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The phrase “leadership support” has become a 

cliché in discussing safety. We always hear about 

the importance of leadership support and “walking 

the talk.” The reason we hear so much about 

such support is because it is important. Yet it is 

too often poorly defined. Leadership support is 

often seen as just delivering a series of messages 

about the importance of safety. However, building 

leadership support requires the same type of 

analysis and planning that goes into implementing 

the behavior-based safety (BBS) effort. Leadership 

participation and support is so important that a 

significant amount of time should be invested in 

planning and building accountability for critical 

leadership practices. 

The five practices that follow provide a framework 

for defining leadership support for Values-Based 

Safety®. Leadership must visibly demonstrate these 

practices for everyone involved in implementing 

Values-Based Safety®. The behaviors that define 

these practices will help you support both safety 

and your new safety improvement initiative. 

Safety Leadership



Safety Leadership Practice #1

Leaders need to create three types of alignment: 

•  Personal safety practices

•  Leadership behaviors that build and  
support safety

•  Systems and processes

The first of these is making sure that, as a leader, your 
personal behavior demonstrates that you value safety, 
that you “show the way” in what you do. Alignment 
means that the behaviors and actions of leaders within 
the organization are consistent and demonstrate the 
importance of safety in the organization. Alignment is 
as much about your actions and decisions as it is about 
what you say. Actions demonstrate that safety is impor-
tant to you and other leaders. Your actions demonstrate 
that safety is something you value as a leader. This 
includes things like wearing appropriate PPE when you 
visit a field location or go out into your facility, not talk-
ing on a cell phone while driving, or even going to the 
crosswalk at an intersection to cross a busy street.

Leadership also has to ensure that the leadership 
practices at each level of the organization are aligned 
to build and sustain safety systems and practices. 

Creating this type of alignment requires that you ensure 
that each level of the organization knows and is held 
accountable for the leadership behaviors required of 
them in supporting safety improvement. First, you must 
define what participation and support look like at each 
level of the organization. The model used in this article 
is a good framework for your initial planning efforts. 
Ideally, you can create an integrated set of agendas 
that prompt ongoing review and planning of leader-
ship support, cascading down through each level of the 
organization. The goal is to ensure that the leadership 
practices at each level of the organization are aligned to 
support the company’s safety improvement efforts.

Alignment and integration of management systems 
is often a significant issue, and the area where many 
organizations are weak. A lack of integration or align-
ment with management systems often creates conflict-
ing demands within the organization. The result is that 
employees get pulled in different directions. A com-
mon example in our work is employees who want to 
conduct BBS observations but cannot leave their work-
stations. In essence, the existing system creates bar-
riers to participation that leadership must often help 
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remove for BBS efforts to be successful. Another example 
is the difficulty pulling the safety committee together 
for regular monthly meetings to review the observation 
data and develop action plans. While such meetings are 
chaired or co-chaired by an employee, management 
often has to take the initiative to address logistical issues 

and ensure that employees can meet together. Alignment 
also includes appraisal and recognition systems, as lead-
ers must make sure that their organization makes heroes 
of those who promote safety and does not make heroes 
of those who achieve production targets while shortcut-
ting safety procedures.

•  Meet with direct reports weekly to coordinate  

across levels:

 •  Review progress on safety initiative plans

 •  Ask what they are doing to support safety

 •  Ask what they are planning to do

•  Consider the impact of all decisions on safety:

 •  Hiring

 •  Providing resources

•  Consider the messages that decisions may send 

about your and/or the company’s commitment  

to safety

•  Model safe practices at every opportunity

•  Include safety in appraisals

• Learn about your behavior-based safety process

•  Ensure that management systems support safety  

and do not create barriers

Sample Behaviors:



Effective leaders spend a significant amount of time 
communicating their organization’s values and vision. 
They use multiple examples to personalize their mes-
sages for employees, peers, community representatives, 
and other stakeholders. They use multiple media to get 
their messages to as broad an audience and as frequently 
as possible ... and safety is always an important part of 
their messages. Leaders know the importance of staying 
the course with messages that describe the vision, the 
leader’s commitment, and the actions required of others.

