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COMMUNICATION
The Importance of Transparency
By Justin Molocznik

As a safety professional, you likely held some responsibility over the past several years in managing the pandemic, 
particularly in communication. While exhausting, my personal experience gave me opportunities to better 
understand how the type of communication I used could impact the perception of my audience on the receiving end.

I specifically remember communicat-
ing messages that built trust (e.g., “we want 
to protect you and your family”) and at the 
same time created uncertainty (e.g., “we 
do not know what the future looks like”). 
Unfortunately, I also remember times when 
the communication sent was ambiguous 
and lacked authenticity, which was detri-
mental. Interestingly, Petersen et al. (2021) 
conducted research in which transparency 
in communication about vaccinations 
(both good and bad) was found to have 
both a positive (trust) and negative (hesita-
tion) effect on the public, but vague com-
munication has a much deeper negative 
impact on trust. In an environment where 
information was (and still is) coming from 
all directions and can lead to distrust and 
skepticism, the importance of clear, consis-
tent and unbiased communication is criti-
cal. Transparency is the tool I’ve relied on 
to communicate throughout the pandemic, 
and it has made all the difference.

Safety is synonymous with communi-
cation, as demonstrated by the more than 
100 entries on communication in Profes-
sional Safety journal’s archive. But what is 
transparent communication? It is “the act 
of both good and bad information being 
shared upward, downward and laterally 
in a way that allows all to see the why be-
hind the words” (Hutchison, 2020). As a 
safety professional, you need to effectively 
deliver both good and bad news within 
your safety practice; it certainly becomes 
easier if you can offer a why. Think about 
it in the context of explaining a safety 
intervention for a hazard that workers are 
unaware of (or have ignored) or commu-
nicating to your leadership group about 
an injury or illness that has occurred that 
will impact the organization. These are 
both situations in which being transpar-
ent in communication will lead to a better 
understanding from an audience. 

So, how can you effectively communi-
cate and be transparent? If you attended 
Safety 2022 in person, you may have caught 
John McBride’s session, “Perception: How 
It Impacts Your Leadership Success.” 
John shared an effective communication 
method by emphasizing the importance of 

learning the languages of those with whom 
you are communicating (McBride, 2022). If 
the receiver cannot understand you (or, for 
that matter, you cannot understand them), 
your effort will be trivial. This may mean 
more preparation on your end as an effec-
tive transparent communicator, but wheth-
er you are speaking (in John’s terms) the 
language of operations, finance, human 
resources or the employee, your audience 
will better understand.

One of the game changers in the applica-
tion of communication in safety is E. Scott 
Geller (2018), whose seven Cs for safety suc-
cess are rooted in effective communication 
with employees. Moreover, Geller empha-
sizes that it is imperative to establish inter-
personal communication—communication 
between individuals, which is foundational 
in a relationship. I recommend becoming 
familiar with the sequence of different 
types of communication that Geller refer-
ences in his model, including relationship 
(a deeper understanding of the individual), 
possibility (communication focused on the 
future and potential), action (or direction 
to the individual), opportunity (commu-
nicating application or how and where can 
this be applied) and follow-up (check in on 
results). These types of communication are 
empowered by transparency. For example, 
you cannot expect to communicate an 
action without fully explaining why the 
action is important. The connection here 
is that interpersonal communication and 
how it is accomplished cannot be effectively 
established without trust, and trust is built 
by transparent communication.

Trusting relationships are developed by 
communication and create an environ-
ment of psychological safety, which is an 
incredibly effective way to not only run 
your safety program, but any organization 
as a whole. If you think about the con-
cept of psychological safety—the ability 
to show and employ one’s authentic self 
without fear of negative consequences to 

self-image, status or career—you can see 
how transparent communication not only 
creates the space for employees to feel psy-
chologically safe, but also that it perpetu-
ates the environment to practice it (Geller, 
2022). A great exercise is to think about 
the transparent (or guarded) communi-
cators in your life and workplace. How do 
you feel when communicating with them? 
Does it feel authentic, or are you left feel-
ing unsure about the situation?

There is no denying that communica-
tion can be difficult. While transparent 
communication can help grow trust, 
build relationships and create psycho-
logical safety, it is not the be-all-end-all 
solution to communication. Improving 
your communication style is an individu-
alistic journey and, as noted, may be best 
crafted for the audience you are speaking 
with. Reflect on your communication 
style, and if you find a lack of transparen-
cy, I encourage you to try it out.  PSJ
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