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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Once you've studied this element, you 
should be able to:

1 Explain health and safety culture and how 
it affects performance.

2 Explain how human factors influence 
behaviour. 

3 Identify how to improve health and safety 
culture in organisations.

4 Understand risk assessment. 

Element 2

Improving Health and Safety Culture and 
Assessing Risk
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2.1Health and Safety Culture

Health and Safety Culture
  
IN THIS SECTION...

• The health and safety culture of an organisation is the way that all the people within the organisation think and 
feel about health and safety and how this translates into behaviour. It can be defined as the shared attitudes, 
values, beliefs and behaviours relating to health and safety.

• There is a strong link between health and safety culture and health and safety performance. Organisations with 
a strong, positive culture tend to have good performance, whereas those with a weak, negative culture perform 
poorly.

• Workers are often influenced by their peers - the people around them at work who do not have any direct 
authority over them. This ‘peer group pressure’ occurs indirectly by social interaction and can have a significant 
effect on behaviour. The influence of peer group pressure is a good indicator of health and safety culture.

Meaning of the Term ‘Health and Safety Culture’
All organisations have a ‘culture’. It is not written down, or even easily 
stated. It is a subtle mix of formal and informal rules, relationships, values, 
customs, etc., which, taken together, describe the distinctive ‘feel’ of the 
organisation. On one level, this is to do with how the organisation gets 
things done - its particular way of working. On another level, it is to do with 
how people perceive the organisation, e.g. how friendly it is.

Organisational culture is a characteristic of the organisation that exists 
at every level, from senior management to production workers. No one 
person determines the culture of the organisation; all staff working for the 
organisation determine it collectively.

Organisations can be described as having a ‘health and safety culture’ (or 
safety culture) in much the same way.

DEFINITION

HEALTH AND SAFETY CULTURE

The shared attitudes, values, beliefs and behaviours relating to health and safety.

The safety culture of an organisation is the way that everyone within the organisation thinks and feels about health 
and safety and how this translates into their behaviour.

Relationship Between Culture and Performance
An organisation will have either a positive safety culture or a negative one.

All organisations have a ‘culture’
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2.1 Health and Safety Culture

Positive Culture
In an organisation with a positive safety culture, the majority of the workers 
think and feel that health and safety is important. There is a strong policy 
and clear leadership from the top because senior management has this 
attitude, which runs through the whole organisation, from top to bottom. 
Managers think about the health and safety implications of their decisions 
and workers share the same view and work safely.

Everyone works safely because they want to. That is the way that things are 
done in their organisation and that is how everybody else is behaving, too.

People in the organisation who do not share this view are in the minority 
and are likely to come round to the group way of thinking and acting. This is 
because the culture of an organisation tends to be absorbed by its workers 
over time. Workers who do not adjust to the group way of thinking may 
either leave, because they don’t feel that they fit in, or possibly be dismissed 
for working unsafely.

In an organisation like this, you can see that there is a clear link between 
safety culture and health and safety performance. People work safely, so there will be fewer accidents and less ill 
health. It is also easy to see why organisations strive to create a strong, positive safety culture because when there is 
one, it has a direct influence on worker behaviour.

Negative Culture
In an organisation with a weak, negative safety culture, the majority of 
workers think and feel that health and safety is not important; they are 
poorly educated in health and safety and see it as unnecessary or not 
important. There is a lack of clear direction and leadership from senior 
management. Managers do not think about health and safety in their 
decision-making and so let other priorities, such as productivity, dictate 
their actions. Workers behave unsafely, often because they do not know any 
better.

Safety-conscious workers are in the minority and are likely to come round to 
the group way of thinking and acting over time; if not, they may well leave 
because they do not like the organisational culture and feel unsafe in the 
work situation.

You can see that in an organisation like this there will be a lack of attention 
to health and safety, standards will be low, behaviour will be poor and 
accidents may occur as a result.

MORE...

Further information about safety culture can be found on the UK’s HSE website at:

www.hse.gov.uk/humanfactors/topics/culture.htm

In a company with a positive safety 
culture - all members of staff 

appreciate the importance of safety

A workplace with a negative safety 
culture results in unsafe behaviour
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2.1How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

Influence of Peers
When people are put together into groups, they interact. Some individuals 
will come to have a lot of influence over the group; others will have little 
influence. In this way, a ‘hierarchy’ (often known as a ‘pecking order’) is 
established within the group. Certain ways of behaving will become the 
‘norm’, which will often be established by the more influential members of 
the group. A person wishing to become a member of the group will have to 
comply with the group norms. This pressure to comply with group norms is 
‘peer group pressure’.

