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Foundational ElementsFoundational Elements

Foundations of a Safety Culture
It takes time, resources and dedication to establish a positive safety culture. The goal is 
to create a working environment where every employee believes safety is important in 
all aspects of their jobs, strive to work safely and look out for the safety of co-workers.

A solid foundation is required on which to be successful in implementing a positive 
safety culture. 

CHAPTER 2

//////////////////
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expectations for everyone in the organization. 
Including safety in the mission and/or vision 
statement communicates to employees and the 
public the importance and value that the organi-
zation places on safety, and guides future safety 
policies and programs. Likewise, each safety 
committee should have a mission and/or vision 
statement supporting its goals and expectations.

• Consider a board resolution. A resolution 
made during a board meeting sends a strong, 
public message about the board’s commitment 
to protect the health and safety of employees, 
the organization’s property and those who use 
its facilities. A board resolution communicates 
to staff that safety is a priority for everyone in 
the organization. It also tells constituents that 
the organization is mindful of their tax dollars, 
which can enhance the entity’s reputation. 

In the absence of a mission or 
vision statement, a board reso-
lution signals the organization’s 
commitment to building a safety 
culture. The resolution should 
detail action items and describe 
the responsibilities of everyone 
in the organization to promote 
safety. A sample board resolution 
is provided in the Appendix.

• Empower safety champions. Ensure that those 
who are tasked with overseeing safety have the 
authority and resources to accomplish their goals. 
Safety committees should have clear understand-
ing of the process to escalate recommendations to 
someone in authority who can address them and re-
turn a timely response. When practical and appro-
priate, consider recognizing individuals who stand 
out as champions for a safe work environment.

A strong foundation for safety culture displays three 
characteristics: 

1. Support and commitment from top decision 
makers within the organization.

2. Open lines of communication between employ-
ees and management.

3. Safety programs tailored to the organization.

SUPPORT AND 
COMMITMENT TO SAFETY
A solid foundation starts with a commitment to 
safety. It is important that all levels of the orga-
nization, including the board and administration, 
demonstrate this. Efforts to improve safety culture 
are most effective when top management supports 
and promotes safety initiatives. 

The word “culture” implies a 
shared set of values, beliefs and 
goals. Sustainable change re-
quires everyone’s support. Lead-
ership, especially the board, sets 
the standard and expectation of 
behavior within an organization. 
When the board clearly shows 
that safety is a priority, employ-
ees are more willing to support it.

To demonstrate leadership’s 
commitment to safety, consider implementation of 
the following: 

• Include safety in an organizational mission 

statement and/or statement of vision. If 
the organization has a mission statement or 
statement of vision, consider adding an item 
regarding the organization’s commitment to 
safety. The statement should clearly defi ne the 

Safety Metrics
Choosing the right metrics to evaluate employee 
safety is vital. These metrics should focus on activities 
leading to safety rather than accident rates or injuries. 
Any safety disciplinary actions should be included, 
but the majority of metrics should include items such 
as attendance at safety trainings, number of audits 
and corrective actions performed, prompt and de-
tailed reporting of accidents or near misses, participa-

tion in investigations, observations of safe behavior or 
other similar items. 

If the performance review focuses on negatives, such 
as injuries or days away from work, this could prevent 
employees from reporting injuries or make employ-
ees feel penalized for being injured. This focus on 
negatives can actually damage a safety culture.

 Sustainable change requires every-

one’s support. Leadership, especially 

the board, sets the standard and 

expectation of behavior within an 

organization. When the board clearly 

show that safety is a priority, employ-

ees are more willing to support it.
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• Include safety as a requirement for hiring. 

Job descriptions should reference safety expec-
tations. These expectations should be discussed 
during the job interview and again during employ-
ee onboarding. Setting clear expectations at the 
beginning of employment is a good method to es-
tablish culture, but these expectations must match 
the reality of work. (See Appendix for examples.)

• Include safety as a part of performance 

reviews. This enforces expectations set forth 
in the hiring process and job duties. This can 
improve engagement and accountability to help 
reward those for safe behavior. When making 
safety part of a performance review, it is import-
ant to establish some types of safety metrics to 
evaluate the employee objectively. See “Safety 
Metrics” on page 10 for more information. 

• Set the expectation for employees to attend 

safety training and other safety activities. At 
a minimum, all employees should be required to 
attend Occupational Safety and Health Admin-
istration (OSHA) mandated trainings. Atten-
dance at other training events, such as defensive 
driving, resiliency, etc., should be encouraged, as 
well as participation in audits, hazard reporting, 
incident investigations and other safety-related 
activities. Organizations with a positive safety 
culture encourage training and provide staff 
time and resources for it. 

