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CHAPTER 3

safety leadership — the single most 
important thing an organization can

do to set improvement in motion

Suppose you want to accelerate the safety performance of your 
organization, but you have limited resources to get started. You 
can only invest in one of the following strategies to improve 
safety: You could build a stronger safety culture, improve your 
safety management systems, build an inherently safer facility, 
reduce at-risk behavior, or strengthen safety leadership.

Where would you invest your limited resources? All of these 
things are important, and there are merits to starting with each. 
For example:

• A stronger culture leads to all the other positive
outcomes. But unless you’re starting with a brand new
organization, changing culture is a long-term stratgy.
It takes time to embed a set of shared values, beliefs,
and assumptions into the fabric of an organization.
And when leadership changes, the culture will also
change—for better or worse.

• Improving safety management systems means people
will have better tools for identifying and reducing
risk, and it will support “systems thinking.” Unfortu- 

 nately, you can have the best systems in the world, and 
if people don’t value and use them, they are worthless.

• Building an inherently safer facility has many
advantages. It provides the opportunity to design
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safety into the facility. But a safe facility with a weak  
culture is far from optimal. If the culture is weak the  
facility won’t be maintained properly, new decisions  
will overlook safety factors, and eventually conditions 
will degrade. 

• We will argue later that if you want to improve
safety performance, you must create the conditions in
which safe behavior can and will occur, and Chapter
6 is devoted to this idea. Behavior and performance
are tightly connected. But worker behavior is the result
of leadership, culture, systems, and facility design—
not the driver.

Leadership is really the heart of the matter. The third insight is 
this: Elevating safety leadership is the most important single thing 
an organization can do to set improvement in motion. Leadership 
is the place you want to go first, with the most energy that you 
can, and that will innervate all the rest of the things that influ-
ence good safety outcomes. What does that look like?

Safety leadership is an extremely broad subject area that we’ve 
written about at length in the book Leading With Safety.i Keep-
ing that in mind, there are dimensions of safety leadership that 
stand out to us as the place every senior leader should start: the 
value for safety projected by a leader; the vision that leader holds 
for the organization; and the credibility the leader establishes 
behind both the value for safety and the safety vision. Certainly 
there are additional worthwhile safety leadership practices, but 
in our experience, these three are foundational.

personal value for safety

What does it mean for a leader to have a personal value for safety? 
As you think about this, think about the people around you, 
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How deep is your resolve?

How deep is your resolve to prevent injury and illness in 
your organization? What are you prepared to do?  Do you:

 q Learn the basics of organizational safety—how organi-
zational factors produce safety excellence?

 q Lead development of a safety strategy: objectives, 
methods, actions, and accountabilities?

 q Understand the things your direct reports must do in 
order to reach safety objectives?

 q Assess the culture of your organization for safety and 
for the organizational qualities that support safety?

 q Assess the safety leadership capabilities of your direct 
reports. Require each report to have a measurable im-
provement plan?

 q Develop leading and lagging indicators?

 q Understand how to prevent Serious and Fatal Injuries?

 q Understand the hazards present in your work environ-
ment and how they are mitigated?

 q Understand the critical safety decision points within 
your organization?

 q Engage with employees at all levels about safety issues?

 q Have uncomfortable conversations, show emotions, 
and ask for honest feedback and what you can do to 
help. Receive difficult feedback gracefully?

 q Select and promote employees who are safety leaders?
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and ask yourself, does each one value safety? How important is 
safety to them—not because it’s supposed to be important, not 
because somebody else says it’s important, but how important 
is it to them? And how important is it to you? Really, and truly, 
deep down, how important is safety to you? How deep is your 
resolve to prevent injury and illness in your organization, in 
your community, and in your family?

If you think about the people who hold safety as a core value, 
they share some things in common. To the person, they believe 
they can make a difference. They believe they can be successful. 
They take responsibility for their decisions and actions. They are 
self-confident without having all the answers. They spend time 
learning about safety, injury causation, and prevention. And 
they know what it means to lose a loved one, or to suffer a de-
bilitating injury or illness. We believe everyone has an intrinsic 
value for safety; that’s just how we start, regardless of whatever 
competing values we may also hold. A deep personal value for 
safety is the appreciation, prioritization, and cultivation of that 
intrinsic value, and we find it develops over time, with experi-
ence, and with attention.

Leaders who embody a strong personal value for safety allo-
cate resources, recognize contributions, talk about safety, and 
get personally involved. They hold themselves to the same high 
standards that they hold others to. They educate themselves, 
they look into issues, and they ask questions. They take action 
when they see someone in harm’s way, and, crucially, they also 
take action on issues before bad things happen. 

vision for safety

Of course, wanting something is not enough. To make some-
thing happen, we need a clear picture of what we are aiming 
for. Safety leaders need a vision for safety. By vision, we mean 
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How clear is your vision for safety?

