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Examining its effects on safety performance
By Judith A. Erickson

SAFETY PERFORMANCE is divided into two
aspects: safety program elements and safety process
elements (Erickson, 2006). The program elements
deal with basic safety functioning: regulations, legis-
lation, training, audits and related items. These ele-
ments are considered hard skills and are under
control of the safety professional. The process ele-
ments are the underlying factors within an organi-
zation that either help or hinder the safety effort.
These soft skills are indicators of the corporate cul-
ture, and they are not under the safety professional’s
control (Erickson, 1994).

To achieve optimal safety functioning, both cultur-
al elements and compliance issues must be
addressed. The scientific evidence is overwhelming
that both hard and soft skills are needed to attain opti-
mal safety and business performance (Erickson, 1994;
2001; Shannon, Mayr & Haines, 1997; DeJoy, Schaffer,
Wilson, et al., 2003; Vredenburgh, 2002; Zohar &
Luria, 2004; Parker,Axtell & Turner, 2001; Hofmann &
Morgeson, 1999; Hofmann, Morgeson & Gerras, 2003;
Turner & Parker, 2003; Maierhofer, Griffin & Sheehan,
2000; Maister, 2001; Drucker, 1954; O’Toole, 1996;
Maister, 1997; Buckingham & Coffman, 1999).

However, some in the technical or engineering
fields believe that soft skills are not measurable by
any standard technique or protocol. Within acade-
mia, natural and physical research scientists often
posit this view when discussing the social sciences.
Yet, with rigorous research design and protocol,
social scientists can conduct scientific research that is
quantitatively and statistically equivalent to that of
natural and physical scientists. Through such meth-
ods, the effects of these soft skills have been statisti-
cally correlated with safety performance and
organizational functioning. These measurements are
available to researchers to help organizations im-
prove their safety and business performance.

When assessing organizational culture, SH&E
professionals must be aware of the scientific bases of
the cultural interventions they select. They must

Abstract: Research

demonstrates that cor-

porate culture influences

an organization’s safety

performance. When

assessing organizational

culture, SH&E profession-

als must be aware of the

scientific bases of the

cultural interventions

they choose. This will

help them decide ration-

ally and logically how

they will assess their cul-

tures and not be influ-

enced by flavor-of

the-month trends. This

will lead to informed,

intelligent decisions

that will provide corpo-

ratewide benefits.

decide rationally and logically how they will assess
their cultures and not be influenced by flavor-of the-
month jargon. This will enable them to make
informed, intelligent decisions that will provide cor-
poratewide benefits.

How Corporate Culture
Affects Safety Performance

Assessing corporate culture as a means of
increasing safety performance is gaining in accept-
ance and popularity. This was underscored by the
Baker Commission Report, which presented an
exhaustive analysis of the causal factors in the BP
Texas City, TX, refinery explosion (BP U.S. Refineries
Independent Safety Review Panel, 2007). In its intro-
duction, the report states:

Although we necessarily direct our report to
BP, we intend it for a broader audience. We are
under no illusion that deficiencies in process
safety culture, management or corporate over-
sight are limited to BP. Other companies and
their stakeholders can benefit from
our work. We urge these companies
to regularly and thoroughly evaluate
their safety culture, the performance
of their process safety management
systems and their corporate safety
oversight for possible improve-
ments. We also urge the same com-
panies to review carefully our
findings and recommendations for
application to their situations (p. 3).

The report also states, “The panel
focused on deficiencies relating to cor-
porate safety culture, process safety
management systems, and perform-
ance evaluation, corrective action, and
corporate oversight” (p. 13).

As this report emphasizes, corporate
culture assessments are applicable to all
types of industries. However, such
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ciated with language, analysis, logic and linearity. It
deals with the harder aspects of life such as mathe-
matics and science. The right side processes images,
imagination and daydreaming. It concerns itself with
the softer aspects of life such as empathy, compassion
and caring. The study and practice of safety and busi-
ness management are primarily involved with left-
brain functioning. This seems to make sense since
logic and analysis are necessary for both safety pro-
grams and businesses to be successful.

The Need for Evidence-Based Interventions
A 3-year nationwide study explored the effects of

corporate culture on the level of safety performance
(Erickson, 1994). The goal was to provide scientific
data that would further the cause of optimal safety
program organization and functioning. An extensive
literature search performed as a prelude to that re-
search indicated that no similar studies had been per-
formed. The safety profession needed a scientific
basis to support widely held opinions and numerous
anecdotes that corporate philosophy played a major
role in the level of a company’s safety performance.

SH&E professionals must understand and be
familiar with the scientific and empirical foundation
on which any safety intervention is based. If inde-
pendent studies are not the basis for these interven-
tions, there is a reasonably good chance that
companies may be wasting their time, money and
effort on them. Initially, a nonscientific approach may
produce temporary positive effects (the Hawthorne
Effect), but long-term benefits may not be realized.

