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2.4 Examine Methods for Measuring and
Interpreting Safety Culture Performance
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Introduction

A positive Occupational Health, Safety, Environment, and Sustainability (OHSES) culture is a key driver of
organisational performance, employee wellbeing, and operational excellence. However, unlike physical
hazards or equipment performance, safety culture cannot be measured directly. Instead, organisations
assess safety culture by examining the attitudes, behaviours, perceptions, leadership practices,
management systems, and performance outcomes that reflect how safety is valued and managed.
Measuring safety culture enables organisations to identify strengths, detect weaknesses, benchmark
performance, monitor improvement, and make informed strategic decisions. Because no single method
provides a complete picture, organisations use a combination of quantitative and qualitative assessment
techniques, supported by triangulation to improve the reliability of findings.

This section examines methods for measuring and interpreting safety culture performance by
considering:

1.Quantitative and qualitative methods of safety culture assessment.

2.Use of surveys, audits, interviews, and performance data.

3.Interpretation of cultural data to inform strategic decisions.

4.Limitations and triangulation of measurement approaches.
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1. Quantitative and Qualitative Methods of Safety Culture Assessment

Understanding Safety Culture Assessment
Safety culture assessment is the systematic process of evaluating how organisational values,
leadership, communication, behaviours, and management systems influence workplace safety.

Assessment helps organisations answer questions such as:
e Do employees feel safe to report concerns?
e Does leadership demonstrate commitment?
e Are procedures consistently followed?
e |s safety viewed as a core organisational value?
Two broad approaches are used:
e Quantitative methods.
e Qualitative methods.
Both are complementary and provide different types of insight.
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Quantitative Methods

Quantitative methods collect numerical data that can be measured, compared, and analysed
statistically.
Examples include:
e Safety climate survey scores.
e Lost Time Injury Frequency Rate (LTIFR).
e Total Recordable Incident Rate (TRIR).
e Nedr-miss reporting rates.
e Hazard reporting frequency.
e Audit compliance scores.
e Training completion percentages.
e Safety observation counts.
Advantages
e Easy to benchmark.
e Objective measurement.
e Suitable for trend analysis.
e Supports performance comparisons.
e Useful for reporting to senior management.
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Quantitative Methods

Limitations
e Numbers do not explain why problems exist.
e May overlook employee attitudes and perceptions.
e Can encourage focus on metrics rather than culture.
e Poor data quality may lead to misleading conclusions.
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Qualitative Methods

Qualitative methods explore people's experiences, opinions, beliefs, and behaviours.
Examples include:

e |nterviews.

e Focus groups.

e Behavioural observations.

e Workplace discussions.

e Safety workshops.

e leadership assessments.

e Case study analysis.

Advantages Limitations
e Provides deeper understanding.
e Explores employee perceptions. e More time-consuming.
e |dentifies underlying causes. e Difficult to compare statistically.
e Reveals cultural issues not visible in statistics. e Findings may be subjective.

e Supports organisational learning. e Requires skilled facilitators.
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Quantitative Methods Qualitative Methods

Produce numerical data Produce descriptive information

Easier to benchmark Better understanding of behaviours
Useful for trends Useful for identifying root causes
Objective measurement Rich contextual insights

Limited explanation of causes||More subjective and resource-intensive
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2. Use of Surveys, Audits, Interviews and Performance Data

Safety Culture Surveys
Safety culture surveys gather employee perceptions regarding leadership, communication,
trust, reporting culture, and management commitment.

Common topics include:
e Leadership visibility.
e Trust in management.
e Communication effectiveness.
e Employee involvement.
e Reporting confidence.
e Learning culture.
e Safety priorities.

Survey results often use rating scales (e.g., 1-5 or 1-10) to quantify employee opinions.
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Critical Evaluation

Advantages
e Large numbers of employees can participate.
e Easy to compare departments.
e Useful for benchmarking over time.
e Encourages employee involvement.
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Limitations
e Employees may fear anonymity is not protected.
e Responses may reflect temporary issues.
e Results measure perceptions rather than actual behaviours.
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Safety Audits

Audits assess whether safety management systems are operating effectively.

They examine:
e Compliance with procedures.
e |eadership involvement.
e Risk management.
e Training effectiveness.
e Documentation.
e Workplace conditions.
Audits may be:
e |Internal.
e External.
e Regulatory.
e Certification audits.
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Critical Evaluation

Advantages
e |Independent assessment.
e |dentifies system weaknesses.
e Supports continual improvement.
e Demonstrates compliance.

Limitations
e Often focus on compliance rather than culture.
e Snapshot of performance.
e May not reflect everyday behaviours.




22

-
OSH” TREE

TRAINING & CONSULTANCY

Performance Data

Performmance indicators provide evidence of organisational safety outcomes.
Examples include:
Leading Indicators
e Hazard reports.
e Safety observations.
e Training completion.
e Audit completion.
e |eadership safety walks.
e Near-miss reporting.
Lagging Indicators
e Injuries.
e Fatalities.
e Environmental incidents.
e Regulatory violations.
e Compensation claims.
e Property damage.
Performmance data should always be interpreted alongside cultural assessments.
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Critical Evaluation

Each assessment method measures different aspects of safety culture.
For example:

e Surveys measure perceptions.

e Audits measure systems.

e Interviews explore attitudes.

e Performance data measures outcomes.
No single method provides a complete assessment.
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3. Interpretation of Cultural Data to Inform Strategic Decisions

Why Interpretation Matters
Collecting data alone does not improve safety.

e Current cultural strengths.

e Areas requiring improvement.

e Emerging organisational risks. \ N

e Effectiveness of existing initiatives. R |
Strategic decisions should be evidence-based rather than assumption- "
driven.