Peer group pressure is an important factor to take into account when 
thinking about safety-related behaviour. If a group is already working safely, 
then peer group pressure will keep most people in that group in line. But if 
the group is working unsafely, then peer group pressure will tend to force 
more and more workers to behave unsafely in an attempt to fit in. Even 
though workers may know that what they are doing is wrong and may want 
to do it the right way, the pressure to comply with the group overcomes 
their personal apprehensions.

The way to deal with the negative impact of peer group pressure is usually to tackle the influential people within 
the group, who are the ones responsible for establishing group behaviour. If their behaviour can be changed, then 
everyone else’s will change as well. This might be done by training, education, involvement in safety-related projects, 
etc. One very successful tactic is to give them increased responsibility. Ultimately, if the influential members will not 
change their behaviour then they may have to be moved into other work groups where they may have less influence, 
or they may have to be disciplined using the normal disciplinary process.

The behaviour of peer groups and the influence that peer group pressure has been allowed to exert on worker 
behaviour is often a good indicator of safety culture. In an organisation with a positive culture, peer group pressure is 
in line with safe behaviour. In an organisation with a negative culture, peer group pressure is driving unsafe behaviours 
and this has not been challenged by management.

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Define ‘health and safety culture’.

2. How do an individual’s peers exert influence over their behaviour?

(Suggested Answers are at the end.)

Peer group pressure can influence 
the thinking about safety-related 

behaviour
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2.2 How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or 
Negatively
  
IN THIS SECTION...

• Of critical importance to health and safety management is individual worker behaviour. One worker may behave 
in an ideal manner, but another may not, and this unsafe behaviour may endanger themselves and others.

• Three significant factors influence a worker’s behaviour:

 – The organisation - characteristics of the organisation that they are working for.

 – The job - the task that they are carrying out.

 – The individual - their personal characteristics.

• Key characteristics of an individual worker that influence their safety-related behaviour include their attitude 
(how they think about a particular safety issue) and their ability to perceive the hazards and risks present in their 
workplace.

Introduction
One issue of critical importance to health and safety management is the way that individual workers behave. It is 
estimated that well over half of all workplace accidents are caused by unsafe acts: the poor safety-related behaviour of 
a worker. It is not enough to dismiss this as being due to carelessness; this simply blames the worker and is ineffective 
at identifying underlying causes or corrective actions. Instead, we must look at how ‘human factors’ influence working 
practices; we have to understand why people behave the way they do at work.

If we can understand that, then it may be possible to:

• Correct poor behaviour when it is identified by removing the cause of that behaviour.

• Anticipate poor behaviour before it occurs and introduce changes to reduce the likelihood of it occurring.

Why is it that a worker behaves poorly when working for one organisation, 
but then leaves and starts to work for another company and behaves in an 
entirely different manner?

Why is it that a worker may behave safely doing one job, but then unsafe 
practices start to creep into their behaviour when they are switched to 
another job?

Why is it that one worker behaves safely at work, but another does not, 
even though working conditions for both workers are the same?

The answer to these three questions (and the link between them) is ‘human 
factors’. This phrase refers to a range of issues that influence a person’s 
safety-related behaviour when they are at work.

These issues can be grouped under three main headings:

• Organisational factors - characteristics of the organisation that they are working for.

• Job factors - characteristics of the job or task that they are performing.

• Individual factors - characteristics of the individual.

Factors which influence behaviourRRC S
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2.2How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

Collectively, these are known as the three human factors in health and safety - they are the three factors that 
influence a person's behaviour at work. No one single factor dictates behaviour; they subtly nudge behaviour in one 
direction or another.

Organisational Factors
These are the characteristics of the organisation that influence workers’ behaviour.

Organisational factors include the following features.

Safety Culture of the Organisation 
The attitudes, values and beliefs of workers is shown by their inclination to comply with rules or act safely or unsafely. 
For example, if a company is unsuccessfully relying on procedural controls to avoid major accidents, additional 
alternative safeguards through the hierarchy of control may need to be applied to ensure safety.