• Inform administration and the board about 

safety culture. Gaining the support of top level 
decision makers is key to demonstrating that 
safety is a priority for the organization and for 
leadership. Emphasize that a positive safety 
culture can:

 Improve overall morale and productivity: A pos-
itive safety culture requires communication 
and engagement throughout the organiza-
tion. Showing employees that they are cared 
for and valued members of the team goes a 
long way toward improving morale. Positive 
morale contributes to reduced employee 
turnover and helps recruit quality candi-
dates. Retaining engaged, skilled employees 
tends to help improve the level of services 
provided by the organization.

 Provide tangible benefi ts with minimal invest-
ment of time and resources: Board members 
who personally participate in activities 
can contribute to a positive safety culture: 
attending safety committee meetings, recog-
nizing safe employees and attending occa-
sional safety-related events. Other activities 
include resources for safety initiatives and 
providing time for the safety committee and 
others to do their jobs. It is imperative that 
leadership support continued momentum for 
this effort.

 Result in cost savings: Workplace injuries are 
costly (see graphic above). The direct costs of 
injuries are relatively easy to calculate and 
primarily include damages, deductibles and 
regulatory fi nes. Injuries also have indirect 
costs, such as increased stress; impact on 
morale; and time spent managing the claim, 
return to work efforts or training other 
employees. Indirect costs are just beneath 
the surface and harder to measure, but most 
estimates suggest that indirect costs greatly 
surpass direct costs by as much as three to 
17 times.*

DIRECT COSTS 
OF INJURY

INDIRECT COSTS 
OF INJURY

  • Deductible
  • Damages 
  • Fines 

$1

  • Time lost dealing with the accident
        • Hiring and training new employees

        • Lost productivity

        • Work delays and interruptions

        • Dealing with the media

• Upset constituents and employees
• Damaged reputation and morale

$3-$17
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 Reap great benefi ts from money, time and resources devoted 
to safety. Often many of these initiatives can be imple-
mented at little or no cost. Numerous studies have shown 
that safety investments can return anywhere from $2 to 
$4.41 in recognized savings per $1 spent on safety.** Be-
cause safety culture is so inclusive of all safety matters 
within an organization, it is worth investing in a positive 
safety culture. 

OPEN COMMUNICATION
A clearly defi ned commitment to safety is just part of the founda-
tion from which to build a positive safety culture. Effective com-
munication is another foundational element. Employees should 
be engaged and feel confi dent to discuss safety issues. Communi-
cation that is freely exchanged and is sincerely considered among 
all levels of staff and leadership is vital to developing, sustaining 
and improving a positive safety culture. 

To create a foundation for improved communication, an employ-
er should consider the following.

Develop an open and free line of communication between em-

ployees and management. This can be challenging to do; howev-
er, some tips to encourage this are:

• Review or create reporting procedures for incidents, near 
misses and other hazards. Whether recorded on paper or 
electronically, employees should be trained to use these 
reporting tools and not feel nervous when doing so. There 
should never be shame or blame when reporting an injury 
or hazard. 
 Reporting processes should be simple and varied. The 

easier it is to inform others about safety issues, the 
better. Paper forms are commonly used, but e-mail or 
even verbal reporting should also be encouraged. Con-
sideration should be given to an anonymous method to 
report hazards.

• Encourage employees to communicate with supervisors, 
department heads, safety committee members, union repre-
sentatives and each other. Having multiple people with whom 
to speak regarding safety hazards or concerns helps foster 
communication. Procedures should be in place to forward 
these concerns to the appropriate individual(s) for follow up.

• Follow up on reports of hazards in a timely manner. Advise 
the reporting employee of receipt of the report. Update the 
employee when the hazard has been acted upon and what 
was done. This feedback demonstrates that the process 
is working and worth the effort of the employee to report 
situations. If follow-up communication is sporadic or absent, 
employees can feel it is not worth the effort to report. 

• Be sincere. If employers ask employees to come forward to 
mention safety hazards or offer tips to improve safe work hab-

Introduction to 

Safety Culture 

Training Session 
The Power Point training ses-
sion “Building a Positive Safety 
Culture” is available to down-
load at MCIT.org/work-wisely/ 
and is designed to be pre-
sented to board members, 
department heads and others. 
It explains the concept of a 
safety culture and its impor-
tance to an organization. 

The training can be given by 
individuals within the orga-
nization or by an MCIT loss 
control consultant. Members 
are encouraged to contact 
their loss control consultant 
toll-free at 1.866.547.6516.

https://www.mcit.org/work-wisely/
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Compliance-focused Safety Programs  
Many safety programs are mandated by the Occu-

pational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 

or state regulations. As a result, safety programs are 

often created with the objective of simply comply-

ing with regulations and preventing fi nes. Although 

compliance is important, the primary intent of regu-

lations is to keep employees safe. 

Focusing on compliance may signal to employees 

that  the organization is only concerned with pre-

venting fi nes. This perception, regardless of its truth, 

often limits engagement and communication within 

the organization.

its, managers should take their ideas seriously 
and make an honest effort to address the hazards 
or concerns. The goal is to empower each employ-
ee to become a safety advocate. If their concerns 
are taken lightly or are met with disapproval or 
disbelief, employees will think twice about com-
ing forward in the future.