Leaders must interpret results to understand: bt/ ! ” |
W

Trend Analysis
Rather than examining isolated results, organisations monitor trends
over time.
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Trend Analysis

Rather than examining isolated results, organisations monitor trends over time.

Example:

Year Near Miss Reports
2024 120

2025 230

2026 420
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Trend Analysis

Although reports increased, this may indicate:

e Greater employee trust.
e Stronger reporting culture.
e Improved leadership.
An increase in reporting is not necessarily negative.
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Benchmarking

Organisations compare performance against:
e Previous years.
e Industry averages.
e Best practice.
e International standards.
e Similar organisations.
Benchmarking identifies opportunities for improvement.
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Root Cause Analysis

When cultural weaknesses are identified, organisations investigate underlying causes.

Example:
Low reporting may result from:
e Fear of blame.
e Poor supervision.
e Inadequate communication.
e Lack of trust.
Addressing the root cause produces more sustainable improvements than simply increasing
reporting targets.
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Strategic Decision-Making

Interpreted cultural data informs decisions regarding:
e Leadership development.
e Resource allocation.
e Training programmes.
e Policy revision.
e Risk management.
e Organisational restructuring.
Investment priorities.
Data-driven decisions improve organisational performance and resilience.
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Benefits

e Supports proactive risk management.

e Improves resource allocation.

e Strengthens leadership decisions.

e Enables continual improvement.

e Aligns safety strategy with organisational objectives.
Challenges

e Incorrect interpretation may produce ineffective actions.

e Correlation does not always indicate causation.

e Organisational context must always be considered.
Strategic interpretation requires experienced leadership supported by multiple data sources.
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4. Limitations and Triangulation of Measurement Approaches

Limitations of Individual Methods
Surveys
e Subjective responses.
e Temporary emotions influence results.
e Fear of identification.
Audits
e Focus on documentation.
e Limited behavioural insight.
e Conducted periodically.
Interviews
e Small sample sizes.
e Interviewer bias.
e Time intensive.
Performance Data
e Reactive indicators measure past events.
e Numbers alone do not explain culture.
e Under-reporting may distort results.
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What is Triangulation?

Triangulation is the process of combining multiple assessment methods to improve the reliability and validity of findings.
Rather than relying on one source of information, organisations compare evidence from different methods.

Example of Triangulation
An organisation finds:
e Employee survey shows low trust.
e Interviews reveal fear of reporting.
e Audit identifies inconsistent supervisor practices.
e Near-miss reporting rates are declining.
Together, these findings confirm a genuine cultural issue.
Had only one method been used, the conclusion might have been misleading.

Benefits of Triangulation
e Improves reliability.
e Reduces bias.
e Confirms findings.
e Provides a complete understanding.
e Supports stronger strategic decisions.
e Improves confidence in improvement initiatives.
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Critical Evaluation

Triangulation requires additional resources but provides a far more accurate
understanding of organisational culture than relying on a single assessment
technique.

For strategic OHSES management, triangulation is considered best practice because
organisational culture is complex and cannot be fully understood through one
medsurement method alone.
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Practical Scenario

A multinational logistics company notices a decline in hazard reporting despite stable injury rates.
To understand the issue, it conducts a safety climate survey, performs internal safety audits,
organises employee focus groups, and reviews leading and lagging performance indicators.

The survey reveals low confidence in supervisor support, while focus groups show that employees
fear criticism when reporting hazards. Audits identify inconsistent application of reporting
procedures, and performance data confirms a reduction in near-miss reporting.

By triangulating these findings, senior management concludes that the problem is not a lack of
hazards but a weak reporting culture. The organisation responds by introducing leadership
coaching, strengthening its Just Culture policy, and improving communication. Over the following

year, hazard reporting increases, employee trust improves, and proactive risk management
becomes more effective.
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Key Takeaways

e Safety culture cannot be measured directly; it is assessed through a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods that evaluate behaviours, perceptions, leadership,
systems, and performance outcomes.

e Quantitative methods (e.g., surveys, performance indicators, audit scores) provide measurable
data for benchmarking and trend analysis, while qualitative methods (e.g., interviews, focus
groups, observations) provide deeper insight into attitudes and organisational behaviours.

e Effective assessment uses surveys, audits, interviews, and performance data together to build a
comprehensive understanding of safety culture.

e Interpreting cultural data enables leaders to identify strengths, diagnose weaknesses, prioritise
improvements, allocate resources, and make evidence-based strategic decisions that enhance
organisational performance.

e Because each assessment method has limitations, triangulation—combining multiple sources
of evidence—is considered best practice for producing reliable conclusions and supporting
continual improvement in safety culture.
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Thank you
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