Leadership from Management 
This is visibly demonstrated outside of the boardroom (since behaviour in the boardroom is not witnessed by most of 
the workers in an organisation). Leadership from management can be demonstrated in a number of ways:

• leading by example;

• appointing competent persons;

• appointing a senior manager with health and safety responsibilities;

• being involved in safety committees;

• involvement in active monitoring such as safety tours;

• responding positively to audit/inspection reports;

• ensuring a board-level review of performance;

• consulting with workers;

• establishing a robust health and safety policy;

• dealing promptly and effectively with safety-related issues.

Organisational factors include the allocation of resources - whether financial or provision of adequate time and 
personnel to carry out tasks safely.

Work Patterns 
Patterns of work such as shift systems, work at night or extended hours that can lead to adverse effects on health and 
fatigue, that in turn can lead to poor performance on tasks that require attention and increase the risks associated 
with safety-critical work.

Communication 
How effective the organisation is at using various communication methods 
to convey health and safety messages and information out to the workforce, 
and how well the organisation then checks understanding of those 
messages is important. Provision of effective methods of communication 
can encourage workers to behave safely as they will understand the 
requirements and understand why safety remains important to the 
organisation. Methods include:

Consultation with workers
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2.2 How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

• Levels of supervision - the presence or absence of, and the competence of, supervision (in the context of health 
and safety) and the way that poor safety-related behaviour is dealt with. For example, in an organisation that 
undertakes engineering maintenance work, the presence of competent supervisors to oversee that work is critical 
as a check to prevent both rule-breaking behaviour and human error.

• Consultation and worker involvement - the extent to which workers are involved in the management of health 
and safety issues and in the decision-making process.

• Training - how good the organisation is at identifying health and safety training needs and opportunities and how 
well it then meets those needs to create well-informed, competent staff.

Job Factors 
These are the various characteristics of a worker’s job that influence their safety-related behaviour and may involve 
the following aspects.

Task 

This is the characteristics of the work itself, in particular the ergonomic requirements. For example, the need to bend 
or stoop over when carrying out a task requires the task to be adapted to best suit the worker concerned. In the 
absence of ergonomic design, workers will find the most comfortable way of working and this may not be the safest 
way.

DEFINITION

ERGONOMICS

The design of the workplace, work equipment and work environment to suit the needs of the individual 
worker.

Ergonomics is often used as a way of maximising work efficiency, but in the context of health and safety 
management, it is more concerned with maximising worker comfort and reducing the stress and strain put 
on the body during work, so as to avoid injuries and ill health (e.g. upper limb disorder caused by repetitive 
handling activity).

Workload

Workload is the amount of work, rate of work, deadlines and variety of work that individuals have to cope with and 
the degree to which these are under the direct control of the worker or imposed externally.

Environment 

Workplace conditions such as space, lighting, noise, temperature and humidity and the way that these parameters 
are controlled can minimise their impact on worker performance. For example, workers in a steel foundry may have 
to undertake physical labour in a high-temperature environment where there is the potential for dehydration, heat 
stress and heat stroke. Workers may find ways of working that are not necessarily safe, in order to minimise physical 
exertion. They may also start to suffer degradation in physical and mental performance as a result of heat stress.

Displays and Controls 

The design of displays and controls can influence behaviour. Poor designs can contribute to the likelihood of human 
error such as displays that are difficult to view and critical displays that are out of the operator’s normal field of view.

RRC S
am

ple
 M

ate
ria

l



Unit IC1 – Element 2: Improving Health and Safety Culture and Assessing Risk© RRC International 2-9

2.2How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

Procedures 

The existence of, and quality of, working procedures can affect behaviour. A lack of written procedures or poorly 
written procedures that are out of date, overly complex or impractical can be a reason for employees not to comply. 
To be effective, procedures should be accurate, concise, use familiar language and they must be doable.

Individual Factors
People bring to their job their own personal mix of knowledge and experience, skills, attitudes, and personality. These 
individual characteristics influence behaviour in complex and significant ways. Some of these characteristics cannot 
be changed, but others can. It is important to recognise where changes to these characteristics might be needed and 
what methods might best be used to make those changes. For example, if workers have a poor attitude to machine 
guards, it will be necessary to change their attitude, and there are various ways of attempting to achieve this change. 
Competence, skills, personality, attitude, risk perception and motivation are individual factors that we will now look at 
in greater detail.

Competence
Competence is a combination of knowledge, experience, training and ability, that brings a person to a level where 
they are able to perform to an acceptable standard and where they are aware of their own limitations.