Improve leadership’s communication. Supervisors 
and department heads contribute to the creation of 
good relationships. Some of the ways leaders can 
build and sustain good relationships with staff are: 

• Setting clear expectations

• Providing feedback in a timely manner

• Acknowledging good work

• Actively listening

• Seeking to understand 
problems/issues rath-
er than blaming

• Following through 
on commitments

• Removing road-
blocks

• Asking for feedback 

Focusing on providing 
training opportunities for 
developing these skills is 
vital to improving commu-
nication. MCIT members 
are encouraged to reach 
out to Sand Creek, the 
Employee Assistance 
Program administrator, 
for coaching suggestions 
(no fee) or organizational 
development or training 
(a fee may apply).

SAFETY PROGRAMS
Another key foundation upon which to build a pos-
itive safety culture is a strong safety program. The 
safety program encompasses the policies, procedures  
and practices for improving and maintaining a safe 
workplace. Employees should know their roles and 
responsibilities regarding safety. They should feel 
competent in performing their tasks and working 
within their equipment in a safe manner.

Safety programs should refl ect the work actual-
ly being performed. They should adhere to safety 
standards (OSHA, American National Standards 
Institute (ANSI), etc.), as well as draw upon the 

unique work tasks of the affected 
employees. 

To help tailor safety pro-
grams to the work being 
performed, employees and 
supervisors should be 
an essential part of the 
creation, review and up-
dating of these programs. 
They best understand the 
work they do. Consulting 
with employees regarding 
the safety program also 
gives a sense of ownership 
in the process and increas-
es safety engagement. 

An organization’s overall 
safety program is typical-
ly made up of individual 
policies and programs, such 
as employee right to know, 

blood borne pathogens, 
respirator use, etc. 

These components 
should be reviewed 
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at least annually to ensure any changes in proce-
dures or new hazards are addressed. 

One component program, the AWAIR (a workplace 
accident and injury reduction) program, acts as the 
umbrella over all other components. It lays out how 
safety will be delivered within an organization and 
forms a framework for how all safety programs and 
policies work together to keep employees safe. 

Emphasis should be placed on having an effec-
tive AWAIR program. Essential components of an 
AWAIR program (see below) should refl ect orga-
nizational goals and procedures, and be routinely 
reviewed.

1. Roles and responsibilities for safety: All 
levels of the organization from board members 
to employees have roles and responsibilities 
regarding safety. These should accurately spell 
out the expectations for board members, man-
agers and employees. 

2. Hazard identifi cation: The AWAIR program 
requires that there are processes in place to 
identify workplace hazards. Regular depart-
ment self-audits, third-party inspections, cre-
ation of job hazard analyses should be detailed 
and followed. 

3. Communication: This section should outline 
expectations for safety training and other 
related communications. This could encompass 
OSHA-required trainings down to department 
training expectations, such as use of short 
safety talks often referred to as tool box talks. 
Injury and near miss reporting procedures 
should be included.

4. Incident investigation: Every incident should 
be investigated to fi nd their root causes and 
implement corrective actions to prevent future 
injury. The procedures and responsibilities for 
investigations should be outlined in this sec-
tion of the safety program. Chapter 4 explains 
components of an effective incident investiga-
tion process.

More About AWAIR 
More information about AWAIR programs and pol-

icies are available at the Minnesota Department of 

Labor and Industry website: DLI.mn.gov.

5. Enforcement: This section should detail how 
the organization monitors and responds to un-
safe behaviors and practices. These procedures 
should be evenly applied consistently within 
the organization.

6. Program review: Safety programs should be 
reviewed at least annually to capture changes 
in job tasks, procedures or exposures.

7. Safety committee: Every employer in Minne-
sota with 25 or more employees is required to 
create a joint management and labor safety 
committee that meets at least quarterly.** This 
section of the AWAIR program should detail 
the committee’s structure, its responsibilities 
and procedures for recommendations and fol-
low through. Chapter 3 details many practices 
for an effective safety committee. 

SOLID FOUNDATION STRENGTHENS 

SAFETY CULTURE
With a solid foundation in place, other elements can 
better be implemented to strengthen the organiza-
tion’s safety culture. The following chapters describe 
pillars of culture that deserve attention based upon 
the components of the AWAIR program. 

The remainder of the publication provides tools that 
can be used to encourage communication, engage-
ment and a commitment to safety. These tools can 
contribute to making each employee a safety ad-
vocate, which can be helpful in further developing 
elements of a strong safety culture.

* Source: “Journey to Safety Excellence: The Business Case for Investment in Safety—A Guide for 

Executives,” National Safety Council (NSC.org)

**There are exceptions to this model.

http://www.dli.mn.gov/
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