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Safety is about Leadership:
Placing employee behavior
at the frontline in establish-
ing a culture of company
safety.

For example, the data from one early
study, published in Professional Safety
Magazine, shows that when leaders per-
form safety observations/walk arounds
in their facilities and are actively en-
gaged in those observations, a higher
level of participation in safety observa-
tions from employees occurs, a key part
of a successful BBS process. (McSween,
2000, see graphs below.) Employees
become the leaders in achieving a safe
environment for themselves and others.
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In facilities where leaders do 80 percent
of the observations they are scheduled

to do, those facilities average better than

60 percent voluntary employee partici-
pation in conducting BBS observations.
Our research also reveals that this type
of active leadership involvement isn’t
only important during the first year of
implementation; it becomes even more
important for sustaining such initiatives
(see the second graph below). We have
replicated this correlation in a variety of
other organizations.

From my perspective, this correlation is
not so much about leadership model-
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ing the behavior, but rather it appears to
affect a leader’s credibility. That leader
can be at the top with his direct team or
leaders throughout levels of the orga-
nization—managers, supervisors, and
onsite observers connected to leading
and directing the work. In other words,
when the leaders asked their reports to
participate by conducting safety obser-
vations and feedback, the credibility of
that request is higher if the employees
see that the leaders make time to con-
duct safety observations and provide
feedback. There is a clear relationship
between what is said and what is done
to increase safe behavior in relationships
between those who direct and those

who do the work.
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Leadership Is Important

Employee Participation as a Function of

Leadership Observations

This discovery was a big deal in the
early stages of behavior-based safety
because in those early days many of our
competitors were implementing be-

havioral-observation systems that only

involved employees. (Some BBS consul-
tants still take that approach.) However,
with data supporting our approach, we
began to routinely track leadership par-
ticipation. Today, if a company wants a
behavior-based safety process but they
don’t want us to work with leadership,
we always point out the gap between
what is expected and what is done. Each
level of leadership provides a great deal
of visible commitment to the ideal of
keeping each other safe. A basic re-
port allows leaders to see who is doing
observations and the number of total
observations they’ve done over any pe-
riod. The range can be from one month
to twelve months. With this report, those
individuals who take on the role of des-
ignated observers and/or supervisors,
stand out and such supportive informa-
tion can be incorporate into individual
performance appraisals. Typically, this
remains the bare minimum of our inter-
vention in working with leadership when
implementing a BBS process. More typi-
cally, however, we now bundle an inter-
vention focused on leaders throughout
the organization, and on getting them
more engaged in promoting safety, par-
allel to the implementation of our behav-
ioral-safety efforts with the addition of
learning architectures (motivational and
captured resource improvements) built
into the day-to-day activities of the op-
eration. In other words, our projects have
a co-equal focus on BBS and safety
leadership and structuring the workplace
culture with the motivational systems to
sustain learning and change as needed
across the safety arena.

In his article “Exploratory Analyses of
the Effects of Managerial Support and
Feedback Consequences on Behav-



ioral Safety Maintenance” published in

the Journal of Organizational Behavior
Management, Dominic Cooper makes
the overall point that employees need

to see leaders doing something to sup-
port safety every week. In the case of
BBS, it is probably not as critical that the
something is a safety observation, but
employees need to see leaders at every
level engaged in activities that promote
safety; whether they ensure that a safe-
ty-related work order gets addressed, do
a safety observation, provide feedback,
host a safety meeting, or participate in

a safety committee meeting. The take-
away from his work is that companies of
any size need to focus on visible safety
leadership.

When Atul Gawande’s excellent book,
The Checklist Manifesto: How to Get
Things Done Right was published, | was
a bit disappointed that he didn’t mention
behavior-based safety. In the BBS field,
we have used checklists extensively

for some time, including those around
leadership behaviors (sometimes as
simple as a yes/no pertaining to doing a
certain behavior or a frequency count).
Gawande’s book provides many ways
to structure checklists. We have found it

easier, when talking with leaders, to talk
about structuring their agenda for safety
and what they’re going to cover in their
staff meetings, rather than talk about
the leadership checklists we have used
for the past fifteen years. Much can be
learned from what leaders believe they
need to do to move the essential mis-
sion ahead every day.

