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Safety culture anonymous…
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On the one hand…

“Ever since the Chernobyl accident in 1986, the terms 
‘safety’ and ‘culture’ have been closely linked. Many 
scientists recognised a golden opportunity to broaden 
their view on safety and, from then on, to these less 
tangible aspects of human behaviour that so often 
herald disaster.”

(Guldenmund, 2010)
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On the other hand…

“I’m deeply sceptical about the ontological alchemy 
that we are willing to engage in when we talk about 
culture and climate. Safety culture is nothing but a 
discursive practice, a set of words, artificial distinctions 
that create an object of knowledge. It is at our peril that 
we convert that into a measurable fact”

(Dekker, 2012)
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Objectives

• What do we mean by the phrase ‘safety culture’?
• What is a valid way to measure (understand?) safety 

culture?
• What can we do with it practically?
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What do we mean?
THINKING

6



What do we mean by ‘safety culture’?
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STRUCTURES & SYSTEMS

ATTITUDES/VALUES

POWER

MATURITY

BELIEFS/ASSUMPTIONS

BEHAVIOUR

PERCEPTIONSNORMS



What do we mean by ‘safety culture’?

8

A MIRROR A FAITH A NETWORK

(Adapted from Guldenmund, 2010)

A MACHINE AN ARTWORK



Overview

• The sociological perspective (1970s onward)
• The psychological perspective (1980s onward)
• The behavioural perspective (1990s onward)
• The integrative perspective (2000s onward)
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The birth of safety culture

“Safety atmosphere – that 
indefinable influence which 
pervades the industrial plant…the 
atmosphere of disregard for 
human safety, is insidious, self-
propagating, and capable of 
undermining vast and prolonged 
effort by the executive.”
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The ‘sociological’ stream
• In the 1970s, there was a belief that every disaster was unique
• Barry Turner, a sociologist, broke new ground by identifying and describing 

patterns across multiple contexts, and explaining disasters as social 
phenomena.

• Barry’s theory was termed ‘man made disasters’, and was the starting point 
for many later theories and concepts.

• Influenced: defences in depth, HRO, normalisation of deviance/practical drift, 
and Rasmussen’s control model.



The ‘sociological’ stream
• MMD theory proposed that disasters are not complexly unexpected and 

chance events.
• MMD suggested that disasters are preceded by period of gradually 

accumulating risk, which goes unnoticed or unrecognised.
• Latent errors and events accumulate, which are taken for granted or ignored 

(due to prevailing beliefs and norms in the organisation).
• Disasters can actually come from normal operations.



The ‘sociological’ stream
Starting points (a) initial culturally accepted beliefs about the world and its hazards; (b) 

norms set out in laws, codes of practice, standards

Incubation period The accumulation of an unnoticed set of events which are at odds with the 
accepted beliefs about hazards and the norms for their avoidance.

Precipitating event Brings attention to itself and transforms general perceptions of Stage II.

Onset The immediate consequences of the collapse of cultural precautions 
become apparent.

Rescue and salvage—first stage 
adjustment

The immediate post-collapse situation is recognized in ad hoc 
adjustments which permit the work of rescue and salvage to be started.

Full cultural readjustment An inquiry or assessment is carried out and beliefs and precautionary 
norms are adjusted to fit the newly gained understanding of the world.



The ‘psychological’ stream

• Safety climate was coined by 
Zohar in 1980

• A particular type of 
organisational climate – molar 
perceptions of the work 
environment

• Inform “behaviour-outcome 
expectancies”
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The ‘psychological’ stream
More specifically, safety climate is shared perceptions that arise from:

- Interpretations of the differences between what is said and 
actually done in practice.

- What is done when it ‘really matters’ – situations where safety and 
production conflict or are in tension.

- Safety ‘as perceived’ (in contrast to ‘as planned’ and ‘as done’).



The ‘psychological’ stream

• In 2015, a review identified 220 
separate tools; of these, just 18 
met quality criteria!

