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The concept of ‘Safety Culture’ is no longer reserved for safety consultants, academics or the higher levels of 

senior management; it has become a well-known term that is used by a wide variety of people to describe and 
explore the way organisations manage safety and respond to risk.  With more and more organisations becoming 

familiar with the concept, it is not surprising that companies are looking less to external consultants to help 

them assess their Safety Culture, and more to themselves to carry out their own internal Safety Culture 
evaluation.  In January 2015 DNV GL embarked on a project to assess its own Safety Culture to understand 

more about why a series of undesirable events had occurred and to develop interventions that would help put a 

stop to them.  However, in reality, was this a wise idea?  Can a company really measure its own Safety Culture?  
Although leaving external consultancies behind and going it alone would appear an attractive proposition 

initially, can you really get the results you need to make robust long term safety improvements?  This paper 
explores the issues surrounding a number of biases inherent in self-assessment, including the methodological 

approach taken to self-assessment in order to help remain objective and impartial during data collection and 

analysis, the lessons learnt whilst directly tackling sometimes sensitive safety issues during interviews with 
colleagues and whether the typically ‘anonymous’ nature of Safety Culture measurement can still be maintained 

even though people know each other.  This paper charts the process of Safety Culture self-assessment.  It 

considers ways to mitigate against some of the main pitfalls, such as biases in the interpretation of 
‘uncomfortable’ findings.  It also attempts to conclude whether or not self-assessment really is a possibility if 

an accurate and meaningful assessment is genuinely sought; or whether turning to an external body to assist is 

actually more effective in the long term. 

Keywords: Safety Culture; Safety Culture self-assessment; biases; objective; impartial; anonymous. 

Introduction 

The term ‘Safety Culture’ can be traced all the way back to the Chernobyl accident in 1986.  Since this time the concept has 

grown hugely in terms of the importance industries and organisations place on it as a key factor in the execution of good 

safety management and the prevention of incidents and accidents.  With such a high priority placed on Safety Culture it is 

not surprising that more and more companies seek to assess and strengthen their own Safety Culture in an effort to actively 

manage safety risks.  In January 2015 DNV GL did exactly this; it embarked on a project to assess its Safety Culture to 

understand more about why a series of undesirable events had occurred and to support the development of interventions that 

would help put a stop to them.  However, rather than choosing to commission a specialist contractor to undertake the 

assessment on DNV GL’s behalf, it made the bold decision to assess its own Safety Culture.  This paper describes the 

process of self-assessment undertaken by DNV GL, the technical issues encountered during the main phases of the 

assessment work, the potential benefits and pitfalls of the self-assessment approach and what a company can do to strengthen 

its approach to self-assessment.  Overall, the paper attempts to address the question: can a company really measure its own 

Safety Culture? 

Approach taken to Safety Culture Self-Assessment 

The self-assessment team 

DNV GL operates in more than 100 countries with a workforce of around 15,000 professionals.  It provides classification 

and technical assurance along with software and independent expert advisory services primarily to the maritime, oil & gas 

and energy industries. It also provides certification services to customers across a wide range of industries.  The business is 

divided into five main business areas: oil & gas, energy, maritime, business assurance, and software, as well as support 

functions within a global shared service centre (GSS) and Group centre.  Each business area operates largely independently. 

The team created to conduct the Safety Culture assessment consisted of two project managers; a communications specialist; 

a steering committee (led by the Chief Human Resources Officer); an ‘expert’ group (nominated by the steering committee 

and the Chief Executive Officer’s (CEO’s) from the six different business areas and including HSE experts from each 

business area) and a technical project team of consultants.  Most notably, the technical project team came from different 

parts of the DNV GL business and were selected on the basis of their technical knowledge and competence in the field of 

Safety Culture assessment and improvement.  Additionally, the technical team included four MSc Psychology students from 

the University of Oslo, Norway. 

The methodology applied 

The Safety Culture self-assessment methodology applied consisted of five phases, as follows: 

 Phase 1: Review of the main organisational risks – the main health and safety risks and challenges in DNV GL

were identified, as well as all the relevant stakeholders for the project, to ensure that the results were representative 

and owned by the most relevant stakeholders in the company. 

