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Creating a Positive Safety Culture: A
Practical Guide for Employers
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A strong safety culture
goes beyond ticking boxes.

Discover how to engage your workforce and make health .
health and safety part your company DNA.
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Plenty of organisations have a health and safety policy, a stack of risk assessments and a training
matrix that looks impressive on paper. Far fewer have a genuine safety culture, the day to day
habits and attitudes that determine whether people actually work safely when nobody is watching.
Building that culture is one of the hardest but most valuable things a business can do, and it is
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squarely a management responsibility under the Management of Health and Safety at Work
Regulations 1999, which require employers to plan, organise, control, monitor and review their
health and safety arrangements, not just write them down.

This article sets out what safety culture means, what a positive culture looks like, what undermines
it, and how to measure and record progress so that improvement is more than a slogan on a poster.

What Safety Culture Actually Means

Safety culture is the shared set of values, attitudes and behaviours that determine how people in an
organisation approach risk when there is no one standing over them. It is often described as "the
way we do things around here". A business can have excellent written procedures and still have a
poor safety culture if supervisors quietly accept shortcuts to hit a deadline, or if workers feel
reporting a near miss will get them blamed rather than thanked.

Culture sits above systems. A permit to work system, a risk assessment or a toolbox talk is only as
good as the willingness of people to follow it consistently, including when they are tired, under
pressure, or working alone. That willingness is shaped by leadership example, by how incidents are
handled afterwards, and by whether workers believe their concerns will actually change anything.

What Good and Poor Culture Look Like

It is usually easier to recognise culture in behaviour than in documents. The signs below are a
reasonable starting point for judging where an organisation currently sits.

e Positive signs: safety is visibly prioritised by managers, workers report near misses without
fear, people feel able to stop a job they think is unsafe, PPE is worn consistently without
reminders, and lessons from incidents are shared openly.

e Negative signs: safety is treated as a box ticking exercise before an audit, production
deadlines routinely override safety concerns, incidents are followed by blame rather than
investigation, and "we have always done it this way" shuts down any challenge to established
practice.

Sectors under constant time and cost pressure, such as construction and manufacturing and
engineering, are particularly prone to the gap between the written system and what actually
happens on the ground, because schedules and output targets can quietly compete with safety
every day. A positive culture is what stops that competition being won by speed.

Who Is Responsible for Safety Culture

Legally, the employer carries overall responsibility for health and safety arrangements, and
directors and senior managers cannot delegate that accountability away even if they delegate day
to day tasks. In practice, culture is built and maintained at several levels:

e Directors and senior managers set the tone through resourcing, visible commitment and how
they respond when safety and output conflict.
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e Line managers and supervisors translate that tone into daily decisions, including whether
shortcuts are tolerated.

o Safety representatives and committees, where they exist, give workers a formal route to raise
concerns. Employers must consult under the Safety Representatives and Safety Committees
Regulations 1977 where a recognised trade union appoints representatives, or under the
Health and Safety (Consultation with Employees) Regulations 1996 for employees not
covered in that way.

e Every individual worker has a duty under the Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 to take
reasonable care of themselves and others, and to cooperate with the employer's
arrangements.

Where a business lacks the in-house expertise to judge whether its current arrangements are
adequate, a competent person, whether an employee or an external advisor, should be appointed
to provide that judgement. Integral Safety's competent person service is designed for exactly this
situation.

Building the Culture in Practice

Leadership commitment

Leaders build culture through action, not memos. That means allocating a realistic budget and time
for safety work, being seen on site or the shop floor rather than only in meeting rooms, following
the same rules that apply to everyone else, and responding constructively rather than defensively
when problems are raised. Integral Safety, an IOSH approved training provider, delivers the IOSH
Managing Safely course and its periodic refresher, which give managers and supervisors the
practical grounding to lead on safety rather than simply administer it.

Worker engagement and communication

Workers who are consulted on changes affecting their safety, and whose suggestions are acted on
or at least explained, are far more likely to follow rules they helped shape. Practical steps include
involving frontline staff in risk assessments, running regular toolbox talks rather than one-off
briefings, and keeping an open door for concerns without workers fearing blame. Courses such as
manual handling awareness, COSHH awareness or fire awareness also reinforce that safety
knowledge is taken seriously and kept current, not treated as a box ticked on induction day.

Learning rather than blaming

Near misses and minor incidents are free lessons if they are investigated properly and without
automatically assigning blame. A structured approach to accident investigation identifies the real
root causes, which are usually organisational or systemic rather than a single careless individual,
and feeds findings back into training, procedures and supervision. Where incidents are consistently
blamed on "human error" without asking why the error was possible in the first place, culture stalls.
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Measuring and Reviewing Culture

Culture is intangible but it can be tracked through practical indicators. Review them regularly, for
example annually alongside the wider health and safety management system, and more often if the
organisation is going through change. Useful indicators include near miss reporting rates, which
should rise as trust improves rather than fall, completion rates for planned safety inspections,
feedback from workers, and trends in audit scores over time. Regular auditing and inspection
provides an objective check on whether stated intentions match what is actually happening on the
ground, which is often where the biggest gaps appear.

Records worth keeping include minutes of safety committee meetings, near miss and incident logs
with investigation outcomes, training completion records, audit reports and the actions raised from
them, and any worker feedback with the resulting action plan. These records demonstrate due
diligence if ever challenged, and more importantly they let you see whether culture is actually
improving rather than just assuming it is.

The Business Case

Organisations with a genuinely positive safety culture tend to see fewer accidents, lower sickness
absence, better staff retention and steadier productivity. Insurers and principal contractors
increasingly look for evidence of a mature safety culture, not just a policy document, when
assessing a business as a supplier or contractor, so the commercial case sits alongside the moral
and legal one.

Integral Safety works with employers across Coalville and the wider East Midlands to review how
closely policy matches practice, identify the gaps, and build practical improvement plans backed by
proper training and auditing. If you would like to talk through where your organisation currently
stands, get in touch.

Talk to Integral Safety Ltd

We are health and safety consultants based in Coalville, Leicestershire, working with
businesses across the East Midlands. If anything in this guide applies to your workplace, we
can help.

Phone 01530 382 150 or 01664 400 450
Email info@integralsafetyltd.co.uk
Website integralsafetyltd.co.uk

This guide is general information about UK health and safety law and practice, correct as at 11 November 2026. It is not
advice on your particular circumstances. The latest version is at
https://integralsafetyltd.co.uk/blog/creating-a-positive-safety-culture.
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