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Safety Leade rship 

For a safety manage-
ment system to be effec-
tive, it must be partnered 

with an effective leadership 
technique. This article seeks 
to establish a model for safety 
leadership that has been created 
in light of leadership discussion 
within the safety community 
and mainstream thought on or-
ganizational leadership.

The Safety Literature
The author explored select 

literature on safety leadership to 
determine common ground and 
benchmark that information 
against mainstream leadership 
literature in order to establish a 
model for organizational safety 

leadership. This information was helpful in under-
standing the degree to which the status quo is being 
supported or whether innovative aspects of leader-

ship are needed to incorporate organizational man-
agers in workplace safety leadership. 

Articles published in Professional Safety from 2000 
to 2009 were reviewed to identify common themes 
related to principles of workplace safety leadership. 
Doing so informs an understanding of what the 
safety profession has considered as important when 
addressing workplace safety leadership. These ar-
ticles were selected because they present a per-
spective of what the professional safety community 
deems as imperative in leading workplace safety.

Articles were limited to those appearing in PS 
due to the journal’s status as the primary peer-re-
viewed journal within the safety profession. It was 
essential to limit the research to peer-reviewed 
articles in order to present perspectives that have 
been reviewed by those in the safety community 
rather than simply thoughts and opinions that 
might appear in non-peer-reviewed publications.

This information was then benchmarked against 
mainstream leadership literature to determine a 
model that can be used to effectively engage or-
ganizational managers who may already exer-
cise leadership skills based on these mainstream 
models. A sample of mainstream leadership lit-
erature was purposefully selected (Creswell, 2007) 
to deeply explore how themes in safety literature 
can be integrated into components of these main-
stream models.

Although the mainstream models are presented 
as examples within the scope of this review and 
general findings are limited to these models, the 
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•This literature review sought to 
identify themes present in a decade of 
safety leadership publications, then 
correlated those themes with informa-
tion in mainstream leadership models.
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ship articles authored by members 
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involvement, accountability, devel-
oping a safety culture, professional 
safety responsibility and management 
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•Safety professionals can use the 
leadership dialogue within the safety 
community to identify common ground 
with an organization’s leadership 
model so that safety can become an 
integral part of that model.
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general principle of being able to apply themes of 
safety leadership to mainstream leadership models 
is the major finding of this research and gives SH&E 
professionals direction in being able to establish 
common ground with organizational leaders.

Literature Findings & Analysis
The process of identifying common themes of 

information in the PS journal articles was utilized 
to identify core leadership issues. The five themes 
identified were:

1) employee involvement; 
2) accountability; 
3) development of a safety culture;
4) safety professional responsibility;
5) management engagement.

Employee Involvement
Petersen and Dotson (2007) identified employee 

commitment as essential to the success of a work-
place safety management system. Employees are 
engaged in the daily work being performed, so they 
have the most invested in their personal safety and 
know what needs to be done to perform a job safely. 
Engaging employees and gaining their commitment 
can increase the quality of workplace safety efforts. 
Employees have a role in problem solving through 
the process of identifying hazards in the workplace 
and determining solutions (Petersen, 2004).

Relationship building between management and 
employees was identified as an issue of concern by 
Cooper (2001). Rather than employee involvement 

being a scripted activity, management and em-
ployees should have a healthy relationship that al-
lows for the flow of communication in all directions 
within an organization. The ability for such com-
munication to occur is contingent on an authentic 
relationship between employees and management.

Efforts to involve employees in workplace safety 
can become misguided and establish an incor-
rect role for managers (Krause & Weekley, 2005). 
Employees must be involved in workplace safety 
processes, but management should not abdicate its 
responsibility for reducing injuries. The relation-
ship must be balanced so that employees can effec-
tively engage in safety while management provides 
the appropriate amount of leadership.

Geller (2000) approaches employee involvement 
from a behavioral perspective by communicating the 
need to give workers control over their environment. 
By giving employees control over certain things that 
affect their work, their behavior will change to ac-
commodate the freedom provided. Rather than em-
ployees reporting to work and having each aspect of 
their work planned for them, employees should be 
given choices and control in matters of workplace 
safety. This will result in true engagement instead of 
automated responses to the environment. 

