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Introduction
Construction safety has improved dramatically in 
the past few years. Many companies have very good 
safety programs, but there is still significant room 
for improvement. Some 1000 construction workers 
annually are killed on the job in the United States, 
and thousands more sustain serious injuries or suffer 
from chronic illnesses.

Compliance with OSHA standards is not enough: 
further safety improvements need to come from ad-
dressing both the physical exposures and psychoso-
cial aspects of safety on the jobsite. Safety climate 
may be defined as the “worker perceptions of safety 
on the construction site.”

Research on the safety climate in construction has 
shown a significant correlation between an im-
proved safety climate and reductions in injury rates 
and self-reported worker safety behaviors.

The safety climate of a jobsite determines wheth-
er or not workers feel empowered to raise safety 
concerns. If workers do not feel comfortable raising 
safety issues or concerns, those problems will not be 
addressed and injuries are inevitable. If supervisors 
and forepersons do not communicate the importance 
of safety through their words and actions, workers 
will get the message loud and clear that safety is not 
important. By improving safety climate (e.g., work-
er perceptions of safety on the jobsite), safety will 
be seen as a fundamental part of the job and safety 
will improve. One additional advantage to address-
ing the safety climate on the construction site is that 
workers who have a low risk tolerance, because risks 
are addressed aggressively at the worksite, may also 
work more safely when at home, such as when us-
ing a ladder around the house or wearing earplugs 
when mowing the lawn.

Safety is not a goal: it is a journey of continuous im-
provement. It depends as much on how it is accom-
plished as on the rules and standards. Construction 
is a fluid, dynamic process with many moving parts.

The only way to assure safety is to get everyone 
working together.

This guide was developed to provide practical tips 
for companies and safety and health professionals 
that sincerely want to make safety improvements in 
these eight areas:

1. worker participation
2. the right to refuse unsafe work
3. close-call reporting
4. safety leadership by supervisors
5. subcontractor safety
6. integration of safety into operations
7. owner involvement
8. measurement of the safety climate
In each section, we provide tips on how improve-
ments can be made, discuss barriers to improve-
ment and how to address them, offer ideas for small 
businesses (which may require different approaches 
in implementing the recommendations in this docu-
ment), explain how to evaluate whether changes are 
working, and list resources if they are available.

This guide was developed as an extension of the 
work of the National Occupational Research Agenda 
(NORA) Construction Sector Council and the Safety 
Culture/Safety Climate Workshop in 2013 cospon-
sored by CPWR, The Center for Construction Re-
search and Training. We encourage you to explore 
CPWR reports and training materials on safety cli-
mate and safety leadership for further guidance.

Scott Schneider, FAIHA Washington, DC, May 2022 

Schwatka, N.V., Hecker, S., & Goldenhar, L.M. (2016). Defining and measuring safety climate: A review of the construction industry 
literature. Annals of Occupational Hygiene, 60(5), 537‒550. https://academic.oup.com/annweh/article/60/5/537/2196244
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How to Improve the Safety Climate 
Through Worker Participation
Front-line workers perform most of the actual “con-
structing” in the construction industry. They carry 
out plans that were designed by others via directives 
received from their forepersons and management. 
Front-line workers are the people who work “on the 
edge,” facing the daily work hazards and relying on 
their instincts, training, and experience to keep them-
selves safe. This unique understanding of the reality 
of addressing safety risks is incumbent not only on the 
front-line workers themselves. Not engaging workers 
actively in the safety program is a missed opportunity 
to identify risks and implement controls in a way that 
may not be possible at later stages of construction.

No one wants to get hurt on the job, but construc-
tion workers are often conditioned to accept the risks 
associated with their work and to focus on getting 
the job done, despite their personal concern about 
their safety on the job. Workers who have never 
been asked about their perspective on workplace 
hazards or risks, or included in planning for safety, 
may at first be hesitant to give input on safety mat-
ters. There are many unstated norms that front-line 
workers have absorbed from years of experience 
and tradition. They are often blamed as careless for 
incidents on the jobsite. Therefore, asking workers 
to actively engage in identifying workplace hazards, 
problem-solving, and recommendations for alterna-
tive work methods will signify a distinct change in 
the unspoken rules. However, the benefit to including 
front-line worker experience when planning work 
methods and safety measures is worth the invest-
ment in changing these norms.

It is vital to gradually introduce a change from a 
management-driven, top-down company to a more 
cooperative approach that truly values the work-
ers’ perspective and follows through with process-
es suggested by the workers. This guide will help 

companies both to initiate this change process and 
to use their most valuable resource, their workers, to 
improve site safety and performance.

Employers have the legal responsibility for insuring 
worker safety, but workers are usually the first to 
find or know about a hazardous condition or situa-
tion. On the front lines they can be the eyes and ears 
of the safety program. If they are actively engaged 
in the safety process, hazards can, and will, be iden-
tified and corrected before someone gets hurt. The 
ideal is that every worker becomes a safety lead-
er—not simply leaving it up to the safety manager or 
supervisor. All workers need to know what hazards 
to look for, to feel comfortable reporting them, and 
to be encouraged to do so without worry or fear of 
retaliation, punishment, termination, or blacklisting.

Safety directors should not be held responsible for 
safety performance results; rather, they should be 
responsible for facilitating safety knowledge and 
understanding throughout the organization. They 
can be a conduit to communicate safety-related 
information during the construction process. More-
over, they should be responsible for enabling all staff 
members to understand how to “own” safety (their 
personal safety, as well as others’). It is only when 
safety is understood to be everyone’s responsibility 
and owned by everyone in the company that ongo-
ing performance improvement can be truly attained.

How Can Workers Participate Effectively in 
Jobsite Safety?
Workers can:

• participate in safety orientation sessions to learn 
how they can be involved in safety on the jobsite

• help present the site orientation
• help present toolbox talks
• help train other workers in hazard recognition and 

their right to a safe workplace

https://www.aiha.org
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• be trained as safety liaisons or safety stewards, 
who conduct safety audits and know how to cor-
rect hazards

• participate in developing and presenting job safety 
analyses (JSAs)

• participate in site safety inspections and incident 
investigations

• be part of a sitewide joint safety committee, and 
participate in reporting unsafe conditions and inci-
dents

• participate in worksite safety climate surveys
• be empowered with stop-work authority or re-

sponsibility
• be part of problem-solving and planning teams
• participate in after action reviews (AAR) after work 

is completed to identify what went right, areas for 
improvement, and lessons learned

How Will Worker Participation Help Improve 
Site Safety and the Safety Culture and 
Climate?
A safety climate represents shared perceptions 
among employees regarding the extent to which 
safety is valued, expected, rewarded, and reinforced 
by a company (Schwatka et al., 2016). Worker par-
ticipation is vital to developing a positive safety cli-
mate in which all employees agree on the value and 
importance of safety. Research suggests there are 
two critical components: (1) strong, positive, and 
consistent safety leadership, and (2) fostering op-
portunities for developing those shared perceptions.

Strong safety leaders develop a shared safety vision, 
exhibit safety citizenship behaviors, encourage two-
way communication, and empower employees to be 
safety leaders by encouraging their participation in 
important safety-related decision making. The safe-
ty climate is a direct function of trust, and trust builds 
as workers and management develop closer work-

ing relationships. For example, giving workers stop- 
work authority demonstrates management’s trust. 
When workers believe their knowledge, experience, 
opinions, and input are valued, they become more 
engaged in the safety process. Management bene-
fits by tapping into that knowledge and experience, 
resulting in an improved program.

Worker participation can also improve the safety 
climate by capitalizing on opportunities for devel-
oping positive shared perceptions regarding safety. 
Trained safety liaisons and stewards can be points 
of contact for workers who are afraid to raise safety 
issues with management.

This emphasis on worker participation can be partic-
ularly helpful with immigrant or non-English-speak-
ing workers. Toolbox talks, participation in climate 
surveys, and the proactive raising and discussion of 
safety concerns all represent key opportunities for 
employees to see the importance of safety through 
workplace events, practices, and procedures. In do-
ing so, they reach consensus on the meaning and 
value of safety on the worksite. Many companies 
have “safety huddles” before work starts to review 
with the crew daily tasks and allow safety issues to 
be raised. In addition, after an incident has occurred, 
some companies have AARs for workers to have in-
put into how to prevent future such incidents.

Below, we discuss how to use these opportunities to 
develop shared values and consensus among em-
ployees regarding safety.

How to Facilitate Effective Worker Participation

Participate in Worksite Climate Surveys
Asking employees to participate in anonymous 
worksite climate surveys provides a valuable oppor-
tunity for workers to voice their beliefs, perceptions, 
and concerns regarding safety on the worksite. The 
mere act of asking indicates concern on the part of 
the employer. Even more important is what is done 

https://www.aiha.org
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with the resulting information. Sharing the results of 
any workplace survey is critical; otherwise, it is akin 
to taking a test but never learning the outcome. Re-
sults can be shared and discussed during toolbox 
talks or within safety committee meetings.

Comparing responses across different groups of 
employees can offer important insights into discrep-
ant (or convergent) views on the worksite about the 
value of safety. For example, discrepancies can be 
found between different trade groups, English and 
non-English speakers, supervisors and journeyper-
sons, and so on. Asking employees to reflect on the 
results and develop actionable next steps to address 
areas of concern fosters a positive safety climate 
and helps ensure needed employee buy-in for any 
resulting changes.

Many safety climate measurement tools are avail-
able for free. Some have been developed to apply 
specifically to the construction industry while others 
can be applied in any context or setting. Some tools 
also offer benchmarking information so that organi-
zations can compare their results. A link to a recent 
compendium of available scales appears in the Re- 
sources section. See below for caveats about sur-
veys in smaller companies.

Participate in Reporting Unsafe Conditions and 
Incidents
Engaged workers report unsafe conditions and inci-
dents. However, employees need to feel secure in do-
ing so. Fear of negative consequences is a common 
concern. Being punished— or seeing another em-
ployee punished—for raising a safety concern or re-
porting an injury is the quickest way to ensure others 
will remain silent. Important lessons can be learned 
from high-reliability organizations and industries 
(e.g., the airline and nuclear power industries) that 
rely on accurate and timely reporting of unsafe con-
ditions, early warning signs, and incidents. 

Employees also need to see change as a result of 
their speaking up; otherwise, they will quickly be-
come disengaged and disillusioned. Common expla-
nations for not speaking up include “I took care of 
the problem myself”; “I didn’t think anything would 
be done to fix the problem”; and “I didn’t think it was 
important.” All these statements imply a perception 
that worker participation is not valued, as well as a 
lack of recognition that failure to speak up can affect 
everyone’s safety.

Although all organizations want an injury-free work-
place, it is important to reward worker safety par-
ticipation (reporting, participating in hazard identifi-
cation, completing a climate survey) rather than just 
safety outcomes (such as no injuries). While “zero 
injuries” is a laudable goal, an overly strong focus 
on meeting this standard can lead to injury under-
reporting, whereas a focus on safety activities and 
worker participation can lead to fewer injuries.

