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Executive Summary 
Current efforts have failed to create continued safety performance improvement.  People are still 
getting injured at work and there is a need to shift our focus if we are going to progress from 
here.   

Significant improvements in safety have been made since the 1980’s as a result of engineering 
and management developments.  These developments have focused on what we refer to as the 
enablers of safety.  Enablers are things: the systems, the machinery, the work processes - all the 
things that need to be managed to achieve and maintain a safe workplace. The improvements 
mean that when the established systems and procedures are applied as intended our workplaces 
are safer than they have ever been.  

The challenge for our industries is that the advice that has been given to executives and leaders is 
not the complete picture and consequently the current approach is not working and does not lead 
to sustainable safety improvements. 

If we are to continue to improve safety we need to move beyond just focusing on the enablers of 
safety and start proactively tracking and developing the true driver of safety – safety leadership. 

We believe that it is time for Industry leaders to critically review their organisation’s current 
approach to safety performance improvement.  Are the majority of your efforts simply focused on 
enablers or do they also include measuring and effectively developing the leadership practices 
that drive safety?  If, despite your best efforts you are still having unacceptable incidents and 
injuries and struggling with frontline commitment and ownership it is important to understand 
that there is more that can be done. 

We Must Act - The Need for Change 
In the world of safety we have reached an impasse and there is a need to shift our focus if we are 
going to progress from here.  In the Oil & Gas and Mining industries safety performance has 
stalled and has stagnated.  And as we know, the societal pressure to continue to improve safety 
performance is extremely high and is not going to abate.  

Through the 1990’s and early 2000’s significant improvement was made in safety performance 
however these improvements have now plateaued because the change was in part driven by an 
approach which is flawed and is not sustainable.   

Safety performance and what’s needed to improve it can best be understood as having two parts.  
The first part consists of the enablers of safety.  Enablers are things: the systems, the machinery, 
the work processes - all the things that need to be managed to achieve and maintain a safe 
workplace.  The second part is different; it is about people and safety leadership.  It is safety 
leadership that fuels the results; the enablers just create the environment where a certain level of 
performance is possible.  
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Companies typically have a three dimensional (3D) approach to measuring performance.   

1. They measure costs,  
2. They measure schedules and production, 
3. They measure quality, health, safety and environmental performance through a mixture 

of lag and lead indicators. 

Each of the 3D factors falls into the area of enablers; they are about management not leadership.  
There is a 4th dimension of performance that is driven by leadership and unfortunately, in regards 
to safety, this area is currently not well understood and is not effectively measured by most 
companies.  The old adage of you can’t manage what you don’t measure is very appropriate here. 

Having worked with many senior leaders in Oil & Gas companies around the world, we are 
confident that they genuinely want to eliminate incidents and accidents and therefore improve 
their operational performance.  When we ask them to talk about how the industry was when they 
joined it and how they’d like it to be “On their Watch,” the vast majority can speak with 
authenticity and clear intent about how they would like it to be and the anxiety they at times feel 
about having a major accident event in an operation that they are responsible for.  These are not 
just sentimental or feel good statements.  Many senior leaders influence their companies to 
allocate considerable budgets to creating an injury free/no harm workplace. 

The challenge for our industries is that the advice that has been given to executives and leaders is 
not the complete picture and consequently the current approach is not working and does not lead 
to sustainable safety improvements. 

Many companies have implemented Behavioural Based Safety Programs (BBS) and as 
recommended by the BBS promoters have typically linked them to an incentive program which 
offers rewards for achieving certain safety targets.  This is where the problem lies; trying to 
motivate people using this approach does not work for complex tasks or in the longer term.  Let 
us explain.  Firstly, anyone who understands the basics of psychology knows that if you are trying 
to motivate behaviour based on rewards then overtime the size of the rewards has to be 
increased if you want to continue to influence behaviour.  The second problem with this approach 
is that it is based on the ABC Model, a simple formula which may seem logical and applicable at 
first pass, but when truly tested and evaluated proves to be flawed and unsustainable.  The ABC 
Model formula is best understood as a simple algorithm of “If you do this, then you’ll get that.”  
Managers get to decide what this is and they control what that is.  It’s external to the person 
doing the work so ownership is often zero and it is treating our workers like trained circus animals 
that are performing a prescribed task and are motivated by a reward or the stick.    The challenge 
for many leaders who are not experts in behavioural psychology is that the carrot and stick form 
of motivation does work at a certain level.  It works for simple straight forward tasks and this is 
one of the reasons why it has persisted. The result of using this approach is that it teaches people 
to not think or question; they just perform the prescribed action to get a reward, so the outcome 
of this approach is it gets you compliance not commitment.  And herein lies the issue, for complex 
tasks where the solution is not algorithmic, or for a values driven task offering rewards for the 
performance of tasks is not effective and even gets in the way.   

Unfortunately many BBS programs are implemented in such a way that they become all about 
complying with a system that many of the workers don’t value and see as a bureaucratic waste of 
time.  When you add to this the fact that results can be manipulated and massaged to enable 
management to reach the defined KPI (e.g. how an incident gets classified) in order to obtain the 
often lucrative financial bonus, it is not surprising that the end result is cynical and disengaged 
frontline workers.  Workers who do not feel empowered and are not engaged and whose primary 
focus is on complying with the system, ticking the boxes and going through the motions. 
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SLG and many other authors have written extensively about the shortcomings of BBS and the ABC 
Model so I won’t go into a more detailed explanation of the issues here.  For anyone who is 
questioning the validity of what we are saying, here’s a challenge.  Try, using the ABC Model, to 
explain the actions of Nelson Mandela who spent 27 years in jail because he would not give up his 
values.  Or, try to explain that actions of a Victoria Cross winner who consciously put his life on 
the line for his mates or a higher purpose.  For further reading in this area see the references to 
this article. 