Accountability
Managers within an organization must take 

responsibility for safety (Simon & Frazee, 2005). 
They must be accountable for safety to ensure that 
injury reduction efforts are successful. This involves 
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the establishment of consequences for poor safety 
performance. Simon and Frazee present General 
Motors (GM) as an example of a radical change in 
workplace safety. Safety had never been discussed 
at the upper management level within the corpo-
ration until a new director asked about the safety 
report at the close of a board meeting.

The request was the catalyst for change that 
caused upper managers to become accountable for 
safety performance within the scope of their posi-
tions. Divisional leaders took it upon themselves to 
learn about developing a safety culture and safety 
management system. The result was significant 
improvement in workplace safety performance.

Organizational leaders must hold others ac-
countable for safety as well (Geller, 2000). They 
must take the initiative to place safety-related 
performance expectations on other managers and 
employees. When safety performance expecta-
tions are not met, leaders must hold managers and 
employees accountable. This process will instill a 
sense of urgency in relation to workplace safety ini-
tiatives and achieving applicable goals.

Geller (2008) expanded his focus on behavioral 
aspects of safety among employees to include self-
accountability among employees. In such an envi-
ronment, employees engage in safety because of 
the control they have over the environment. This 
control then evolves into self-accountability. Em-
ployees take ongoing responsibility for their ac-
tions without the need for management to hold 
them accountable.

Development of a Safety Culture
Safety is identified as needing to have a cultural 

component. For this concept to have meaning, or-
ganizations must practically define what is meant 
when they refer to their safety culture (Blair, 2003). 
Defining an organization’s safety culture can pro-
vide freedom in that a single business need not be 
constrained by a universal notion or definition of a 
safety culture. One example of this can be found in 
the area of risk. An organization that operates with 
high risk levels may have different safety cultural 
attributes than an organization which operates 
with low risk levels. This concept provides a great 
deal of flexibility for organizations to practically de-
fine their safety culture.

Once a safety culture is defined, it must be un-
derstood by those within an organization (Krause, 
2004). Words used to define a safety culture must 
be understood by everyone so that management 
and employees can communicate clearly about 
what the safety culture means and what activities 
may take place to initiate or grow that culture.

A strong safety culture correlates to general suc-
cess in business (Krause & Weekley, 2005). When 
a company develops a strong safety culture, the re-
sults are positive effects on business. Many employ-
ees and managers may feel a paradox exists between 
efforts in safety and production (Carillo, 2005).

This is manifested in behaviors that support 
production activities over a concern for workplace 
safety. The organizational culture is described as 

supporting productivity at the expense of employee 
safety. However, efforts in safety and productivity 
are not mutually exclusive. Development of a safety 
culture through an emphasis on protecting employ-
ees has positive consequences on business growth.

Developing a safety culture should not be con-
fused with simply allocating financial resources to 
workplace safety efforts. Simon and Frazee (2005) 
found that GM had been significantly funding 
workplace safety efforts and initiatives, yet the 
organization’s safety culture was poor. Financial 
resources dedicated to workplace safety must be 
coupled with demonstrable support by organiza-
tional leadership. Actions must accompany dollars 
spent and upper management rhetoric. A safety 
culture cannot be purchased.

When examining a safety culture, safety should 
be viewed as a value rather than a priority (Cooper, 
2001). A common phrase in industry is safety first, 
which refers to safety being the top priority in every 
action taken. The inherent challenge with a safety- 
first philosophy is that safety is being identified as 
a priority. Priorities change, so the potential exists 
for situations in which safety is no longer at the top. 
When safety is identified as a value, it is placed at 
the core level of being nonnegotiable. Regardless of 
the environment or level of activity, safety will al-
ways be a component of how work is performed.

Creating an environment in which safety efforts 
are encouraged and rewarded can have a posi-
tive effect on developing a safety culture (Hansen, 
2000). Encouraging and rewarding safe work be-
havior and efforts toward reducing injuries have a 
behavioral impact on a safety culture. When man-
agement and employees perceive that their efforts 
in safety are encouraged and rewarded, they are 
more likely to engage in such behavior.