Participate in Joint Safety and Health Committees 
Some companies find that the best way to engage 
workers in safety program efforts is through a formal 
safety committee. Some companies have their own 
safety committees, although on large jobsites with 
many subcontractors, safety committees may in-
clude representatives of all subcontractors or trades. 
Here are some tips for setting up and running effec-
tive committees. Links to safety and health commit-
tee guides are listed under Resources, below.

Tips for safety committees:

• Membership should be voluntary.
• Have equal representation by employees, man-

agement, and the union (if applicable).
• Keep the size manageable, not exceeding 8 to 10 

committee members.
• Meet regularly, at least once a week, with a set day 

and time.
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AIHA | 3141 Fairview Park Dr., Suite 777 | Falls Church, VA 22042 | aiha.org

©aiha 2022 Page 8 of 39

How to Improve the Safety Climate on Your Construction Site Guidance Document

• Use an agenda to guide meetings.
• Develop a written mission statement.
• Clearly define the duties and responsibilities of 

each committee member and ensure that all of 
them have the time during their regular paid work 
schedule to complete their duties.

• Allow time for each person to bring up a discus-
sion point or make comments on issues being dis-
cussed.

• Record and disseminate minutes of each meeting, 
documenting attendance, concerns, and issues as 
well as and actions proposed or taken to address 
each issue.

• Communicate the committee’s purpose, activities, 
and accomplishments to the general workforce.

• Measure the committee’s progress over time, and 
periodically discuss what aspects of the committee 
are helpful and not helpful.

• Share success stories (no matter how small) at 
meetings to keep the tone positive and boost mo-
rale on the committee and jobsite.

• Lead by example, by modeling safe behaviors and 
enthusiasm for the safety program.

Activities or tasks for committees:

• Develop a formal mechanism for employees to re-
port safety concerns.

• Document reported concerns.
• Describe what actions will be taken to address 

concerns.
• Formulate an explanation in the event that no ac-

tion will or can be taken on reported concerns.
• Develop a formal mechanism to give positive feed-

back. (Positive feedback and encouragement can be 
one of the strongest motivators for behavior change.)

• Report unsafe working conditions and practices as 
seen by employees.

• Discuss problem-solving techniques to identify 
safety issues.

• Develop recommendations for specific actions in 
response to employee safety suggestions.

• Develop written safety procedures and policies.
• Develop and implement safety training.
• Develop an emergency preparedness plan.
• Ensure first-aid and personal protective equipment 

needs are met.
• Conduct safety and health audits or surveys.
• Identify high-risk areas and tasks.
• Track injuries and near misses.
• Form subcommittees to address specific issues or 

projects.
• Conduct accident and near-miss investigations on 

both employee injuries and vehicle accidents.
• Consider other activities that will spread the work-

load of the safety program.

A joint safety committee should not be viewed as a 
forum for complaints or retroactive blaming for inci-
dents or injuries. Instead, the committee should be an 
effective tool to help prevent unsafe working condi-
tions or practices, reduce the risk of injury or illness, 
and motivate employees and supervisors to become 
actively involved in a company’s safety program. On 
all jobsites, it is important to have representation 
from all the trades.

Problems to Watch For
Construction is generally hierarchical, with a control 
and command structure. Workers often complain 
that they are hired “from the neck down” and are not 
expected to think. However, construction workers 
have to solve problems every day on the job. Safety 
directors may believe they are hired for their exper-
tise and the need to exercise authority to make the 
worksite safer. Yet a safety director does not want 

https://www.aiha.org
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to be considered a safety cop, where workers work 
safely only when they are coming around. The same 
can be said of site supervisors who are trained to 
be safety leaders. Supervisors cannot be with ev-
ery member of their crew 24/7, and the safety-re-
lated decisions their crews make while they are not 
present can impact job and site safety. Every worker 
must be a safety leader, because safety is optimized 
only when every worker is involved and empowered.

How to Encourage Worker Participation
Management has to trust employees and acknowl-
edge that everyone wants a safe jobsite, not just a 
productive one. Recognizing the value of worker in-
volvement, management must give them the knowl-
edge, skills, and tools to this end. It may be useful to 
start small, such as having experienced workers de-
liver the toolbox talks, or developing a small project 
team to solve a sticky safety issue. Giving workers 
stop-work authority is the ultimate sign of trust (see 
the section on Right to Refuse).

Can Small Businesses Encourage Worker 
Participation?
Most small businesses do not have the resources 
to hire a safety director or safety professional. The 
person in charge of safety may be a foreperson with 
little formal safety training. Providing safety training 
to both workers and forepersons is the first step to-
ward engaging workers in a small business setting. 
Workers should be informed of their right to a safe 
workplace and the expectation that they will iden-
tify hazards they learned about in training. Tempo-
rary contract workers should be trained as part of a 
jobsite orientation before they begin work. A formal 
safety orientation can be a key intervention for small 
businesses.

The approach to gathering information on worker 
perceptions of safety and safety climate may have 
to be adjusted in smaller companies. Anonymity is 
harder to guarantee in such environments, and it 

may be that informal discussions produce more ac-
curate assessments than formal surveys.

How Will We Know if Worker Participation 
Has Been Effective?
A key measure of worker involvement is the de-
gree of participation. Do workers speak up at tool-
box trainings? Are workers engaged at safety com-
mittee meetings? Do workers identify hazards and 
make sure they are promptly corrected? Has work 
ever been stopped by workers to correct a safety 
problem? If workers feel their participation is valued, 
they will actively participate. Another key indicator 
is whether workers have a perception of the safety 
program that differs from their supervisor’s. Survey 
tools in this guide can shed light on these percep-
tions. There are also links in the Resources section 
below for guidance on measuring other leading indi-
cators of program effectiveness, rather than relying 
on the traditional measures (lagging indicators) of 
injuries and lost workdays.

Resources on How to Improve the Safety 
Climate Through Worker Participation
Communications Workers of America. (2017). Form-
ing CWA local OSH committees [Fact sheet]. https://
cwa-union.org/sites/default/files/osh-fact-sheet-9-
forming_cwa_local_osh_committees.pdf 

Health and Safety Executive: Worker Engagement 
Case Studies

• AMEC/Welsh Water Asset Management Alliance 
(PDF)

• Rok Building (PDF) 
• Bovis Lend Lease Ltd (PDF)
• Heyrod Construction (PDF)
• Barhale Construction (PDF)
• Clugston Construction (PDF)
• Channel Tunnel Rail Link (PDF)

https://www.aiha.org
https://cwa-union.org/sites/default/files/osh-fact-sheet-9-forming_cwa_local_osh_committees.pdf
https://cwa-union.org/sites/default/files/osh-fact-sheet-9-forming_cwa_local_osh_committees.pdf
https://cwa-union.org/sites/default/files/osh-fact-sheet-9-forming_cwa_local_osh_committees.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/cs12amec.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/rokbuilding.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/bovis.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/heyrod.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/barhdale.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/clugston.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/channeltunnel.pdf
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• British Nuclear Group Sellafield Ltd /  
AMEC Alliance (PDF)

• Allison Homes Eastern Ltd (PDF)
• Alfred McAlpine Street Lighting (PDF)
• Heathrow Terminal 5 Project (PDF)

Schwatka, N.V., Hecker, S., & Goldenhar, L.M. (2016). 
Defining and measuring safety climate: A review of 
the construction industry literature. Annals of Occu-
pational Hygiene, 60(5), 537‒550. https://academic.
oup.com/annweh/article/60/5/537/2196244 

Joint Safety Committee Guides
Schneider, Scott. (2013, September). What does 
worker involvement mean in construction? Labor-
ers’ Health & Safety Fund of North America, 10(4). 
http://www.lhsfna.org/index.cfm/lifelines/septem-
ber-2013/what-does-worker-involvement-mean-in-
construction/ 

Safety Huddles
https://www.psqh.com/analysis/safety-huddles-for-
a-culture-of-safety/ 

After Action Reviews
https://www.nwcg.gov/wfldp/toolbox/aars 

Surveys
CPWR, The Center for Construction Research and 
Training, & NIOSH. (2013). Safety culture and climate 
in construction: Bridging the gap between research 
and practice [Workshop report]. https://www.cpwr.
com/wp-content/uploads/publications/CPWR_Safe-
ty_Culture_Final_Report_0.pdf 

Global Aviation Information Network Working Group 
E. (2004). A roadmap to a just culture: Enhancing 
the safety environment. http://flightsafety.org/files/
just_culture.pdf 

Toolbox Talks
Electronic library of construction occupational safety 
and health. https://www.elcosh.org/en/index.php?or_
filters%5B%5D=100&module=Search&search_que-
ry=toolbox 

https://www.aiha.org
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https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/bng.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/attitudes.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/streetlight.pdf
https://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/engagement/heathrow.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/annweh/article/60/5/537/2196244
https://academic.oup.com/annweh/article/60/5/537/2196244
http://www.lhsfna.org/index.cfm/lifelines/september-2013/what-does-worker-involvement-mean-in-construction/
http://www.lhsfna.org/index.cfm/lifelines/september-2013/what-does-worker-involvement-mean-in-construction/
http://www.lhsfna.org/index.cfm/lifelines/september-2013/what-does-worker-involvement-mean-in-construction/
https://www.psqh.com/analysis/safety-huddles-for-a-culture-of-safety/
https://www.psqh.com/analysis/safety-huddles-for-a-culture-of-safety/
https://www.nwcg.gov/wfldp/toolbox/aars
https://www.cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/publications/CPWR_Safety_Culture_Final_Report_0.pdf
https://www.cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/publications/CPWR_Safety_Culture_Final_Report_0.pdf
https://www.cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/publications/CPWR_Safety_Culture_Final_Report_0.pdf
http://flightsafety.org/files/just_culture.pdf
http://flightsafety.org/files/just_culture.pdf
https://www.elcosh.org/en/index.php?or_filters%5B%5D=100&module=Search&search_query=toolbox
https://www.elcosh.org/en/index.php?or_filters%5B%5D=100&module=Search&search_query=toolbox
https://www.elcosh.org/en/index.php?or_filters%5B%5D=100&module=Search&search_query=toolbox
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How to Improve the Safety Climate 
on Your Jobsite Through the Right to 
Refuse
The safety climate on construction sites is all about 
trust. Do workers trust management to place safety 
before productivity? Does management trust work-
ers to stop work only when there is a serious safety 
problem? Explicitly giving workers the right to stop 
the job when they believe it to be unsafe answers 
these questions with a loud and clear yes!

Too often, management distrusts workers and be-
lieves that giving workers the right and authority to 
refuse to work when they believe the work to be un-
safe will cause unnecessary delays in the project—
perhaps even resulting in cost overruns and late 
fees. In fact, the opposite is generally true. Workers 
are generally reluctant to use this authority and may 
be reluctant to stop work, even when they should. 
They often do not believe that management is sin-
cere about letting them stop work and worry that 
a work refusal would result in disciplinary action or 
dismissal. Workers, particularly new workers, want 
to be productive and to show they are good work-
ers. They do not want to be seen as a complainer or 
slacker but value their reputation as a good work-
er—factors that conflict with choosing to exercise 
the right to stop work.

How Can We Bridge This Divide?
One contractor developed a short video that is shown 
to all workers coming onto the site. In this video, the 
company president asks workers to use their right to 
refuse and gives them his 800 number to call day or 
night if they have any problems. This kind of support 
from top management is unusual but very powerful 
in creating trust.

