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BEST PRACTICES

ENHANCING SAFETY CULTURE
Through Stabilization, Engagement & Evidence-Based Practices
By Meghna Chaudhary

Safety culture is widely regarded as one of the most important determinants of organizational resilience and 
long-term success. Companies that have invested in building a strong safety culture consistently demonstrate 
lower injury rates, higher employee engagement and stronger operational performance than their peers.

The presence of a positive safety cul-
ture is also closely linked with improved 
compliance, greater employee retention 
and enhanced organizational reputation. 
Yet, EHS leaders are frequently placed in 
positions where the safety systems they 
inherit are fragmented, underdeveloped 
or even dysfunctional. These environ-
ments present unique challenges that 
require a careful balance of stabilizing 
existing practices while introducing 
meaningful change.

For new safety leaders, the instinct 
to immediately overhaul programs 
or implement sweeping reforms can 
be powerful. However, research in 
organizational change management 
consistently demonstrates that rapid 
and poorly sequenced changes often 
generate resistance and confusion, and, 
in some cases, exacerbate safety risks 
(Kotter, 2012). Stabilization, engagement 
and evidence-based practices offer a 
more effective pathway for leaders who 
wish to establish credibility and create 
durable improvements. This article ex-
plores strategies that EHS professionals 
can use to navigate the complexities of 
building or rebuilding safety culture. 
The focus is on practical applications 
grounded in research, standards and 
best practices that make the content 
relevant to a broad audience of practi-
tioners, managers and executives.

Stabilizing Existing Systems
Stabilization is the first and most crit-

ical step when entering an organization 
with fragmented or weak safety prac-
tices. When employees see existing pro-
cesses discarded too quickly, they may 
perceive leadership as reactive or discon-
nected from operational realities. Sta-
bilization provides continuity, prevents 
disruption and reassures employees that 
safety is being managed deliberately. As 
Reason (1997) noted in his work on orga-
nizational incidents, many failures orig-
inate from latent conditions or systemic 
weaknesses that may not immediately 
cause harm but increase vulnerability to 
incidents. By stabilizing programs early, 

leaders ensure that those latent condi-
tions are identified and mitigated before 
larger initiatives begin.

Assessing the current state requires a 
structured, methodical approach. Lead-
ers should begin with a compliance-
focused review that examines adherence 
to OSHA requirements, state-specific 
laws and industry standards. This 
review can be supplemented with eval-
uations of injury and illness preven-
tion programs, incident logs, training 
records and emergency preparedness 
plans. Beyond compliance, cultural 
scans such as employee surveys or focus 
groups can help reveal how safety is 
perceived across levels of the workforce. 
Tools such as bow-tie analysis, failure 
mode and effects analysis, and job haz-
ard analysis provide deeper insights 
into vulnerabilities and help prioritize 
corrective actions. The value of this 
assessment is in not only collecting data 
but demonstrating a commitment to 
understanding before acting.

Stabilization requires a balance be-
tween reactive and proactive approaches 
to risk management. Reactive stabili-
zation typically involves responding to 
violations or incidents to ensure compli-
ance and prevent recurrence. Proactive 
stabilization, by contrast, emphasizes 

anticipating risks, embedding pre-
ventive measures and strengthening 
resilience before failures occur. Table 1 
illustrates the distinction between these 
two approaches. As shown in this table, 
organizations that prioritize proactive 
stabilization are more likely to experi-
ence sustainable improvements in safety 
and performance compared to those re-
lying solely on reactive approaches. This 
distinction helps leaders explain to stake-
holders why proactive practices provide 
stronger long-term value.

Kotter (2012) emphasizes that organi-
zational change capacity is limited, and 
introducing too many changes simulta-
neously risks overwhelming employees. 
Safety leaders should phase improve-
ments, beginning with stabilization of 
critical systems, followed by gradual 
layering of cultural initiatives. This se-
quencing not only prevents fatigue but 
ensures that new practices are built on a 
stable foundation, giving them a better 
chance of long-term adoption.

