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The ‘Why’ Of Employee Safety Engagement 

I. Overview 

A common challenge voiced by many safety managers is the lack of real enthusiasm by 

employees for their safety culture. We make an important distinction between a safety 

culture verses a safety program. A program is a stated position or process of an organization 

while a culture of safety is actually what is being practiced on the job. 

The mystery to why employees are not always apt to buy into an organization’s stated 

mission for creating a culture of safety is because there is often a disconnect in perceptions 

between employees and managers as to ‘why’ safety is important. This does not mean that 

there isn’t a desire from both parties to be safe or to create a truly safe work environment. 

The disconnect often lies in how the manager talks about the safety culture, how he/she 

allows employees to participate in discussions on safety, and how the employees are allowed 

to bring up concerns about their personal work space or job duties. Many of the same soft 

skills that are so important to driving employee engagement are also critical to creating a 

culture of safety.  

One of the most important managerial skills in creating a thriving safety culture that engages 

employees is how well we communicate ‘why’ we want to improve our safety culture. 

Secondly, it is essential that we move from relying on safety policies and programs to 

encourage the proper action on the part of the employee, to a true real-life set of practices, 

we call a philosophy.  

 

II. Outline 
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III. Application 

     1. Getting Employee Buy-In to a Culture of Safety  

Employee buy-in is essential to your safety culture because the perception of your employees 

ultimately becomes your culture and this contributes to the overall health and well-being of 

the organization as a whole. So how do you get your employees to buy-in or engage in your 

safety program and improvement initiatives? You change the way their managers talk about 

the ‘why’ of safety. By this we mean the reason your organization is concerned about having 

a healthy safety culture in the first place.  

Unfortunately, often when supervisors talk about safety they do it from the perspective of 

what is important to the company such as; the need to follow the rules or the importance of 

avoiding accident claims. These things are important and the ultimate goal of any safety 

policy or program but they do not speak to what is important to the employee.  

When management speaks about safety from the perspective of ‘why’ it is important to the 

employee it resonates with them and fosters alignment and engagement with the 

organization’s goals.  

For example, traditionally management talked about the importance or ‘why’ of safety & 

health like…  

The safety purposes and goals of the organization are to: 

• promote safe work practices 

• reduce incidents through training 

• provide cost-saving safety activities to the company resulting in a decrease in 
insurance premiums 

• decrease the average cost of an incident  
   

These are all important reasons, but they speak to ‘what’ the company wants out of safety 

rather than ‘why’ they focus on safety in the first place.  This language does nothing to 

change the perceptions of the employees.  

What if your management team spoke about safety & health more like… 

The safety purposes and goals of the organization are to: 

• ensure every employee knows they are valuable 

• because of their value, we view them like family 

• every family deserves to have their mom, dad, son or daughter come home each night 
safe and whole  

• no family should ever have to go through unnecessary loss, worry or injury of any kind 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/organization.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/organization.html


If your conversations about safety & health sounded more like the above, it’s likely that your 

employees would be more engaged and enthusiastic. In addition, you might find that you will 

be even more effective in achieving the organization’s stated safety and performance goals. 

 

   2. Safety & Health - A Key to Employee Engagement 

When employees know that you care, they begin to care for the organization. Showing a 

concern for worker safety helps your employees see that they matter. This is actually very 

good for the health of the organization as a whole. The following illustrates the point – from 

a 2012 Dale Carnegie white paper entitled “What Drives Employee Engagement and Why it 

Matters”:  

 “Caring” managers and workplace environment  

Leads to: 

Engaged employees 

Leads to: 

Employees more committed, dedicated and motivated to make the organization a 
success 

Leads to: 

Customer engagement 

Leads to: 

Increase in sales and profit 

 

   3. What is Employee Engagement? 

Employee engagement is a popular term and has in essence become a buzz phrase that has 

lost some of its impact and true meaning. The phrase has now come to be used as a 

replacement for employee satisfaction. However, these are two very different concepts. An 

organization should want to have satisfied employees because they are generally content 

with their work and compensation. Engaged employees however, are more emotionally 

committed to their work and the organization because by the very definition they are 

engaged in the service of a customer. If an employee is not engaging in a tangible way with 

their internal or external customer, we cannot refer to them as engaged.  