• Rewarding workers who exercise their right to re-
fuse demonstrates that management is fully be-
hind workers who refuse unsafe work. Workers 

should be rewarded in a way that emphasizes that 
refusals can prevent tragedies.

• Give workers a “red card” they can use to stop 
work. It can be a visible symbol of their authority 
that can be used to tag out a scaffold, trench, or 
ladder.

• Turning every worker into a “competent person” 
(who, under OSHA rules, has the authority to stop 
work, based on their knowledge and expertise) 
would require all workers to be better trained on 
recognizing hazards and how to correct them.

• Giving positive reinforcement is critical. Supervisors 
are the people to whom front-line workers report; 
workers look to them for indications of acceptable 
behavior.

• Peer pressure can play an important role in the suc-
cess of a work refusal. For the work refusal to be ef-
fective, everyone needs to buy into using this right.

 

Are These Methods Working?
Do workers feel comfortable exercising their right to 
refuse unsafe work? One measurement is the num-
ber of work refusals that occur. Of course, there could 
be few or no work refusals because the company’s 
program is effectively catching and correcting haz-
ards before they become serious. An employee per-
ception survey directly asks workers how they feel 
about exercising their right to refuse unsafe work. 
Over time, that measure should improve as workers 
become convinced that management truly supports 
such actions.

How to Know if Workers Are Exercising Their 
Right to Refuse
Keeping track of work refusals is important. They 
should be documented and investigated similarly to 
close calls. If the hazard had not been identified and 
work stopped, someone could have been injured. Re-
viewing the log of work refusals and their causes will 
help prevent injuries.
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Can Small Businesses Use Work Refusals?
Small businesses can use work refusals as a way to 
improve safety, too. In a small business, each per-
son works more independently and should feel more 

empowered to control their work process. Small jobs 
may also have more flexibility as to schedule and 
completion deadlines.
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How to Improve the Safety Climate 
Through Close-Call Reporting and 
Analysis
A close call is a “disaster that almost happened.” A 
slight change in conditions could have resulted in 
a fatality or serious injury. Only by looking at close 
calls can we prevent disasters and not rely on luck to 
protect workers.

Why Do Close-Call Reporting and Analysis? 
To prevent injuries, we require information to pri-
oritize prevention efforts. We usually start by look-
ing at the type of injuries that have commonly oc-
curred in the past. Even accurately reported past 
incidents may yield a fairly small amount of data. 
For every injury reported, there are many more 
close-call incidents.  Reporting and fully investi-
gating near-misses or close calls supplements his-
torical data with current data to establish trends.  
(Although these incidents are often referred to as 
near-misses, it seems more accurate to refer to 
them as close calls, since a miss did occur and no 
one got hurt.)

By collecting these data and using the information 
for prevention, employers demonstrate a true com-
mitment to worker safety, which will lead to an im-
provement in the safety climate.

Workers must be a part of the process: they are 
the witnesses and sometimes the near-victims of 
the close calls. Active investigation and reporting 
demonstrates to workers that management is fo-
cused on improvements.

Some companies may require only the reporting 
of incidents that meet OSHA and Mine Safety and 
Health Administration reportable criteria. However, 
it is more useful to implement reporting of all inci-
dents, no matter how severe, even if they are not re-
cordable on the OSHA/MSHA log. Companies should 

stress the importance of incident reporting, including 
first aids, reports with no first aid, and close calls to 
their employees. Incidental to this reporting are is-
sues of damaged equipment, spills, and housekeep-
ing, as well as other unusual or unexpected work 
conditions.

Industries that are highly sensitive to incidents due 
to their potentially catastrophic nature (e.g., avia-
tion, nuclear, railroads) have all instituted national 
anonymous reporting systems for close calls (see 
Resources at the end of this section). Many industrial 
companies also have employee hotlines for anony-
mous reporting, suggestion boxes for improvements, 
and even recognition programs for employees who 
report conditions.

How to Get Started
First, a close call must be defined. It could include:

• an incident that did not result in an injury or physi-
cal damage

• an incident where no one was injured, but the like-
lihood of injury was high

• first-aid cases or cases without lost workdays, 
which are often used as an approximation for a 
close call

• any incident, unusual problem, or new hazard that 
occurs on-site

• hazards that are identified and corrected before 
someone gets hurt

Some examples of close calls are:

• A worker walks under a suspended load.
• A worker slips while climbing a ladder but does not 

fall.
• A tool falls off a scaffold but does not hit anyone.
• A worker is working below another worker.
Figure 1 lists types of near misses.
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Second, the close calls have to be reported. (See Po-
tential Problems to Address, below.) The definition of 
a close call and its reporting system should be joint-
ly developed by workers and management. Cast a 
wide net:

• Collect information on any unusual event on the job 
and on common events that could have resulted in 
an injury, even in the absence of injury or damage. 

• Track information such as employee tenure, train-
ing, job conditions, and the root causes of the inci-
dent.

• Develop a structured incident-reporting process 
that includes open-ended descriptions of the event. 
It should be structured so as to probe conditions, 
procedures, and planning before investigating any 
acts by employees. Look for contributing factors 
and conditions and ask what would have been the 
worst possible outcome, had the event occurred.

• Investigate the incidents according to a predefined 
protocol.

Encourage employees to report incidents by guaran-
teeing that such reporting is no-fault. It is the safety 
management system that creates unsafe conditions 

and the safety management system that must be 
improved. There will always be a program, policy, 
work practice, or training that can be improved upon. 
Improvement is a continual process that does not, 
and cannot, end.

As the data accumulate, the more frequent types of 
incidents will be determined and can then be placed 
on a checklist of possible events (Figure 2). Trends 
can be spotted and potential problem areas identi-
fied. At the same time, workers will learn that report-
ing incidents is an important part of their job and is 
valued by management. Positive reinforcement for 
reporting is important. Be aware that some work-
ers may be reluctant to report an incident because 
it may lead to a procedural change, which they may 
consider negative and want to avoid as adapting to 
change can be difficult. There is also peer pressure 
not to get another worker in trouble, so it is import-
ant to not assign blame but to focus on corrective 
actions to prevent future incidents. 

In egregious cases, discipline may be required for 
serious mistakes or even intentional actions, but the 
discipline needs to be predefined and fair in its ap-
plication. Too often, incidents are blamed on “care-

Figure 2. Sample Near Miss Reporting Form and Types
From Measures of effect: Near miss reporting on construc-
tion site injuries, by Brian McKay, 2013. Reprinted with 
permission.

Figure 1. Sample Near-Miss Types
From Measures of effect: Near miss reporting on construc-
tion site injuries, by Brian McKay, 2013. Reprinted with 
permission.

	
	

As experience with the survey increases, the nature or quality of the close-call reports should 
converge toward a consistent set of circumstances. One way to track this convergence is to 
spot-check the reports for similarities in close calls over time. This is one measure of the 
accuracy of close-call reporting. Over time, it will be these measures that contribute to the 
overall success of this approach. A series of reliable measures accumulated over a year or 
more will be the most important indicator of success of the intervention. 

 
As noted above, zero incidents is not a very useful approach for a program of improvement to 
safety. However, the approach outlined here should lead to a decrease in the serious incidents 
for which interventions exist, and a leveling off and eventual decline in the number of less 
serious incidents. 

 
Figure	1	and	2.	Sample	Near	Miss	Reporting	Form	and	Types	

	

Source:	Brian Mckay, “Measures of Effect: Near Miss Reporting on 
Construction Site Injuries,” 2013. Reprinted by permission. 

 

 
Source:	Brian Mckay, “Measures of Effect: Near Miss Reporting on 

Construction Site Injuries,” 2013. 
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lessness,” and the “solution” is to discipline the work-
er and call for more training. That approach misses 
the boat. Blaming the worker does not address the 
underlying causes of incidents and does nothing to 
prevent future incidents, since each is seen as an in-
dividual case of bad behavior.

Suggestions to encourage reporting include:

• Have construction workers report close calls to the 
local union.

• Hire a third party for them to report to.
• Identify a truly anonymous method of reporting 

(e.g., smartphone app, hotline).
• Have close calls reported to a company safety 

committee.
• Use focus groups run by a third party to elicit infor-

mation.
• Develop a national anonymous reporting system 

run by the government or industry. (See Resources 
at the end of this section.)

Using Incident Surveys
If a structured system for incident surveys is not the 
right starting point for a company, the alternative 
is conducting an anonymous incident survey ap-
proximately every three months or some other de-
fined schedule. Surveys have to be simple and give 
workers an opportunity to say whatever they want. 
Many answers will not be relevant, but some will be 
important. This will familiarize the entire staff with 
the concept of 100% incident reporting. Make sure 
survey participants understand that management 
wants to identify every injury, along with incidents 
with the potential for an injury (not just those that 
reach OSHA-recordable severity). Surveys should 
include an open-ended response space for partici-
pants to describe events they have observed as well 
as space to report incidents not included on the pre-
coded list. After each round of the survey, identify the 

most common or most important incidents reported 
and begin to build a checklist of these events.

Report the results of each survey in an aggregat-
ed fashion so that no one report or specific incident 
can be identified and traced back to a specific work-
er. Again, some responses will not be relevant and 
can be removed from the analysis. (Some workers 
will inevitably view the survey as an opportunity to 
complain about anything, not just safety. Such com-
ments should be addressed, but outside the safety 
effort.) Regular, dependable feedback will encour-
age participants to continuously assess their work 
environment for hazards and improve their vigilance 
for situations that may lead to an incident.

Beyond Zero
Some companies obsessed with reaching “zero inci-
dents” do not realize that zero incidents are probably 
not achievable. Furthermore, even with zero incidents, 
close calls occur. A goal of zero incidents may incen-
tivize underreporting; thus, zero incidents is probably 
not a reasonable goal. If a company is successful in 
achieving zero incidents, it may identify many more 
and different types of incidents than focused on in 
prior years by using close-call reporting. The com-
pany will no longer be able to advertise “X-thousand 
man-hours without an incident,” but the close-call in-
formation will become an important leading indicator 
of potential problems. The type of incident prevented 
by better close-call reporting could be catastrophic, 
so weighing this against a blemish on the zero-injury 
record should be in everyone’s interest.

Lastly, workers should be informed of the results of 
these investigations and reporting on a timely ba-
sis. They have to see the prevention activities that 
came about from the reporting of incidents in order 
to understand the value of prevention and to protect 
them from the next incident occurring. Consider im-
plementing a regular mechanism for such commu-
nications (newsletter, bulletin board, toolbox talks).
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Potential Problems to Address
• 100% incident reporting will be the most difficult 

during the first few months of the program. Estab-
lishing trust and confidence in the survey and in 
an anonymous reporting system is more import-
ant than worrying about the accuracy of the data 
during this time. The first year will be a learning 
process for the safety personnel analyzing the 
data, as well as for the employees and managers 
asked to report incidents on the job.

