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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

What Is Safety Culture 

and Why Is It Important?
Safety culture is not easy to defi ne or measure. It is made up of both individual and 
group beliefs, attitudes, experiences and customs surrounding safety. A positive safety 
culture places a high level of importance on safety and is shared by a majority of the 
people within the workplace. 

Safety culture can have a signifi cant impact on an organization, either positive or neg-
ative, depending on the shared values, practices and attitudes about safety. The cul-
ture can infl uence productivity, morale, absenteeism, reputation and operational costs.

////////////
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BENEFITS OF A POSITIVE 
SAFETY CULTURE
Every MCIT member entity 
should strive for a sustainable, 
positive safety culture. Putting 
initiatives in place to encourage 
every employee to become an 
engaged safety advocate can:

• Reduce injuries.

• Lower absenteeism and 
costs related to injuries.

• Increase productivity and 
morale.

• Help maintain a positive organizational 
reputation.

BUILDING A POSITIVE SAFETY CULTURE
Building a positive safety culture takes time. Fo-
cusing on creating an organizational commitment 
to safety, opening channels of communication and 
creating a solid base of safety literacy are steps to 
achieve that goal.

FEEDBACK LOOP OF SAFETY
Building an organization committed to safety must 
take into account that a culture operates on a feed-
back loop. A feedback loop is a process in which the 
end products of an action cause more of that action 
to occur. This amplifi es the original action. 

Positive safety cultures create a positive feedback 
loop in which individuals feel a connection 

to safety throughout the organization 
and act in a safe manner, making 

ongoing safety improvements. 

Others see this behavior and are 
encouraged to imitate it. This 
perpetuates safe behaviors and 
a positive safety culture.

In a negative safety culture, 
individuals learn that safety 
may be spoken of highly, but the 
true value of safety falls below 
other workplace goals, such as 
productivity or cost savings. As 
employees learn how the work is 
actually performed, they change 
to the realities of the workplace. 

Behaviors, therefore, often begin to 
mirror the environment and create and reinforce the 
problematic culture again. 

To foster a positive safety culture, support at all 
levels of the organization is required. Leadership 
(board members, administrators, executive directors) 
needs to be active in addressing safety concerns, 
rather than giving lip service to slogans or mission 
statements, such as “safety fi rst.” Therefore, sincer-
ity and encouragement of safety often begin at the 
top leadership levels and then extend downward. 

SAFETY LITERACY
Safety literacy among all levels of employees is key 
to creating and maintaining a positive safety cul-
ture. To identify safe or unsafe working conditions 
and behaviors and to understand safety expecta-
tions, individuals require a basic understanding of 
safety and its rules. Remember the idea of what is 
safe can differ from person to person based on his or 
her perceptions and tolerance of risk. 

Managers should clearly understand and articulate 
to employees safe work practices and safety rules. 
Supervisors need to explain these rules to staff 

during trainings or daily work interactions. 
This ensures that everyone has the 

same defi nition of “safe” for the 
work area or task. Ongoing and 

regular reinforcement of safe 
working practices is crucial.

For further support, 
managers and interest-

ed employees should 
be consulted and 

empowered by top 
leadership to 

to occur. This amplifi es the original action.

Positive safety cultures create a positive feedback 
loop in which individuals feel a connection 

to safety throughout the organization 
and act in a safe manner, making 

ongoing safety improvements.

tions, individuals require a basic 
safety and its rules. Remember th
safe can differ from person to per
her perceptions and tolerance of r

Managers should clearly underst
to employees safe work practices
Supervisors need to explain thes

during trainings or daily wo
This ensures that

same defi nition
work area or

regular rein
working p

For furt
mana

ed em
be

e

POSITIVE FEEDBACK LOOP

Observe 
Behaviors

Reinforce 
Behaviors

Imitate 
Behaviors



Safety Culture   3

Member Improves Culture and Outcomes
For several years, Aitkin County Land Department (ACLD) em-
ployees experienced numerous injuries, many of them severe. 
The ACLD injuries eventually accounted for the majority of in-
juries throughout the county. As these injuries peaked during 
the busy summer season, management took action.

Department managers began safety meetings with fi eld staff . 
These weekly trainings often involved a safety video and 
discussions about safety hazards or near misses experienced 
by the staff . Employees also used the meetings to plan for the 
coming weeks.

Measurable Results

Initially many questioned the usefulness of the program, but 
after a few weeks, employees began off ering suggestions for 
changes. Some of these involved purchases of safer equip-
ment, but more often the proposals were cost free, such as 
reorganization of the workshop, cleanup of clutter, assigning 
of task responsibility and staff  organization. 

Management took these concerns and suggestions; imple-
mented several corrective actions; and empowered employees 
to help design policies and procedures, and propose better 
types of personal protective equipment. 

In the fi rst season of implementing these changes, ACLD 
employees had no serious injuries. Despite the busy season 
and concerns about these trainings aff ecting productivity, 
the initiative was followed and the work was completed in a 
timely manner. Furthermore, keeping all employees safe at 
work reduced overtime and need to fi nd time and resources to 
train new employees. 

Employees were also able to focus on their work responsibili-
ties without having to worry about taking on additional duties 
of an injured co-worker. 