Senior managers find it more accept-
able to talk about a creating a system-
atic review of a structured, recurring
agenda at each level of the organization,
rather than creating and reviewing data
from leadership checklists at each level
of the organization. The way we talk
about it has changed; the format of what
are essential elements of a checklist

has changed, but the process creates
the same, or better, level of account-
ability for leadership practices in sup-
port of safety.

Granted, at times a leadership checklist
may be more appropriate, for example
when there are a variety of behaviors.
The checklist may provide a better
prompt or provide better guidance. We
achieve better success with structuring
the agendas and sharing the outcomes
we hope to achieve together, at different
levels of the organization. Additionally,
agendas have some advantages over
checklists. With leadership checklist we
are tracking leadership behavior the
same way we are tracking the safety
practices of employees: entering the
data into computers, creating reports,
and so forth.

When a company’s leadership uses

a structured agenda, the leaders can
develop a workable process for each of
their direct reports, such as a notebook



with dividers to track what they need,
more conveniently tracking their safety
activities. This approach also provides
other advantages, flexibility being one of
the main issues. Leaders may be talking
about lockout/tag-out issues this month,
but (possibly driven by the observation
data or near-miss data or, worse case,
incident data) they can easily change
the focus for the following month. They
can cascade this method in a system-
atic way down through the organization,
increasing alignment and accountability
for both safety and BBS. The list below
summarizes the key considerations in
each approach.

Safety Leadership Checklists

- Distinct checklist of critical safety
leadership practices

. Strive for consistency
« Adds recording and reporting tasks
« Computerized reporting

« Formal reports

Recurring Agenda ltems

- Agenda defines a few critical
behaviors

- Flexible, can change focus

« Builds on existing structure

« Recording done in meeting minutes

- Paper/binder based

Cascaded Coaching

One of QSE'’s clients experienced an
interesting problem: All of their incidents
in one division occurred when a supervi-
sor wasn’t present. This may sound odd,
but this particular division was com-
prised largely of remote workers, usually
out in the field and separated by many
miles. During the assessment, we looked

at the points of contacts between each

level of leadership and the next, from the
director down through the frontline em-
ployees. The director had a weekly staff
meeting with his managers. During this
meeting, the first agenda item was al-
ways safety. They routinely went beyond
the reviewing incidents and discussed
safety observations, near misses and
safety action items. Managers routinely
talked with leads via cell phone or in
person to discuss daily schedules and
assignments. These discussions also
routinely included the above-mentioned
topics, often adding encouragement to
their leads to conduct safety observa-
tions. The leads always started each day
with a tailgate safety meeting that would
include a review of JSA's, discussing the
potential hazards, and how to mitigate
those hazards. Leads often had multiple
jobs, so once the tailgate was complete,
they would designate an employee to
take the lead on the job and then would
take a portion of the crew and go to an-
other jobsite. Finally, late in the day, the
lead would place a cell-phone call to the
designated employee to check progress
on the job.



They were doing many things right, but
we worked with them to fine-tune each
point of contact to address practices
that would help prevent injuries when
the supervisors were not present. We
positioned this as leadership develop-
ment and asked each level to review the
quality of the safety efforts at each level,
with an objective of improving the quality
of observations and discussions about
safety on the job.

The Director began to ask managers
about the discussion they had with their
leads around safety and the quality of
the tailgates. The managers began to
talk with the leads about the quality of
the conversations that took place at
the tailgate meetings. Did they think
that participants were involved in the
discussions? How did other employees
respond to the discussion? What did
leads see them doing differently? How
did what the designated employee say
about their observations compared with
what the lead observed when doing simi-
lar observations?