• Establishing a no-fault system is a huge challenge. 
When a problem is identified, it is important for ev-
eryone to take ownership of it and to recognize it 
as a team failure, not an individual one. Workers 
are already afraid of being fired and blacklisted for 
reporting injuries that should be reported under 
OSHA-recordable standards. They will strongly re-
sist making reports of minor injuries or noninjury 
incidents that could later reflect on them person-
ally as blame, or result in procedural changes that 
they view as fault-finding. The company, manag-
ers, and employees must form a strong, trusting 
partnership to identify and correct potential haz-
ards at the worksite.

• Humans make mistakes. A worker’s reputation as 
a skilled, dependable employee is their primary 
recommendation for the next job. Thus, it is com-
mon for workers to refrain from reporting any in-
cident in which there might be the slightest hint of 
an error made by that worker. This is also human 
nature. Even so, if 100% incident reporting is the 
key to eliminating hazards before they lead to an 
injury, it will require workers, managers, and com-
pany leaders to step up, take responsibility, avoid 
blaming others, and work together to identify solu-
tions to the problems that are uncovered. 

 For example, long hours under time pressure can 
lead to an array of common safety problems. Fa-
tigue dulls the ability to detect the changing na-
ture of hazards on the construction site. The best 

solution for this problem will depend on the trade, 
the project, and the shared experiences of the 
crew. The key is that the entire crew must be will-
ing to acknowledge and approach the problem as 
one that affects them all. Such an approach will 
deemphasize individual differences and reduce 
individual stigma or blame while creating a posi-
tive, proactive group responsibility for solving the 
problem.

• While it is tempting to impose penalties for not re-
porting, this tack may be counterproductive. Peer 
pressure and positive reinforcement are much 
more effective.

• Creating an easy-to-use incident-reporting system 
can be difficult but is crucial to achieving success. 
Workers and management will not use a system 
that is complicated and cumbersome. A poorly de-
signed system will lead to lost opportunities.

• Some larger construction companies are starting 
to use wearable devices to collect data (e.g., on 
noise). Some are beginning to use them on work-
ers to log close-call data. This approach could be 
very helpful, but there are pitfalls. A safety cli-
mate is about building trust between employees 
and management. Employees have to believe 
that management’s commitment to safety is real. 
If management is collecting data on employees, 
will employees feel they are being watched and 
not trusted? Will they get sent for retraining if they 
have too many close calls? Will that discourage 
reporting? Any manager implementing wearable 
devices on their jobsite must be aware of this issue 
and ensure that the data are not misused, which 
would exacerbate safety climate problems.

Can Small Businesses Do Close-Call 
Reporting?
A strong case must be made to small businesses for 
close-call reporting. Reporting and investigating in-
juries is tough enough for small businesses, so inves-
tigating close calls will be a stretch. Owners can in-
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clude the requirement to report close calls in contract 
terms or provide contract incentives for tracking and 
correcting problems.

Close-call reporting is even more important for 
small businesses because they are less likely to 
have many accidents. (They have fewer people and 
man-hours.) Workers tend to know each other and 
may even be related. Small businesses have pro-
portionately more immigrant workers, who have 
real fears of being the ones to report and domes-
tic workers, who often are minorities and thus fear 
being singled out. There is a greater fear of black-
listing in small businesses, and it is harder to be 
anonymous. When someone reports a concern or 
incident, it is likely everyone knows who has made 
the report. Small businesses are also less likely to 
be unionized, thus having fewer mechanisms to 
protect against discrimination for reporting.

A third-party reporting system would be the best 
solution, although that is probably easier to imple-
ment in larger companies. This may be difficult to 
justify for small employers, since it adds a cost to an 
incident that otherwise would not cost the compa-
ny anything. Perhaps this is a service that insurance 
companies can offer, along with safety consultation 
services, but the insurer would have to offer it with 
a guarantee that they would not raise rates as a re-
sult. (Underwriters unfortunately base rates on the 
frequency of incidents more so than severity. Thus, 
an increase in noninjury incidents, as will be expect-
ed under this program, might be seen as a negative 
rather than a positive by underwriters.)

Furthermore, a third party would be in a position 
to aggregate reports from many small businesses. 
Local trade organizations (Associated General Con-
tractors of America and Associated Builders and 
Contractors, to name two) could provide this service 
to their member companies and share the results in 
local meetings. The reports would summarize data 

from many small contractors in the same trade. This 
approach would minimize the possibility that single 
events would be associated with a single company 
and group of workers. If the event is so unique that 
the company and workers will be identified, the in-
cident could be sequestered from the report. This 
approach allows small businesses to learn from the 
experiences of businesses similar to their own.

Reporting-system success stories in small business-
es should be shared. For example, one small com-
pany encourages reporting of injuries by providing 
light duty on full pay to any worker who reports an 
injury to themself. This way the reporting worker 
does not have to rely only on workers’ compensation 
payments.

How to Know if Close-Call Reporting Is 
Working
The first indicator of success with close-call reporting 
will be an increase in the number of incidents report-
ed after the first six months or a year, as compared 
to the baseline year when the program first started.

As experience with the survey increases and the 
definition of an incident in a particular trade be-
comes more clearly specified, the results will suggest 
actionable solutions to the more common and more 
important problems. Thus, the second indicator of 
success will be the ability to propose solutions for 
some of the incidents identified. The third indicator 
of success will be a drop in the number of incidents 
for which interventions were developed.

Moreover, the nature or quality of the close-call re-
ports should converge toward a consistent set of cir-
cumstances. One way to track this convergence is to 
spot-check the reports for similarities in close calls 
over time. This is one measure of the accuracy of 
close-call reporting. Over time, it will be these mea-
sures that contribute to the overall success of this 
approach. A series of reliable measures accumulat-
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ed over a year or more will be the most important 
indicator of success of the intervention.

As noted above, zero incidents is not a very use-
ful approach for a program of safety improvement. 
However, the approach outlined here should lead to 
a decrease in the serious incidents for which inter-
ventions exist, and a leveling off and eventual de-
cline in the number of less serious incidents.

Resources on How to Improve Safety Through 
Close-Call Reporting and Analysis
National Aviation and Space Administration Avia-
tion Safety Reporting System. https://asrs.arc.nasa.
gov/ 

Balfour Beatty. (2009). Roadworkers safety—Silence 
is consent (Part 1) [Video]. YouTube. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=oAvrFYkP3P0 

Close-call reporting systems for firefighters 
http://www.firefighternearmiss.com 

Close-call reporting system for the railroads 
https://railroads.dot.gov/program-areas/human-fac-
tors/close-call-reporting 

International Atomic Energy Agency. (2012). Near 
miss reporting in nuclear plants [Safety Reports Se-
ries No. 73 https://www-pub.iaea.org/MTCD/Publi-
cations/PDF/Pub1545_web.pdf 

McKay, Brian. (2013). Measures of effect: Near miss 
reporting on construction site injuries. https://schol-
arworks.alaska.edu/handle/11122/4828 

National Safety Council, with NSC Alliance & OSHA. 
(2013). Near miss reporting systems [Case study]. 
http: //www.nsc.org/news_resources/Resources/
Documents/Near-Miss-Reporting-Systems.pdf 

Schneider, Scott. (2008). Was anyone almost hurt 
on your worksite today? Laborers’ Health and Safety 
Fund of North America, 4(8). http://www.lhsfna.org/
index.cfm/lifelines/january-2008/was-anyone-al-
most-hurt-on-your-worksite-today/ 
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How to Improve the Safety Climate 
Through Leadership by Supervisors
Supervisors, including first-line forepersons, are the 
key to ensuring a positive safety climate on any job-
site. The safety values and beliefs of the supervisor, 
whether in line with the company’s or not, can have a 
huge impact on jobsite culture. How supervisors en-
courage site safety or react to safety-related issues 
that are raised is critical. Do workers believe supervi-
sors when they claim that safety is very important to 
the company? Do supervisors insist that hazards get 
corrected promptly? Does safety lose out to produc-
tivity when the pressure is on? Are shortcuts ignored 
or tolerated when there is a time crunch? Do super-
visors have the support of upper management? Ul-
timately, the supervisor is not only the production 
supervisor on-site but the safety supervisor as well.

Supervisors should believe in safety requirements, 
actively participate in safety initiatives, encourage 
employee safety involvement, and listen to employee 
concerns and address them promptly. Those who act 
this way have better safety and production results 
than those who are not proactive, do not pay atten-
tion to safety, or let safety slip when under pressure 
to get the job done.

Measuring Safety Leadership on a Jobsite
How do supervisors get selected or promoted? Is 
safety performance from past projects a consider-
ation, or are selection and promotion based solely on 
the worker’s reputation for getting the job done on 
time and under budget? Has a supervisor ever been 
held accountable for not paying attention to safety 
on the site?

To achieve desired goals, supervisor safety leader-
ship has to be measured. There are various ways for 
contractors and their supervisors to measure super-
visor safety leadership. Several measurement meth-
ods are recommended—there is no one right way.

• Typically, assessments are completed by the su-
pervisor’s direct manager. This might include safe-
ty audits of the supervisor’s work area as well as 
observations of the supervisor’s toolbox talk deliv-
ery and crew engagement.

• Self-evaluations of safety leadership behaviors by 
the supervisors themselves can provide useful in-
sight. The Health and Safety Executive leadership 
check tool, provided in Appendix A, is a free self-
check for supervisors.

• Finally, it is critical to hear from the supervisor’s 
crew members, as they are the ones directly im-
pacted by the leadership behaviors of their su-
pervisor. Such feedback can be obtained from 
anonymous surveys asking crews about their su-
pervisor’s safety leadership style and commitment 
to safety. Appendix B provides sample criteria for 
this assessment.

Once conducted, assessments cannot be forgotten; 
action must be taken. Contractors and supervisors 
must work together to create a safety leadership 
development plan. The development plan should in-
clude:

• a two-way discussion between the supervisor and 
the supervisor’s manager about the results of the 
assessment, what improvements should be made, 
and why they should be made

• specific goals based on the assessment results, 
which will help supervisors improve their safety 
leadership skills

Supervisors are usually selected via “next in line,” 
whether by tenure or by their production skills. These 
supervisors need to be trained in safety management 
techniques to be successful in their role, especially in 
a proactive safety culture. Many supervisors receive, 
or are required to take, the OSHA 30-hour Outreach 
Training Program, which covers OSHA standards 
but does not provide safety management education. 
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In addition, supervisors need training on other skills, 
including how to understand and build a proactive 
safety culture, communicate with employees, give 
an effective toolbox talk, conduct a site safety audit, 
and plan the job with all aspects of safety in mind. 
They will also need to know the elimination/mitiga-
tion/protection process as well as how to encourage 
worker participation, develop listening skills, and 
mentor and coach employees. OSHA recently ap-
proved an optional module for the 30-hour course 
called Foundations of Safety Leadership, which does 
begin to address these deficiencies. Appendix B pro-
vides details on what skills and training supervisors 
should have.

Safety climate problems are particularly difficult to 
address in constantly changing workforces with 
large non-English-speaking immigrant populations, 
which pretty much describes much of construction 
work. The threat of losing their job if they speak up 
damages the safety climate on the jobsite. Supervi-
sors need to pay attention to this problem and make 
extra efforts to reach out to immigrant workers and 
reassure them that speaking up is encouraged (even 
rewarded). Having bilingual supervisors (who could 
also be immigrant workers) could help.