 Phase 2: Development of the ‘envisioned’ state – a description of how a world class Safety Culture would ‘look

and feel’ was developed with the help of internal and external research and decisions were made on the key 

dimensions of a strong Safety Culture. 
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 Phase 3: Assessment of where DNV GL currently is with regard to Safety Culture - the level of Safety 

Culture maturity was assessed through quantitative analyses (a companywide survey and review of the accident 

and incident data) and qualitative analyses (one-to-one interviews and a review of management system 

documentation).  Input from all employees across the organisation was a key aspect of this phase.  

 Phase 4: Analysis of the gap – the project team evaluated each of the seven Safety Culture dimensions in terms of 

where DNV GL currently is and where it wants to be, and the size of the gap between the current maturity levels 

and the envisioned state. 

 Phase 5: Development of a strategy to close the gap – the final phase developed a Safety Culture strategy, which 

aligned with the overall DNV GL business strategy, and set out how the company should move from the current 

state to the envisioned state. This development was undertaken with the different business areas, global shared 

services and with local teams at various organisational levels to tailor the approach to meet local needs and 

initiatives. 

Phases 3 and 4 involved primary data gathering with employees.  Phase 3 issued a survey to all employees and by way of 

follow-up carried out one-to-one interviews with a random sample of employees from the lowest and highest scoring 

geographies within two business areas.  To preserve the objectivity of the survey process, the survey was administered by an 

independent external survey organisation and therefore provided reassurance to employees that their survey responses would 

not be seen by a colleague or manager within DNV GL.  The survey achieved a high response rate of 72%, suggesting that 

employees felt comfortable and confident to complete the survey.  However, the one-to-one interviews were carried out by 

the DNV GL project team. 

In Phase 4 the project team analysed all of the findings to make judgements around where DNV GL currently was with 

regard to Safety Culture maturity and to what extent this compared to where it wanted to be. 

The one-to-one interviews and gap analysis were therefore two key areas that could be perceived as presenting the highest 

risk of inherent self-assessment biases.  Each activity is explored in turn. 

The Process of Interviewing 

The interview 

Between April and May 2015 54 interviews were conducted with DNV GL employees working in two key business areas.  

The selection was based on the hypothesis that areas with different levels of Safety Culture exist within DNV GL. To 

investigate the reasons behind this, the regions scoring (statistically significantly) the lowest and highest from these two 

business areas were selected as targets for interviews.  In total 269 employees from these regions/areas were randomly 

selected to participate in interviews.  However, there was only a 20% response rate to the invitation and 54 interviews were 

conducted.  The reasons for the low response rate were reported to be due to employees not being available for interviews, 

because they were not in the office during the interviewing period, and/or not feeling comfortable conducting the interview 

in English (many of the employees did not speak English as their first language).  However, the low response rate may also 

have been explained by a degree of reluctance on the part of the employee to speak openly and honestly about safety issues 

with a colleague. 

Employees were interviewed on a one-to-one basis for approximately one hour. The interview started with an introduction to 

the interviewer and scribe, as well as a presentation of the project.  Interviews were conducted via an in-house visual 

communication service, telephone, video conference or in person.  Each interviewee was informed that the interview was 

voluntary, confidential, and could be ended at any time. They were also reminded of the importance of answering honestly. 

They were told that they could choose not to answer questions if they did not want to and that the specific answers they 

provided would not be used individually or traced back to them specifically.  Furthermore, the transcripts from the 

interviews were anonymised using a numerical coding system so that no information could be traced back to the individual.  

The transcripts were also saved in a special secure location on the company network. 

Interviewing someone you know 

Of course in a situation where colleagues are interviewing each other, despite all the anonymity measures in place, there is 

still the risk that an interviewer will be faced with interviewing someone they know.  This was partly mitigated by delegating 

a lot of the interviewing to students that were temporarily working at DNV GL and assisting on the Safety Culture project.  

The students were generally not known to the wider DNV GL community and thus provided a level of anonymity for those 

they interviewed.  However, some of the interviewers were full time permanent members of DNV GL staff who may have 

worked with any one of the interviewees.  The interviewers were asked if they ever interviewed anyone they knew, and one 

explained,  

“This happened twice, one of the times I felt like I knew the person too well and could not guarantee my objectivity and so I 

asked someone else to do the interview; the other time I felt comfortable and asked prior to starting up the interview if the 

interviewee felt comfortable with me interviewing him. I did not feel awkward about this, but it might have affected the 

interview results since I knew more about his working context I might not have asked the same follow up questions as I might 

have done with an interviewee I did not know.” 

