Behavior-Based Safety: How It Can Strengthen Your Safety Culture 
In the early 1980s, the purposes and tools of two trends coalesced in the safety field; their conspicuous synergy elevated safety management effectiveness to an exponential level of improvement.  One of these trends – participative management – was initiated by the Quality Circles movement which evolved into Total Quality Management and then into Six Sigma and Lean Manufacturing.
Participative Management – allowing trained frontline employees to solve production problems and make management decisions – was the foundation of all quality improvement efforts and in that regard it was wildly successful.  Participative Management empowered employees to partner with leadership and management to accelerate change and improvement.
Concurrently, Behavioral Psychology with its emphasis on positive reinforcement, clear identification of value-added production behaviors, quantitative and timely feedback to employees was gaining momentum as a method for enhancing employee performance and job satisfaction. Behavioral technology (the systematic use of the preceding techniques) evolved into the Rewards and Recognition and Employee Engagement movements that have successfully encouraged high levels of employee discretionary effort and voluntary contribution.
The marriage and alignment of the tools and practices associated with these movements has transformed the world of work, employee satisfaction, and product quality in North America.  Behavior-Based Safety is the application of these two organizational development forces to the field of safety management.  
Behavior-Based Safety (BBS) has demonstrated amazing success across the globe.  Wherever it is implemented, it reduces incidents, near misses, and injuries to levels that were unimaginable 30 years ago.  Most companies (according to meta-level studies conducted by universities in the US) see a 70% reduction in injuries over a 3 year period and a 10:1 ROI (Return on Investment).  The safest companies in the world invariably implement BBS.
Why is BBS so impactful? Simply – it transfers accountability for safety management to the frontline employee and it measures and rewards upstream data (safe behavior instead of injury results).
BBS requires 3 major organizational components to ensure its success:
1. Leadership involvement – not just verbal support; leaders must identify behaviors that will support both BBS and a strong safety culture.  They must align all organizational decisions to support safety – maintenance, work orders, equipment purchases, hiring, promotions, bonuses – all organizations systems must be aligned to support safety.  They must track their through behavioral checklist that they create and to which they commit.  They must “talk the talk” and “walk the walk.”
2. Observers – all on-site employees must be trained in the correct procedure for doing short observations of work behavior – using checklist that focus on critical, at-risk behaviors (situations and behaviors where injuries frequently occur).  They must be trained to provide positive and corrective feedback and systematically maintain data on safe behavior.  Improvement in working safely is rewarded and recognized at every level in the organization.  This is markedly different from the old practices of merely telling employees about infractions and unsafe behavior.
3. Steering Committee – a cross-functional team of frontline employees and managers become the champions and administrative focus of the BBS effort and safety management.  They monitor the observational data, expedite hazard remediation, monitor leadership support, ensure improvement is rewarded and recognized.  This group stays on top of the process and ensures that the BBS process is effective.
These BBS components work interactively and cooperatively to create a continuous improvement process.  Frontline employees become instrumental in voluntarily helping their coworkers to stay safe.  Part of the social contract BBS brings to the workforce is that “we will agree to look out for each other and agree to allow our coworkers to help us stay safe by mentioning unsafe behavior and conditions at any time that they deem necessary.”
The mistake many companies make is to focus on the individual elements of the process and ask, “How can this work? Who collects the data? What time do we perform the observations?” – and other detailed questions instead of recognizing that BBS provides a perfect solution to employee risk-taking.  Under the old hierarchical, management-driven safety model, employees would not take risks as long as the boss was around.  However, since many risks save time and effort and since incidents are rare events they were reinforced for taking risks on the job – employees would take risks when the boss was away.

BBS completely revolutionizes individual risk-management.  In a BBS process, employees are reinforced for working safely (data collected during observations) and for protecting their peers and themselves from risks.  Safe behavior is self-managed; employees work safely because they want to – because positive peer pressure and organizational rewards and recognition encourage self management.
The safest companies in America have implemented BBS; some implemented it 20 years ago.  BBS is not a replacement for a strong safety management system; it is another tool that adds strength to that system. If you have researched and reviewed the value BBS can bring to your organization, I hope this short introduction will encourage you to do so.