Programs on supervisor training are available from 
union training funds as well as third-party sources 
such as local construction safety councils and the 
Board of Certified Safety Professionals. Some con-
tractors even require their supervisors to become 
certified by BCSP as safety-trained supervisors.

A well-planned job is a safe job. Supervisors have 
numerous responsibilities, and planning for safety 
has to be integrated into them, even though time for 
planning is always a challenge for supervisors. Hav-
ing many resources to make the planning process 
easier for supervisors will lead to more effective su-
pervisors. Those resources can take the form of new 
computer systems, software, processes, and forms.

Potential Problems to Address
A supervisor’s primary job is to get the job done prop-
erly (on time, under budget), and safety is sometimes 
seen as competing or interfering with that goal. In 
addition, supervisors are under enormous time pres-
sure. They have highly stressful jobs (often working 
six days a week), and it can be difficult for them to 
take time away from their busy schedules for train-
ing in safety management.

When companies have safety personnel on the job-
site, supervisors may adopt a “not my job” mentali-
ty. They may believe any safety issue and all safety 
leadership is the responsibility of the safety repre-
sentative. In reality, the safety representative is a re-
source to assist in the supervisor’s safety leadership.

Accountability for safety relies on proactive mea-
sures such as developing leading safety metrics, in-
stead of using lagging indicators (injuries reported). 
Using lagging indicators leads to the “hopefully we 
will be lucky” mentality and incentivizes underre-
porting. Moreover, rewards for safety shortcuts en-
courage undesirable behaviors.

How Can We Encourage Supervisor Safety 
Leadership?
Can training be modularized and administered over 
several weeks (such as 1 to 2 hours a week)? Some 
union programs and trade associations already have 
supervisor training courses available in shorter, more 
frequent time spans. While this can be helpful, there 
has to be commitment from the company and super-
visor to complete all sessions. Planning jobs around 
the training can be useful. When this is not possible, 
others may have to step up and assist in the supervi-
sor’s absence. Some courses are offered after work-
ing hours. Keep in mind that when training is after 
hours, the employee may not retain as much due to 
fatigue from working that day. Tying promotions to 
training will help encourage participation. In 2017, 
CPWR developed a 2½-hour safety leadership mod-
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ule called Foundations of Safety Leadership, which 
has been approved by OSHA as an elective for its 
30-hour course.

Supervisors need to be educated and empowered in 
the safety management side of their job. They need 
to realize they are the true safety leader on-site—
and they make or break their company’s culture on-
site. They need to understand their role and respon-
sibilities and how to execute their responsibilities 
effectively. A selling point for management should 
be that leadership skills for safety (communication, 
planning, mentorship, feedback) carry over to all as-
pects of supervisory performance so that safety and 
production truly can go hand in hand.

Lastly, supervisors who have good safety climate 
scores (from surveys) and who score high on worker 
participation rates should be rewarded (time off, bet-
ter assignments, more training, and so on). Rewards 
for positive behaviors will encourage supervisors to 
continue to conduct themselves in a manner that im-
proves the safety climate and engages employees in 
a proactive safety program.

Can Small Businesses Use Supervisor Safety 
Leadership?
In small businesses, the supervisor is usually the 
(working) foreperson, who in some cases is also the 
owner. This individual has to get the work done as 
well as supervise. The only way they can afford to 
pay attention to safety is if the owner of the compa-
ny (assuming it is not the foreperson) supports the 
safety efforts and insists safety is a priority and a 
core value of the organization.

The owner should go so far as to include safety re-
quirements in bids or estimates, knowing the compa-
ny could lose some bids because of it. Doing projects 
the right way has to be more important than doing 
projects cheaply. That means investing more time 
in planning for safety and having the right equip-

ment for each job—for example, if a 20-foot ladder 
is needed, make sure workers do not show up with a 
ladder that is too short.

Small companies may lack adequate computers or 
software for project safety planning. Membership in 
a trade association may be a solution. Using paper 
forms is another approach. Small companies have to 
be convinced that, down the road, planning ahead 
for safety and supervisor training will pay off in re-
turn on investment. Also, short courses on safety 
for supervisors need to be more widely available for 
small businesses.

Measuring the safety climate in small businesses is 
problematic due to a small sample size and lack of 
anonymity in responses.  Other measures of success, 
short of survey data or leading indicators are need-
ed to judge success.  This may include holding indi-
vidual interviews or looking for other signs, such as 
employees taking shortcuts.

How to Know if Supervisor Safety Leadership 
Is Working
Safety climate scores from surveys are one measure 
of success. From these surveys, direct feedback on 
the site safety climate can be obtained and improve-
ments can be tracked.

Feedback on specific supervisors may be attainable, 
but that is often difficult to secure anonymously due to 
small sample sizes. Observations from other supervi-
sors can also be useful. Other leading safety metrics, 
such as number of hazards identified and corrected or 
number of close calls reported, can be useful to track 
the success of safety efforts. For these metrics to be 
useful, however, employers have to demonstrate to 
their supervisors that they will be evaluated on them. 
“What gets measured gets done.”

Appendix C provides a case study of one company 
which developed a successful program to upgrade 
supervisor safety skills.
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Resources on How to Improve Safety 
Leadership by Supervisors
American Society of Safety Professionals. (2017) 
Pre-Project & Pre-Task Safety and Health Planning 
Standard (ANSI/ASSE A10.1-2011). https://webstore.
ansi.org/standards/asse/ansiassea102011r2017?g-
clid=CjwKCAiA55mPBhBOEiwANmzoQjWOTVe-
h_6tspGGRR_-5HM0mHybxqJ91m5t2FPihWgw-
p1L1PbPgQKxoC_j0QAvD_BwE 

Board of Certified Safety Professionals. Safety 
trained supervisor program. https://www.bcsp.org/
safety-trained-supervisor-sts/ 

Colorado State University. Safe talk program (LeAD 
Safety Training Series). Safety Management Applied 
Research Team. https://vimeo.com/channels/827238 

CPWR, The Center for Construction Research and 
Training. (2016). Foundations for safety leadership 
[Webinar]. https://www.cpwr.com/research/training-
and-awareness-programs-from-research/founda-
tions-for-safety-leadership/ 

McVittie, D., & Vi, P. (2009, February). The effect 
of supervisory training on lost time injury rates 
in construction. Construction Safety Association 
of Ontario. https://www.ihsa.ca/pdfs/research_
docs/374_W040.pdf#:~:text=The%20results%20
show%20that%20as%20the%20density%20of,val-
ue%20of%200.812%20and%20a%20p-value%20
of%200.006.?msclkid=e0ff733ab9d011ec932aeb-
7ca02a11d2 

Oregon OSHA. (2007).  Safety and the supervisor 
[PowerPoint slides]. https://osha.oregon.gov/edu/
Documents/workshop-materials/1-160w.pdf 
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Appendix A. Safety Leadership Assessment Tools
Health and Safety Executive Leadership Check Tool
http://www.hse.gov.uk/construction/lwit/assets/downloads/leadership-check-tool.pdf 

Safety Leadership Considerations
My supervisor: 

1. Expresses satisfaction when I perform my job safely
2. Makes sure I receive appropriate rewards for achieving safety targets on the job
3. Provides continuous encouragement to do my job safely
4. Shows determination to maintain a safe work environment
5. Suggests new ways of doing my job more safely
6. Encourages me to express my ideas and opinions about safety at work
7. Talks about his/her values and beliefs regarding the importance of safety 
8. Behaves in a way that displays a commitment to a safe workplace
9. Spends time showing me the safest way to do things at work
10. Would listen to my concerns about safety on the job
11. Strictly enforces safety rules and regulations
12. Praises me when he/she sees I am following proper safety procedures 
13. Offers no incentive or rewards for following all the safety policies at work
14. Punishes me when I ignore safety rules

Sources. Kelloway, E., Mullen, J., & Francis, L. (2006). Divergent effects of transformational and pas-
sive leadership on employee safety. Journal Of Occupational Health Psychology, 11(1), 76-86. https://doi.
org/10.1037/1076-8998.11.1.76 and Probst, T., & Brubaker, T. (2001). The effects of job insecurity on em-
ployee safety outcomes: Cross-sectional and longitudinal explorations. Journal Of Occupational Health Psy-
chology, 6(2), 139-159. https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.6.2.139 
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Appendix B. Supervisor Training: Supervisor Safety Fundamentals
The safety curriculum for a field supervisor should include:

1. OSHA rules and regulations, including workers’ rights and OSHA inspection procedures
2. jobsite auditing/walk-arounds and correcting hazards
3. accident/incident investigation and root cause analysis
4. safety incentive programs (limitations, how to use incentives appropriately)
5. emergency response to incidents
6. planning for safety
7. job safety analysis
8. leading indicators and metrics to evaluate the safety program
9. time and stress management
10. toolbox talks
11. communication skills with workers and upper management
12. safety and health committees
13. encouraging worker participation
14. developing and fostering a safety culture
15. accountability/developing a blame-free culture
16. subcontractor safety and management
17. competent person requirements
18. mentoring and coaching
19. drug and alcohol employee assistance programs
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Appendix C. Case Study of Supervisor 
Safety at Safway Group
In the latter half of 2007, safety managers at Saf-
way Group were discussing concerns with branch 
managers and field supervisors to resolve a problem. 
Safway had never properly defined the roles and re-
sponsibilities of supervisors or provided them with 
the appropriate education.

In 2009, Safway developed the first version of the 
supervisor safety training program. This five- to six-
hour program educated supervisors on the definition 
of safety culture, Safway’s desired culture and ex-
pectations, and the way to achieve such a culture. 
The topics of the training included the difference be-
tween a proactive and reactive culture, jobsite safety 
and hazard recognition, safety meetings, employee 
training, the scaffold modification process, and inci-
dent reporting and investigation protocols. The point 
of the training was that the supervisor is not just a 
supervisor: they are a safety leader.

As the supervisors took this learning back to their 
positions and safety concepts continued to be rein-
forced, Safway’s recordable rate of injuries dropped 
24%. Safway’s next step was to become more ef-
fective in the job hazard analysis (JHA) process. The 
team approach was introduced in the supervisor 
safety training program, and engaging the employ-
ees in the process was critical. Branch and safety 
management coached supervisors and crews on 
how to involve all employees in the JHA process. Em-
ployees were taught that the JHA form was not just 
a piece of paper to complete because the company 
requires it, but rather a job preplanning tool. It was 
their responsibility to participate in the process.

The crews also learned they could conduct a more 
detailed analysis because everyone has different 
levels of knowledge and experience. Sometimes the 
newest member of the crew becomes the most im-
portant worker: to them, everything is new and can 

be a potential hazard. This person can counteract 
the complacency that long-standing crew members 
may have.

By changing the JHA process to include employees, 
supervisors felt less pressure to accomplish the task 
single-handedly, and Safway was more successful 
overall in identifying hazards.

The role of the supervisor remained the critical role in 
the company. In many cases, this position can make 
or break the jobsite subculture, which affects safety 
performance. This environment may be the only cul-
ture an employee is exposed to, and it is what the 
customer perceives as the Safway brand.