This feedback suggests that by interviewing someone you know, you may end up assuming a level of knowledge about an 

interviewee’s situation, resulting in important confirmatory questions not being asked.  It is therefore important that when 

self-assessing, interviewers know that it is acceptable (and in fact preferable) for them to ask someone else to do an 
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However, there was also an alternative view from the gap analysis team.  One consultant commented “of course” the 

conclusions were influenced by self-assessment.  The fact that the team was made up of employees of DNV GL and, 

additionally, had a background in human factors was believed to have sub-consciously influenced both the analysis and 

outcomes.  One consultant commented “we are all susceptible to the same cognitive biases”.  However, the same consultant 

also made the observation that the students (who were not employed by DNV GL but whom had supported the project) drew 

different conclusions to the rest of the gap analysis team.  This was considered to be because they were more remote to the 

organisation.  Another consultant agreed that conclusions were bound to be influenced due to the team’s knowledge of the 

company, however, to mitigate against this the team were always careful to check back with the facts to ensure conclusions 

were based on hard evidence, rather than subjective interpretations. 

Dealing with uncomfortable findings 

Assessing the Safety Culture of any organisation always has the potential to reveal ‘uncomfortable’ findings.  It will always 

be difficult to hear that people are stressed at work or are in a position where they feel they cannot say no to working in a 

potentially unsafe situation.  Therefore, possibly hearing that colleagues and/or counterparts are in that very situation may be 

considerably more alarming.  This may even lead an in-house analyst to moderate (or inflate) these types of findings as they 

see appropriate, particularly as the whole notion of Safety Culture is that it is a concept built upon ‘shared values’ within an 

organisation. 

This issue was explored with the gap analysis team and it was generally felt that any findings which were either sensitive or 

difficult could be handled objectively and impartially by keeping the main objective in mind – Safety Culture improvement.  

One member of the project team explained, 

“Some of the findings were a little uncomfortable, and some of the business areas had significantly lower scores than others, 

which could of course be difficult to address.  However, because the findings came from a combination of the Safety Culture 

survey and the one-to-one interviews the evidence was pointing us in a clear direction of what needed to be improved to help 

our colleagues.  I think I felt more that it was important to highlight this, because we had a responsibility to let management 

know about the weak areas.  I felt we were doing the management a favour rather than feeling uncomfortable in reporting 

on those findings.” 

Therefore being a part of the company they were assessing actually created a moral obligation for this consultant to report 

everything that was revealed, regardless of how uncomfortable the findings may have been to hear and later address. 

Other project team members also agreed that it was not difficult to report on sensitive findings.  One consultant explained 

that because the project team chosen to conduct the self-assessment were not personally responsible for some of the HSE 

tools and systems in the organisation, it was not difficult to report on feedback that may have been critical about these tools.  

Another consultant commented that it was actually useful to hear about areas of the company which received lower Safety 

Culture scores.   

The Benefits of Self-Assessment 

In talking to the Safety Culture self-assessment project team and considering the pros and cons of self-assessment, a number 

of benefits have quickly become apparent; these are judged to be as follows: 

 It provides the project team with better overview of the organisation and helps team members know who to talk to, 

when to talk to them, what to ask and how. 

 It helps to provide knowledge of, and access to, relevant information (e.g. accident data, management systems, 

procedures etc.) which otherwise may have been overlooked by an external organisation. 

 It provides greater knowledge of ‘inside’ information, including that picked up from colleagues outside and inside 

the self-assessment team itself. 

 It provides the opportunity to react quickly and earlier to any serious safety issues raised as there is better insight 

into the organisation and how it operates. 

 It facilitates a quicker understanding and recognition amongst the project team of the issues raised by participants. 

 It encourages trust between the project team and participants given that they work at approximately the same level 

in the company hierarchy. 

 Project team and participants talked the same ‘language’ and understand the same reference points and company 

examples. 

 It creates commitment for follow-up by team members and participants. 

 It allows for closer follow-up with the key project stakeholders (including senior management) and helps them to 

better understand and accept the findings and move on to developing improvement measures and action planning. 

 It encourages trust within the organisation that the assessment is being handled in an appropriate and positive way. 