Part of the purpose of the conversations
between the lead and the designated
employee was to explicitly help the des-
ignated employee develop their safety
leadership skills, and to more explicitly
enlist and define their help in prevent-
ing injuries.

Finally, and this was perhaps most sig-
nificant, we added a safety component
to the final cell-phone call from the lead
to the designated employee at the end
of the day. We had the leads routinely
start these phone calls with a discussion
about the designated employees’ ef-
forts to prevent injury. The leads asked if

the steps discussed in the tailgate were
successful in mitigating the hazards they
had identified in their discussion. Further,
they asked if conditions changed from
what they had planned, and if so, what
kind of hazards the change created,
what kind of discussion they had with
coworkers about the new hazards, what
worked for them, and what they might
do differently the next time they had a

similar job.

As with the other levels, we provided a
formal agenda to prompt these discus-
sions, though the leads were encour-

aged to adapt the questions to the

context of the job.

Close Calls (or Near-Miss
Reporting)

Adding close calls (or more tradition-
ally, near misses) to the BBS observa-
tion process is important. Any particular
behavior that is identified unique to

the culture in place can help to call at-
tention to quick fixes and strengthen

the ownership of such processes by



those who best understand their condi-

tions for error.

During the feedback discussions, ob-
servers ask their coworkers if they’'ve
seen any near misses. This seems to

be a much better way of capturing near
misses than requiring a scan of behavior
that may be changed simply by observa-
tion but not really capturing all the near
misses that might occur. Observers then
write the details in the comments sec-
tion of the observation form. The details
get entered into the computer, and at
the end of the month, a list is generated
of all of the comments so that the safety
committee has the opportunity to review
them and conduct further analysis, tak-

ing action when necessary.

This process is fairly easy to do and
provides a much higher rate of data on
near misses, close calls, and minor first-
aid kinds of injuries being noted than our
clients ever got from other kinds of re-
cording system even when compared to
providing incentives for reporting these
kinds of events. Reporting close calls in
conversation is easier for the employ-
ees than filling out a formal report of the
near incident.

The Safety Leadership
(R)evolution

It is not enough to put safety first on the
agenda, as if that signifies a company’s
commitment. It is in what comes next
that defeats in many ways the bold dec-
laration in that statement about safety.
The way most companies declare their
safety-first commitment is by asking,
“Did we have any injuries? Was there an
incident or near miss?” and then if the
answer is no, they go on to talk about
other things, such as quality, produc-
tion, and costs. If the answer is yes, they
often issue pronouncements that those
things must change and take disciplin-
ary action against the employee. Often,
injury reporting goes underground in
those instances.

Behavioral safety is as much about
safety leadership behaviors as it is about
employee behaviors. The agenda for
safety discussions in meetings at ev-

ery level of leadership needs to include
the questions, “What have you done

to promote safety in the last week and
what are you going to do in the coming
week?” Most importantly, leaders at all
levels need to also ask, “What can | do to
support safety behaviors?” “What are is-
sues that seem beyond your control that
might cause unsafe actions?” In addition,
they need to describe things they are
doing and ask if those things are help-
ful. Those discussions should cascade
through the organization with leaders

at every level asking their direct reports
what each of them can do to make a dif-
ference. These discussions should pro-
mote sharing new information through-
out the organization. Finding good ways
to share new learnings about their own



behavior with their direct reports begins
to shift the needle toward a strong belief
in a culture of caring.

Preaching and talking about expecta-
tions is not as critical as first asking
about the safe practices or concerns

of employees, asking for how leaders,
managers, and supervisors can help, and
reviewing what is being done to promote
safety, and only then providing direction
or feedback—thus signaling the impor-
tance of everyone behaving safely. It is
not the frontline employee or the leader

that alone guides and directs safe ac-
complishments, but every employee do-
ing what they can do for the good of all.
These kinds of activities need to occur
frequently. Therefore, we are very explic-
it about the purpose of BBS and leader-
ship’s role in creating a culture where we
take care of one another.
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