An organization’s safety culture can be measured 
(Blair, 2003). Safety climate surveys allow em-
ployees to respond to a broad range of questions 
regarding safety efforts within an organization. 
Questions may examine the degree of manage-
ment support and role modeling, employee train-
ing, safety activities and the ability for employees 
to engage in safety processes. Results can help an 
organization understand the status of its safety cul-
ture and what actions can be taken to enhance it.

Safety Professional Responsibility
SH&E professionals have dedicated responsibil-

ity for leading injury reduction efforts. Through a 
safety management system, they can communicate 
to management what must be done to reduce inju-
ries (Petersen & Dotson, 2007). Safety profession-
als can provide guidance on regulatory compliance 
issues as well as safety culture development.

Safety managers often have the attention and 
support of upper management, but the organi-
zation ultimately determines a safety manager’s 
power (Petersen, 2004). An organization may 
recognize safety as being important and vest the 
SH&E manager with authority to implement injury 
reduction measures and hold individuals account-
able for assigned responsibilities. In organizations 

http://www.asse.org


www.asse.org     SEPTEMBER 2011      ProfessionalSafety   45

where this does not occur, SH&E profes-
sionals must learn to influence without 
authority by using effective communica-
tion skills.

The safety manager needs to develop 
an injury reduction approach that en-
gages the philosophy of meeting both 
his/her objectives and management’s 
operational goals. There is no single 
best way to accomplish this task (Han-
sen, 2000). Safety managers must exhibit 
flexibility in the process of reducing in-
juries through focusing on what they 
know needs to be accomplished while 
considering management’s needs.

SH&E professionals must measure 
organizational safety performance as 
well. A traditional measurement reflects 
the number of injuries an organization 
has experienced over time. However, a 
low number or lack of injuries does not 
mean that safety is being managed well 
(Krause, 2004).

Audits are tools safety managers can 
use to quantify behavior and conditions 
that may lead to an injury. The safety 
manager can observe the physical work 
environment to quantify the number of 
unsafe conditions that could result in an 
injury. Employee behavior can be ob-
served to quantify the number of at-risk 
behaviors as well.

Employee and management perfor-
mance measurements also can be im-
plemented to gauge the performance of the safety 
management system (Cooper, 2001). For example, 
operation managers can be assigned to deliver dai-
ly preshift safety reviews. This activity is measured 
by documenting each event and interviewing em-
ployees to determine the effectiveness of the com-
munication.

Management Engagement
Senior managers must focus on multiple areas of 

a given business. This may result in management 
focusing on core business issues that directly affect 
organizational growth (Petersen & Dotson, 2007). 
Safety management must rise to being a core issue 
that leadership sees as an important area for which 
they are directly responsible. Their engagement is 
critical to the success of injury reduction efforts.

Often, managers tend to engage in safety only 
when responding to an incident (Carillo, 2005). 
This process is reactionary and may result in im-
proper decisions being made by management. 
Rather than becoming involved only when an in-
cident occurs, ongoing engagement in the safety 
program allows managers to understand an inci-
dent within the context of the comprehensive safe-
ty management system.

Managers must take responsibility for failure 
(Geller, 2008). Although a safety manager may be 
directly responsible for workplace safety manage-
ment, only senior management can ensure that 

safety is instilled as a value within the organiza-
tional culture (Petersen & Dotson, 2007). If an 
employee is injured due to a fall that resulted from 
inadequate fall protection, the senior manager may 
be directly responsible because s/he did not budget 
funds to purchase fall protection harnesses or work 
platform railing.

Leaders’ behavior and their commitment to 
certain aspects of business are predictors of suc-
cess in those areas to which leadership is dedi-
cated (Krause & Weekley, 2005). Senior managers 
greatly influence organizational behavior simply 
by demonstrating support for various initiatives. 
Other managers and employees will begin to see 
as important what leaders see as important. This 
will result in leaders’ behavior being transferred to 
others throughout the organization.

Benchmarking conducted by GM revealed that 
upper management was actively involved in safety 
in other organizations (Simon & Frazee, 2005). The 
process of comparing a poorly performing organi-
zation in the area of safety to an organization that 
has a high-performing safety management system 
can illuminate opportunities for improvement. GM 
realized that one area in which it was lacking was 
direct engagement of upper management in work-
place safety activities.

