piracicaba

Domenico De Masi and collaborators, in L’Emozione e la Regola, 
analyzed the functioning and constitution of creative groups in Europe 
from 1850 to 1950. They examined institutions such as the Pasteur 
Institute in Paris, the philosophical circle in Vienna, the Frankfurt Institute 
for Social Research, the Cambridge School of Biology, and the Los Alamos 
Manhattan Project1, among others. These were institutions that contributed 
significantly to the advancement of their respective fields.

In Brazil, since its roots in the workers’ health program of the city2, 
the Center for Worker Health Reference (Cerest) in Piracicaba is one of the 
most emblematic institutions in the field of Occupational Health. It has 
pushed the boundaries of development in the surveillance and prevention 
of work-related accidents. 

Understanding how a service of this nature remains active and 
innovative for over 20 years is a mystery to all, whether they are researchers, 
professionals, workers, or union representatives3.

The reach of Cerest’s contribution goes beyond its role in Occupational 
Health, accident prevention, professional rehabilitation, and assistance. 
As Jackson Filho and Barreira3 noted, it represents a public action, and its 
practice in the implementation of public policies also contributes to the 
development of the field of political science.

To understand the nature of this innovative action, it is necessary 
to analyze it from an organizational perspective1. It is important to 
comprehend how a group of professionals, while adhering to the guiding 
principles of the 1988 worker health surveillance and policy4, designed 
a framework of action that has historically addressed the issues and 
problems posed by the prevention of work-related injuries3, an runaway 
object as defines Vilela5.

This framework was not created by any group; it emerged from a group 
that Domenico De Masi, if he had known it, would call a creative group1. 

De Masi1 provided elements, based on analyses of various cases, 
to understand the phenomenology of creative processes, both at the 
individual and collective levels. Individual dedication and collective 
engagement are present in actions driven by an “almost heroic” leadership 
style toward the goal (p. 20).

The resemblance to what is found in Piracicaba is clear. Jackson Filho 
and Barreira sought to explain the enigma of the service’s development 
up until 20093. The authors demonstrate how the team, over the years, 
sought material, financial, and technical resources to develop social 
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technologies, attract external actors, establish a network of stakeholders, and create negotiation spaces 
to intervene in various work situations and sectors of the economy. The professionalism and technical 
excellence that characterized the service’s actions in favor of worker protection and intervention in 
working conditions are associated with the dedication, group engagement, and leadership style similar 
to those mentioned by De Masi1.

At the time, an innovative and democratic management/coordination model of activities was observed, 
which integrated various aspects of the center’s actions: surveillance, rehabilitation, assistance, information, 
and training3. For a long time, the team collectively prevented the establishment of a commissioned position 
for coordination within the centerb. This position is a result of collective decision-making aimed to avoid local 
political interference.

The academic contribution to the analysis and prevention of accidents has been and continues to be very 
important when compared to other institutions, including federal research institutions. This contribution is 
notable both in terms of conceptual and methodological aspects and in terms of application in various sectors 
of the economy2. The quality of the service’s output is evidenced by the large number of articles published in 
scientific journals. Some of them were published in this journal6-10.

Villela presents a timeline containing the most important achievements of the center. Among these, 
the following should be mentioned: the organization of sectoral negotiations3, the Work-Related Accident 
Surveillance and Investigation System (SIVAT)11, the creation of the Work-Related Accident Forum12 in 
partnership with Universidade Estadual Paulista (UNESP), and the Accident Analysis and Prevention Model13.

Much of this development is due to its close relationship with the academic environment, its openness to 
being simultaneously “studied” by researchers, and its proposal of research actions, in which Cerest plays a 
leading role aiming to solve problems in its practice. This relationship fosters a practice, a form of “art” that is 
engaged, innovative, and unique, intervening in favor of the protection and health of workers and establishing 
a link with knowledge production14.

Recently, the center has contributed to knowledge production in the field of prevention15, serving as the 
subject of analysis and development in a Change Laboratory (CL)16, which is a form of formative research/
intervention based on the Theory of Historical-Cultural Activity. This not only aimed to produce knowledge 
and apply the method (the first within the field of worker health in Brazil) but also to expand the service’s 
actions and those of its technicians.

Furthermore, from its creation, the center committed itself to facilitating the dissemination of 
knowledge by its members in various forms and media: scientific publications, pamphlets, organization 
and participation in events, audiovisual production, and social media. This reaffirms its commitment to its 
raison d’être. The advancements can thus influence other services and strengthen the National Network of 
Workers Health Care (RENAST): the stronger the network, the greater the service’s ability to promote Worker 
Health in its region. 

In other words, by acknowledging its limited role, it has stimulated and participated in networks of 
actors3, not exclusive to the health sector, which tirelessly seek to prevent accidents. The specialization 
courses in ergonomics taught in Piracicaba and coordinated by Cerest in the 2000s aimed to introduce the 
activity ergonomics as a reference for various professionals from different institutions and companies to 
favor prevention and establish a network of stakeholders in the region2. Other actions, such as training of 
health surveillance agents in Occupational Health for various services in the state of São Paulo in 2019, the 
development of the online tool ZERÓBITO17, and the book “Engenharia do Trabalho,”18 are recent examples 
of network actions in which Cerest played a leading role.

Therefore, it can be affirmed that over its 20 years of existence, the service has been a space for 
experimentation, innovation, and the production of social technologies for prevention19. It has initiated or 
participated in various actions and movements, as mentioned above, while also fostering and promoting 
meeting spaces that have benefited not only the development of various actors but, above all, the field itself.

b Only recently, a leadership position within the service was established.
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Thus, it seems valid even today, as it was known since 2013, that “the team’s success appears to be associated 
with a combination of its ability to innovate by seeking tools (material, conceptual, and methodological) to 
support action and its ability to influence the social environment to act”3 (p. 388).

The future of the service ultimately depends on its ability to keep these capabilities alive in dealing 
with the inherently elusive nature of preventing work-related injuries. Regarding societal recognition and, 
consequently, legitimacy to act, the Cerest in Piracicaba already presents them20, after more than 20 years of 
historical commitment to accident prevention.

Cerest, which has been followed over the years by RBSO, is an asset to the city of Piracicaba, the field of 
Occupational Health, and the Brazilian public healthcare system.
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