Engaging the Workforce
Employee engagement is the cor-

nerstone of sustainable safety culture. 
While compliance requirements can 
establish a baseline, lasting improve-
ments are achieved when employees 

•Stabilize before changing. Preserve and reinforce existing safety systems ini-
tially to prevent disruption, build credibility and identify latent risks before launch-
ing major reforms.

•Assess systematically and visibly. Conduct structured compliance reviews, 
cultural assessments and risk analyses to understand current conditions. 

•Phase improvements deliberately. Sequence safety initiatives to match orga-
nizational change capacity, stabilizing critical systems first and layering cultural 
improvements gradually.

•Engage employees as problem-solvers. Use hazard hunts, surveys, Kaizen 
events and regular floor engagement to uncover normalized risks and involve 
workers in solutions.

•Build psychological safety intentionally. Respond constructively to concerns, 
thank employees for speaking up and close the feedback loop to increase report-
ing and trust.

•Use balanced, evidence-based metrics. Combine leading indicators (e.g., near 
misses, audits, training completion) with lagging indicators to guide proactive, 
data-driven prevention.

STEPS TO ENHANCE SAFETY CULTURE
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actively participate in hazard identi-
fication, problem-solving and safety 
decision-making. Hofmann and Stetzer 
(1998) found that employees are more 
likely to report hazards when they be-
lieve leadership will take their input 
seriously. This highlights the impor-
tance of listening as a deliberate leader-
ship practice. Leaders who spend time 
walking the f loor, engaging in informal 
conversations and participating in day-
to-day safety routines not only gain 
valuable insights but also build trust.

Workers frequently normalize un-
safe practices, creating blind spots that 
leaders may not detect through formal 
audits. Structured engagement process-
es such as hazard hunts, anonymous 
surveys and Kaizen events are designed 
to uncover these risks. A Kaizen event 
is a time-boxed, cross-functional 
continuous-improvement workshop 
where employees map the current pro-
cess, identify hazards or waste and as-
sociated root causes, and agree on rapid 
countermeasures with clear owners 
and follow-up measures. Hazard hunts 
encourage employees to actively look 
for potential issues, surveys provide a 
safe channel for feedback, and Kaizen 
events facilitate collaborative problem-
solving. The success of these tools lies 
not in their mechanics alone but in 
leadership’s willingness to act on the 
findings and communicate outcomes 
transparently.

Psychological safety further enhanc-
es employee engagement. Defined by 
Edmondson (1999) as the belief that one 
can speak up without fear of punish-
ment, psychological safety directly im-
pacts the quality of hazard reporting and 
participation in safety initiatives. When 
employees see leaders respond construc-
tively to concerns—thanking individuals 
for raising issues, addressing problems 
promptly and providing feedback—they 
develop confidence that their contribu-
tions are meaningful. Organizations that 
cultivate psychological safety not only 
improve reporting rates but also reduce 
the likelihood of underreported risks and 
silent noncompliance.

Beyond traditional methods, advanced 
engagement practices are being adopted 
across industries. Safety circles, mod-
eled after quality circles, involve small 
groups of employees who regularly meet 
to discuss and resolve safety issues. 
Behavior-based safety programs use ob-
servation and feedback to reinforce safe 
behaviors and address at-risk practices. 

Near-miss reporting incentives reward 
proactive identification of hazards, creat-
ing a positive association with reporting 
rather than framing it as punitive. These 
practices send a clear message that safety 
is not just a management responsibility 
but a shared priority.

Integrating Evidence-Based Practices
Evidence-based decision-making en-

sures that safety initiatives are grounded 
in data and supported by research rather 
than assumptions. Lagging indicators 
such as injury and illness rates, while 
useful, provide an incomplete picture 
because they reflect outcomes rather 
than predictors. Leading indicators, in-
cluding near-miss reporting rates, train-
ing completion and audit scores, provide 
proactive insight into organizational 
health. Together, leading and lagging 
indicators form a comprehensive perfor-
mance measurement system. Deming’s 
(1986) continuous improvement model 
underscores the importance of monitor-
ing performance measures iteratively to 
refine interventions over time. Table 2 
presents examples of leading and lag-
ging indicators commonly used in EHS, 

illustrating their purpose in perfor-
mance measurement. This provides a 
practical framework that leaders can use 
to communicate the value of balanced 
measurement systems to executives and 
employees alike. By demonstrating how 
proactive metrics complement tradi-
tional outcomes, leaders can shift the 
conversation from reactive compliance to 
strategic prevention.