Leadership is critical to workplace safety success 
in that leaders’ words must be supported by their 
actions. Credibility is at risk if no correlation exists 

Figure 1

Model of Common Ground

The five themes 
identified were 
employee involve-
ment; accountability;  
development of a 
safety culture; safety 
professional respon-
sibility; and manage-
ment engagement.
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between words and action (Petersen, 2004). Lead-
ers may say that safety is an organizational value, 
but they will not be perceived as credible if these 
words are not supported by allocating money for 
safety supplies and initiatives, discussing safety 
performance in organizational meetings and be-
having safely in an operational environment.

Culture within an organization is created to a 
great extent by those in top leadership roles (Blair, 
2003). Organizational leaders hold a great deal of 
responsibility in how they influence organizational 
culture. They can directly influence the develop-
ment of a safety culture through their behavior and 
commitment to safety as an important element of 
organizational performance.

Senior management should establish the vision 
for excellence in safety (Cooper, 2001). Regard-
less of the presence of dedicated safety manage-
ment staff, senior management holds the power 
on setting an organization’s direction. When se-
nior management establishes the vision, employ-
ees and management will perceive safety as being 
incorporated as a standard component of opera-
tional performance. Rather than seeing safety as 
an independent discipline governed by the safety 
manager, it will be seen as a way of doing business.

In summary, the themes of employee involve-
ment, accountability, development of a safety 
culture, safety professional responsibility and or-
ganizational leader responsibility found in safety 
leadership articles published in PS between 2000 
and 2009 indicate what the safety profession views 
as critical in developing an effective safety man-
agement system. It is now important to benchmark 
this information against mainstream leadership lit-
erature that can influence general leadership tech-
niques employed by organizational leaders.

Finding Common Ground
The trends identified in the PS articles are consis-

tent with current mainstream philosophies of lead-
ership. One concept presented is that leaders must 
be accountable and take responsibility for failure in 
workplace safety (Geller, 2008). This concept is rela-
tive to the learning organization (Senge, 2006). 

When the organizational leader takes responsi-
bility for a failure in the safety management system, 
learning can occur and be applied to the organiza-
tion to prevent the incident from recurring. An ab-
sence of responsibility could prove to hinder this 
learning and change process. The learning organi-

zation confronts failure as a learning opportunity 
to improve work processes.

Responsibility plays an important role in the pro-
cess. When leaders accept responsibility as is done 
in the learning organization, change can occur that 
can reduce workplace injuries. An SH&E profes-
sional who works in an organization that directly 
or indirectly bases its leadership style on Senge’s 
(2006) learning organization can enter the dialogue 
by helping leaders see the connection between les-
sons learned from an incident and improved orga-
nizational performance.

Although leaders may easily understand the di-
rect costs associated with an incident, an SH&E 
professional can gather and present data on the 
much larger indirect costs that can have a negative 
effect on organizational performance, such as loss 
of production quality due to a nonexperienced em-
ployee performing work normally handled by an 
experienced employee who has been injured and 
is away from work. These opportunities can serve 
to communicate information in a way that organi-
zational leaders are accustomed to perceiving and 
learning from incidents that affect performance.

As noted, the organization determines a safety 
manager’s power (Petersen, 2004). Organizational 
leaders can establish the safety function as one 
which has power. Bolman and Deal (2003) refer 
to this as a structural frame of leading organiza-
tions. The leader must structure an organization 
so that it achieves maximum efficiency. A safety 
management system is one tool a leader can use 
to maximize organizational efficiency because it 
helps prevent losses from injuries and incidents 
that damage property.

Time lost in production results in dollars lost to 
the organization. Suppose an employee operating 
a forklift loses control and strikes a machine. Be-
cause of the incident, the facility cannot continue 
production; dollars are lost through nonproduc-
tive employees being paid until the machine is re-
paired; and sales are lost due to missing deadlines. 
Leaders can use the structural frame as a way to 
incorporate safety into the way the organization is 
structured operationally.

A safety professional may find himself/herself in 
a position vested with power. In these cases, com-
mon ground already exists in that the SH&E pro-
fessional has power and can function productively 
within an organization’s structural frame.

