Building a Safer Workplace

Minimize risk, maximize safety.
Towers Perrin’s research and consulting services lead the way.
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CREATING A CULTURE OF SAFETY

Every year around the globe, millions of workers
are injured, thousands of lives are lost and the
impact of workplace safety is felt by businesses,
employees and their families. Recent studies
estimate that workplace injuries cost as much
as 4% of the world’s gross domestic product.1
It is the responsibility of all employers
to take a strong, proactive stance to
ensure their employees’ safety. Towers
Perrin partners with the world’s
largest companies to improve their
safety culture, gathering feedback
through custom-tailored employee
surveys designed to identify potential
critical problem areas.
Our experts analyze the data, identify
high-risk areas, and help clients
develop concrete plans for improved
occupational and process safety performance. Our work is focused on
using employee insights to prevent

costly and potentially deadly accidents
before they occur. Employee culture
is as much an element of a safe
workplace as mandatory training
sessions and regulatory policies. Our
safety surveys aim to create a safer
workplace by taking into account both
the environment in which employees
work and the culture that drives their
daily work experience.
Read on to ﬁnd out more about our
safety research and how you can use
employee culture surveys to minimize
risk and maximize safety at your
workplace.
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SAFETY AND THE BOTTOM LINE

According to the International Labor
Organization, 4% of the world’s gross
domestic product is lost each year to
accidents and work-related diseases.
The expenditures necessary to cover
these costs directly impact the
companies responsible. In the U.S.
alone, workplace injuries cost businesses $170 billion in annual losses,
which equals one-quarter of each
dollar of pre-tax corporate profits. 2
Further, 4.2 million nonfatal injuries
and illnesses were reported in U.S.
private industry workplaces in 2005,
with more than half of the incidents
requiring reduced work activity or
days away from work for recovery. 3
The industries most heavily affected
by nonfatal workplace injuries are
manufacturing, construction, health
care and social assistance, retail
trade and leisure and hospitality.

IMPACT OF SAFETY ON
ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE
Both independent research and Towers
Perrin safety studies demonstrate that
a focus on safety can improve organizational performance in multiple
areas. In fact, a recent industry survey
found that more than 40% of senior
financial executives believe that
increased productivity is the main
benefit of an effective workplace
safety program, with more than 60%
reporting that each $1 invested in
injury prevention returns at least $2.4
According to OSHA, a strong safety
and health program at a major
U.S. manufacturer led to decreased
error rates and a 16% reduction in
scrapped product. Harvard Business
School’s Michael Porter has furthered
the notion that such savings are
typical for companies that aim to

EFFECTS OF IMPROVED SAFETY ON ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE
Reduced production costs and greater employee engagement

Improved product design, innovation and higher morale

Increased attention to detail

improve workplace safety, as a focus
on safety and production details leads
to improved product design, innovation,
higher morale, reduced production
costs and stimulation of employee
engagement within an organization.5
In addition to improved organizational
performance, a strong safety orientation
is also beneficial for a company’s
image – both externally (with the
public) and internally (employees
and Board members). OSHA notes
that companies with poor safety and
health records can face isolation
and boycotts or be required to pay
higher salaries to attract employees
and higher premiums to conduct
business.6 In contrast, by focusing on
enhanced workplace safety, a company
can boost its employee engagement and
improve its visibility in the community.

In the U.S. alone, workplace
injuries cost businesses $170
billion in annual losses.

GLOBAL WORKPLACE SAFETY STATISTICS
䡲 There are approximately 2.2 million workrelated deaths annually.7
䡲 160 million new cases of work-related illness
develop each year.8
䡲 An average of 5% of the global work force is
absent every day due to work-related injuries.9
䡲 More than 268 million non-fatal work-related
accidents require three or more days off work.10

Creating a safer workplace requires an
understanding of the unique cultural drivers of
safety at your company. Our safety surveys help
you understand these factors, drive signiﬁcant
improvement and prevent future risks.
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CULTURAL ELEMENTS OF A SAFE WORKPLACE

Once the links between an organization’s cultural
elements are understood, key elements can be
targeted to improve occupational and process
safety performance.
Although many companies take steps to
address safety in the workplace, these
companies often neglect one of the most
important factors in developing a truly
safe work environment – the impact
of organizational culture.
When organizations take action to
improve safety, their efforts typically
focus on one of three areas: engineering
a safer work environment, providing
training to educate employees on
physical work conditions and safe work
practices, and instituting policies and
procedures that require employees
to perform their jobs within regulation.
Although these efforts can sometimes
be effective, they do not provide a
complete solution. A critical missing
element in most company safety plans
is a failure to account for the substantial
impact of organizational culture.

