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BY TERRY L. MATHIS

Safety Culture:

MANAGING SAFETY

A Matter of Characteristics
or Gapabhilities?

uring World War I, the American military

gained a reputation around the world for

having a “can do” culture. They tended
to quickly identify problems and address them
with creativity, tenacity and a lot of teamwork.
This culture was seldom described by its charac-
teristics, but it was known for its capabilities and
for the results it accomplished.
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he goal of forming a safety culture is to

The quest for safety culture excellence has led
some world-class safety organizations to emu-
late this model. So what are the capabilities that
characterize an excellent safety culture and how
can these capabilities be cultivated? Below are
six capabilities that most commonly have been
found among organizations that have an orga-
nized approach to safety culture excellence:

Capability 1: The ability to accurately
identify problems - In safety, problems are
risks. Can the safety culture identify the risks
inherent in the workplace and in the work pro-
cesses?

Risks can involve the physical characteristics
of the workplace (conditions), actions of work-
ers to operate the processes (behaviors) or a
combination of these factors. A critical skill in
safety is “contingency thinking.” For example:

If I do this activity in this setting, what risks are
present and how could they result in injury?

This type of thinking accomplishes two im-
portant objectives: 1) It gets workers thinking
upstream from the accident event; and 2) It
addresses low-probability risks, which often are

more difficult to identify. This capability can be
developed in a culture in two ways: Workers re-
ceive training in risk identification and compile
their findings or the organization completes a
professional risk analysis and briefs the workers
on the results.

Capability 2: The ability to prioritize -
Many safety cultures fail to achieve results sim-
ply because they try to do everything at once.
A “can do” culture makes progress one step
at a time and develops the ability to prioritize
the order of these steps. The highest priority is
not always the biggest risk or the most frequent
accident type. It often is the quick win that will
make rapid progress and motivate the improve-
ment effort. It also can be the project that will
teach the culture how to solve more compli-
cated problems in the future.

The ability to prioritize is a science with a lot
of art interjected throughout. It is factual, but
subjective as well. There seldom is an absolute
right or wrong decision, but rather several op-
tions with advantages and disadvantages. Like
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many soft skills, it can be taught in
formal classroom settings or grown
through champions within the cul-
ture who have the training or natural
abilities.

Capability 3: The ability to
focus - The ability to prioritize en-
ables the ability to focus, but they
are not completely identical. Once
the priority is set, every member of
the culture needs to be informed
and directed toward the specific

process issues such as workflow, ma-
terial handling and the availability of
tools and equipment; and organiza-
tional issues such as production pres-
sure and training. The bottom line

is, “If you don’t change the reasons
why people take risks, you might not
change the risks."

Excellent safety cultures don’t sim-
ply dictate or suggest changes; they
facilitate changes by addressing the
influences. There is formal training

Excellent safety cultures don't simply dictate or
suggest changes; they facilitate changes by
addressing the influences.

goal to achieve the focus necessary
for meaningful improvement. Again,
working on too much at once is the
enemy of focus. The elephant must
be divided into bite-sized pieces and
everyone needs to be focused on the
same bite at the same time.

Focus does not mean abandon-
ing other goals or objectives. It is not
necessary to neglect the basics of
safety (rules and procedures and PPE
requirements) to focus on solving a
specific safety issue. Humans are ca-
pable of both focusing and scanning
simultaneously, like they do when
driving down the highway. While
keeping in mind the basics of safety,
itis possible to concentrate a culture
on another important objective.

From the individual perspective,
focus is about concentrating atten-
tion. From an organizational perspec-
tive, focus is about centralizing the
attention of the group through com-
munication and collective problem
solving. These abilities can be taught,
but they often are more a matter of
learning by doing rather than of for-
mal education or training.

