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Challenges in the current 
view on safety and culture



Do we really understand what is the role of culture in accidents?



Can safety be managed? What about safety culture?
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2 My claims
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3. On culture
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What do we really value 
when we need to choose 
and make compromises?
How do we react when we 
fail – blaming or learning? 

How do we treat each 
other? How about our 

stakeholders?



Challenge 1 – We see similarities in 
accidents but struggle to 

understand how they happen

Challenge 2 – We keep on trying 
to manage culture and safety, but 

this is not possible

Challenge 3 – Direct attempts 
to change culture are 

typically perceived to fail

Challenge 4 – The problem is not 
our solutions, but how we define 

the problem

Claim 4 – We 
mislocate culture in 

individuals rather 
than in systems

Claim 3 – The same 
processes that 

create success can 
also create failure

Claim 2 – Culture 
and safety cannot 

be directly 
managed, but they 

can be enabled

Claim 1 – Most 
safety culture 

approaches are not 
truly cultural

The 
cornerstones 
of developing 
a culture for 

safety



4. Cornerstones of developing 
a culture for safety
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Orientation – 
what to develop
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1. Do not focus only on 
“culture”

2. Develop in a goal-
oriented, contextual and 

systematic way

3. Connect development 
to the core task and 

actual work



▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

1. Do not focus only on 
“culture”

2. Develop in a goal-
oriented, contextual and 

systematic way

3. Connect development 
to the core task and 

actual work



1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

6.
7.
8.
9.

10.

11.

12.

Orientation – 
what to develop

Design – how to 
develop
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4. Develop the system, 
not only individuals

5. Consider integration, 
differentiation, and 

fragmentation

6. Acknowledge that 
culture development is a 

dynamic process
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what to develop
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Being in the 
system
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7. Realize you are part of 
the problem (and the 

solution)

8. Realize what change 
means to professional 

identities

9. Mind your language – 
stories and narratives
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purpose
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10. Select the tools and 
models to fit the 

purpose, and not the 
other way around 

11. Focus on meanings, 
assumptions and shared 
logics of actions as the 

core of culture

12. Avoid an over-
simplified or shallow 
approach to culture



Culture is both a structure and a process – changing the structure implies changes in basic 
assumptions whereas changing the process means changing how people make sense



Culture initiatives and campaigns can 
reinforce a message and surface resistance to 

it, but they can never be the message itself



5 Conclusions
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Safety culture is not something we 
implement; it is something we 

create every day through how we 
understand work, make decisions, 
and respond to uncertainty. It does 
not change by talking about it - it 

changes when we reorganize 
work, learn to recognize what 

really matters, and act on it
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