Employers must ensure that workers are competent for the role that they carry out. To be competent, a worker must 
have the right combination of training and experience - simply having a qualification doesn’t necessarily make a 
person ‘competent’. Carrying out the job for a long time doesn’t either! A newly qualified person may perform tasks 
more carefully than a more experienced worker, or be more up to date with current technology, but they may also 
lack the experience that only comes with time.

Skills
Each individual has skills that they have developed over time; some of these skills are physical (such as the ability of 
a crane operator to precisely control the movement of a load) whilst others are mental (such as the ability to do 
complex mental arithmetic whilst working). Fitting a person with the wrong skill set into the wrong role is unwise - a 
person with poor manual skills may be incapable of safely controlling a piece of machinery during a work activity 
because they lack the necessary skill.

Personality
These are the various natural characteristics that underpin a person's character, such as risk-taking or being risk averse, 
introvert or extrovert, etc. We can influence someone’s attitude to health and safety, we can increase their skills and 
develop their competence, but their personality remains largely fixed – it’s who we are.

Attitude
Attitude is a person’s point of view or way of looking at something, how they think and feel about it.

For example, everyone has an attitude towards work; some people think of it in a positive way and others have a 
negative attitude. Attitudes develop over time, many of them quite early in life, and they have a tendency to stay with 
us. This is because they are a part of self-image - the mental picture a person has of themselves and who they are. 
Attitudes do change but usually only slowly.

In the context of workplace behaviour, attitudes are important because a worker’s attitude will make them more or 
less likely to behave safely. For example, if a worker’s attitude to a machine guard is that the guard is great, because 
it is there to stop their arm being cut off, then that worker is very unlikely to remove the guard in any circumstances. 
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2.2 How Human Factors Influence Behaviour Positively or Negatively

But if the worker’s attitude is that the guard is unnecessary, over-the-top, put there to tick a box or to make the job 
harder, then that worker is likely to remove the machine guard at the earliest opportunity.

Changing attitudes is notoriously difficult, but can be done using various methods, such as:

• Education and training - workers educated in the hazards and risks associated with the machine and the reasons 
why a guard is necessary may change their attitude over time.

• High-impact interventions - workers put through high-impact training, where they are shown pictures of the 
injuries caused by failure to use the guard, may change their attitude very quickly.

• Enforcement - workers forced to use the guard, by supervision and discipline, will find that using it becomes a 
habit. After a time, attitudes change to match behaviour.

• Consultation and involvement in the decision-making process - workers consulted and involved in the selection, 
design and implementation of the guard will feel more ownership of the process and are more likely to develop a 
positive attitude towards guard use.

Risk Perception
Perception can be defined as the way that a person interprets information detected by their senses.

Some hazards in the workplace cannot be detected by human senses, (e.g. carbon monoxide gas is colourless, 
odourless and tasteless yet deadly at relatively low concentrations) so the risk associated with these hazards will not 
be perceived.

People with some form of sensory impairment may not be able to correctly detect hazards in a workplace. For 
example, a partially sighted person may not be able to see trip hazards on the floor so they are at greater risk from 
these hazards than their sighted colleagues.

A worker may not be able to differentiate correctly between red and green and this may create risk to themselves and 
others. This is why some jobs require an eye test and such difficulties would prevent recruitment (e.g. airline pilots). 
Both of these examples deal with a sensory impairment (eyesight). Any form of sensory impairment, whether it is 
sight, hearing, smell, touch or even taste, may mean that a person is unable to correctly perceive the world around 
them. This might have health and safety implications.

A sensory impairment can be created in the workplace if, for example, conditions prevent the information reaching 
the senses. Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) is designed to protect but, in many cases, it can cause an impairment 
(gloves can result in a loss of touch and dexterity, hearing protection prevents warnings being detected, etc.). In 
addition, background noise, or high levels of odour can also mask issues that we would usually be able to detect.

However, perception goes beyond ‘sensory impairment’ issues to also cover the way that a person’s brain interprets 
the information sent to it by the senses. A person with fully functioning senses can still make errors in the way that 
they interpret sensory information.

Optical illusions work using this principle. Look at this picture. Which 
centre dot is larger?

They are, in fact, the same size. Your eyes work, but the brain interprets 
the information incorrectly.

A tired worker driving a lorry may not recognise a pothole in the road 
quickly enough to avoid it, despite the fact that their eyes work perfectly 
well. It is not their eyes that have failed them, it is the way their brain has 
interpreted the information sent by their eyes. Optical illusion

RRC S
am

ple
 M

ate
ria

l