The benefits are clear and far reaching and suggest Safety Culture self-assessment is perhaps the best way to measure Safety 

Culture.  However, there is always another perspective… 
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understand more about why a series of undesirable events had occurred and to support the development of interventions that 

would help put a stop to them.  However, rather than choosing to commission a specialist contractor to undertake the 

assessment on DNV GL’s behalf, it made the bold decision to assess its own Safety Culture.  This paper describes the 

process of self-assessment undertaken by DNV GL, the technical issues encountered during the main phases of the 

assessment work, the potential benefits and pitfalls of the self-assessment approach and what a company can do to strengthen 
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Approach taken to Safety Culture Self-Assessment 

The self-assessment team 

DNV GL operates in more than 100 countries with a workforce of around 15,000 professionals.  It provides classification 

and technical assurance along with software and independent expert advisory services primarily to the maritime, oil & gas 

and energy industries. It also provides certification services to customers across a wide range of industries.  The business is 

divided into five main business areas: oil & gas, energy, maritime, business assurance, and software, as well as support 

functions within a global shared service centre (GSS) and Group centre.  Each business area operates largely independently.  

The team created to conduct the Safety Culture assessment consisted of two project managers; a communications specialist; 

a steering committee (led by the Chief Human Resources Officer); an ‘expert’ group (nominated by the steering committee 

and the Chief Executive Officer’s (CEO’s) from the six different business areas and including HSE experts from each 

business area) and a technical project team of consultants.  Most notably, the technical project team came from different 

parts of the DNV GL business and were selected on the basis of their technical knowledge and competence in the field of 

Safety Culture assessment and improvement.  Additionally, the technical team included four MSc Psychology students from 
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The Safety Culture self-assessment methodology applied consisted of five phases, as follows: 

 Phase 1: Review of the main organisational risks – the main health and safety risks and challenges in DNV GL 

were identified, as well as all the relevant stakeholders for the project, to ensure that the results were representative 

and owned by the most relevant stakeholders in the company.  

 Phase 2: Development of the ‘envisioned’ state – a description of how a world class Safety Culture would ‘look 

and feel’ was developed with the help of internal and external research and decisions were made on the key 

dimensions of a strong Safety Culture.  

SYMPOSIUM SERIES NO 161 HAZARDS 26 © 2016 DNV GL 

5 

 

The Potential Pitfalls of Self-Assessment 

Although the benefits are clear, it is important to also consider some of the less optimal aspects of self-assessment; these are 

judged to be as follows:  

 It may create a tendency amongst the project team to analyse or explain the findings in relation to their own 

experiences (self-reference effect or confirmation bias or even a form of anchoring bias). 

 It may make it difficult for interviewees to share information openly (especially if the person conducting the 

interviews is senior to them or if the company is small). 

 It may make respondents more susceptible to wanting to provide a socially desirable response to survey or 

interview questions. 

 It may make the project team more susceptible to highlighting areas (strengths and weaknesses) that they 

personally want highlighted or that they have experienced themselves.  In relation to this, it may therefore make 

the project team overly positive, or conversely, overly critical. 

 It may lead participants to question the anonymity and confidentiality of their responses, and this may affect the 

authenticity and honesty of their responses. 

 Not all companies have the in-house skills and knowledge to conduct a Safety Culture assessment and interpret the 

results. 

Use of an External Contractor 

A good test of whether self-assessment has been successful is whether project team members would be willing to repeat the 

exercise, or if given the option, use an external agency to run the assessment.  Opinions on this varied across the project 

team.  However, most of the project team said they would not employ the services of an external contractor as the 

competence to carry out an assessment could be found within DNV GL.  Also, the organisation is of a sufficiently large size 

that it permits a significant degree of anonymity between the project team and the rest of the 15,000+ employees.  

Furthermore, it is important to remember that even a Safety Culture assessment conducted by an external agency will never 

be purely independent.  There will always be someone from inside the organisation who is commissioning the agency who 

will make decisions about where the boundaries of the assessment fall (e.g. number and type of dimensions, number of 

interviews, methodology etc.).  Therefore the person or persons commissioning the survey will still exert their own biases 

over the assessment even if an external agency is actually executing the study. 

Other members of the project team were more undecided.  Some felt that due to the size of the company and the competency 

within it, it was the right decision to self-assess.  However, they also acknowledged that having an external agency involved 

would largely eradicate any questions around objectivity.  Others felt that the combination of using an external agency for 

the survey and internal resources for the other aspects of the assessment provided the appropriate mix.  One consultant 

commented, 

“For the one-to-one interviews I may prefer to use an external contractor; however, there are advantages to having that 

same external contractor have all of the data and therefore the whole picture, instead of being expected to jump in, in the 

middle of an assessment.” 