Communication requires talking to individuals for 
more reasons than simply organizing the implementa-
tion effort. The target population includes both those 
who can help implement behavior-based safety and 
those who can block implementation. Trying to get 
people to recognize and share the importance of 
safety as a value is a communication challenge that is 
different from getting them to understand short-term 
action plans.

Safety Leadership Practice #2

Communicate Value for Safety

•  Tour work areas and have safety related discussions 
with employees

•  Include safety in every presentation and discussion

•  Include safety as the first agenda in every meeting

•  Look for opportunities to talk about safety in the 
company and community

•  Share personal stories and experiences

•  Promote safety during informal conversations

Sample Behaviors:



Building participation and support requires several 
things. You should recognize that your behavior-based 
safety process will go through an implementation 
phase and a maintenance or sustaining phase. The 
leadership support practices are likely to change as 
you move from one to the other. Initially, for example, 
leaders need to provide compelling information 

about the need for change and ensure that the right 
cross-section of personnel is engaged in planning 
and managing the change effort. Leaders will need to 
participate in training and review progress on train-
ing implementation. Later, attention should shift to 
the actions of the safety committee and participation 
throughout your organization. 

Build Participation and Support

Safety Leadership Practice #3

•  Communicate the importance of safety to the  
company

•  Review historical data from your area with employees 
to show the impact of the issue

•  Discuss leadership efforts with associates participat-
ing on the safety committee. Thank them for their  
participation

•  Ask what you can do to help

•  Ensure that there is a realistic budget for recognition 
and celebrations

•  Participate in meeting, training, and celebrations at 
each stage of the process

•  Respond to requests for assistance

Sample Behaviors:



The long-term goal is for behavior-based safety to be 
part of the way you do business. During the implemen-
tation and once the process is up and functioning, your 
role is to review implementation and ensure that the 
Steering Committee is executing their plans with integ-
rity. A variety of mechanisms, both formal and informal, 
should be used to track the process during both imple-
mentation and maintenance. Your formal review may 
include regular updates during staff meetings, focus 
groups, and surveys. Your informal monitoring might in-
clude conversations with participants during the course 
of normal activities and asking employees how the new 
process is working.

You have two primary tools for review and study:

1. Review and analyze data from the process.

2. Conduct positive inquiry to learn how associates  
 are experiencing the process in different roles.

This ongoing review and study of the new process is the 
most important leadership practice in sustaining the 
behavior-based safety initiative, or any other change ef-
fort for that matter. Too often, once a new safety process 
has demonstrated a reduction in injuries, the organiza-
tion turns its attention elsewhere. Monitoring helps 
sustain the behavior-based safety initiative. If the process 
fails to sustain, your organization may experience several 
potential negative side effects:

• Loss of confidence about the organization’s  
 commitment to safety

• A feeling of a “flavor-of-the-month” regarding safety 
programs

• Resistance to change: employees learn that the  
 initiative will go away if they hold out long enough. 

Your goal is to consistently assess the behavior-based 
safety effort through meetings with safety committee 
members, key leaders, and employees.

Review and Study

Safety Leadership Practice #4

•  Review implementation and training progress

•  Review how results are achieved, not just the results

•  Engage in positive inquiry. Ask questions such as

 •  How is the new process going?

 •  What are safety committees targeting for  
 improvement?

 •   What actions are being taken?

 •  What are the levels of participation?

 •  What kinds of behavior are being recognized?

 •  What celebrations are planned?

Sample Behaviors:



Safety Leadership Practice #5

Another important role for Safety Leaders is to shape 
the behavior of those participating in the process as 
well as the behavior of other leaders. Shaping and rein-
forcing behavior is important throughout the behavior-
based safety process because it helps build both partici-
pation and safe work practices. Shaping is recognizing 
small improvements while striving to do even better.

Your goal in shaping the behavior of your leadership team 
is to enable them to be successful in shaping the behavior 
of Steering Committee members and employees. Target 

behaviors that will have high impact on safety, such 
as planning an effective process, identifying areas for 
improvement, promoting participation, and develop-
ing and implementing action plans to address “monthly 
safe-behavior focus.” Finally, it is equally important to 
find and reinforce behaviors that demonstrate our value 
for safety. We must find, recognize and appreciate those 
who champion safety in our organizations. Like gas that 
feeds the engine, such feedback and reinforcement are 
the fuel that sustains continuous safety improvement.

