
It doesn't matter if you are the 
CEO, a manager, a safety 
professional, or a field worker, 
the message is the same - 
nobody wants anybody to get 
hurt. So what are you doing 
about it?  

Today most organizations have 
implemented safety systems 
chalked full with rules, 
regulations,policies, and 
procedures. Congrats! Looks 
great on paper! But ask 
yourself: Is it really sufficient? 

You know it’s not enough when 
you hear employees share their 
stories about safety: 

• “When the last batch of new safety 
rules were announced, once again 
we pushed back hard but nobody 
cared to listen. No problem. We 
know how to ignore them.” 

• “I’ve seen reckless unsafe behaviour 
even though the safety rules are well 
known and understood. Speak up and 
stop production? Yah, right.” 

• “New situations continually arise 
that were not considered when a 
safety process was initially designed. 
So we either stop work and wait for 
help or create workarounds to get 
things done our way.” 

• “In the last compliance training 
course, I didn’t learn anything I 
didn’t know already. But I was in 
attendance so got my name ticked 
on the checklist. I guess everyone’s 
happy now.” 

• The latest cost-cutting directive 
conflicts with our “safety first” 
initiative. I voiced the dilemma but 
it fell on deaf ears.”

Complexity science tells us that simple interactions between workers, customers, suppliers, citizens, etc. can lead 
to uncertainty, confusion, and unexpected outcomes. Instead of fighting it, you can take advantage of the 
complexity itself by using sense-making techniques and group wisdom to resolve systemic problems. You can 
also apply simple heuristics, safe-to-fail experimentation, networking, pattern recognition tools to guide change. 
  
  
The dominating safety paradigm has been to focus on what goes wrong, look for failures, improve barriers, and 
reduce the number of adverse events. Complexity necessitates a change in thinking: Safety isn’t created but 
emerges from workplace conditions. If too many rules and constraints are imposed, Danger can just as easily 
emerge. When a tipping point is reached, failure ranging from a near-miss incident to a fatality can occur.  
Workers need to know how to adjust performance to succeed under varying conditions not under their control.  
  
  
Advances in computer technologies have provided ways not to replace humans but to integrate our ability to 
sense an emerging crisis (Black Swan) and a big opportunity (Serendipity). Humans are very adept at telling 
stories to describe complex situations. Stories can be quickly gathered and analyzed for patterns that make sense 
of the safety culture. If you want real employee engagement, this is the preferred approach. 

Are you doing 
enough?

What can you do that’s different?

“What keeps me up at night, what bothers me the 
most, is if anybody gets hurt. We have a dangerous 
product and we put our workers in harm's way 
every day. We have had people die on the job, and 
I don't want to be the CEO when we have any 
serious disabling injuries or fatalities. I don't want 
to be that guy.”

Focusing on fixing safety processes and 
adjusting systems will help. But it’s not 
enough to stop people from getting hurt. You 
need to go deeper to shape your safety 
culture.  
Not that long ago times were stable, certain, 
and predictable. Simple has now been 
replaced by complex. Culture is complex. So 
is safety. 
Traditional safety solutions are limited in 
what they can do. You need a different 
approach and different tools.
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