However, others may be in a position where they 
must influence without authority. In such situa-
tions, safety professionals can open the dialogue 
with leaders to discuss the value of vesting the safety 
function with authority that is equivalent to others 
at similar levels within the organization. The SH&E 
professional can use the structural frame to speak in 
terms common to leaders in order to transition the 
safety position to one that can be maximized to help 
organizational leaders achieve the highest possible 
degree of operational performance.

Although uniform regulations govern workplace 
safety, there is no single best way to accomplish 
this task (Hansen, 2000). Each organization has 

Common 
ground 
can be 

achieved 
by integrat-

ing safety 
leadership 
in organi-

zational 
leadership 

in a way 
that fos-
ters the 

achieve-
ment of 

financial 
goals. 
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unique attributes that are exemplified through 
apparent chaotic activity (Wheatley, 2006). In the 
midst of this chaotic activity is a form of equilib-
rium. The seeming chaos and actual equilibrium 
are unique to each organization due to the specific 
variables and diversity present among its people, 
within the business’s daily functioning, and type of 
product or service provided.

For injury reduction efforts to be effective, safety 
management must be adapted to the unique chaos 
that occurs within an organization. One model of 
safety management will not work in every organi-
zation due to the diversity of how organizations 
function. Safety professionals can use chaos theory 
to approach the workplace from a completely open 
point of view. Rather than having a preconceived 
notion of what safety solutions are needed, safety 
professionals can first observe the organization to 
determine its unique equilibrium, then determine 
what techniques will work successfully.

For example, a hierarchical organization may 
benefit from one approach that might be coun-
terproductive for an organization that utilizes 
bottom-up problem-solving techniques. Different 
methods work for different organizations and it is 
this chaos that challenges the safety professional to 
determine the variables at work and design an ef-
fective strategy to address workplace safety.

Compassion for others may be one avenue for 
leaders to understand their safety responsibility 
(Krause, 2004). Some leaders may respond on an 
emotional level to an incident or lead workplace 
safety due to an emotional connection with em-
ployees and managers. Bolman and Deal (2001) 
refer to this as leading with soul in that “the hu-
man heart is more than a pump” (p. 25). Leaders 
may have a heartfelt connection with those in their 
charge and this connection can be utilized to ac-
complish injury reduction.

Employee injuries result in significant trauma 
to the individual, coworkers, supervisors and their 
families. Leaders who lead with soul can identify 
compassion as an area to focus attention with the 
result of not only saving money through loss pre-
vention, but also in providing employees with a 
greater quality of life.

Safety professionals can be sensitive to leaders 
who execute their responsibilities with a great deal 
of compassion for those in the workplace. Rather 
than attempting to reach these leaders by charting 
statistics, such as graphs of injury rate reduction 
and departmental performance, the SH&E profes-
sional can make an emotional appeal by telling the 
story of incidents and their effect on employees 
who were involved. The safety professional can 
maintain objectivity in managing a situation while 
communicating on an emotional level with leaders.

Credibility is at risk when words and action are 
not connected (Petersen, 2004). Leaders must live 
the words they speak and create an environment 
that allows others to be successful. Servant leader-
ship is a leadership philosophy that seeks to dem-
onstrate authentic leadership by giving a voice to 
all employees (Jennings & Stahl-Wert, 2004). First, 

leaders must “upend the pyramid” (p. 43) by placing 
themselves at the bottom and instilling power and a 
voice to those who perform work on the plant floor.

Later in the process, the leader is to “blaze the 
trail” (p. 46) to performance excellence by placing 
action to words. Employees performing work may 
be best equipped to determine hazards that exist 
and ways to mitigate them. The servant leader cre-
ates an environment where employees can openly 
voice concerns and recommendations that can re-
sult in positive change to the way work is performed.

This management philosophy is the epitome of 
implementing opportunities for employee involve-
ment. An SH&E professional in an organization 
that uses servant leadership can engage employ-
ees by seeking their input about how to make the 
workplace safer. Servant leadership attempts to 
vest employees with power by upending the pyra-
mid and acknowledging that they know the most 
about what is needed to make work effective.

This is a shared concept in safety in that employ-
ees are viewed as those who are best positioned to 
identify risks associated with work as well as how 
to make the workplace safe. Safety professionals 
can use this leadership style to enable employees to 
make substantive contributions to risk reduction.