 

 



   4. Why is Employee Engagement Valuable?  

Work units in the top quartile in Employee Engagement outperformed bottom-quartile units: 

• By 10% on customer ratings  

• 22% in profitability  

• 21% in productivity 

• Significantly lower turnover   
• 25% in high-turnover 

organizations  
• 65% in low-turnover 

organizations  

• 28% less shrinkage 

• 37% less absenteeism 

• 48% fewer safety incidents 

• 41% fewer patient safety 

incidents 

• 41% fewer quality defects 

(Gallup) 

Therefore, an emphasis on safety and health not only stimulates employee engagement, but 

also improves product design, fosters innovation, boosts morale and reduces production 

costs. 

According to a 2005 industry study by Liberty Mutual, more than 40% of senior financial 

executives believe that increased productivity is the main benefit of an effective workplace 

safety program, with more than 60% reporting that each $1 invested in injury prevention 

returns at least $2. 

There are both human and financial costs when safety incidents occur. While the human 

costs are more difficult to measure, it is possible to put a price on safety.  

SHRM Foundation research study in one manufacturing company: 

• Engaged employees were five (5) times less likely to have a safety incident 

• Engaged employees were seven (7) times less likely to have a safety incident involving 

lost-time  

• Average cost of a safety incident for a non-engaged employee was $392, compared 

with an average of $63 for an engaged employee 

 

Case-in-Point: 

A multi-year intervention in an American chemical manufacturing plant led to a: 

• 91% improvement in employee engagement which was correlated with a  

• 167% increase in production quality and an  

• 83% decrease in reportable safety incidents   
 

The project focused on moving away from a “safety program” and replacing it with a 

“culture of safety” based on a clear understanding of the organizational climate and new 



management practices focused on Relationship-Centered Leadership.  (Case: Engagement, 

Safety & Quality In Chemical Manufacturing (2013) Retrieved July 10, 2015 from 

www.6seconds.org/2013/10/29/case-engagement-safety-quality) 

 
 

   5. Rethinking the Alignment of Safety Policies and Goals 

The alignment of your message matters because it is the source of your safety culture. 

Alignment isn’t just about stating your goals; it’s also about ‘why’ you have goals and the 

purpose of those goals.  

Clear Purpose + “Why” = Engaged Employees 

If you give a clear purpose (safe environment) combined with the why behind that purpose 

(true care for your employees) then you should see your employees engaging at higher 

levels and your organizational goals accomplished.   

 

   6. Assessing your Safety Practices 

We all know the old truism, “things that get measured get done”. Therefore, doing an 

effective assessment of your employee and manager perceptions of the organization’s safety 

culture can make a big difference in knowing where and how to move forward with any 

improvement initiatives.  

A safety culture assessment can give you a good baseline to start with and you can re-assess 

every 18 to 24 months to see if your culture is improving over time.  

One word of caution, the safety world has relied for many years on “score keeping” (i.e. – 

tracking basic high and low scores).  Safety professionals can no longer survive relying on 

such simple measures.  Therefore you should insure that the administration of the 

assessment is conducted by a party with competence in utilizing a proven statistical 

methodology for your assessment process. This will insure that you have clarity and the 

ability to focus your time and resources where they will be most effective.   

When approaching employees about the need for their participation in a safety-culture 

assessment, you could approach them in the traditional way, such as: 

“We would like your opinions regarding our organization’s safety program” 

OR 

Because you, our employees, are so valuable to us: 

• we want to understand what concerns you have regarding the safety of your work 
environment  

http://www.6seconds.org/2013/10/29/case-engagement-safety-quality


• we do not want anyone coming to work feeling anxious or nervous because they have 
concerns for their own physical and emotional well-being  

• therefore, the following questions are intended to uncover what’s really at the heart of 
creating a safe work environment for everyone  

 

The second, less traditional approach is better because it makes the employee feel included 

and it shows that you care, which fosters engagement. 

 

   7. The Keys to Improving Perceptions Lie below the Surface 

Like an iceberg the real reasons for certain perceptions on safety often lie beneath the 

surface. 

