 
	[image: ]
	
	SAFETY CULTURE 

	
	
	[bookmark: _Hlk131411779]What is safety culture?

“Safety culture of an organization is the product of individual and group values, attitudes, perceptions, competencies, and patterns of behavior that determine the commitment to, and the style and proficiency of an organization’s health and safety management.” 
*(ACSNI Human Factors Study Group: Third report -Organizing for safety HSE Books 1993)

To sum it up, safety culture is “how we do what we do”. 
While safety culture is talked about frequently, it is often miscommunicated as the reason why rules are created. However, we rarely address the barriers that can prevent compliance.

Why is safety culture important? 
Great safety culture allows all levels of the company to communicate problems and solutions trusting that the right thing will be done. This is a two-way responsibility. 

Workers can trust problems will be addressed and management can trust the workers will engage with the safety system, rather than work around it.
 
Good safety culture takes years to build a reciprocal relationship across all levels of the organization, but only a short time to stall or destroy. 

What are some mistakes that break down safety culture?

As described in the book Dysfunctional Practices by Timothy D. Ludwig, Ph.D. common mistakes made that can kill safety culture include:

1. Labeling 
Labeling starts arguments and entrenches people against
each other. After labeling, we may feel enlightened, but the environment doesn't change, and an unhealthy pattern of action develops as a result. Labeling hurts our ability to manage the behaviors of others.

The focus should be on changing the environment, not the person.
Instead of asking a person to BE something, focus on how to help them DO what is required to be safe.


2. Blaming
Workers too often blame one another for workplace incidents during investigations or through other processes such as behaviour-based safety systems. The root cause of “human error” blames the worker. However, seeing a worker as the root cause does not motivate change. 

Blaming other workers leaves the real causal factors behind an incident hidden. If the real causes are not identified, the risk will be repeated over and again by anyone engaging in that task.

3. Rushing to judge
Labels are liberating when emotions are high, however, they will leave behind the frustration of not being able to fix the issue. Labels are stereotypes.  Judgments that are typically inaccurate due to human bias and misinterpretation. 

Attitudes cannot change through appeal alone. Attitudes are changed by correcting behaviour. Find small ways for everyone to promote safety. Encourage observation of one’s own behaviours and experiences to spark an attitude change.

Everyone should walk the walk and talk the talk. 

4. Fishing for faults 
Traditionally, safety training instructs us to look for fault and favor to find at risk behaviours. However, when fishing for risk we often forget to address the safe behaviours that are taking place. 

Failing to acknowledge the good behaviours means failing to solve the health and safety problems that would create a better workplace. If we do not observe the variations and leading indicators in the workplace it will lead to complacency. 

Scan workplace operations objectively for variations that reflect hazards and risks. Workers should be empowered to actively participate in health and safety by offering insight to their actions. 

5. Managing Through Fear 
Fear of hazards keeps us alert and primed for emergency. Fear makes us more aware of our behaviours and in tune with potential severe consequences.  Unfortunately, fear of hazards habituates over time and does not maintain safety behaviour. 

This fear gets associated with the supervisor, manager, employer, and safety system as well.  Humans avoid fear and therefore may avoid the employer and safety systems that could get them in trouble. 

Fear reduces participation in safety programs. 

6. Killing the Conversation  
Labeling makes it less likely for employers to trust and listen to on another. Safety culture requires people talking openly about safety and listening to each other. Conversation is universal and it makes an impact.

The key to reducing at-risk behaviour is to recognize that it is happening. Only then can the reasons for it be analyzed. Workers need to be able to talk about behaviours and risk otherwise, it will be hidden. 

The ultimate safety culture is one where peers coach peers and peers praise one another for their safe practices.  

How can your company functionally practice a safe culture?

Label behavior 
Approach behavior with unbiased analysis. Behavior is neutral; it is
not right or wrong, good or bad. Behaviors are visible (unlike
attitudes, beliefs, values) and have an impact. 

Approach any incident with a clear understanding of the cause and
effect relationships between the behaviors related to the risk, and
the reasons why that person found themselves in a position to take that risk.
Discriminate Behavior
Behavior hacks are “creatively improvised solutions” employees have adopted to manage their own environment so they achieve their safety outcomes more consistently.

Training must give workers the ability to perceive the appropriate cues in their work environment to discern the appropriate behavior to engage. 

Most workers never experience the negative consequences following a serious injury. Behaviour must encounter the consequence for it to be reinforced. Consequences that are prompt, probable and personal are powerful in motivating behaviours. 

Pull the Domino 
Design a health and safety system to get the results desired by producing the behaviours that are shaped. Human behavior is not the cause of injuries, instead behavior is the result of learned factors.

Observe behaviors to find risks. Involve workers in the solution by asking them why certain risks are taken. Analyze the availability of tools, training, instruction, time pressure, etc. that direct at-risk behaviour or fail to direct safe behaviour. Then identify the consequences that reinforce at-risk behaviour or punish safe behaviour to save time or trouble. 
An operational definition of safety culture is “people talking about
safety.” Start a conversation and be sure to listen. 

To work in an ideal work environment with positive attitudes and behaviour, the effort must be made by all employees to contribute to positive attitudes and behaviours that will then be learned and mimicked over time. 

“Be humbled by the protentional of human performance.” 

Resources
For more about Dysfunctional Practices by Timothy D Ludwig, Ph.D. please check out his website: http://safety-Doc.com

“Human Factors: Safety culture”: Safety culture (hse.gov.uk)

For more information or to register for a course, visit the MHSA website at https://www.mhsa.ab.ca or reach out to one of our knowledgeable Safety Advisors, today! 
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