Senior management should establish the vision 
for excellence in safety (Cooper, 2000). This issue 
coincides with the need Kotter (1996) presents 
for leaders to establish an organization’s vision. 
Rather than being authoritarian or micromanaging 
employees, the leader can establish and communi-
cate a clear vision of where the organization needs 
to go. Then, employees and managers can rally 
around the vision and contribute to its attainment 
through a culture that facilitates open communica-
tion and engagement.

Workplace safety management is enhanced when 
it is part of the organizational leader’s vision. Em-
ployees and managers will perceive workplace safe-
ty as one of the organization’s critical components 
and will be influenced to engage in injury reduc-
tion efforts. Safety professionals may be exposed to 
leaders who integrate safety into their vision. This 
environment sets the stage for safety profession-
als to maintain open communication that properly 
informs leaders regarding safety so that it may be 
integrated in the organization’s vision.

Where safety is not part of a leader’s vision, the 
safety professional must productively open com-
munication with leaders and explain how safety 
can be used as a component to facilitate the lead-
ers’ current vision. This partnership may make 
leaders aware of safety as an additional resource to 
facilitate excellence in organizational performance.

This information illustrates how themes identi-
fied within the safety community as being important 
when leading safety have connections to leadership 
philosophies espoused in mainstream literature. 
SH&E professionals can identify a management 
philosophy that exists within their organizations 
and determine where common ground exists be-
tween the components of that philosophy and the 
themes of safety leadership identified in this review.
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Although select mainstream leadership texts 
have been presented, the concept of identify-
ing common ground can transcend this limited 
comparison to evaluating numerous mainstream 
leadership models. For example, Lencioni (2002) 
addresses the leadership failure of avoiding ac-
countability as an issue when developing teams 
and evaluating team performance. This issue can 
be connected to the safety theme of accountability 
where leaders must accept accountability for safety 
within the scope of their responsibility.

Covey (1989) identifies the ability to synergize as 
one of the seven habits of highly effective people. 
This habit relates to the safety leadership theme of 
employee involvement in that rather than leaders 
dictating what activities must occur, synergy can 
occur among individuals at all levels to identify the 
most productive avenue to develop safety strate-
gies. Rich opportunities exist to connect the themes 
of safety leadership with existing mainstream lead-
ership. Doing so can help SH&E professionals es-
tablish common ground in communicating with 
organizational leaders.

Leadership & Safety Management Systems
The importance of organizational leadership en-

gagement in effecting strong safety performance 
is prevalent in safety texts (Geller, 1996; Petersen, 
2001; Manuele, 2003; Krause, 2005; Schneid, 2008). 
Leadership also has been addressed through guid-
ance provided in organized safety management 
system documents published by ANSI (2005) and 
OSHA. Both ANSI and OSHA identify leadership as 
a core component of effective safety management. 

Specific connections exist between the themes 
identified in this study and the management sys-
tem information published by OSHA and ANSI. 
The research behind both of these standards in-
dicates the degree to which good leadership leads 
to good safety performance as is indicated by the 
content of the systems.

For example, OSHA includes four of the five 
safety leadership themes found in this study as 
components of a safety management system:

1) Employee involvement: reasons workers must 
be involved and avenues through which to do so. 

2) Accountability: establishing performance 
standards, providing resources, designing a mea-
surement system, applying consequences and im-
plementing these at all levels in the organization in 
a system for accountability.

3) Development of a safety culture: elements of 
a safety culture.

4) Management engagement: reasons leaders 
need to become engaged in safety and avenues 
through which this can be accomplished.

Rather than safety leadership being relegated 
solely to safety professionals, safety management 
system standards indicate the degree to which 
safety leadership must be shared throughout the 
organization. Avenues can be identified through 
which organizational leaders become engaged and 
demonstrate leadership that results in improved 
safety performance.

The Business of Safety
The themes of safety leadership highlight the 

need to understand an organization’s business 
component. The safety leadership themes present 
a key list of success factors that safety professionals 
can use to find common ground within an organi-
zation’s primary leadership philosophy. The finan-
cial aspect of organizational performance presents 
another opportunity for SH&E professionals to 
achieve common ground by clearly articulating the 
value of safety in achieving financial goals.