Shape and Reinforce Behavior

•  Ask for reports to share success stories

•  Provide positive feedback and recognition for  
improvement

•  Ask direct reports with successful processes to share 
what they are doing to achieve success

•  Visit successful Steering Committees and ask them  
to tell you about their efforts and what you can do  
to help

•  Regularly thank employees for specific efforts and 
contributions

•  Participate in local recognition and celebrations

Sample Behaviors:
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Who is Quality Safety Edge?
Global Leader in Customized Solutions Customized Solutions to 

Meet Your GoalsQuality Safety Edge (QSE) offers a value proposition that other performance 
improvement companies cannot. Their team of experienced consultants 
work collaboratively with you to design customized performance improve-
ment system that integrate into your organization’s unique operational 
environment and culture.

The QSE team of experienced consultants are experts in applying behav-
ioral technology from a systems perspective – ensuring key behaviors at all 
organizational levels are occurring consistently. Their systems are designed 
using proven behavioral technology to engage employees, develop lead-
ers, and create cultures which align with your goals. QSE consultants work 
with you to clearly define your goals and the critical activities at each level 
of your organization needed to achieve those goals. The QSE/client team 
then creates systems to ensure these critical performances are occurring 
consistently. OSE’s customized solutions are built for sustainability.

The Quality Safety Edge team of consultants has been recognized globally 
for their integrity and commitment to collaborative partnerships with their 
clients, particularly for their proprietary behavior-based safety process, 
Values-Based Safety. With thousands of implementations worldwide, in 
almost every type and size of business and industry, QSE consultants are 
known for the depth and breadth of their problem-solving skills and their 
ability to create customized, sustainable safety and performance improve-
ment solutions adapted to significant differences in management style and 
social structures throughout the world.

■  Assessments

 •  Safety Culture System Assessment

 •  BBS Readiness Assessment

 •  BBS Health Check

■  Behavior-Based Safety

 •  Values-Based Safety®

 •  BBS Essentials®

 •  Safety Observation and  
 Conversation Train-the-Trainer

 •  Managing Your BBS Process Training

 •  BBS Reboot

■  Leadership Development

■  Serious Incident PreventionSM

 •  Serious Incident PreventionSM  

 for Senior Leadership

 •  Serious Incident PreventionSM  

 for Frontline Leadership

■  Hazard Recognition

■  Observation Data Management

 •  Data Management Services

 •  Safety Action Planning Workshop

■  Behavioral Quality Improvement™

■  Speakers



International Reach Industries We Have Worked In

A global economy is no longer a future vision, but a real-
ity and a necessity. However, doing business internationally 
requires much more than mutual commerce; it requires in-
depth customer knowledge. With 30 years’ experience, Quality 
Safety Edge has developed customized solutions for clients in 
27 countries.

Not only is QSE’s ability to work with different cultures and 
languages a key factor in our clients’ decisions in choosing us 
to help them meet their goals, but our clients are delighted 
that we customize our solutions to their local culture, busi-
ness, and industry. In short, we come in as partners. We work 
collaboratively with our clients to customize solutions around 
your management style, your company culture, and your 
unique goals.

The Mining Group
Quality Safety Edge’s Mining Group has many years of experi-
ence implementing behavioral solutions in diverse mining 
operations. From the Arctic to the tip of Peru, our consultants 
have created award-winning safety cultures across the globe.

Many of our consultants are natives of South and Central 
America and are fluent in Spanish, Portuguese, and English. 
Their diverse experience provides them with insights into 
many types of mining operations, the culture of the countries 
in which they are located, and a deep understanding of the 
people who do the work.

■  Construction 

■  Chemical Process plants 

■  Defense Contractors 

■  Electric Utilities (including generation and T&D) 

■  Heavy Equipment 

■  Maintenance 

■  Manufacturing 

■  Oil & Gas Production and Exploration 

■  Oil & Gas Pipelines 

■  Refining 

■  Warehousing & Distribution 

■  Health Care 

■  And many others!
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