
Building a Positive Safety Culture 
in a Regulatory Organization

John S. Carroll
MIT Sloan School of Management
Marine Board Spring Meeting
Washington, D.C., April, 2013



“Safety Culture”, like any culture, isSafety Culture , like any culture, is

• Values: a high priority placed on safetyg p y p y
• Norms: what we do; what is expected
• Beliefs: what is correct and morally right
• Assumptions: unstated definitions and rationales 
(fish don’t see the water)
S b l h t i j• Symbols: heroes, stories, jargon

• Strength: culture may have few or many impacts 
and may be shared widely or be diverse acrossand may be shared widely or be diverse across 
groups, location, or subcultures

• “Safety culture” is a label invented 25+ years ago



Culture is MeaningCulture is Meaning

• Leaders and individuals “emphasize safety overeade s a d d dua s e p as e sa ety o e
all other competing goals” (BSEE, 2011; others)

• “Appreciation for the importance of safety… for pp p y
its integration and balance with competing 
performance objectives” [how different is that?]

• What does this mean?  We learn what to do thru 
role models and feedback (like “case law”)
H t t it t t d i d l &• How to get commitment to desired values & 
behaviors vs. cynicism & check‐the‐box 
compliance (& defensive misrepresentation)?compliance (& defensive misrepresentation)?



The Meaning of “Safety”:
BP days away from work 1987-2008BP days away from work 1987 2008

Measures Days Away From 
Work Case Frequency 
(DAFWCF) per 200,000 hrs

North Sea Disaster; Grangemouth 
Incident

(DAFWCF) per 200,000 hrs

BP’s obsessive attention to personal safety s obsess e atte t o to pe so a sa ety
remains embedded in the culture.  The 

assumption that “safety” = “personal safety” had 
to be changed (c.f. TXC), but this has taken years!

BP Amoco Merger

TXC explosionTXC explosion
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BSEE Statement of PolicyBSEE Statement of Policy

• 9 features taken primarily from nuclear power9 features taken primarily from nuclear power
• What’s missing?

– Why do we design & work safely? To comply withWhy do we design & work safely?  To comply with 
the boss/regulator?  To help people?  To manage 
for the long‐run?  To compete in our industry?

– Safety culture has to do with people: caring, 
respect, “just culture”
C th b h d th t– Can there be shared purpose, that everyone 
understands how their actions  desired results?

– Making safety culture more than a list of stuffMaking safety culture more than a list of stuff



Culture and Organization

Regulators

Policy regulations penalties

“Control Actions” “Feedback”

Audits accidents

Leadership

Policy, regulations, penalties

Role models, priorities, stds Listen/inquire

Audits, accidents

Values, attitudes, frames

o e ode s, p o t es, stds

Resources staffing training Trends benchmarks

ste / qu e

Improvement/learning processes

Design procedures roles

Resources, staffing, training

Metrics problem reports

Trends, benchmarks

Work execution, practices

Design, procedures, roles Metrics, problem reports

Controlling work, etc. Mindful operating, etc.

Resources Outputs
cf. N. Leveson, Engineering a Safer World, MIT Press, 2012

Physical production process



Building Safety CultureBuilding Safety Culture

• Difficult to mandate from the top; culture is not an end p;
in itself: shape culture while solving problems

• NRC was NOT the main source of safety culture in 
l INPO l i / titinuclear power: INPO peer learning w/o competition

• Be clear where/why you need strict compliance
• Leaders are watched closely for signals• Leaders are watched closely for signals
• Build shared purpose and capability: commitment 
allows for shorter feedback loops (more reliable)p ( )

• It takes time to cultivate and try out behaviors
• Leverage existing positive examples/models



Can Regulators Shape Culture?Can Regulators Shape Culture?

• SUBSAFE is a great example of a unified approach SU S s a g eat e a p e o a u ed app oac
to safety embedded in culture (> Adm. Rickover)

• Limited goals (hull integrity), clearly stated, g g y y
shared, “hearts and minds”, separation of powers

• Tough but fair:  audits are a partnership with a 
mix of insiders and outside peers, a learning 
opportunity, ALL are audited (HQ too)
R l t h h l d t th lt• Regulators have helped create the culture you  
want to change; how can you change yourselves
in ways that create and embed a new culture?in ways that create and embed a new culture? 



I l k f d t  di iI look forward to discussion



EXTRA SLIDESEXTRA SLIDES
NOT LIKELY TO BE USED





Culture?

What’s wrong here?

Is this one person 
innovating or part of ainnovating, or part of a 
“culture”?

Will improvement 
require culture change?require culture change?

Did you see the otherDid you see the other 
worker and supervisor?