The business case for safety can be made by 
equating the investment of financial resources in 
safety to its effect on the organization’s profit-
ability. Manuele (2011) addresses the need to ad-
equately reflect the cost of incidents. Direct costs of 
injuries can easily be captured by quantifying such 
things as medical expenses, disability payments, 
attorney fees and property damage repair costs.

Indirect cost is much more difficult to determine. 
Indirect costs, such as lost sales, increased opera-
tional cost and loss of quality, require a great deal 
of work and an appropriate methodology to iden-
tify and calculate accurately. Due to the large spec-
trum of industries, indirect costs will vary greatly 
among organizations.

However, once these data are accurately identi-
fied, a business case can be generated for imple-
menting safety within an organization through the 
use of statistical tools that can be used to correlate 
dollars spent in safety with projected cost savings 
related to reducing the number and severity of 
incidents. The information provided will commu-
nicate a specific return on investment for money 
allocated to safety.

Although safety is an ethical issue in that corpo-
rate responsibility dictates the need to protect all 
employees, it is also a financial issue from both cost 
and benefit perspectives. Lack of safety can result 
in direct and indirect costs when incidents occur. 
Proactive safety also generates cost to an organiza-
tion through areas such as salaries paid for safety 
professionals, employee training and purchase of 
equipment needed to protect employees.

However, the safety profession can add value 
financially through money saved in lowering inci-
dent frequency and severity, and influencing op-
erations through increased quality of production by 
maintaining a functional work environment with 
highly skilled personnel in place.

Common ground can be achieved by integrating 
safety leadership in organizational leadership in a 
way that fosters the achievement of financial goals. 
Finding this common ground can position safety as 
a value-added component integrated into organi-
zational leadership.

Conclusion
If the learning adults wish to learn in a so-
cial environment in which their intellectual 
alertness will count for something (will get 
itself realized, i.e., in power, creative expres-
sion, freedom, etc.) they will be as eager to 
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improve their collective enterprises, their 
groups, as they are to improve themselves. 
(Lindeman, 1961, p. 104)

This statement sets the stage for safety profes-
sionals to “improve their collective enterprise” 
by further exploring the factors that influence the 
leadership of workplace safety within organiza-
tions. This article has provided a brief glimpse into 
the connection between what the safety commu-
nity has deemed as important in workplace safety 
leadership and corresponding mainstream thought 
on leadership. SH&E professionals have an op-
portunity to integrate safety into managerial and 
leadership dialogue where common ground exists.

The safety literature indicates the need for man-
agement to be engaged in workplace safety (Blair, 
2003; Carillo, 2005; Cooper, 2001; Geller, 2000, 
2008; Krause, 2004; Krause & Weekley, 2005; Pe-
tersen, 2004; Petersen & Dotson, 2007; Simon & 
Frazee, 2005). Managers must articulate support 
for workplace safety and follow such words with 
actual engagement in workplace safety activity. 
Safety professionals can facilitate the integration of 
safety leadership principles into an organization’s 
leadership philosophy by understanding the points 
at which these principles intersect.

Although workplace safety management has 
progressed, it is far from reaching the complete 
positive effect that it can have on industry and the 
economy. The significant losses experienced each 
year from work-related incidents present a clear 
need to integrate workplace safety into organiza-
tional leadership. This can result in more produc-
tive relationships between safety managers and 
organizational leaders. The greatest effect will be 
on saving and enhancing employees’ quality of life.

At numerous points, the principles of safety 
leadership correspond to mainstream models of 
organizational leadership. Recognizing this com-
mon ground can help SH&E professionals set the 
stage for constructive dialogue on the integration 
of safety as a core component of organizational 
leadership.  PS

      
References
ANSI/AIHA. (2005). Occupational health and safety 

management systems (ANSI/AIHA Z10-2005). Fairfax, 
VA: Author.

Blair, E. (2003, June). Culture and leadership: Seven 
key points for improved safety performance. Professional 
Safety, 48(6), 18-22.

Bolman, L. & Deal, T. (2001). Leading with soul: An 
uncommon journey of spirit. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Bolman, L. & Deal, T. (2003). Reframing organiza-
tions: Artistry, choice and leadership. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass.