In 2013, Safway expanded the supervisor safe-
ty training program to a full day and trained or re-
trained the supervisors. Additional time was ded-
icated to culture and the JHA process. In addition 
to the content of the original program, supervisors 
were educated on new-employee mentoring, em-
ployee coaching, employee behaviors, the correction 
of behaviors and disciplinary action, safety attitudes, 
safety feedback, elements of risk, the JHA process 
(including five continual steps), and the team ap-
proach to the JHA process.

During the last quarter of 2013, Safway changed 
the entire job-planning process, adding a site hazard 
assessment to assist in the bidding and preplanning 
phases. Sales representatives, construction man-
agement, and supervisors began conducting the 
process to help engineer or mitigate hazards prior to 
crews going on-site. Sales representative training on 
the process was conducted in 2014 to engage this 
group in the safety and environmental areas of job 
planning and bidding. The JHA process was revised 
so it became a task safety analysis within the JHA, 
requiring all employees to participate.

Safway continues to develop training programs for 
supervisors, such as hazard recognition and safe-
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ty observations, to help make them stronger safety 
leaders and give them the tools to be successful. 

Safway’s safety culture continues to grow stronger 
each day, with the dedicated work at all levels of the 
company. The supervisor is extremely important. At 
the local branch or crew level, supervisors establish 

a subculture that both reinforces and contributes to 
the corporate safety culture that Safway wants to 
maintain. Thus, the role of the supervisor within the 
company is critical to the success of the company’s 
safety culture.

Source. Carrie Heller, Safway Group

https://www.aiha.org


AIHA | 3141 Fairview Park Dr., Suite 777 | Falls Church, VA 22042 | aiha.org

©aiha 2022 Page 27 of 39

How to Improve the Safety Climate on Your Construction Site Guidance Document

How to Improve the Safety Climate 
Through Subcontractor Prequalification 
and Oversight
How Can Subcontractor Prequalification Help 
Improve the Safety Culture and Climate?
Increasingly, work in construction is subcontracted 
out, and the general contractor (GC) is often being 
replaced with a construction manager. Even subcon-
tractors (or subs) are subbing out parts of their work 
to second- and third-tier subcontractors. Although 
the GC may have a great safety program and be 
actively working to ensure a positive safety climate 
among employees, what about safety among the 
subs? How do GCs ensure the subcontractor safety 
culture and climate is equivalent to their own? If they 
fail to do this, the safety climate on the job will be un-
dercut, because subs under tight budgets and short 
deadlines will be tempted to cut corners.

How Does Prequalification Work?
The selection process is vital to having safety as a 
priority for subcontractors. How are subcontractors 
selected on the jobsite? Lowest bidder? Prior experi-
ence? Availability? Reliability in terms of getting the 
work done on time and under budget?

Where does safety come into play? Is safety perfor-
mance a criterion in selecting subs? How is subcon-
tractor safety assessed? Are the OSHA 300 log data, 
history of OSHA violations, and experience modifica-
tion rate being reviewed? Those are simply lagging 
indicators and may not be accurate. Most safety-con-
scious, industry-leading contractors focus on leading 
indicators rather than lagging indicators. They want 
to know what resources the contractor has devoted to 
safety. In other words, Is there a full-time safety direc-
tor? What kind of safety training does the contractor 
require or provide for employees and supervisors? Are 
there strong safety policies, including encouragement 
of worker participation and the right to refuse unsafe 

work? All the elements of a strong proactive safety 
program that GCs rely on should be the ones they look 
for when hiring a subcontractor. (See the appendix to 
this section for sample questions.)

The Fair Pay and Safe Workplaces Executive Order 
(E.O. 13673), (which was rescinded by the Trump 
Administration), required that a contractor’s safety 
record must be considered for all federal contracts 
over a certain dollar value, along with the safety re-
cords of subcontractors.

In the past few years, several companies have 
emerged to assist with prequalification of contrac-
tors and subs. These companies ask prospective 
contractors to fill out detailed questionnaires and 
submit their safety programs, which are then rated 
by a computer program. Contractors are assigned 
scores, and owners and GCs can agree on cut-
points for what is minimally acceptable on their sites. 
These programs can be expensive, but they can help 
streamline the prequalification process.

If subcontractors do not have those policies and 
practices in place, the GC has to (1) educate them to 
the fact that on-site expectations for safety may be 
higher than they have previously experienced, and 
(2) inform them that there will be oversight to ensure 
safety is a top priority. If safety is not a priority for a 
subcontractor, the subcontractor may have to be re-
moved from the job, asked to get a different crew, or 
be mentored to come up to speed. The high and clear 
expectations set by the GC will make the difference. 
Subs are working for the GC; thus, the GC’s demands 
on performance will dictate how they perform.

Subcontractors must be integrated into the site safe-
ty effort starting with the planning process (including 
the estimators). One aspect of integration is to create 
a sitewide log of injuries and illnesses that includes 
all subcontractors. This will help create a better inju-
ry picture for the whole site and treat subcontractor 
employees the same as the GC’s own employees.
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The subcontractor’s employees must attend the site 
safety orientation before working on the site. At the 
orientation they will learn the safety expectations of 
the GC. They will also learn how to report incidents 
and hazards and, ideally, see that reporting is en-
couraged. The GC should receive reports of incidents 
and hazards that have been reported to the subs 
(either directly or through the subs), so that the GC 
can see the safety system in action and see that haz-
ards are being corrected in a timely manner. (Gener-
ally, these hazards will be mentioned at the weekly 
safety meetings.) As part of the orientation, an as-
sessment of the safety knowledge of subcontractor 
employees could also be helpful for identifying gaps 
and the need for additional training to increase subs’ 
level of knowledge of safety requirements.

Subcontractors must attend the weekly safety and 
production meetings, both to help coordinate safe-
ty efforts and to increase safety communication on-
site. Often hazards created by one sub expose other 
workers to the risk of injury. This is why it is essential 
that this coordination occur regularly. It is helpful to 
take minutes at these meetings and circulate them 
so that documented action items can be followed up 
and corrections tracked to completion.

What Are the Barriers and Pitfalls to 
Implementation?
There is a strong temptation to hire subs based on a 
low bid or to use friends that GCs have worked with 
before. There will undoubtedly be pressure to do so. 
But if someone gets seriously hurt or killed on the job-
site, even if they work for a subcontractor, the GC’s 
reputation is on the line. It takes time and resources 
to screen the safety records of subs and factor that 
into the hiring process—and, yes, it is easier to re-
quest and review the numbers the subs provide, such 
as EMR or injury rate data. However, going that route 
is risky. Numbers do not lie, but they can deceive. The 
reported numbers can hide problems if the sub is 
misrepresenting their record. If a GC is serious about 

hiring subs with a true commitment to safety—those 
who are willing to buy into the GC’s safety approach 
and philosophy—the GC has to expend the effort to 
actively screen them and oversee their work.

Just as the GC should include safety performance in 
the overall contract bid, they must demand of sub-
contractors a similar attention to the requirements 
necessary to do the job safely. (It does not work when 
the GC demands compliance with safety require-
ments, but the contract bids do not include safety 
requirements in the actual bid.) In other words, the 
time and materials necessary to complete the work 
safely must be specified in the contract.

Oversight of subcontractor work goes beyond re-
viewing accident logs. It means the GC should have 
an employee attend the sub’s toolbox talks and safe-
ty meetings, be on the jobsite regularly, talk with the 
sub’s employees and forepersons, and discuss safe-
ty performance at every production meeting with the 
subs present. With this oversight, when deficiencies 
are found, the sub is made aware of them and the 
deficiencies are immediately corrected. In short, su-
pervisors and site managers need to leave their site 
office trailers more often, walking the site and talking 
with employees (including subcontractor employees) 
to assess actual site safety conditions in real time.

When contractors have subbed out dangerous parts 
of their work to reduce their incidence rate and expo-
sure, they often have found that an employee of the 
sub was killed on the job. Under OSHA’s multiem-
ployer workplace policy in construction, the GC may 
have some liability (that is, if the GC were deemed 
the controlling employer).

How to Work Around Avoid Barriers and 
Pitfalls
General contractors who subcontract their work 
need reassurance that the time and resources they 
expend in screening and overseeing subs results in 
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a safer jobsite. Stories of subcontractors who have 
had serious incidents help make the risks visible, giv-
en that it takes only one major incident to stop work 
and impede productivity on the job. Costly incidents 
will occur unless close attention is paid to safety 
performance in selecting and overseeing subs. Of 
course, the alternative is for GCs to perform more 
of the work themselves, relying on their own safety 
program and employees to ensure the work is done 
safely.

How Can This Intervention Be Adapted for 
Small Businesses?
Small businesses tend to self-perform work and not 
sub it out as often as larger companies. They tend to 
be the ones doing the subcontract work. Small busi-
nesses will find it helpful to develop simple methods 
(like checklists) to document their safety programs, 
to better respond to these types of requests from 
GCs.

Intervention Evaluation
The best evaluation mechanism is a safety climate 
survey of subcontractor employees. The scores can 
be compared with scores from the GC’s employees 
to see, for example, how they rate their subcontrac-
tor’s safety efforts. If the subs score substantially 
lower than the GC’s employees, actions must be tak-
en to identify the weaknesses and corrective actions.

Resources on How to Improve Safety Through 
Subcontractor Prequalification and Oversight
AIHA Construction Committee. (2005). Health and 
safety requirements in construction contract docu-
ments (Stock no. SCOG05‒660). https://online-ams.
aiha.org/amsssa/ecssashop.show_product_de-
tail?p_mode=detail&p_product_serno=1108 

Executive Order No. 13673, Fair Pay and Safe Work-
places (2014). https://obamawhitehouse.archives.
gov/the-press-office/2014/07/31/executive-or-
der-fair-pay-and-safe-workplaces

Appendix. Sample Questions to Prequalify 
Subcontractors
Although it is common to ask subcontractors to sub-
mit their history of OSHA violations and EMRs, such 
a measure may not be the best gauge of their safe-
ty performance. Here are some questions that may 
elicit better information:

• Can you provide references from other contractors 
you have worked for who can attest to your safety 
performance?

• Do you have any safety professionals on staff or 
on retainer? If so, what are their qualifications and 
training?

• How do you involve your employees in safety? Do 
they have the explicit right to refuse unsafe work? 
If you have a multilingual workforce, how is this 
handled as far as safety is concerned with regards 
to cultural differences that can impede safety and 
possible undocumented status which can increase 
their vulnerability? 

• How do you encourage reporting of incidents, 
near-misses, and unsafe conditions? Do you have 
any incentive programs that may discourage re-
porting?

• How are safety incidents investigated?
• How much and what type of safety training do 

your supervisors get? Do they get training on skills 
like communicating about safety?

• Do you prequalify companies that you subcontract 
work to based on their safety performance?
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How to Improve the Safety Climate by 
Integrating Safety as a Value Into a 
Company
Safety will never be successful as a standalone pro-
gram. It will always be viewed as separate from the 
goal of production and often seen as an impediment. 
Likewise, it is hard to improve the safety culture if the 
organizational culture of the company does not sup-
port it. Despite the fact that integrating safety within 
the organization is probably the most effective way 
to align the goals of the safety program with the or-
ganization, improvement of safety culture always 
goes back to management’s commitment to change. 
The following are five ways to integrate safety as a 
value into company culture. 

