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ANYTHING CAN
BE DONE POORLY
BUT THAT DOES
NOT NECESSARILY
MEAN IT IS
INEFFECTIVE OR
HOPELESSLY
FLAWED.

WHERE BBS WENT WRONG

Most of the decisions that lead to workplace injuries are made
by supervisors rather than by workers.

he critics of behavior-based safety (BBS)

and the proponents of human and organi-
zational performance (HOP), who are often the
same folks, continue to find fault with what they
consider the basic premises of BBS and what
they assume to be the common methodology.
First, remember how the word “assume” can get
you into trouble. Next, let’s take a look at how a
lot of BBS processes missed the boat that HOP
launched.

To the first point,
not all BBS pro-
cesses are the same.
There are differ-
ences across almost
all the components
of the process. The
governance of the
process varies all
the way from man-
agement-driven, to
worker-led, to un-
led. The selection of
behaviors on check-
lists varies from brainstorming to Pareto analysis
of past incident data. The number of behaviors
on a checklist (based on the 1600+ checklists I
have seen) varies from 2-74. Observation strat-
egies vary from “everyone do one per month”
to a select few observers using a sophisticated
sampling strategy. Feedback strategies vary from
confrontation to peer coaching. Observation data
gathering varies from crude to high-tech. Utiliza-
tion of observation data varies from ignoring the
data to rather sophisticated analysis and devel-
opment of action plans to address influences on
behaviors.

The most sophisticated of these processes ad-
dresses the majority of issues included in a HOP
initiative. But let’s look at the less sophisticated
processes and where they fall short.

Behavioral Focus. Many BBS processes de-
termine their behavioral focus in very non-sci-
entific ways. Some adopt checklists from other
processes or sites, assuming the behaviors that
can prevent accidents there were the same here.
Very few processes realized at first that every site
is likely different and needs to determine the be-
havioral focus through analysis of site accident
and near-miss data. Almost universally, check-

lists include too many behaviors to successfully
address all at once.

Observation Strategy. Most involve two ob-
jectives: gathering data and giving feedback.

Data Gathering. The first task of gathering
data on behaviors is to determine which behav-
iors to observe. Selecting behaviors that could
potentially make the greatest difference in acci-
dents was sometimes guesswork and sometimes
based on analysis of
| past incidents. The
remaining issues
were whether to de-
| fine atrisk behav-
iors to discourage
| or safe behaviors to
reinforce, and how
many behaviors to
address at a time.
When behaviors are
observed, do observ-
ers record the num-
ber of safe observa-
tions, the number
of unsafe observations, or the ratio of one to the
other? The best processes use this data gather-
ing to determine what influenced observed be-
haviors.

Giving Feedback. Weak BBS processes blind-
ly accepted Heinrich’s assertion that the majority
of accidents come from the unsafe behaviors of
workers. Following this flawed logic led to think-
ing that these risky behaviors were in the con-
trol of workers and that simply giving feedback
could change these behaviors. So, many BBS
processes were trying to fix the worker instead of
fixing the problem. The assumption that workers
controlled all these behavioral choices ignores
the whole concept of influences. Bad processes
tried to positively reinforce safe behaviors and
confronted workers and told them to stop unsafe
behaviors; better processes also positively rein-
forced the taking of precautions and expressed
concern over unsafe acts and asked why they
happened. This form of feedback was more ef-
fective and identified the influences on risks for
further analysis and actions. If certain behaviors
were reinforced by influences from the work en-
vironment, the culture, leadership or other fac-
tors, then feedback was a very small influence
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