Empirical and practical evidence
indicates that culture both directly
and indirectly influences safety
performance. Once the links between
an organization’s cultural elements
are understood, key elements can be
targeted to improve occupational and
process safety performance.
Towers Perrin has identiﬁed three
cultural elements that consistently
show a relationship with safety metrics
tracked in organizations today:
SUPERVISION – Work sites where
employees report favorable supervisoremployee relations also report a lower
frequency of on-the-job injury. In
particular, employees at these sites
are more likely to report that their
supervisors are receptive/responsive
to suggestions for change, give them
recognition for work done well and

are perceived to be competent in
the technical aspects of the job.
EMPOWERMENT – According to
our research, work environments
with lower rates of work-related
injuries are associated with employee
cultures where workers have the
information and authority they need
to perform at a high level and where
they are encouraged to develop
innovative solutions to work-related
problems.
TEAMWORK – Our research also
demonstrates that the promotion
of cooperation and teamwork is
associated with overall improved
safety performance and is particularly
beneficial in work environments
where employees perceive heavier
than average workloads.

PUTTING THE PIECES TOGETHER TO CREATE A SAFER WORK ENVIRONMENT

Three Speciﬁc Dimensions are Revealed as Key Drivers of Safety Outcomes:
1. Supervision
2. Empowerment
3. Teamwork
Key Safety Drivers
EMPOWERMENT
SUPERVISION

SAFETY OUTCOMES
TEAMWORK
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TOWERS PERRIN SAFETY STUDIES

To understand how company culture impacts

CASE STUDY I –
OSHA Voluntary Protection Program (VPP)
Recognized Sites
In an effort to promote safety, many
organizations look to become a part
of the OSHA Voluntary Protection
Program (VPP), developed to promote
effective worksite-based safety and
health. Approval into VPP is OSHA’s
ofﬁcial recognition of the outstanding
efforts of employers and employees who
have achieved exemplary occupational
safety and health records. OSHA
statistics show that companies
participating in the VPP average 54%
fewer injuries and illnesses and 6080% lower lost-workday rates than
other companies in their industries.
The VPP Participants’ Association
estimates that these sites have saved
more than $1 billion since 1982.11

occupational and process safety performance,
Towers Perrin has conducted extensive research
independently and in partnership with our clients. The
following case studies examine common cultural traits
in OSHA-recognized VPP worksites, the link between
employee opinion data and documented injury rates
and how workplace incidents can be impacted by
cultural factors.

CULTURAL DIFFERENTIATORS: A CROSS-COMPANY STUDY

Worksites Recognized by OSHA for Their Health and Safety Records Excel in
Speciﬁc Areas
OSHA VPP sites: Variance from Towers Perrin
U.S. manufacturing depts norm

Working Conditions

Work area is a safe place
Physical working conditions are satisfactory

Training

Company provides adequate safety training
Sufﬁcient training available to improve skills

Engagement

Differing opinions openly discussed
Sufﬁcient efforts made to solicit opinions
People can challenge traditional ways
Innovative solutions to problems encouraged
Information to do job readily available

Teamwork

People willing to help each other
Good cooperation across departments

Supervision

Believe what management says
Management trusts employee judgment
Supervisor is technically competent
Supervisor responsive to suggestions
Not too lenient with poor performers

Customer Focus
CASE STUDY I

Department gets feedback on customer views
Company is highly regarded by customers

8
5
19
7
8
3
4
5
5
7
6
12
10

Towers Perrin studied 16 manufacturing sites across seven companies
(n = 3,159 employees), all of which
received ofﬁcial recognition from
OSHA’s VPP program. Numerous
factors distinguish these work cultures
from other manufacturing groups
responding to the same employee
opinion surveys. Speciﬁcally, employees
working in sites recognized for safety
excellence were signiﬁcantly more
favorable than other manufacturing
employees when asked:
䡲 If their area was a safe place to work

10

䡲 If the physical working conditions
were satisfactory

6
6
13
8
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CASE STUDY: AUTOMOTIVE GLASS REPLACEMENT

Sites with Higher Rates of Work-Related Injuries are Less Favorable
Across a Wide Range of Topics
䡲 If the company provided adequate
safety training
䡲 If employees received sufﬁcient
training to improve their skills
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Leadership
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79%

*Teamwork
79%

Additional analyses uncovered four
elements of organizational culture
that differentiated the two groups:
䡲 Empowerment
䡲 Teamwork

䡲 Supervision
䡲 Customer

When responding to questions on each
of these topics, employees working at
VPP-recognized sites respond signiﬁcantly more favorably than employees
working in other manufacturing jobs.