Design for Safety 
Integrating safety into the design of a project is the 
most effective (and cost-effective) way to address 
safety issues. Companies with design-build projects 
have an advantage in that respect. Owners willing 
to pay additional up-front costs for a safer-to-build 
design will reap benefits in the short term from fewer 
workaround solutions and in the long term through 
lower maintenance costs over the life cycle of the 
building or structure. This is also referred to as pre-
vention-through-design.

Plan for Safety
Integrating safety into the planning process will save 
time and money as well as make the job safer. It will 
help avoid the time crunches and pressure that lead 
to safety shortcuts. Some companies hire experi-
enced workers to help plan the job, since they can 
best anticipate the types of problems that will arise. 
Safety should be explicitly integrated with “construc-
tability reviews,” an approach that is increasingly 
used on larger projects.

Integrate Safety Into Production Meetings
Weekly or daily production meetings are held at 
most jobsites. Safety should be part of each of those 
meetings—and preferably not be put off until the end 
of the agenda, when time is short. Integrating safe-
ty into production meetings takes commitment from 
the job superintendent, who will require support and 
participation from company management. Note that 
these meetings including safety will be extremely 
helpful on multiemployer worksites, where different 
trades or subs can, and will, create potential safety 
problems for one another.

Analyze Task Hazards 
Daily safety huddles or toolbox talks are important 
because workers performing the tasks need to un-
derstand the hazards of each task, not simply be told 
what to do. The foreperson needs to encourage each 
worker to participate and to make the meetings a 
regular occurrence for each task, regardless of how 
routine the task may seem.

Integrate Safety Into The Bidding and 
Estimating Process
Training estimators, project managers, and engi-
neers to recognize and include the costs for safety 
training and equipment will help ensure that safety 
does not suffer when cost overruns occur. Includ-
ing safety as a line item in bid documents places all 
bidders on a level playing field and ensures that no 
one can underbid by skimping on safety. Owners can 
play their part by requiring minimum levels of worker 
safety training and competencies in the bid process.

How Can This Approach Help Improve Safety 
on a Jobsite?
Safety will be seen as a part of doing business—a 
necessity, not an additional burden imposed by gov-
ernment regulation. A safe workplace will be a work-
er right, not an obligation. Workers in such compa-
nies will see that safety is central to the company’s 

https://www.aiha.org


AIHA | 3141 Fairview Park Dr., Suite 777 | Falls Church, VA 22042 | aiha.org

©aiha 2022 Page 31 of 39

How to Improve the Safety Climate on Your Construction Site Guidance Document

mission and will be more likely to participate and 
speak up about issues.

Potential Problems to Watch For
• Integrating safety into design is difficult because of 

the institutional and legal barriers from the archi-
tectural community. Design-build projects have the 
best chance to overcome these barriers, but other 
project owners can be educated to recognize the 
value of integrating safety during the design phase 
by stressing value-added engineering. Also, the 
construction firm is responsible for designing and 
building all temporary structures such as scaffold-
ing, temporary supports, and prefabricated sec-
tions. Therefore, it can take steps to design those 
with safety in mind.

• Building safety into the planning process has be-
come easier with new planning software. Many 
companies use risk-analysis programs or processes 
early in the planning (and even bidding) process to 
identify potential problems in the work execution. 
Many companies now understand the importance 
of planning efforts to keep a job running smoothly. 
A well-planned job reaps many benefits, just as a 
clean and orderly jobsite results in a safer site.

• Integration into the planning process takes a com-
petent superintendent who understands the im-
portant role that safety plays and how it can affect 
production—for example, how a single incident 
can stop work and have dramatic ramifications for 
the schedule as well as the company’s reputation.

• Including safety as a line item in bid documents is 
happening more often. For example, it is required 
by the Federal Highway Administration for feder-
ally funded work (see Resources at the end of this 
section), but there is institutional resistance from 
owners who still believe low-bid contracting is the 
best way to go. Training and educating estimators 
about safety as well as integrating it into bids will 
be a long process, since companies tend to try to 

underbid one another and are pressured for low-
ball estimates. Best-value contracting, where an 
owner proactively takes safety into account, will 
help minimize this practice and encourage com-
panies to look at safety as a component of good 
business practices.

Can Small Businesses Integrate Safety Into 
Their Operations?
Small businesses are under enormous pressure to 
cut costs, and they often run on thin profit margins. 
They can best integrate safety during the planning 
process. When small contractors are planning a job, 
they need to make sure they have the right equip-
ment to ensure it can be done safely. Government 
and trade associations should provide training for 
small contractors, not only on the safety require-
ments but also on cost-effective ways of meeting 
them. That said, giving workers personal protective 
equipment is not always the most cost-effective 
way of protecting them. PPE has many hidden costs 
(proper storage, cleaning, replacement, and train-
ing). Some small companies have come up with in-
novative ways to meet and exceed the requirements. 
Such solutions should be shared more widely.

There are small contractors who practice high safe-
ty standards to distinguish themselves in particular 
markets. They recognize that they will lose some bids 
because of this but they may possibly win others. 

Trade associations, OSHA counselors, and union 
safety and health staff are valuable safety resources 
often available at little or no cost for small business-
es. Lastly, simple safety checklists developed by the 
contractor may be helpful.

How Will We Know That Integration Has 
Been Successful?
The best indicator that safety has been fully inte-
grated into an organization is that everyone in the 
company treats safety as a part of their job, freely 
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raising and solving safety problems that arise. No 
one waits for the safety professional, or even the 
next safety committee meeting, to resolve issues. It 
is a continuous improvement process with everyone 
taking ownership.

Resources on How to Integrate Safety as a 
Value Into a Company
American Society of Safety Engineers. (2011). 
Pre-Project & Pre-Task Safety and Health Plan-
ning Standard (ANSI/ASSE A10.1‒2011). https://
webstore .ans i .o rg /s tandards /asse /ans ias-
sea102011r2017?gclid=CjwKCAiA55mPBhBOE-
iwANmzoQjWOTVeh_6tspGGRR_-HM0mHybxq-
J91m5t2FPihWgwp1L1PbPgQKxoC_j0QAvD_BwE. 
See also the ASSE Tech Brief (2012) for this stan-
dard at https://store.assp.org/PersonifyEbusi-
ness/Store/Product-Details/productId/30247490?_
ga=2.222604123.1588136576.1649279344-
1642376724.1590509793 

Clark, Steve. (2004, March). Best value contract-
ing opens opportunities for union sector. Laborers’ 
Health & Safety Fund of North America. https://
www.lhsfna.org/best-value-contracting-opens-op-
portunities-for-union-sector/ 

Design for Construction Safety website: http://www.
designforconstructionsafety.org/ 

NIOSH. Prevention through design webpage. https://
www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/ptd/default.html 

New York State Constructability Review Process. 
https://www.dot.ny.gov/portal/pls/portal/mexis_app.
pa_ei_eb_admin_app.show_pdf?id=1574 

Rebbitt, Dave. (2014). Is ‘Safety culture’ dead? EHS 
Today https://www.ehstoday.com/safety-leadership/
article/21916934/is-safety-culture-dead 

Roadway Safety Consortium. Guidance on payment 
for temporary traffic control. https://workzonesafe-
ty-media.s3.amazonaws.com/workzonesafety/files/
documents/training/courses_programs/rsa_pro-
gram/RSP_Guidance_Documents_Download/RSP_
Payment_for_TTCs_Guidance_Dowload.pdf 

Schneider, Scott. (2012, January). New ANSI stan-
dard tells employers to plan for safety. Laborers’ 
Health & Safety Fund of North America 8(8). https://
www.lhsfna.org/new-ansi-standard-tells-employ-
ers-to-plan-for-safety/ 
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How to Improve the Safety Climate 
Through Owner Involvement
How Can Owner Involvement Help Improve 
the Safety Climate?
Owners or clients are the ones paying for a project, 
and contractors generally perform up to their expec-
tations. There have been many examples of owners 
who have placed a high priority on the safety of how 
their projects are constructed or have used safety 
requirements as a bidding criterion. These owners 
have also gotten involved in project oversight, not to 
micromanage a project but to ensure that their safe-
ty emphasis is being implemented on the project.

Intel is one example. The company places a high pri-
ority on safety and devotes significant resources to 
safety. In fact, the company has had project plans 
reviewed for safety by workers and prospective 
subcontractors, resulting in significant changes to 
the plans to make projects easier and safer to build. 
Owners that build safety into the design of their proj-
ect also understand the importance of prioritizing 
safety throughout the life cycle of the building.

Contractors generally adjust their safety perfor-
mance to the demands of the owner. If an owner is 
pressing for and providing incentives for early deliv-
ery and not paying attention to safety on the job, it 
will be reflected in contractor safety performance. 
Safety is not only a cost but also an investment and 
an insurance policy against failures (serious injuries, 
fatalities)—not to mention that making safety a pri-
ority is also the right thing to do. A homeowner, for 
example, would not want workers reroofing their 
house or trimming a tree without fall protection. Most 
owners and contractors think the same way. They 
want a green building that is better for the environ-
ment, but it should also be a building that is better 
for the work environment and the workers who build 
it and maintain it.

How Does Owner Involvement Work?
Owners should include safety prequalification in 
their job specifications. Some use safety perfor-
mance as a minimum qualification and then decide 
on the low bidder among those who qualify. Others 
assign a safety score that is weighted into the bid. 
In any case, lowest bid is replaced by lowest quali-
fied bidder. Safety scores should be focused on more 
than just the lagging indicators (OSHA log, injury 
rate, EMR, and so on) and include leading indicators 
such as evidence of worker participation in safety, 
resources devoted to safety (meaning safety person-
nel and their qualifications), and safety training.

Safety oversight, in the form of walking the jobsite, 
attending safety meetings, and raising the topic of 
safety in production meetings, should be the next 
priority for owners. Reviewing incident reports and 
requiring root cause investigations also demon-
strates owner commitment to safety.

Moreover, owners can have a significant influence 
on jobsite safety through implementation of an own-
er-controlled insurance program. Under an OCIP, the 
owner provides workers’ compensation insurance 
for the entire project. This shows that the owner has 
a true incentive to ensure a safe worksite.

Owners can also ensure a safer site by incorporating 
prevention-through-design into the design of all of 
their projects. Safer design is the most cost-effec-
tive way to prevent injuries. By being willing to add 
a small amount to the cost of the project up front, 
the owner will ultimately save significant money 
through making the project easier and safer to build 
and maintain throughout the life cycle of the building 
or structure. 

Lastly, there are many examples of successful own-
er involvement in jobsite safety. Perhaps the best 
example is the construction started in 2008 for the 
London 2012 Olympic Games, construction that re-
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sulted in very low injury rates. Secondly, in Australia, 
federal construction is governed by the Model Client: 
Promoting Safe Construction best practices. Links 
to both of these examples are provided below in the 
Resources section.

