
Creating an Effective Safety Culture in the Workplace. 

OSHA programs aim to improve workplace safety and reduce workers’ 
compensation claims and other worker injury-related costs by identifying 
and mitigating potential hazards, reducing the risk of accidents, injuries and 
occupational illnesses, and ensuring compliance with safety regulations. 

One size does not fit all

Issues can arise when companies adopt a one-size-
fits-all approach and implement a simplistic program 
that solely rewards employees based on achieving a 
predetermined number of accident-free days, focusing 
only on injuries resulting in lost time or severe cases. 
This approach can contribute to the underreporting 
of injuries, which poses a risk to your organization’s 
awareness and ability to address potentially hazardous 
situations in the workplace. By relying solely on this 
type of program, your organization may inadvertently 
hinder its capacity to identify and rectify safety 
concerns, putting employee well-being at risk.

While focusing on rewarding injury-free timelines may 
seem like a positive approach to promoting workplace 
safety, it can have some potential drawbacks:

Underreporting of injuries: Linking rewards solely 
to injury-free timelines may create an incentive for 
employees to under report injuries or near misses. 
Workers may fear negative consequences or the loss of 
rewards, leading to the suppression of important safety 
information. This can hinder the organization’s ability 
to identify and address potential hazards and prevent 
future incidents.
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By implementing robust safety measures, organizations protect their most valuable asset — their workforce — from 
harm and create a culture that values employee health and safety. Effective workplace safety programs help prevent 
human suffering and loss and also increase employee morale, improve productivity, reduce absenteeism and 
turnover, and minimize costs associated with workplace incidents.
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Unintended pressure and unsafe practices: A strong 
emphasis on injury-free timelines may inadvertently 
create pressure on employees to cut corners or engage 
in unsafe practices to maintain the streak. The desire 
to achieve rewards may override adherence to safety 
protocols, potentially leading to risky behaviors or 
compromised safety measures.

Inequity and unfairness: Depending solely on injury-
free timelines for rewards may not account for external 
factors beyond an individual employee’s control. 
Workplace incidents can occur due to systemic issues, 
equipment failures or external factors, making it unfair 
to hold individual employees solely responsible for 
maintaining a perfect record.

Holistic, behavior-based approach to 
workplace safety

To address these potential downsides, it is important 
for organizations to adopt a holistic approach to 
workplace safety. This includes promoting open 
reporting cultures, encouraging near miss reporting, 
emphasizing proactive hazard identification and 
prevention, providing comprehensive safety training 
and recognizing the collective efforts of employees  
in creating a safe work environment.

Behavior-based programs are significantly more effective 
in changing employee behaviors and in firmly implanting 
a safety-minded culture in your organization. Rather than 
focusing on the goal of working X days without a lost-
time injury, behavior-based safety incentive programs 
encourage employees to make safety suggestions, 
participate in meetings or audits and implement job 
improvements. By getting employees involved in the 
process of creating a safe work environment, they will be 
more likely to focus on the total outcome rather than just 
the reward.

Behavior-based safety programs offer several advantages:

Proactive Focus: They emphasize proactive measures 
by targeting at-risk behaviors and promoting positive 

safety practices. Rather than solely focusing on the 
absence of injuries, these programs encourage 
employees to actively engage in safe behaviors and 
make continuous improvements to the work environment. 
This proactive approach helps prevent incidents before 
they occur, reducing the overall risk of injuries.

Comprehensive Approach: They consider a wider range 
of safety factors beyond just injury-free days. They 
address behavioral patterns, workplace culture and 
environmental conditions that contribute to safety risks.  
By examining root causes and implementing interventions 
at various levels, these programs holistically aim to create 
a safer and healthier work environment.

Employee Engagement: They emphasize the active 
involvement of employees in identifying and addressing 
safety concerns. This involvement fosters a sense 
of ownership and responsibility among employees, 
making safety a shared goal. By empowering employees 
to participate in safety initiatives and providing 
opportunities for their input, these programs enhance 
engagement and encourage a collective commitment  
to workplace safety.

Continuous Improvement: They promote a culture of 
continuous improvement by regularly monitoring and 
evaluating safety behaviors and outcomes. Through 
observation, feedback and data analysis, organizations 
can identify areas for improvement and implement 
targeted interventions. This ongoing evaluation and 
refinement process allow for the adaptation and 
enhancement of safety practices over time.

Positive Safety Culture: They contribute to the 
development of a positive safety culture within an 
organization. By focusing on behaviors, communication 
and accountability, these programs encourage open 
dialogue, trust and collaboration among employees. A 
positive safety culture leads to improved communication, 
increased reporting of near misses and hazards, and a 

collective commitment to making the workplace safer.
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