• Top dimensions: management 
commitment, safety 
communication, training

• Generic vs industry-specific 
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The ‘behavioural’ stream
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• In a ‘total safety culture’ (Scott Geller):

“Everyone feels responsible for safety and pursues it on a daily basis, 
going beyond `the call of duty' to identify unsafe conditions and 
behaviors, and intervene to correct them... (in a TSC) people 'actively 
care' on a continuous basis for safety... (which) is not a priority that can 
be shifted depending on situational demands, rather safety is a value 
linked with all other situational priorities" (Geller, 1994, p. 18).



The ‘behavioural’ stream
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But does it work?
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(Adapted from Lee at al, 2019)



The present day
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• The problem we face is the multiple positions on 
safety culture:

1. “rejection or critical view of safety culture” 
2. “more neutral, scientific interest for safety” 
3. “open-mind about safety culture practical value” 
4. “promoting methods, programs and models” 
(Le Coze, 2019; p. 224). 

• Conflicts of interest dominate



A way forward – integration 
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• A lens to cast over the organisational culture – how does it affect safety?
• Consider defining ‘safety culture’ as:

“the assembly of underlying assumptions, beliefs, values and attitudes 
shared by members of an organisation, which interact with an 
organisation’s structures and systems and the broader contextual setting to 
result in those external, readily visible, practices that influence safety.”

• It’s about the way we THINK about safety and STRUCTURE 
organisations to produce OUTCOMES.



How do you measure?
UNDERSTANDING
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Measuring culture

• Can it be done by yourself?
• …maybe, but probably not in depth.
• But it can be facilitated by an outsider if not done by 

them completely.
(Schein, 2003)
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Measuring culture

• Mixed methods
• Participatory
• Cyclical
• Sense-making
• Context-specific
• Inductive then deductive
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What do you do?
PRACTICE
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Culture as meaning
• Descriptive
• A tool to challenge ‘dysfunctional 

dynamics’ and offer insights to explain 
the way things are.

• “Culture as a way to solve problems of 
internal integration and external 
adaptation” (Schein, 2003)

• Generates insight – why do we think 
and behave the way we do?
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Tools
• Interviews
• Focus groups
• Embedded ethnography
• Thematic analysis
• Visual modelling
• Management sense-making 

workshops
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INCREASED 
VIOLENT CRIME

INCREASED 
MENTAL ILLNESS

PUBLIC SCRUTINY

FINANCIAL 
CONSTRAINTS

MAXIMISE 
OPERATIONAL 

STRENGTH

MINIMISE 
ORGANISATIONAL 

RISK

PERFORMING 
TENSION

ORGANISING 
TENSION

PERFORM VS. 
ORGANISE 
TENSION



Culture a yardstick
• Evaluative
• Set a starting point or baseline 

against which future progress 
can be evaluated.

• Offers a way to judge and 
compare, and prioritise areas for 
improvement. 
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Tools
• Safety climate surveys
• Behavioural observations
• Quantitative dashboards
• Pre-post statistical analysis
• Predictive/relative 

importance analysis
• Results dissemination (incl. 

worker focus groups)
• Climate level and strength
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RETURN TO WORK

FAMILY SUPPORT 
ACTIVITIES

MANAGEMENT 
CONCERN & 

SUPPORT

CULTURAL STIGMA

SUPERVISOR 
SUPPORT

IM CAPABILITY
EMPLOYEE 

WELLBEING & 
SATISFACTION



Culture as a map

• Prescriptive
• Behavioural frameworks and 

maturity models can serve an 
important role in driving 
investment and strategy 
planning (Filho et al., 2018).
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Tools
• Audits
• Checklists
• Procedures
• Performance feedback
• Goal setting
• Maturity frameworks
• Training and development
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Enable

Support

Protect

Culture

Services

Lifecycle

Education

Leadership



Summary

• Safety culture is alive in well, but in crisis (not chaos).
• One key take-away: there is no such thing as a ‘safety 

culture’, but rather an organisational culture that shapes 
safety-related thinking and behaviour.

• As long as there are humans in the system, there will be 
cultures to understand and ‘seed/guide/nudge’.

• Safety culture: integrate: ‘mirror’, ‘measure’, ‘map’
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What do I mean by ‘safety culture’?
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A PERSPECTIVE PRODUCTIVEEMERGENT MALLEABLE



Safety culture anonymous…
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Questions?
TRISTAN.CASEY@GRIFFITH.EDU.AU
+61 424 874 787
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