
A three-year nationwide study explored 
the effects of corporate culture on the 
level of safety performance (Erick-

son, 1994).  The goal was to provide scientific 
data that would further the cause of optimal 
safety program organization and function-
ing.  An extensive literature search performed 
as a prelude to that research indicated that 
no similar studies had been performed.  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 independent studies are not the 
basis for these interventions, there is a rea-
sonably 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 management interven-
tion programs.  Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) stress the importance 
of focusing on managing based on evidence, data and facts.  The 
central theme of this management book is the premise that deci-
sions and actions should be the product of logical thought and 
be fact-based--in other words, they should be arrived at via the 
scientific method.
    Both the practice of safety and business management need 
scientific evidence supporting them.  However, many practices are 
often so well established that few question them.  Strong evidence 
suggests that companies function better by using business prin-
ciples 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 evidence to the contrary.
     Therefore, SH&E professionals should ask: How much of what 
we do to increase safety performance is based on scientific evi-
dence or hard facts?

Employees Want to Feel Valued
     The pivotal finding from the Erickson research (1994) is that 
the way in which, employees are treated is the factor most signifi-
cantly related to the level of safety performance.  This finding was 
somewhat surprising since it seemed that safety-related consider-
ations 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 resources, occupation-
al psychology and business supports this finding.  Even though 
these disciplines examined different end points, such as absentee-
ism (Watson Wyatt Worldwide, 2002; Sutton, 2007; CCH, 2007), 
job satisfaction (Zohar, 2000; Bowen & Lawler, 1995; Turner & 
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Parker, 2003; Bond, Galinsky & Swanberg, 1997), or profitability 
(Maister, 2001), the same or similar organizational cultural ele-
ments were instrumental in attaining organizational excellence.
     An important occurrence for any researcher is replication of 
his/her research results by independent researchers because such 
results support the original findings.  This dovetailing of research 
findings from diverse disciplines highlights the importance of 
treating safety in an integrative manner--as part of the organiza-
tion, not in isolation.  Therefore, one could reasonably deduce that 
safety interventions 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 information 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 thinking and feel vulnerable 
if pressed to process new and unfamiliar information.  The cur-
rent emphasis of caring and feeling for employees, rather than just 
ensuring that they work safely, may be construed as such a threat.  
However, people can challenge their preconceived ideas by being 
willing to examine their ideas with the scrutiny of critical thinking 
and analysis.
     The assertion that soft skills such as communication, respect, 
listening, trust and caring are important is not “psychobabble.”  
Studies from various disciplines indicate that organizational suc-
cess 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 measurable by any standard technique or pro-
tocol.  However, their effects can be measured in both safety and 

business performance.
     For example, one can be a technically competent SH&E pro-
fessional, but unless employees perceive that the professional truly 
cares about them, the safety program may be far less than is pos-
sible.  Consider this hypothetical scenario: A company has a tech-
nically competent SH&E professional, but his relationship with 
employees makes them feel he does not care for them as indi-
viduals.  According to employees, he brags about socializing with 
managers, thereby suggesting that his status within the company 
hierarchy is more important than theirs.  The employees do not 

care what this safety professional does when he is 
not working.  Their concern is how he does his job, 
how he relates to them and whether he cares about 
them and their welfare.
        To be truly effective, SH&E professionals must 
care about employees and find ways to communicate 
their genuine concern for employee welfare.  This 
requires application of soft skills.
      Yet, as much as an SH&E professional may 
care, it is not enough if organizational support is 
lacking.  This brings us to a basic underpinning of 
corporate culture: assumptions about human nature.  
For example, what are the basic assumptions con-
cerning 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.  Employees are a diverse 
group of people.  They are individuals with unique 
talents, abilities and ideas that can benefit their or-

ganizations.  How could a one-size-fits-all program work?
     Another perplexing aspect of employee-oriented injury causa-
tion 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).  
Employees also need mandated periodic training as well as train-
ing when new processes, chemicals or equipment are introduced 
or when they are transferred to new locations or departments.  
This is an example of the power of scientific research--obtaining 
statistically significant and meaningful data.  The second cited 
reason--that employees do not care to work safely--is simply dif-
ficult to believe.

What About Leadership?
     As noted, more and more companies are analyzing corporate 
culture as a means of increasing safety performance.  Many such 
interventions focus primarily on leadership.  Although leader-
ship is an integral part of communicating the corporate culture, 
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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 func-
tion 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 syn-
opsis of what effective leadership entails:
Those you lead will never have a longer-term hori-
zon than you do.  Those you lead will never 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 mes-
sages that address both the reasoned 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 employ-
ees.  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 create 
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 significantly statistically correlated with the 
level of safety performance (Erickson, 1997).  To evaluate the ef-
fect 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 
effectively identifies and evaluates both elements.
       A validated survey is not only descriptive, it is also predictive.  
With a validated survey, the responses related to optimal safety per-
formance 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 successful so-
lutions, 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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