A similar case can be made for various manage-
ment intervention programs. Pfeffer and Sutton
(2006) stress the importance of focusing on manag-
ing based on evidence, data and facts. The central
theme of this management book is the premise that
decisions and actions should be the product of logi-
cal thought and be fact-based—in other words, they
should be arrived at via the scientific method.

Both the practice of safety and business manage-
ment need scientific evidence supporting them.
However, many practices are often so well estab-
lished that few question them. Strong evidence sug-
gests that companies function better by using
business principles based on high-quality research,
rather than by jumping to implement the latest
trendy approach (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). Despite
this, many business operations and safety efforts are
not truly based on hard, supportive evidence. Some
platitudes have been repeated and taught so often
that they are simply accepted as true despite evi-
dence to the contrary.

Therefore, SH&E professionals should ask: How
much of what we do to increase safety performance
is based on scientific evidence or hard facts?

Employees Want to Feel Valued
The pivotal finding from the Erickson research

(1994) is that the way in which employees are treat-
ed is the factor most significantly related to the level
of safety performance. This finding was somewhat
surprising since it seemed that safety-related consid-

assessments are not successful by solely
learning concepts or examining cause-
and-effect relationships. Rather, these
assessments also must include an aware-
ness of who people are, what they believe
in, and how they act and interact in an
organizational setting—elements that are
basic to an organization’s culture.

The traditional means of increasing
safety performance—compliance with
legislation and regulations—are not suffi-
cient to obtain optimal results. SH&E pro-
fessionals and their organizations need
something more.

Addressing Both Sides
of the Equation

In a general sense, safety performance
encompasses two key components:

1) complying with legislative and regu-
latory requirements;

2) communicating and influencing
effective and safe work behavior among employees.

With compliance and regulatory issues, SH&E
professionals’ knowledge and expertise of proce-
dures, engineering controls, PPE and safety audits
have been largely standardized. Safety professionals
also provide necessary training, track injury severity
and frequency, investigate and analyze incidents to
identify contributing factors, and provide a multi-
tude of metrics. Protocols have been established and
deviancies from their requisites are well established.

When it comes to influencing and communicat-
ing safe work behaviors, however, the role of SH&E
professionals is more complex. SH&E professionals
have had a limited degree of success in influencing
employee behavior in the long term. This is primari-
ly because SH&E professionals do not control the
corporate culture and, therefore, have no control
over the many aspects of employee behavior direct-
ly related to the corporate culture that influences
that behavior (Erickson, 1994). For example, safety
professionals generally have no control over pro-
duction being stressed above safety considerations
(Zohar & Luria, 2004).

Research indicates that the key ingredient to high
safety performance is the company’s culture or man-
agement philosophy (Erickson, 1994; 2001). To
understand what is meant by corporate culture, one
must be aware of the pivotal roles played by assump-
tions, values and behavior (Shein, 1988; Erickson,
1994; 1997). Assumptions, taken for granted and
unconscious, are related to the way people view
human nature and human relationships, among
other elements. These assumptions are translated
into values, or how people believe they are supposed
to behave or believe to be right or wrong. These val-
ues are then expressed in actions and behavior.

Both sides of the brain must be addressed to
ensure the success of a culture assessment. The
human brain has two hemispheres or sides (Buzan,
1974). For the sake of simplicity, the left side is asso-
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he does his job, how he relates to them
and whether he cares about them and
their welfare.

To be truly effective, SH&E profession-
als must care about employees and find
ways to communicate their genuine con-
cern for employee welfare. This requires
application of soft skills.

Yet, as much as an SH&E professional
may care, it is not enough if organization-
al support is lacking. This brings us to a
basic underpinning of corporate culture:
assumptions about human nature. For
example, what are the basic assumptions
concerning the nature of employees? One
basic tenet of social psychology, the study
of how people behave in groups, is that
the stereotype of a group is never true of
the individual (Brown, 1965). Therefore,
there is no stereotypical employee. Em-
ployees are a diverse group of people.
They are individuals with unique talents,
abilities and ideas that can benefit their
organizations. How could a one-size-fits-all pro-
gram work?

Another perplexing aspect of employee-oriented
injury causation programs is the reasoning that
employees are injured because 1) they do not know
how to work safely or 2) they do not care to work
safely. Education and training would seem to
address the first statement. Yet, initial employee
safety orientation is often not sufficient for attaining
high safety performance (Erickson, 1994). Employ-
ees also need mandated periodic training as well as
training when new processes, chemicals or equip-
ment are introduced or when they are transferred to
new locations or departments. This is an example of
the power of scientific research—obtaining statisti-
cally significant and meaningful data. The second
cited reason—that employees do not care to work
safely—is simply difficult to believe.

