
Establishing a positive safety culture can have a tremendous effect on 
an organization’s operations. This not only includes safety, but 
production, quality and morale. Some companies are able to capitalize 
on their safety performance so that it creates a competitive advantage 
in the marketplace. 

 

Introduction 
Does it seem that your company has reached a plateau when it comes to reducing workplace injuries? Do 

injuries continue to occur despite your sophisticated safety program? If you answered “yes” to either of these 

questions, there could be an unseen cultural issue waiting to manifest itself in the form of a significant event.    

Discussion 
Establishing a positive safety culture that empowers employees to speak up, make suggestions for 

improvements and correct at-risk behavior is a challenge that can take time. There are many contributing 

factors that lead to the development of a company’s safety culture, whether positive or negative. Leaders, 

who are committed to whatever is necessary to prevent even the slightest of injuries, set the tone for 

establishing the desired corporate safety culture.  

Often times, production becomes the most highly measured corporate metric. When this occurs, it is 

important for leaders to maintain their commitment to employee safety. The health and safety of the 

workforce should never be a priority. Why, you might ask? Simply because priorities change. Protecting life 

and limb of human beings should be a “value”. One definition of a value is, “A person’s principles or 

standards of behavior; one’s judgment of what is important in life. Do company leaders have the right to hurt 

people by allowing them to work at risk? According to the law of the land, they do not.  

Providing a safe and healthy work environment should be a commitment that is valued at the highest level of 

an organization. When leaders demonstrate their commitment to provide employees with a safe and healthy 

workplace, things begin to change in a positive way. Being committed to a zero injury outcome requires 
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doing everything that is ethically, morally and legally possible to eliminate all at-risk behavior. In short, 

allowing injuries to continue to occur is an unacceptable practice and often a symptom of at-risk leadership. 

Consider this, compliance, commitment, caring and communication equal culture. I refer to this as the “5 C’s 

of safety, as follows: 

•   Compliance (1st C):  Compliance with federal, state and local regulations is a minimum requirement and 

considered to be table stakes.  

•   Commitment (2nd C): Demonstrated management commitment is critical to an organization when it comes 

to leading with the intent of establishing a positive safety culture. A commitment can be defined as “the state 

or quality of being dedicated to a cause, activity, etc.  

•   Caring (3rd): Caring for the well-being of the workforce can have the greatest impact on safety results 

according to the Construction Industry Institute (CII). An estimated 60% of safety leading indicators, based on 

CII research, directly contribute to achieving a zero injury outcome. Organizations that genuinely care for their 

employees typically experience better safety results, increased productivity, improved quality and better morale 

than those that do not. 

•   Communication (4th C): Communication is a management tool that is used to carry a message from the 

ivory tower to the end user, the employee. Often times, the message gets filtered and even skewed as it 

travels through middle management on its way to the workforce. Effective communication and the means 

and methods used to deliver company information and expectations can be a challenge for even the most 

successful companies. Culture (5th C) is the environment that is ultimately created by company leadership 

using the aforementioned 4 C’s. In other words, culture is the water in which the fish (AKA employees) swim. 

In many cases, when a problem arises, management simply replaces one fish with another fish without 

examining the water. This is likely to be an easy fix to the problem. However, if members of management 

have the courage to look in the mirror, they may recognize the probable cause. 

Guidance 
Ask yourself, does your company have a pro-active or reactive safety culture? If you answered pro-active, you 

are ahead of the curve. If you have a reactive safety culture, it has most likely manifested itself in your 

performance metrics, including safety statistics.  

When management determines their safety culture to be less than desirable, they must further investigate to 

determine what must be done to right the ship.  A safety culture consists of many people from different 

backgrounds and geographic locations. The essence of a safety culture is what one feels about what the 

company is doing. If a consistent message is not being communicated by management, negative perceptions 

can develop and morale can deteriorate.   

A good place to start is for senior leadership to consider developing a corporate mission statement 

establishing the company’s position on safety and the desired safety culture. To maximize the impact, all levels 

of the organization, including the hourly workforce, should have their respective safety expectations in 

writing. In addition, all employees should receive a list of individual roles and responsibilities for eliminating at-

risk leadership and at-risk behavior.   

In today’s environment, good leadership can be measured by effective communication and employee 

engagement in safety processes. However, in earlier years, the relationship between labor and management 
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was less than desired. We have learned over the years that positive reinforcement, as opposed to negative 

reinforcement, is a better motivator for behavior change. Leaders who treat their employees with dignity and 

respect are those that employees will desire to work for and follow in the future. For a leader, there is no 

better compliment. 

A contributing factor to sustaining a positive safety culture is to recognize and reward employees for  

recognizing and avoiding at-risk behavior. One of the most effective ways to accomplish this, is a member of 

senior management personally shaking the employee’s hand; thanking them for their participation in 

achieving a safe project. Take it a step further and give them a framed certificate for their contribution and 

achievement. When this recognition comes directly from the big boss, word spreads quickly. It is amazing to 

witness such a change in behavior when people are recognized in a genuine manner. Another very important 

aspect of sustaining a positive safety culture is to provide employees with positive recognition when they 

report a near miss. When companies interrogate employees for following company policy by reporting a near 

miss, the trust is immediately undermined. The word of negative reinforcement spreads much more rapidly 

than positive reinforcement. The damage that is done can take a great deal of time to repair and negative 

perception begins to spread like wildfire.  

As old cultural perceptions dissolve, new perspectives begin to form. Employees will begin to notice the 

change in management behavior. Leaders will lead by example and along the way an empowered workforce 

will begin to avoid and discourage at-risk behavior. 

Conclusion 

By establishing a positive safety culture, the following benefits can be recognized: 

• Better morale and company spirit 

• Improved employee retention and less turn over 

• Become (The) an employer of choice 

• Reduced injury frequency 
 

• Improved safety statistics 

For more information on Risk Engineering Services that are available from Zurich, please contact your Risk 

Engineering account coordinator. 
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