Safety Leaders Group have been witnessing (first hand from within the Oil and Gas, mining and 
construction industries), writing and speaking 
about these shortcomings for more than a 
decade.  During this time we were somewhat a 
voice in the wilderness while BBS programs held 
the spotlight and attracted considerable 
resources from many companies.  But sadly, 
these companies who were genuinely trying to 
improve their safety performance and ensure 
that their workers returned home safely, have 
been let down by the so called experts and sold 
an idea that is unsustainable and is not the 
solution it promised to be.   

These are pretty big statements and we in no way 
shy away from this because the facts are now 
there to back up what we have been saying for 
more than a decade. The evidence now 
irrefutably backs up our assertions.  The IOGP Statistics on recordable injuries as reported in the 
IOGP Data for 2013 (circa 68 Oil and Gas companies) show that safety performance as per the 
total recordable injury rate has slowed and is plateauing over the last five to six years (See Figure 
1).  

Understanding the 4th Dimension of Safety Performance® 
Unfortunately, in terms of the 4th Dimension of safety performance, our industry has been steered 
down a particular path that is not delivering sustainable results.  It’s now time for a course 
correction and to recognise that what we have been told and come to believe as the wisdom of 
experts is wrong and is now holding us back.   

The improvements in safety performance that have been achieved over the last two decades have 
to a very large extent been delivered by improvements in controlling and managing the enablers 
of performance i.e. better trained and more competent frontline operators, better processes, 
safer equipment; what we refer to as 3D safety.  These developments are important and the 
management focus on refining the enablers of safety performance needs to continue.  However in 
parallel to this work we need a new direction and must focus on the safety leadership practices 

that actually drive safety performance – 4D Safety®. 

Figure 1. Source:  IOGP Data Series 
2013 
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Companies and Universities have attempted to do this by focusing on and trying to quantify and 
measure safety culture, the Shell Hearts and Minds program and the Safety Culture Maturity 
Ladder are examples here.  Safety Leaders Group also went down this path and with our research 
partner, Dr Keith Owen from Somerset Consulting Group in the U.S., we developed a 
sophisticated Safety Culture Survey.  From an academic perspective these measures and the 
picture they provide are informative.  However, when reviewing the current IOGP data, it has 
become clear that plotting our current culture is not very useful in terms of actually changing 
safety performance.  This is because culture is a by-product of many things, whereas it is 
leadership practices that drive the climate and create safety performance.  This important 
distinction between culture and climate has been a critical part of Safety Leaders Group’s 
research over the past two decades and is captured in our Sustainable Performance Model shown 
as Figure 2. 

As an example of the distinction between culture and climate, there are many Oil & Gas 
companies that have experienced significant cultural change over the last six months as a result of 
$50 per barrel oil.  Market forces that are external to the company have created declines in 
revenue, driven shutdowns, layoffs, restructuring, and M&A’s.  All of these impact the culture of 
the companies involved.  However, how companies respond to the changing market is a factor of 
leadership; some companies have responded to this better than others.  Some have engaged their 
people and have developed strategies to battle the storm.  Unfortunately, other company’s senior 
leaders have made wholesale cuts without notice that have seen employees with 30 plus years of 
service depart the company with zero notice and not even a thank you, let alone a farewell from 
their employer.  It is these leadership practices that drive the climate and create very different 
performance outcomes. 

Over the past 3 years SLG has focused on developing simple and effective measures of safety 
leadership practices in the field.  We now have a toolkit of practical, easy to use tools that provide 
effective measures of safety leadership practices – we call this 4D Safety.  On one engagement we 
have had the opportunity to conduct 30 plus rig start-ups over a 3 year period and have been able 
to track the development of safety leadership practices and witness significant performance 
improvement.  During this time this client tripled the number of Drilling and Completions Rigs in 
the field and consequently experienced significant workforce growth and culture change.  By 

Figure 2.  
The Sustainable 
Performance Model

©
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focusing on effective leadership practices they were able to rapidly grow the scale of their 
operations while simultaneously creating a positive performance culture and achieve a two thirds 
decrease in TRIFR.  The result is more competent and effective leaders who in turn create highly 
engaged crew with real ownership of their performance; what we refer to as values based safety. 

April 2015 marks five years since the Deepwater Horizon/Macondo Blowout which cost 11 lives.  
A review has just been published by Oil & Gas iQ which they refer to as the industry’s most 
comprehensive breakdown of the factors that lead to the offshore disaster.  It is an indication of 
the current lack of understanding of safety leadership in the industry and the inability to make 
distinctions between 3D enablers of safety and 4D drivers that this review could not make 
conclusive statements linking leadership to the failure.  They state: 

“It emerged that there were some formal problems with the management structure of the 
Deepwater Horizon at the time of the blowout. There is no conclusive evidence that these were a 
material cause of the incident.” 

Where to From Here 
We believe that it is time for Industry leaders to critically review their organisation’s safety 
performance.  Are the majority of your efforts simply focused on enablers (3D Safety) or do they 
also include measuring and effectively developing the leadership practices that drive safety (4D 
safety)?  If, despite your best efforts you are still having unacceptable incidents and injuries and 
struggling with frontline commitment and ownership it is important to understand that there is 
more that can be done. 

If we are to continue to improve safety we need to move beyond just focusing on the enablers of 
safety and start proactively tracking and developing the true driver of safety – safety leadership; 
the 4th Dimension of safety performance. 

Copyright © Safety Leaders Group Pty Ltd 2015, all rights reserved 
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