Carillo, R. (2005, July). Safety leadership: Managing 
the paradox. Professional Safety, 50(7), 31-34.

Cooper, D. (2001, Feb.). Treating safety as a value. 
Professional Safety, 46(2), 17-21.

Covey, S. (1989). The 7 habits of highly effective people. 
New York: Simon & Schuster.

Creswell, J. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research 
design: Choosing among five approaches. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications.

Geller, E.S. (2000, May). Ten leadership qualities for 
a total safety culture: Safety management is not enough. 
Professional Safety, 45(5), 38-41.

Geller, E.S. (2008, March). People-based leadership: 
Enriching a work culture for world-class safety. Profes-
sional Safety, 53(3), 29-36.

Hansen, L. (2000, May). The architecture of safety 
excellence. Professional Safety, 45(5), 26-29.

Jennings, K. & Stahl-Wert, J. (2004). The serving 
leader: Five powerful actions that will transform your 
team, your business and your community. San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Kotter, J. (1996). Leading change. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press.

Krause, T. (2004, June). Influencing the behavior of 
senior leadership: What makes a great safety leader? 
Professional Safety, 49(6), 29-33.

Krause, T. (2005). Leading with safety. Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley.

Krause, T. & Weekley, T. (2005, Nov.). Safety lead-
ership: A four-factor model for establishing a high-func-
tioning organization. Professional Safety, 50(11), 34-40.

Lencioni, P. (2002). The five dysfunctions of a team. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Lindeman, E. (1961). The meaning of adult education. 
New York: Harvest House.

Manuele, F. (2003). On the practice of safety. Hobo-
ken, NJ: Wiley.

Manuele, F. (2011, Jan.). Accident costs: Rethink-
ing ratios of indirect to direct costs. Professional Safety, 
56(1), 39-47.

OSHA. Health and safety management system. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), 
Author. Retrieved May 19, 2011, from www.osha.gov/
SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/index.html.

OSHA. Employee involvement. Washington, DC: 
DOL, Author. Retrieved May 19, 2011, from www 
.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_empl 
_envolv.html.

OSHA. Responsibility, authority and accountability. 
Washington, DC: DOL, Author. Retrieved May 19, 
2011, from www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/
comp1_responsibility.html.

OSHA. Safety & health culture. Washington, DC: 
DOL, Author. Retrieved May 19, 2011, from www.osha 
.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/mod2_culture.html.

OSHA. Management leadership. Washington, DC: 
DOL, Author. Retrieved May 19, 2011, from www.osha 
.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_mgt_lead.html.

Petersen, D. (2001). Safety management: A human 
approach (3rd ed.). Des Plaines, IL: ASSE.

Petersen, D. (2004, Oct.). Leadership and safety 
excellence: A positive culture drives performance. Profes-
sional Safety, 49(10), 28-32.

Petersen, D. & Dotson, K. (2007, May). Executive 
safety leadership. Professional Safety (online exclusive). 
Retrieved Aug. 4, 2011, from www.asse.org/profes 
sionalsafety/pastissues/052/05/web0506AS.doc.

Schneid, T. (2008). Corporate safety compliance: 
OSHA, ethics and the law. Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press.

Senge, P. (2006). The fifth discipline. New York: Cur-
rency Doubleday.

Simon, S. & Frazee, P. (2005, Feb.). Building a better 
safety vehicle: Leadership-driven culture at General 
Motors. Professional Safety, 50(2), 36-44.

Wheatley, M. (2006). Leadership and the new science: 
Discovering order in a chaotic world. San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/index.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/index.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_empl_envolv.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_empl_envolv.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_empl_envolv.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_responsibility.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_responsibility.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/mod2_culture.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/mod2_culture.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_mgt_lead.html
http://www.osha.gov/SLTC/etools/safetyhealth/comp1_mgt_lead.html
http://www.asse.org/professionalsafety/pastissues/052/05/web0506AS.doc
http://www.asse.org/professionalsafety/pastissues/052/05/web0506AS.doc
http://www.asse.org


Copyright of Professional Safety is the property of American Society of Safety Engineers and its content may

not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written

permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.