Aligning with internationally recog-
nized standards strengthens credibility 
and ensures alignment with global best 
practices. ISO 45001 emphasizes in-
tegrating safety into overall business 
processes, requiring leadership com-
mitment, worker participation and risk-
based approaches. ANSI/ASSP Z10-2019 
provides guidance for structuring occu-
pational health and safety management 
systems, with a focus on planning, eval-
uation and continuous improvement. 
These standards not only enhance safety 
performance but also create competitive 
advantages by meeting the expectations 
of regulators, customers and investors.

Emerging technologies further 
expand the scope of evidence-based 
safety practices. Predictive analytics 

Aspect Reactive stabilization Proactive stabilization 
Trigger Response after violations, 

incidents or audits 
Anticipating risks before they 
escalate 

Focus Immediate compliance, 
short-term fixes 

Long-term resilience, 
prevention and improvement 

Employee 
perception 

Defensive, compliance-
driven 

Strategic, trust-building, 
forward-looking 

Outcome Reduces immediate risks 
but may not sustain 
improvement 

Builds sustainable systems 
and prevents recurrence 

 

TABLE 1
REACTIVE VS. PROACTIVE STABILIZATION PRACTICES

Indicator type Purpose Examples 
Lagging 
indicators 

Measure outcomes 
after incidents occur 

OSHA recordable injury rate, lost 
time incident rate, workers’ 
compensation costs 

Leading 
indicators 

Predict and prevent 
future incidents by 
tracking proactive 
efforts 

Near-miss reports submitted, 
percentage of safety training 
completed, percentage of 
corrective actions closed on time 

 

TABLE 2
EXAMPLES OF LEADING & LAGGING INDICATORS
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use historical data to identify patterns 
and forecast potential risks. Artificial 
intelligence can analyze vast datasets to 
detect anomalies and trends that human 
reviewers might miss. Wearable devices 
provide real-time monitoring of worker 
fatigue, posture or exposure to hazard-
ous conditions, alerting both employees 
and supervisors to intervene before in-
cidents occur (Zhou et al., 2015). These 
innovations represent the next frontier 
in proactive risk management, though 
they must be implemented carefully to 
balance effectiveness with privacy and 
ethical considerations.

Transparency is the final component 
of evidence-based practices. Data-driven 
insights are only meaningful if commu-
nicated openly and in ways that employ-
ees can understand. Safety dashboards, 
tiered communication boards and regu-
lar briefings ensure visibility of perfor-
mance trends. When employees see that 
their reporting efforts contribute directly 
to measurable improvements, they are 
more motivated to continue engaging 
with safety systems.

Building Long-Term Safety Culture
The long-term sustainability of safety 

culture depends on leadership modeling, 
continuous learning, systems thinking 
and integration with broader organiza-
tional goals. Transformational leader-
ship, as demonstrated by Barling et al. 
(2002), directly influences employee safe-
ty participation and reduces injury rates. 
Leaders who consistently demonstrate 
safe behaviors, prioritize safety in meet-
ings and recognize safety contributions 
establish norms that cascade throughout 
the workforce.

Continuous learning reinforces safe-
ty as an evolving process rather than a 
static requirement. Refresher training, 
safety stand-downs, and after-action re-
views ensure that lessons from incidents 
are shared and embedded. Peer-to-peer 
coaching programs create shared respon-
sibility and accountability. Embedding 
learning into regular operations nor-
malizes safety discussions and prevents 
complacency.

Systems thinking expands the focus 
beyond individual behavior to examine 
organizational structures and processes. 
Reason (1997) emphasized that most 
incidents arise from systemic failures 
rather than isolated human errors. By 
examining policies, resource allocation 
and leadership practices, organizations 
can identify deeper causes of incidents 

and prevent recurrence. This holistic 
perspective ensures that interventions 
are effective and sustainable.

