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Organisation 

Safety Culture 
 

 

What is safety culture? 
“The safety culture of an organisation is the product of individual and group values, 
attitudes, perceptions, competencies, and patterns of behaviour that determine the 
commitment to, and the style and proficiency of, an organisation’s health and safety 
management. Organisations with a positive safety culture are characterised by 
communications founded on mutual trust, by shared perceptions of the importance 
of safety and by confidence in the efficacy (efficiency and effectiveness) of preventive 
measures.” [1]1 

An organisation’s culture can have as big an influence on safety outcomes as the safety management system 
itself. ‘Safety culture’ is a subset of the overall company culture and societal culture. 

Many companies talk about ‘safety culture’ when referring to the inclination of their employees to comply with 
rules, act safely or not. However we find that both the culture and the style of leadership have even more influence 
on safety culture and performance. Examples include placing a higher priority on safety rather than production, 
not focusing on the short-term and being highly pro-active, which will all result in a good safety culture. 

 

Learning more about your company’s safety culture 

If the answer to any of the questions below is ‘no’, then you need to take action  

 

1. Is Safety perceived to be a priority for senior management? ☐  

2. Do managers generally involve the workforce in discussions about safety related matters and 
consult them before introducing new safety procedures or systems? 

☐  

3. Do managers including senior managers visit site regularly and talk about safety when in the 
workplace, is it visible to the workforce? 

☐  

4. Do employees and contractors know when and how they should report safety concerns? ☐  

5. Is there an effective two-way communication about safety? ☐  

6. If there is an incident or accident, does the organisation seem interested in solving the problem 
rather than finding out whose fault it was? 

☐  

 

                                  
1 References are shown by bracketed numbers and are listed in order of appearance in the reference section. 
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7. Are incidents always reported and investigated and given the right level of attention according to 
how serious they were or could have been? 

☐  

8. Does the company learn from incident history, such as through incident reporting and 
investigation? 

☐  

9. Are people at all levels involved in safety? Is it a joint effort between all in the company? ☐  

10. Do managers give positive and negative but constructive feedback on safety performance and 
do they take pride in it? 

☐  

11. Does the company actively look outside itself and keep up to date on information and new ideas 
in safety? 

☐  

12. Do operators avoid risks and behave as if they are genuinely concerned about their own safety 
and that of other people? 

☐  

13. Do people seem aware of the hazards in their work and how to control them? ☐ 

14. Do management, safety representatives and workforce generally trust and respect each other? ☐  

15. Are people who intentionally break rules disciplined? ☐  

16. Does the company reward and recognise safety performance? ☐  

17. Do all employees proactively engage with and look out for the safety of colleagues, explaining 
any concerns? 

☐  

18. Do people have the same attitude and care for the safety of contractors and 3rd parties as they 
do for employees? 

☐  

 
Key aspects of an effective safety culture? 
There are a number of models of the requirements of an effective safety culture, but they generally include the 
following key aspects: 

 
Management 
commitment 

Management commitment produces higher levels of motivation and concern for health 
and safety throughout the organisation. It is indicated by the amount of resources (time, 
money, and people) and support allocated to health and safety management. 
Management commitment is also indicated by the priority given to health and safety 
versus other business requirements. The active involvement of senior management in 
the health and safety system is critical. 

 

 
Visible 
leadership 

Managers need to be seen to lead by example when it comes to health and safety. Good 
managers appear regularly on the ‘shop floor’, talk about health and safety and visibly 
demonstrate their commitment by their actions. This may include participating in shop 
floor and tool box meetings or even interrupting activities to resolve safety issues. It is 
important that management is perceived as sincerely committed to safety. If not, 
employees will generally assume that they are expected to put commercial interests first, 
and safety initiatives or programmes will be undermined by cynicism. 

 

 
Good 
communication 

Good communication and consultation between all levels of employee is vital: in a 
positive culture questions about health and safety should be part of everyday work 
conversations. Management should listen actively to what they are being told by 
employees and take what they hear seriously. 
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Active 
participation 

Active employee participation in safety is important, to build ownership of safety at all 
levels and exploit the unique knowledge that employees have of their own work. This can 
include active involvement in activities such as safety meetings and workshops, risk 
assessments, plant design. In companies with a good safety culture, you will find the 
messages from employees and management being consistent, and safety is seen as a 
joint responsibility. 

 

 
Motivation and 
discipline 

A successful safety culture relies upon motivation of all staff. In a motivated organisation, 
managers are fully and personally involved and every employee and contractor is 
committed to good safety performance. 

Employee motivation is directly linked to the interest shown by managers. They are alert 
to managers' focus and will tend to value safety only to the extent that managers do. 

The effectiveness of management motivation is seen in the informal discussions and 
actions that take place during day-to-day business activities. Formal announcements are 
quickly devalued if employees do not see positive actions from management. 

Fair and consistent use of discipline is a necessary feature in the management of safety, 
but the desired outcome is that counselling and coaching is sufficient to alter behaviour. 
Employees will lose motivation if unsafe behaviours are not dealt with correctly. 

 

What should my company do about it? 
The culture in a company is strongly influenced by management attitudes and behaviours and also by the 
effectiveness of management systems in place. 

 

Creating a good safety culture - management responsibility 
There are four main activities necessary to form a good safety culture: 

• control of safety management system; 

• cooperation; 

• communication; and 

• competence. 

Management’s responsibility is to ensure that these activities are carried out and to continually improve the 
means of carrying them out. 

 

 
Control and 
cooperation 
 

In a good safety culture, management will: 

• develop practical safety policies and standards to measure safety achievements; 

• provide employees with clear job descriptions that emphasise safety responsibilities; 

• review individuals against health and safety objectives and reward or correct as 
necessary; 

• adopt a ‘collaborative style’ – consult employees and encourage them to participate 
in decision-making about safety; 

• support a culture that is open, trusting, fair and just, for example “We don’t blame 
people for having incidents caused by mistakes”, however unsafe actions and 
behaviours including those of supervisors and managers have disciplinary 
consequences based on severity; 

• show their visible commitment to safety by making site visits and discussing issues; 
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