Capability 4: The ability to
address influences - The actions of
people and cultures happen for spe-
cific reasons. These “reasons” are the
factors that influence decisions and
the range of choice in the workplace.
They include environmental issues
such as engineering and climate;

and a lot of literature on influences,
but the basic principle behind the
technique begins with asking “why?”
Knowing that people take risks is im-
portant. Knowing why they take risks
is empowering to a culture that un-
derstands and addresses influences.

Capability 5: The ability to
measure progress — Without mea-
surement, it is impossible to know if
progress is being made. The safety
profession is famous for relying
on lagging indicators, which often
are weak metrics for many types of
change. The power of lagging indi-
cators often is misunderstood and
exaggerated because they are so rep-
resentative of the goals of safety (i.e.
accident reduction).

The process that produces the
results must be measured if we are
to understand cause and effect. If a
culture prioritizes and focuses and
attempts to change influences, it
must measure the change in influ-
ences and the resulting changes in
risks or risk-taking and understand
how these changes impact the lag-
ging indicators (accident rates, etc.).
Only through multiple metrics can
we determine if we have changed the
culture and if the cultural change has
impacted accidental injuries. Don't
be afraid of inexact measurements.
It is better to have an approximation
of the right things than an exact mea-
surement of the wrong thing.
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Software |
that enables ‘
effortless EHS
Management

» Enable anyone, anywhere,
atany time to submit, store
and access EHS datain a
single program.
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« Automatically tabulate
and generate compliance
reports such as OSHA Form
300 and 300A with the click
of a button.

= Ensure conformance to
many standards, including
ISO and OHSAS.

» Streamline data collection /
processes with task
management and email
notifications.

« Get a 360-degree, real-
time view of EHS metrics
from a comprehensive
management dashboard.
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_Want to know more?
Get free trial access by calling us at
1-877-932-3747 orrequest
free trial access online at

www.intelex.com/ehstoday.
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Pallet Rack, Wire Deck & Machine Guarding

Wire Deck Matrix Guard 1

The Wireway Husky Corp. line of Pallet Rack and Wire Deck
features brands synonymous with quality in the rack industry for
more than 45 years. Uprights are available in 3" x 1-5/8" posts;
and also in 3" x 3" posts with heights up to 46 Ft..

Wire partitioning systems such as Matrix Guard®, EZ-Matrix® and
Rack Guard® feature an 8-gauge, 2 inch square, welded steel wire
mesh which offers higher security, greater efficiency, and ultimate
value for your company.

www.wirewayhusky.com 800-438-5629
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300 Series

J5A-300-W
without Leq Divider

15A-300
with Leg Divider

JSA-333-A Stretcher Kit
Kit indudes JSA-300 series stretcher,
bridle sling and two safety blankets.
Without accessories, order JSA-300-A
Lightweight Basker-Type Stretcher only.

SAFETY APPLIANCE COMPANY
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MANAGING SAFETY

Capability 6: The ability to
make change permanent - Inter-
estingly, the most effective ability
a culture has to make change per-
manent is itself. Once a change be-
comes truly cultural, it tends to last
a long time with very little effort.

It is not enough to become a
shared value or a priority, which
is the way some experts define
culture; it must become com-
mon practice. A “can do” culture
quickly turns ideas into action and
aligns its members toward timely
change. Just as culture is a sustain-
ability tool for groups, habits are
the sustainability tools for individu-
als. Certainly, not all safety actions
should be habitual, but many of the
most common ones should. Cul-
tures, through their practices, can
reinforce the formation of habits in
their individual members.

A “can do” culture is one that
accurately identifies and prioritizes
its problems (risks), turns its prior-
ity to focus, controls its influences,
measures its progress and makes
changes permanent. Rather than
focusing on characteristics that
an excellent safety culture should
have, focus on the capabilities that
will enable the culture to win the
war against accidents.

Grow these capabilities within
the culture through training, devel-
oping champions and encourag-
ing the kind of performance that
produces results. Recognize and
celebrate the successes of the new
safety culture and begin to network
with the other world-class safety
organizations that also have em-
braced this strategic model. EHS
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