Finally, integrating safety into broader 
organizational priorities solidifies its 
place as a strategic imperative. Linking 
safety initiatives with environmental, 
social and governance commitments 
underscores safety’s role in business 
continuity, reputation and employee 
well-being. Cross-industry best practices 
from aviation, oil and gas, and healthcare 
demonstrate how embedding safety into 
identity produces resilience and competi-
tive advantage.

Conclusion
Building and sustaining a strong safety 

culture requires a deliberate balance of 
stabilization, measurement and cultural 
reinforcement. Throughout this article, 
the integration of reactive and proactive 
approaches has been emphasized as cen-
tral to long-term success. While reactive 
stabilization ensures immediate compli-
ance and addresses acute risks, proactive 
stabilization embeds resilience into 
systems, prevents recurrence and creates 
the foundation for sustainable safety 
performance. The evidence presented 
demonstrates that organizations priori-
tizing proactive stabilization consistently 
experience stronger long-term outcomes, 
both in terms of safety performance and 
workforce engagement.

The distinction between leading and 
lagging indicators further reinforces the 
need for comprehensive measurement. 
Lagging indicators, such as OSHA re-
cordables and lost-time incident rates, 
remain valuable for capturing outcomes 
but provide an incomplete picture when 
viewed alone. By contrast, leading in-
dicators such as near-miss reporting, 
training completion and corrective ac-
tion closure offer predictive insights that 
allow organizations to intervene before 
failures occur. Together, these metrics 
form the backbone of a balanced perfor-
mance measurement system that enables 
leaders to monitor progress iteratively 
and refine interventions with precision.

Equally critical is the cultural dimen-
sion of safety. As emphasized by interna-
tional standards such as ISO 45001 and 
guidance from ANSI/ASSP Z10, leader-
ship commitment, employee participa-
tion and continuous improvement are 
essential for embedding safety into the 
fabric of organizational processes. Cul-
ture influences whether safety initiatives 
are embraced as strategic imperatives 

or dismissed as compliance obligations. 
Leaders who demonstrate authentic 
commitment to safety, foster trust and 
encourage reporting without fear of re-
prisal create environments where proac-
tive measures can thrive.

The practical implications of these 
findings extend beyond the safety de-
partment. Executives, policymakers and 
line managers all share responsibility for 
integrating safety into business objec-
tives. By aligning safety initiatives with 
organizational goals such as productivity, 
sustainability and innovation, leaders 
can move beyond the perception of safety 
as a regulatory burden. Instead, safety 
becomes a driver of operational excel-
lence and competitive advantage. The 
role of continuous improvement models, 
from Deming to Kotter, reinforces that 
safety must evolve alongside organiza-
tional change, requiring vigilance, adapt-
ability and strategic foresight.

Looking forward, future research 
should explore how emerging tech-
nologies such as predictive analytics, 
artificial intelligence and digital twin 
modeling can enhance proactive safety 
efforts. These tools have the potential 
to transform leading indicators into 
real-time intelligence, offering unprec-
edented visibility into organizational 
risks. Moreover, cross-disciplinary col-
laboration between safety professionals, 
data scientists and behavioral experts 

BEST PRACTICES

Building and sustaining 
a strong safety culture 
requires a deliberate 

balance of stabilization, 
measurement and  

cultural reinforcement.
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could yield innovative frameworks for 
strengthening both technical and cultur-
al dimensions of safety.

In conclusion, the path to sustainable 
safety performance lies in harmonizing 
stabilization practices, balanced mea-
surement systems and cultural leader-
ship. Organizations that achieve this 
integration not only reduce risks but also 
build resilient, adaptive systems capable 
of withstanding future challenges. The 
evolution of safety from reactive compli-
ance to strategic prevention represents 
not just a shift in practice but a transfor-
mation in mindset, one that ultimately 
advances both worker well-being and 
organizational excellence.  PSJ
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