How clear is your vision for safety? Can you paint a clear 
picture of what your organization will look like when you 
achieve the next level of performance? How many of the 
following statements accurately describe your vision?

 q I can see specific methods to achieve the safety im-
provement we need.

 q I can give at least 3 reasons why we must improve 
safety leadership, culture, and performance.

 q I can see specific ways in which our organization 
needs to change in order to improve.

 q I have safety data showing where we are now, and 
where we need to be in 5 years.

 q I can describe the top 3 exposures that we must 
manage better.

 q I can describe at least one new exposure that we will 
face in the next 3-5 years.

 q I can name 3 behaviors which I and my direct reports 
must do with perfect reliability.

 q I can name 3 behaviors which I want to see from 
every employee in my organization.

 q My vision extends to contractors, suppliers, 
government, shareholders, and the general public.

 q I can describe how this vision will benefit me, my 
family, shareholders, employees, and contractors.
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knowing what it looks like as safety improves day by day. So 
yes, we want to get to zero safety incidents, but has the leader 
broken that down into small, achievable steps? Can the leader 
describe what people will be doing differently three, six, and 
nine months from now? What’s going to change? How is that 
going to appear in our lives as employees at work? The effective 
safety leader can see that, can articulate it in a compelling way, 
can recognize progress as it’s happening, and thus convince peo-
ple around them that they can and will be successful. 

Leaders who have a clear vision for safety talk about it. They talk 
about it frequently. They talk about it in some detail. They talk 
about it in concrete, practical terms. They bring it up in conver-
sation, and they lead with it in formal presentations. They talk 
about it from the point of view of those around them, and show 
how everyone will benefit. We could go on about this for some 
time, but our point here is to convey the depth and richness of ac-
tions that result when a leader really has a well-developed vision.

credibility

A good vision will challenge people’s beliefs about what is possi-
ble, and it will ask some to reach outside their comfort zones. In 
order for a vision like this to be heard, a leader needs credibility 
with his or her constituents. 

Credibility is formed when people know they can count on you 
for something. It is based on how people experience you, and what 
that experience tells them. Can people see the consistency between 
your words and actions? If you tell someone that you will do some-
thing, can they see that you did (or didn’t) do it? If you say some-
thing is important to you, do they see you show it? When you are 
consistent in these ways, your credibility grows and trust deepens. 
People can predict, with great accuracy, what you will do. You be-
gin to get the benefit of the doubt. And people will listen to you.
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What culture are you creating? 

Based on your actions, reactions, and inactions alone, is it 
in someone’s best interest to:

Approach you q  or  q avoid you?

Report a problem q  or  q hide a problem?

Communicate openly q  or  q speak guardedly?

Collaborate with others q  or  q look after one’s self?

Exceed expectations q  or  q comply minimally?

Take initiative q  or  q avoid responsibility?

Find room to improve q  or  q have all the answers?

Question flawed process q  or  q find workarounds? 
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When leaders are credible in the eyes of those around them, they 
do not have to work nearly as hard to influence people in their 
organizations. People are less resistant to change, need less con-
vincing, and raise fewer objections. This does not mean there 
will be an absence of resistance, because resistance is a healthy 
and natural part of any organizational change, but people will 
spend less time testing “Is this for real?”

you are always creating culture

Notice that a leader’s value, vision, and credibility are all estab-
lished and conveyed through what the leader does day-to-day. 
This has major implications. We’ve all heard that leadership cre-
ates culture. And there’s no doubt that is true.ii What we are 
saying is a little stronger than that: we’re saying that leadership 
is always creating culture.

We’ll explore culture in great detail in the next chapter, but for 
now take a few moments to think about your day-to-day in-
teractions with people. Consider the content and tone of your 
e-mails, phone calls, face-to-face conversations, the questions 
you ask, the comments you make, and your body language when 
you meet with people. Think about what types of things you 
respond to and what types of things you don’t respond to. Now 
try to imagine what others are taking away from these interac-
tions. What are people learning from you about the best way to 
succeed in your organization?

Of course we want people to approach us, report problems, com-
municate openly, etc., and we hope that our actions, reactions, 
and inactions encourage such behaviors. Unfortunately, it doesn’t 
matter what we intend to communicate if there’s a gap between 
those intentions and what people actually take away from interac-
tions directly with us, or even indirectly from others who are also 
interpreting us. What matters is what people see and what they 
experience when they interact with us and with our organization.
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Note that you might not even be aware of the actions people 
are seeing, and you may not be aware of how people are seeing 
them. But the way you think about things—the things that you 
say, the things that you don’t say, the way that you say it, the 
amount of emphasis that you give, your posture, your smile, 
your gestures—all of that ‘stuff’ matters. All of that stuff sends 
messages that people pick up and interpret. If you believe that 
safety incidents are inevitable, it’s going to show. You can try to 
hide it, but if that’s really what you think, it’ll come through. 
It’ll come through and it will affect the culture.

So when we say leaders are always creating culture, we don’t 
mean that leaders are always trying to create culture. We don’t 
mean that leaders are always thinking about the culture. We don’t 
mean that leaders always have a program to work on their cul-
ture. Quite to the contrary, we mean that leaders are always creat-
ing culture, for better or for worse, whether they intend to or not. 

If you want to improve safety, start with leadership and work 
from there. Have a vision for the safety culture you want to 
see at your organization. Put your values and credibility behind 
it. A shift in leadership can have immediate impact on perfor-
mance. Safety systems, systems thinking, safe design, and safe 
behavior all flow from leadership. Impact on culture will be lon-
ger term. Your leadership will send some message about safety 
no matter what you do; why wouldn’t that message be a credible 
one you really believe in?

references

i Krause, T. (2005). Leading With Safety. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

ii Schein, E. H. (2010). Organizational Culture and Leadership, 4th ed. 
Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

©2015-2016 • www.krausebellgroup.com • All rights reserved

https://krausebellgroup.com/product/7-insights-into-safety-leadership/
https://www.amazon.com/7-Insights-into-Safety-Leadership/dp/0996685901/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1469208862&sr=1-1&keywords=7+insights+into+safety+leadership