86%

*Customer Focus
72%
76%

Job Satisfaction
75%
82%

Quality
81%
85%

*Supervision
71%
74%

Operating Efﬁciency
71%
75%

CASE STUDY II –
A North American Automotive Glass
Replacement Company
We conducted research at a North
American automotive glass replacement company to improve the
company’s understanding of the
relationship between data
collected in their annual employee
opinion survey and documented
rates of work-related injuries. To
investigate, we used employee
opinion data collected from 53
locations and documented injury
rates from those same locations one
year later.
Our analysis revealed that a number
of cultural elements were signiﬁcantly

*Empowerment
67%
71%

Innovation
56%
58%
Sites with above average work-injury rates

Sites with below average work-injury rates

*Also OSHA VPP differentiators

CASE STUDY II

related to documented rates of workrelated injuries. Particularly noteworthy
is that locations where employees
were signiﬁcantly more favorable about
Leadership, Teamwork, Customer
Focus, Job Satisfaction, Quality,
Supervision, Operating Efficiency,
Empowerment and Innovation were

also locations with less frequent rates
of documented work-related injuries.
As a result of the research, the
organization was well positioned
to take action focused on improving
parts of their business that directly
inﬂuence safety.
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CASE STUDY III –
A Global Petrochemical Company
Results of a Towers Perrin study that
linked employee opinions with the
incidence of workplace accidents gives
further support to our research with the
VPP-recognized sites. In particular,
Teamwork and Empowerment were
revealed to be signiﬁcant predictors
of safety outcomes.
The analysis for this organization
involved employee opinion data from
37 sites and actual safety data from
the same 37 sites collected one
year later.
Our analysis found that the incidence
of accident-related workday interruptions
was higher at sites where respondents
perceived higher workloads. Importantly,
however, employee perceptions around
Teamwork were found to moderate
the impact of perceived Workload
on accident-related interruptions to
the workday:
䡲 Under conditions of below-average
teamwork, greater workload was
associated with a 62% higher rate
of safety incidents.
䡲 In contrast, under conditions of
above-average teamwork, even
high-workload sites experienced
only moderate rates of safety
incidents. This suggests that
Teamwork is an important factor
in mitigating the effects of heavy
workloads on safety performance.

Further analysis revealed a negative
relationship between incidences of
accident-related absences from work
and employee empowerment. In general,
the incidence of accident-related
absence was almost 74% lower at
sites where workers reported higher
levels of empowerment.
Towers Perrin research also
identiﬁed exemplary sites within the
organization, i.e., sites with low levels
of safety-related accidents and strong
levels of Teamwork and Empowerment.
These sites were targeted for follow-up
studies aimed at identifying and
disseminating information about best
practices that could impact safety at
work sites.

CASE STUDY: PETROCHEMICAL INDUSTRY

Sites Where Employees Have Higher
Levels of Empowerment Have Fewer
Accident-Related Absences from Work
than Sites Where Employees are Less
Favorable on Feelings of Empowerment
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Above Average Employee Empowerment
CASE STUDY III

FINAL CONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE
In a fourth case study from a global petrochemical company with data from
30,346 employees across 163 units, a structural model testing the links
between safety performance and three common predictors of safety outcomes
was tested and validated. The results provide support for a model in which
effective supervisory practices, employee empowerment, and promotion of
teamwork directly impact safety performance.
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CITATIONS
SUMMARY
While safety training, proper equipment maintenance and implementation of
safety policies and procedures will continue to be important for safety-conscious
organizations, Towers Perrin research shows that the impact of organizational
culture on workplace safety is an equally signiﬁcant factor in the development
of a safe workplace.
By focusing on improved employee-supervisor relations, empowering employees
by giving them sufﬁcient authority to excel at their jobs and recognizing
cooperation and teamwork among co-workers, an organization can create a
safer workplace.
Let Towers Perrin help you build a safer workplace.
Visit us online at www.towersperrin.com or contact us today
at 1.800.300.0750.
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ABOUT TOWERS PERRIN
Towers Perrin is a global professional services ﬁrm that helps
organizations improve their performance through innovative human
capital and risk and ﬁnancial services solutions.
In the human capital area, Towers Perrin helps organizations develop
and implement workforce strategies that align with business needs,
address critical talent issues, drive higher performance and ensure
the right return on their investment in people. Areas of focus include
workforce effectiveness; rewards effectiveness; beneﬁt program
effectiveness (including retirement and health and welfare program
strategy, design, implementation and management); assistance with
mergers, acquisitions and restructurings; HR function design, service
delivery and technology; change management; employee communication; human capital metrics; and employee and organizational surveys.
Towers Perrin has ofﬁces and alliance partners in the world’s major
markets. More information about Towers Perrin is available at
www.towersperrin.com.

Order an electronic copy of this document or submit your
own RFP to Towers Perrin today. Contact us online at
www.towersperrin.com or by phone at 1.800.300.0750.