Finally, one member of the project team felt they would opt to use an external contractor to conduct the Safety Culture 

assessment again, primarily to seek a different perspective on the organisation which could then be appropriately challenged 

and verified. 

Concluding Thoughts 

When the project team was asked if a company really can objectively measure its own Safety Culture, the answer was almost 

unanimously positive (although one may query how objective the project team can really be in their answer to this question).  

That aside, it was generally felt that with the right team in place, a strong project methodology and appropriate checks made 

during analysis, an objective assessment is possible.  One project team member explained, 

“If you have a sufficiently competent project team that is also divided across various work packages, then the work can be 

done as objectively as external consultants would manage. The challenge lies more in defining what is meant by Safety 

Culture and operationalizing it properly, but that is the same challenge that external consultancies would also encounter. So 

the key is to have a competent project team that understands the challenges related to Safety Culture analyses and that can 

establish a (mixed) method that triangulates the results to reduce subjectivity and increase the likelihood of robust results.” 

The importance of considering the size and structure of the company was also felt to be an important factor with regard to 

being able to make an objective assessment or not.  For example, if a company had less than 50 people then it would be hard 

to conduct a self-assessment as information about the project would travel around too readily and therefore the assessment’s 

confidentiality and anonymity could be justifiably challenged.  However, if employees in a small company do not work in 

close proximity to one another (e.g. spread out across remote locations) then objective self-assessment may still be possible. 

Another factor was felt to be the existing amount of competency within an organisation to conduct a Safety Culture 

assessment and the associated existing material the company has in terms of Safety Culture methodology.  One project team 

member explained: 
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“To self-assess, I feel that the larger challenge for a company is defining the criteria around what to measure.  We used a 

mix of the methodologies from different parts of our organisation and from external Safety Culture projects our project team 

members had managed, and this led to a set of valid indicators we were comfortable using.  However, if a company starts 

from scratch with Safety Culture assessment, I’m afraid they may leave something out, or over emphasize some areas.  But if 

the criteria/indicators are (in general) already defined I think a company could use these to objectively understand more 

about their strong and weaker areas of Safety Culture.” 

This paper presents a range of arguments for and against self-assessment as a way of measuring organisational Safety 

Culture.  If companies wish to embark on the journey of self-assessment, they would be wise to take heed of the following 

advice: 

 First and foremost, if the company does not have the in-house skills and experience required to conduct a Safety 

Culture assessment, seriously consider procuring the help of an external agency.  The self-assessment was 

successful within DNV GL but this was due to the team having repeatedly conducted Safety Culture assessments 

for external clients. 

 For a large company, select project team members from different parts of the business to maintain independence 

and impartiality.  For a much smaller company, this may not be possible.  

 At the outset of the project, senior management need to send a strong message that they are looking for the true 

picture of Safety Culture from the self-assessment.  This is so they can ultimately make the company a safer and 

healthier place to work.  This is motivating for the project team to create an honest and objective set of results and 

creates a sense of moral obligation to analyse and report honestly. 

 Select project team members that are not personally responsible for setting up the underlying HSE processes and 

procedures within the organisation – this will encourage impartiality if, and when, required to objectively critique 

company HSE tools. 

 For the survey itself, if possible, commission an independent survey firm to administer it independently to assure 

participants of confidentiality and anonymity. 

 Create interview questions using findings from the survey and always use a structured question set during 

interviews.  A structured set of interview questions prevents people just talking about general company grievances 

(which may be more likely with self-assessment if they feel more connected to the interviewer) and helps to steer 

the interview back to Safety Culture issues. 

 Organise any interviews so that interviewer and interviewee do not know each other, but if this does occur, make 

sure interviewers know they can choose not to interview people if they feel uncomfortable doing so for any reason.  

Furthermore, if the size of the company permits, interviewers should ideally only interview employees in different 

business areas/divisions. 

 When analysing findings, try not to fill in gaps in the findings with personal experiences.  The project team need to 

keep referring to the facts to make sure the findings are always based on hard evidence.  Furthermore, where 

possible analyse data as part of a team.  Certainly final conclusions should always be made by consensus. 

Following these points will help ensure that self-assessment can be an objective, insightful and pragmatic way to 

conduct an organisational Safety Culture assessment.   


	Home
	Contents