What Are the Barriers and Pitfalls to 
Implementation?
Although some owners understand the benefits of 
a safe jobsite and prevention-through-design, oth-
ers focus solely on short-term costs and getting the 
lowest bid and cheapest product. Just like architects, 
owners do not want to get involved in “means and 
methods.” Owners see safety as the responsibility 
of the contractor they hire (and legally it is, under 
OSHA). They worry that getting involved with safety 
will present them with liability if there is an accident 
and someone gets hurt. They may assume that re-
quiring OSHA compliance in their contracts is suf-
ficient, not understanding the inadequacy of many 
OSHA standards or that OSHA standards are mere-
ly a minimum.

How to Get Around Avoid Barriers and Pitfalls
Just as contractors have reoriented their focus to fos-
tering a safety culture and understanding the impact 
safety has on productivity, owners are now seeing 
the benefits of green buildings and should be able 
to see safer design and execution of the project as 
a plus. It would be helpful to have more examples 
of how owner attention to safety has resulted in a 
better product and actually saved money.

In some parts of the country, construction industry 
stakeholders have recognized that raising the bar 
for safety is an industrywide challenge. Stakehold-
ers—including owners, contractors, insurers, and 
regulators—have come together to increase safety 
performance through education, prequalification, 
business-to-business mentorship, and other mea-
sures that affect the industry regionally.

While contractors are still competing for jobs, a col-
laborative process can help continuously raise the 
expectations on all contractors and, through men-
torship, help smaller contractors compete in larger 
markets. Owners have a critical role to play in such 
areawide efforts because they can lay down expec-
tations for bidders and contribute to the industry’s 
meeting those expectations over time. (See, for ex-
ample, the SafeBuild Alliance in Oregon, in Resourc-
es at the end of this section.)

How Can This Intervention Be Adapted for 
Small Businesses?
Homeowners might be considered small owners and 
should have an interest in how the work around their 
house is performed (for example, requiring fall protec-
tion to be used by roofers and tree-trimmers). No one 
wants a fatality or serious injury to occur at their house 
as a result of work they commissioned. This is one rea-
son homeowners often require licensed renovators (if 
the state has licensing) or at least look at consumer 
reviews. It might be useful to make the safety records 
of these companies more available to homeowners so 
they can factor that into their decision making.

Intervention Evaluation
Owners can see the impact of their attention to 
safety in the safety performance of their contrac-
tors. Safety climate surveys by the owner could also 
be useful, especially to minimize fear of retaliation 
among workers and to encourage them to answer 
honestly.

Resources on How to Improve Jobsite Safety 
Through Owner Involvement
Australian Government, Office of the Federal Safe-
ty Commissioner. (2008). Model client framework 
for safe construction. Department of Jobs and Small 
Business. https://www.fsc.gov.au/sites/default/
files/2020-08/Model%20Client%20-%20Book-
let%201%20Model%20Client%20Framework.pdf 

https://www.aiha.org
https://www.fsc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-08/Model%20Client%20-%20Booklet%201%20Model%20Client%20Framework.pdf
https://www.fsc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-08/Model%20Client%20-%20Booklet%201%20Model%20Client%20Framework.pdf
https://www.fsc.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-08/Model%20Client%20-%20Booklet%201%20Model%20Client%20Framework.pdf


AIHA | 3141 Fairview Park Dr., Suite 777 | Falls Church, VA 22042 | aiha.org

©aiha 2022 Page 35 of 39

How to Improve the Safety Climate on Your Construction Site Guidance Document

Design for Construction Safety website. http://www.
designforconstructionsafety.org/ 

Health and Safety at the London Olympics. https://
www.hse.gov.uk/research/rrhtm/rr942.htm 

Laborers’ Health and Safety Fund of North Amer-
ica. Best-value contracting. https://www.lhsfna.
org/best-value-contracting-opens-opportuni-
ties-for-union-sector/ 

SafeBuild Alliance of Portland Oregon. http://safe-
buildalliance.com/
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How to Improve Jobsite Safety by 
Measuring the Safety Climate
The safety climate on the jobsite cannot improve 
unless one knows the starting point. By measuring 
safety climate, the company can pinpoint areas for 
improvement.

Safety climate measurement normally involves anon-
ymous surveys of workers and management (super-
visors) on the site. Many surveys have been designed 
for research purposes, with efforts also to develop 
more practical tools for field use. (See the appendix 
for sample questions.) Many companies hire profes-
sional evaluators to survey their workforce. In some 
cases this can be helpful, in that the evaluators are 
seen as separate from management—a perception 
that might allow workers to be more open in their 
responses. But if the site is large enough and the sur-
vey is truly anonymous, a third-party survey may not 
be necessary.

The main goal is to identify what workers think of the 
company safety program. Do they feel comfortable 
raising safety issues? Do they feel their safety con-
cerns are taken seriously? How does site manage-
ment see the safety program? Is there a difference in 
what workers and management see? Often workers 
view the safety program less favorably than man-
agement.

The data from the survey can then be used to devise 
interventions—changes in management practice to 
address and close the gap.

A second approach has been laid out in the litera-
ture and in the CPWR safety climate assessment 
tool. This is the rubric model. For each safety climate 
factor, a scale explains the various “maturity levels” 
for an organization. Each organization can then rate 
itself to see where it falls for each factor, from “in-
attentive,” where the company is not really paying 

attention to safety, to “reactive,” where it responds 
to concerns only after the fact, “compliant,” where 
it does the minimum required by law, “proactive,” 
where it tries to stay ahead of the curve, and ulti-
mately to “exemplary,” where it uses best practices 
to ensure a safe worksite. An example of one such 
rubric is included in the appendix at the end of this 
section.

Once a company has identified itself along these ru-
brics, the goal is to use them to set goals for the com-
pany to achieve “exemplary status.”

What Are the Barriers and Pitfalls to 
Implementation?
• The biggest problem with safety climate surveys is 

the lack of anonymity. If workers feel the survey is 
not truly anonymous, they will not answer truthfully.

• The second problem is the construct of the survey. 
If it is too long or the questions are too complicated 
or confusing, you will not get useful data.

• The third problem is getting people to complete the 
survey. Unless you get a good cross section of the 
workers on the site (all trades, all shifts), the results 
may not be representative.

• Lastly, interpreting the data can be tricky. The re-
sults should point you in a positive direction and 
give you a good idea of where improvements are 
needed.

A final note: Sometimes workers use surveys to com-
plain about specific issues or individual problems. 
Those problems need to be addressed—but outside 
of the survey response.

How to Get Around Avoid Barriers and Pitfalls
• Use a relatively short survey (10 or fewer ques-

tions).
• Use a third party to administer the survey to pre-

serve anonymity.
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• Use one of the standardized surveys that have 
been used extensively in the construction industry. 
(See the appendix at the end of this section.)

• Have a small group of safety leaders from the site 
work with you on survey development, administra-
tion, and interpretation.

• Give workers paid time to take the survey (such as 
during a toolbox talk).

• Make sure the results are communicated back to 
everyone in a timely manner and a plan is devel-
oped to address the results.

Other publications from CPWR will give you con-
crete ideas of ways to address any gaps that are 
identified. (See the Resources section below).

How Can This Intervention Be Adapted for 
Small Businesses?
Surveys are difficult to do anonymously in small busi-
nesses, and the data are more difficult to interpret. It 
may be more useful to do individual interviews. Hav-
ing a third party do the interviews will encourage 
workers to speak freely and honestly.

Intervention Evaluation
In conducting an evaluation, ask these four ques-
tions: Did everyone fill out the survey? Did each 
worker provide useful feedback? Could the survey be 
used to target improvements? Are follow-up surveys 
showing any improvements?

Resources on How to Improve Jobsite Safety 
by Measuring the Safety Climate
CPWR, The Center for Construction Research and 
Training. (2018). Worksheets and a rating tool to 
help you strengthen jobsite safety climate. https://
www.cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/publications/
Safety_Climate_Workbook_and_SCAT_092116.pd-
f?msclkid=2944ee81b9cf11ec8ace66c87c447687 

CPWR, The Center for Construction Research and 
Training & NIOSH. (2013). Safety culture and climate 
in construction: Bridging the gap between research 
and practice [Workshop report]. https://www.cpwr.
com/wp-content/uploads/publications/CPWR_Safe-
ty_Culture_Final_Report_0.pdf?msclkid=6ca90eafb-
9cf11ecb11c8b44caf12a9b  

Institute for Work & Health. (2016). Organizational 
performance metric [Questionnaire]. https://www.
iwh.on.ca/sites/iwh/files/iwh/tools/iwh-opm_ques-
tionnaire_2016-v2.pdf 

Institute for Work & Health. (2016). Organizational 
performance metric: Follow-up questions to further 
identify areas for improvement. https://www.iwh.
on.ca/system/files/documents/iwh-opm_follow-up_
questions_2016.pdf 

U.S. Department of Energy. (2009). DOE standard: 
Human performance improvement handbook: Vol. 
2. Human performance tools for individuals, work 
teams, and management, pp. 100‒120. https://
www.standards.doe.gov/files/doe-hdbk-1028-
2009-human-performance-improvement-hand-
book-volume-2-human-performance-tools-for-indi-
viduals-work-teams-and-management 
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Source: CPWR Management Rubric. https://cpwr.com/wp-content/uploads/publications/1_Demonstrating_Manage-
ment_Commitment_6-16.pdf

Appendix:	Sample	Survey	Questions	
	

How often are the following statements true? 
 

1 
Never 

2 
Rarely 

3 
Sometimes 

4 
Often 

5 
Always 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

 
Source:	Institute for Work and Health survey on benchmarking. http://www.iwh.on.ca/at- 

work/61/prevention-team-develops-tool-to-measure-leading-indicators 
 

Source:	CPWR Management Rubric 
http://www.cpwr.com/sites/default/files/Safety%20Climate%20Workbook%20and%20SCA 

1. Formal safety audits at regular 
intervals are a normal part of business. 

 

2. Everyone at this organization values 
safety improvement. 

 

3. This organization considers safety at 
least as important as production and 
quality in the way the work is done. 

 

4. Workers and supervisors have the 
information they need to work safely. 

 

5. Employees are always involved in 
decisions affecting their safety and 
health. 

 

6. Those in charge of safety have the 
authority to make the changes they 
have identified as necessary. 

 

7. Those who act safely receive positive 
recognition. 

 

8. Everyone has the tools and/or 
equipment he or she needs to complete 
work safely. 

 

Appendix: Sample Survey Questions
1=Never, 2=Rarely, 3=Sometimes, 4=Often, 5=Always

How often are the following statements true? Score
Formal safety audits at regular intervals are a normal part of business.
Everyone at this organization values safety improvement.
This organization considers safety at least as important as production and quality in the way  
the work is done.
Workers and supervisors have the information they need to work safely.
Employees are always involved in decisions affecting their safety and health.
Those in charge of safety have the authority to make the changes they have identified as  
necessary.
Those who act safely receive positive recognition.
Everyone has the tools and/or equipment he or she needs to complete work safely.

Adapted from “Prevention team develops tool to measure leading indicators,” At Work 61 (Summer 2010). http://www.
iwh.on.ca/at-work/61/prevention-team-develops-tool-to-measure-leading-indicators Used by permission of Institute 
for Work & Health.
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