What About Leadership?
As noted, more and more companies are analyz-

ing corporate culture as a means of increasing safety
performance. Many such interventions focus prima-
rily on leadership. Although leadership is an inte-
gral part of communicating the corporate culture,
unless basic assumptions and values are oriented to
employees as valuable resources, leadership training
is essentially meaningless (Bennis, 1989; O’Toole,
1996; Peters, 1987; McGregor, 1985).

Leadership is not a technique nor is it a function
of position and authority. In the author’s experience,
it cannot be readily learned or taught since effective
leadership is a function of personality, which begins
with self-awareness. Awareness involves modifying
beliefs about oneself and one’s own behavior.

Maister (1997; 2001) provides a succinct synopsis
of what effective leadership entails:

Those you lead will never have a longer-term
horizon than you do. Those you lead will never

erations would be foremost. In addition to being
more statistically significant than any safety-specific
areas, it was the most predictive factor in the level of
safety performance.

Research from disciplines such as human re-
sources, occupational psychology and business sup-
ports this finding. Even though these disciplines
examined different end points, such as absenteeism
(Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 2002; Sutton, 2007; CCH,
2007), job satisfaction (Zohar, 2000; Bowen & Lawler,
1995; Turner & Parker, 2003; Bond, Galinsky &
Swanberg, 1997), or profitability (Maister, 2001), the
same or similar organizational cultural elements were
instrumental in attaining organizational excellence.

An important occurrence for any researcher is
replication of his/her research results by independ-
ent researchers because such results support the
original findings. This dovetailing of research find-
ings from diverse disciplines highlights the impor-
tance of treating safety in an integrative manner—as
part of the organization, not in isolation. Therefore,
one could reasonably deduce that safety interven-
tions which solely target safety performance gener-
ally will not be effective in the long term.

People have long used the phrase thinking outside
the box to mean reframing or looking at old informa-
tion in new ways and from new perspectives.
However, people often try to protect themselves when
receiving information—if it does not match their
points of view or frames of reference they try to ignore
or reject it. People become used to old ways of think-
ing and feel vulnerable if pressed to process new and
unfamiliar information. The current emphasis of car-
ing and feeling for employees, rather than just ensur-
ing that they work safely, may be construed as such a
threat. However, people can challenge their precon-
ceived ideas by being willing to examine their ideas
with the scrutiny of critical thinking and analysis.

The assertions that soft skills such as communica-
tion, respect, listening, trust and caring are impor-
tant is not “psychobabble.” Studies from various
disciplines indicate that organizational success is
determined by these skills (Buckingham & Coffman,
1999; Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 2002; Maister, 2001;
O’Toole, 1996). And, while it is natural to try to track
these elements, they often do not seem to be meas-
urable by any standard technique or protocol.
However, their effects can be measured in both safe-
ty and business performance.

For example, one can be a technically competent
SH&E professional, but unless employees perceive
that the professional truly cares about them, the safe-
ty program may be far less than is possible. Consider
this hypothetical scenario: A company has a techni-
cally competent SH&E professional, but his relation-
ship with employees makes them feel he does not
care for them as individuals. According to employ-
ees, he brags about socializing with managers, there-
by suggesting that his status within the company
hierarchy is more important than theirs. The em-
ployees do not care what this safety professional
does when he is not working. Their concern is how
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operate to higher standards than you do.
Those you lead will never be more optimistic
than you are. Those you lead will never live the
vision if you don‘t.

The expression “attitudes are caught, not taught”
is telling. When talking with others, words and body
language contain messages that address both the rea-
soned and emotional responses of others. Therefore,
to talk about successful leadership is to focus on how
to communicate with and respond to the needs of
employees. The literature supports the assertion that
leaders who treat employees as individuals, who
allow them to think for themselves and accept
responsibility to take initiative, are more likely to cre-
ate safer, more successful businesses (Broadbent,
2004). For leaders to inspire and empower others,
practical application of the soft skills is crucial.

Perception Surveys:
A Step in the Right Direction

Organizational factors are statistically related
groupings of subtopics, such as communication and
employee involvement, that are directly and signifi-
cantly statistically correlated with the level of safety
performance (Erickson, 1997). To evaluate the effect
of corporate culture on safety performance, one
must address both safety program and safety
process elements. An effective way to achieve this is
through a validated perception survey that effective-
ly identifies and evaluates both elements.

A validated survey is not only descriptive, it is
also predictive. With a validated survey, the respons-
es related to optimal safety performance are already
known. Therefore, the survey responses and their
statistically related organizational factors that are
helping or hindering the level of safety performance
can be readily identified.

This step is critical because in order to derive suc-
cessful solutions, one must first operationally define
the situation targeted for improvement. With an
operational definition, such as that attained through
a validated survey, everyone in the organization is
defining safety in the same manner. �
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