The causes of negative employee perception such as hidden incidents, bad experiences, poor 

communication, and pressure to comply are not readily visible. It is only through enhanced, 

statistical analysis that the true drivers of safety perception are discovered and transformed. 

 

   8. You Can’t Change Everything at Once 

You probably have heard the old adage “how do you eat an elephant?” The only way is one 

bite at a time.  

It’s the same way with improving your safety culture. You can only change two or three 

things at a time. If you try to do more, you will dilute your resources and then nothing will 

change. If you concentrate on two or three key issues that really matter, you should see 

improvement in the overall perception of your safety culture and the organizational climate 

as a whole.    

 

   9. Accountability and Communication are Significant Keys to Success  

Communicate, Communicate, and Communicate! There is no point in going through the 

process to improve your safety culture without communicating with your employees – this 

cannot be stressed enough. 

You should inform them first, ‘why’ you are pursuing a safety culture assessment, in a way 

that resonates with them. You should keep them informed throughout the process. Your 

employees should be told what to expect, and the importance of their candor. After the 

results are delivered, hold a communication meeting to thank employees for their valuable 

feedback, inform them what you learned from the survey, identify what you are planning to 

address and if additional information via feedback sessions is necessary, assign accountability 



to ensure top-of-mind awareness, and last but not least establish a timeframe to accomplish 

the various steps. 

This shows the employees that you are listening to them, that you heard their ’why’ and are 

acting accordingly. This will certainly help with your employee-safety engagement.   

It has been said that things that get measured get done, but equally true is that the things 

that are held accountable get the attention of those responsible.  

With this in mind, it is important that senior management be onboard with this process. If 

they are not involved, no one will be held accountable. In the end, frontline management will 

not be motivated enough to take the necessary actions to implement the initiatives.  

You should also have the key stakeholders vote on which initiatives are reasonable and cost 

effective, preferably a key driver from the assessment. These two or three initiatives should 

have a specific time frame during which to be accomplished. You will find a working-paper 

form to help with this voting process at the back of this document.  

 

   10. Re-Assess, Adjust, and Measure Progress Over Time 

These simple steps provide a framework for creating a culture not only conducive to safety 

engagement and top-of-mind safety awareness, but also a culture where genuine employee 

engagement thrives.   

• Align the purpose of your safety focus (“having a safe work environment”) with a 
‘why’ that resonates with your workforce (“we care about your safety”) 
 

• Conduct a safety-culture assessment to uncover the hidden drivers or the ‘why’ of 
safety engagement so that you can effectively target your improvement initiatives 

 

• Communicate throughout the process and insure that all key constituents are held 
accountable so that the two to three key initiatives are accomplished 

 

• Re-assess in 18 to 24 months to measure the performance of your improvement 
initiatives and the organization over time 

 

  



 

IV. Working Papers  

The following form and table is included for your convenience in executing this process. 

 

 

Once you add your numbers across each row, the highest numbers in the Final Priority Score 

column represent your best chances for success in addressing the key drivers of safety 

perception.  These are your target areas for improvement. 

 

Note: This document has been produced for the exclusive use of The Safety Council of 

Greater St Louis and its affiliated organizations. 

 

 

Authored by: Don Bruns, Mark Levesque, and Pam Presgrave of The Survey Institute, Wentzville, MO. 

Re: Questions: mlevesque@surveyinstitute.com 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Identifying Opportunities Setting Priorities Final Priority 
      

  

Ability to 

Improve 
+ 

Cost 

Effective 
+ 

Impact Score 
(Internal or 

External) 
= 

Final Priority 
Score (add the 3 

numbers in the 
row together) 

Top items identified as key 

drivers of safety perception in 
the organization 

Scale: 1-10 
(1 = low ability 
to improve, 10 = 
strong ability to 
improve)    

Scale: 1-10 
(1 = low cost 
effectiveness, 
10 = high cost 
effectiveness)          

1   +   + 10 =   

2   +   + 9 =   

3   +   + 8 =   

4   +   + 7 =   

5   +   + 6 =   

6   +   + 5 =   

7   +   + 4 =   

8   +   + 3 =   

9   +   + 2 =   

10   +   + 1 =   


