THINKING

Tips for installing

a new safety culture

culture to build a new one

Don’t trash your old

he safety world has devoted
significant attention and
conversation to the “safety
culture” of organizations.
How often have you heard, “If we could
just change the culture around here, safety
performance would improve.” Some of the
longest safety-related Linkedin blog posts
focus on creating, changing, develop-
ing, and destroying a safety culturein an
organization. The literature is replete with
articles on safety culture.

A substantial number of safety pro-
fessionals strongly believe installing a
purposeful safety culture must begin
with management commitment. Thereis
no doubt management can influence the
nature of an organization’s safety culture.

Or, can it really?

Over the course of my 40-year career,
| have worked for companies with a high
degree of concern for safety and for others
with little to no concern
for safety. Each of these
companies projected their
own unique work culture
laced with a plethora of
sub-cultures, including
safety, which were both
visible and underground.

As aroughneck for
Shell Qilin the late 1960s, | recall arriv-
ing by a“Huey” helicopter on Rig 12 in
the Gulf of Mexico and first meeting the
Tool Pusher (i.e., the Rig Boss) who said,
“Son, don't get hurt out here, because
you will die halfway back to shore on
that helicopter.” To say this left alasting
impression would be an understatement.
Asit turned out, Rig 12 was not only
one of the most dangerous environments
| have ever worked in, the experience
taught me the strength of a strong safety

New cultures can be built
on existing foundations.

culture with therig crew’s profound
attention to safety and each other.

Beyond charisma

Changing a corporate culture, much
less a safety culture, takes alot more than
charismatic rhetoric from the titular head
of an organization. Corporate cultures
— private, public, academic, non-profit
— evolve over long periods of time and
rarely change in the short-term. Even after
catastrophic events, a corporate safety cul-
ture will not substantively change for any
number of reasons with statements like
“it was arare event that will never happen
again,” “it happened to those other guys,
not us,” “it was that disgruntled employee
again” or “it was amechanical failure we
couldn’t predict.”

Undertaking a culture change to
improve safety performance requires the
systemic engagement of the entire work-
force from leadership to
wage roll. Senior leaders
who think they can change
their cultures on their own
are suffering from delu-
sions of grandeur. Leaders
who insist on improved
safety without involving
their leadership team and
the workforce will merely create a com-
pliant culture, while driving the noncom-
pliant culture and behavior underground.

Why does resistance occur?

Any attempt to change the status quo
will lead to resistance. People have
learned to succeed politicaly, finan-
cially, and professionaly in their current
organizational state. The last thing they
want is to have to learn how to succeed
in an entirely new organizational state.
In fact, rather sophisticated barriers will
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be erected to prevent the new state from
manifesting regardless of the necessity
of the change, the size of the need, the
origination of the request, or the efficacy
of the solution.?

Attempting to change your company’s
safety culture could be as difficult as
changing DuPont’s safety culture into
becoming an unsafe culture. Cultures
persist, so rather than pursuing a course
of culture change that triggers resistance,
why not pursue a course that comple-
ments the existing culture. Installing new
safety values into an existing culture
requires viewing the culture in a systemic
fashion.

Accentuate the positives

Edgar H. Schein, renowned authority
on organizetiona culture and behavior,
advocates thinking first of your culture as
asource of strength. Concentrating on the
emotionally gripping aspects of your exist-
ing culture can accel erate performance.2
Your organizational cultureisinfluenced
by avariety of contributing factorsto
include the professiona and educationd
backgrounds of its members, the geo-
graphic location of its headquarters, its
customer base, the longevity and experi-
ence of employees working together, and
the attitudes conveyed by its leaders toward
workers. For each of these contributing cul-
ture factors there are underlying subcultures,
each with their own unique characterigtics,
both formal and informd.

How can you install a“new” safety
culture without launching a massive
overhaul of al the existing cultures and
subcultures? Drawing from Katzenbach
and Harshak’s Aetna Inc. anecdote, here
is a systemic approach to consider.?

Firg of al, pay close attention to how



people interact with each other. Do they
collaborate well or do they tend to make
independent decisons? Do they shareinfor-
mation or do they hoard their information?
Do they talk openly about failures or do they
keep it to themsdlves? Do they learn from
their mistakes or repest their mistakes?

Conduct safety conversations

As you process these questions, begin
identifying individuals in your organiza-
tion who seem to exhibit influence over
others who are not in supervisory-type
roles. Informally approach these nonhi-
erarchical influencers and ask them to
help you understand the various cultures
and subcultures in their organizations.
Over time, introduce safety into the con-
versation by asking such questions as.
How involved are you in safety matters?
Is safety the first thing you think about
before performing awork task? When is
getting the job done more important than
safety? What is your tolerance for risk?
When isit OK to not follow safety rules
and procedures? Do you think safety isa
way of life? What happens when you raise
asafety concern with management? What
do you think are our shared safety values?

Your objective in seeking answers to
these types of questionsisto better under-
stand what is really going on in the safety
subculture of the organization as opposed
to the publicly proclaimed and politically
correct safety culture. Too often the public
face of an organization's safety culture
masks a subculture of fear of retribution;
especially in organizations where speak-
ing out negatively on any topic can lead to
retaliation.

Now thet you have a somewhet dearer
picture of the safety subculture, enlist your
nonhierarchica influencersto help identify
the values, actions and behaviorsthat will
indtill safety asbeing vaue-based versus
compliance-basad.

For example, let's say a safety profes-
sional at headquarters has historically pro-
vided advice viae-mail that meets the reg-
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ulations; however, lacks options to imple-
ment — “It's my way or the highway.”
The nonhierarchical influencers identify
one of their values as “the commitment

to meet the operationa safety needs of
internal customers.” Expressing this value
requires the safety professiond to take
action by getting out from behind his or
her desk and visiting the operation to seek
answers to the Why, How and What ques-
tions for applying a safety regulation or
procedure to the operation. By repesating
this action to express this value, the action
becomes aroutine behavior. Eventually,
the safety professional will be viewed as
the “go to” person for safety advice and,
indl likelihood; the safety professiona
will gain greater pride in their work.

In tailoring Katzenbach and
Harshak’s* pragmatic practices to
installing a new safety culture, you
should consider:

Don't
try to change everything safety at once.
Focus on a select few behaviors that will
resonate in your current culture, such as
the example above.

Provide formal met-
rics, incentives and guidance that encour-
age people to practice the new behaviors
over and over again until they experience
their value. Support informal networks
that allow those closest to a safety issue
to assess it and take action to dissolve it
without an overly prescriptive process
from a central office.

Recruit your
most effective safety practitioners to
serve as role models.

Identify a group
of individuals who are the “linchpins’ of
safety execution —whose participation is
indispensable to any serious introduction
of anew safety effort. These are people
who are well positioned to transmit safety

behaviors to others, while spreading the
positive aspects of the current culture.

Respect and adhere to the tenets
of the exigting culture by making sure you
understand why current safety practices exist
before you try to modify them through dif-
ferent behaviors.

No matter where you are in the orga-
nization, be visible and consistent in
modeling the safety behaviors you want
to see in others because everyone is
watching you.

Don't
leave to chance the interpretation of the
new safety behaviors you want in others.
Be explicit. Give people examples of how
to safely behave differently. Communicate
reminders of key safety behaviors.

The culture and subcultures of an organiza:
tion are manifegtations of the behaviorsits
members, a dl levels, expressed day-in and
day-out. Understanding the organization's val-
ues and focusing on the actions that will lead
to repested and acceptable behaviors will ulti-
mately deliver improved sefety performance
and enhanced productivity.
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