Because of the success of this program, ACLD continued its 
safety eff orts and had positive results in following years.

Focus on Safety Is Key

This example demonstrates how through managers’ initiative 
and sincere commitment, along with employees’ support, 
the culture of safety can be infl uenced by giving people an 
opportunity and venue to discuss safety and safety hazards. 
In many ways, the safety videos or topics were less important 
than the emphasis and focus on safety, and the opportunity 
and encouragement for employees to think about, report and 
off er potential solutions for workplace hazards. 

contribute to safe work practices in their 
areas. 

Staff should be encouraged to report 
safety hazards without fear of reprisal. 
Leadership should take those reports 
seriously and respond promptly to make 
safety improvements. This demonstrates 
that leadership is committed to providing 
a safe work environment. 

USING THIS RESOURCE
This publication is broken into three 
concepts that contribute to a positive 
safety culture.

1. Foundational elements are 
important to building a positive 
safety culture. The Chapter 1 
assessment helps identify policies, 
procedures and measures already 
in place. Using this data, leader-
ship can identify those areas that 
could use more attention. Chapter 
2 focuses on creating an organi-
zationwide, visible commitment 
to safety, opening lines of com-
munication and bolstering safety 
programs. These foundational 
elements make it easier for other 
initiatives to fi nd a solid footing 
upon which to build.

2. Pillars of safety refl ect the Minne-
sota AWAIR (an accident and injury 
reduction) program and provide 
ideas to help reduce injury, often 
with the collaboration of employees. 
Even if the foundational elements 
are not fully in place, the ideas and 
programs in these chapters can help 
to reduce incidents and injuries.

3. Safety culture tools can be used by 
safety committee, those in charge of 
safety and managers to boost aware-
ness, bolster commitment and en-
courage communication about safety. 

Most chapters include a “Going Further” 
section, which provides ways to incorpo-
rate other topics from this publication to 
enhance the use of that chapter’s safety 
culture concept.
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Consequences of a Negative Safety Culture
In January 1986, over 

Cape Canaveral, Fla., the 

space shuttle Challenger 

lifted off . It carried seven 

crew members and, like 

other shuttle launch-

es, was broadcast live 

throughout the United 

States. Having suff ered 

numerous delays and 

setbacks in the launch, 

and receiving increased 

pressure from the gov-

ernment and the public, 

NASA authorized the 

launch. 

Seventy-three seconds after liftoff , the launch 

vehicle exploded, killing all seven crew members as 

millions of Americans watched.

It was later revealed that O-ring seals in joints of the 

solid rocket booster engines failed in the cold tem-

peratures of the launch. Many engineers and others 

had alerted NASA administrators and the O-ring 

manufacturers of the hazard prior to the launch. In 

fact, the defect was known as early as 1977, nine 

years before the disaster. However, the launch was 

authorized despite this information.

In a separate tragedy on April 20, 2010, the Deep-

water Horizon oil rig conducted drilling operations 

on the Macondo Prospect in the Gulf of Mexico. The 

operation was six weeks behind schedule and $58 

million over budget.

Then a blowout occurred and ignited, killing 11 

crew members. The resulting disaster spilled ap-

proximately 5 million barrels of oil into the Gulf of 

Mexico, creating the largest ecological disaster in 

American history. 

Because of the delays, cost overages and compla-

cency, myriad factors emerged that led to the blow-

out and subsequent fi re and oil spill. The predomi-

nant root cause was found to be poor management 

decision making and communication. 

Management consistently chose riskier alternatives 

to standard industry practices. The alternatives 

saved time and money; however, management 

neglected to conduct risk assessments to evaluate if 

those options were safe. 

The alternatives were not 

properly communicated 

to key oil rig personnel or 

contractors, resulting in 

untrained crews conduct-

ing dangerous work with 

unfamiliar equipment. 

Culture Contribute to 
Tragedies

Today these tragedies 

are often used to de-

scribe the dangers of 

groupthink (putting the 

progress of the group 

before individual concerns) and complacency, but 

they also illustrate the consequences of a negative 

safety culture.  

As a member of the Challenger disaster investiga-

tion panel, renowned physicist Richard Feynman 

was outspoken of critical fl aws in NASA’s safety 

culture. This included the lack of eff ective com-

munication between engineers and management, 

which led to the misrepresentation of the shuttle’s 

dangers. Feynman successfully argued that NASA 

had to suspend operations and undergo a major 

overhaul to resolve its internal inconsistencies.

The Deepwater Horizon situation is also the result of 

a negative safety culture, where management chose 

cost and time saving alternatives over tried and 

true methods without assessing the potential risks 

associated with those alternatives. 

This culture of putting public relations and/or profi ts 

ahead of safety, combined with ineff ective leader-

ship and complacency led to the deaths of both the 

Challenger and Deepwater Horizon crew members.

Although these are extreme examples of the neg-

ative consequences of a poor safety culture, they 

exemplify the importance of striving for a positive 

safety culture within an organization. A negative 

safety culture can limit employee input and dis-

regard safety in favor of other goals. However, 

positive safety culture can help reduce injuries and 

costs, create a more positive work environment and 

improve employee morale and public perception.

An accident 73 seconds after space shuttle Challenger liftoff  

claimed both crew and vehicle. Photo credit: NASA
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