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 A CULTURE OF SAFETY 
By Chris Stockman (Dip OHS) 

The elements of a successful safety program extend 

beyond the systems, policies and procedures to 

include the perceptions, values and actions of its 

participants. 

“Effective OHS&E requires building an 

environment where people are highly motivated 

because it is dependant on community interest to 

achieve the promise of the theory” [Australian 

Master OHS and Environment Guide – CCH (2003)] 

The promise of a systematic safety program is to 

achieve the wellbeing and safety of all employees; 

however the promise will not be achieved without a 

commonly held goal and without motivated and 

diligent application. 

Why a Safety Culture? 

Today, most organisations will have a safety 

infrastructure comprising policy, procedure and 

safety hardware. All this is designed to protect 

employees and third parties from harm. Safety 

Management Systems are carefully drawn up and 

regularly reviewed to ensure that they are 

effective and that they comply with legislative 

requirements. Often these systems are elegantly 

presented and may even be accessible through 

intranet technology. The fact is they are useless in 

achieving ‘the promise of the theory’ if left on the 

bookshelf or in the computer files. 

“even the most sophisticated safety system is 

useless without a supportive culture” [Safety 

Culture – practice, not ideas. Dr. Andrew Hopkins 

(2002)] 

So, if the safety system is the machine or tool, the 

safety culture may be described as being what 
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energizes the machine or, what makes it do the job 

for which it was designed. 

For a set of values to become a culture they must 

be held by more than the individual, indeed, for a 

culture to exist it takes a common commitment by 

the overwhelming majority of the members of the 

organisation. So we can say that for a safety 

culture to exist in any Company there must be, 

across all levels, the same perceptions, values, 

goals and commitments, as well as practices, to 

ensure that the safety system achieves its 

potential. 

 

What defines a Safety Culture? 

The overriding feature of a successful culture is 

that people believe in it. There must be a 

commonly held belief that it is a worthy culture, 

i.e. it has value, and that it is an effective 

culture, i.e. it works.  

“people have to think and act the OHS policy, 

not merely comply with it.” [OHS in Australia. 

Toohey, Borthwick and Archer (2005)] 

Rather than mere compliance out of duty or fear, a 

vibrant safety culture will consist of informed 

participants. Jim Reason, in his much quoted work 

‘Managing the Risks of Organisational Accidents’ 

(1997), argues that there are four main features of 

an informed and participative culture of safety. 

Those features are; a reporting culture, a just 

culture, a learning culture and a flexible culture. 

“The crucial feature of an informed culture is 

that it is a reporting culture, one in which 

people are prepared to report their errors and 

near misses. The issue is not whether the 

organisation has a reporting system, it is 

whether, as a matter of practice, errors and 

near misses are reported.” [Managing the Risks 

of Organisational Accidents. J. Reason (1997)] 
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The success of a reporting system will depend on 

whether the culture is deemed to be just. A just 

culture is one where punitive measures are 

reserved for proven instances of purposeful 

malpractice or neglect. A learning culture seeks to 

take the details of a report as instructive, using the 

lessons presented to improve procedures and 

practice. Finally, a flexible culture is one that can 

readily adapt to changing circumstances and needs.  

Looking beyond the workplace.  

Everyday work practice is also affected by 

influences from outside the workplace. The way we 

behave away from work is likely to sway the way 

we behave at work. We come to work as whole 

people carrying all our baggage. In order to be 

consistent, we need to assess our attitudes to the 

importance of safety in our private lives. This will 

mean looking at our homes, our road use and our 

recreation. 

“Introducing a focus on non-work related factors 

builds the health and safety culture by 

emphasising the importance of human wellbeing 

not just worker wellbeing.” [OHS in Australia. 

(2005)] 

What we need to ask. 

Is my safety, and that of those around me, 

important 24 hours a day? 

Am I an informed participant or do I merely cover 

my a#%e? 

Does the OHS Policy of my Company state values, 

goals and commitments that are worthy? 

Do the actions of my Company, at all levels, 

demonstrate commitment to worthy goals and 

values? 

The answers to these questions will help to reveal 

whether we have a culture of safety or just a safety 

system. 


