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Program DevelopmentProgram Development

Effective

Safety
Incentives

A pilot program based on risk reduction
By Edward J. Sheehy

WHAT SAFETY DIRECTOR hasn’t searched for ways
to motivate employees to perform safely? The task
would be much easier if focused on increasing sales or
production. Those areas are emphasized by business
schools, so managers understand how to measure
them and most have extensive experience developing
incentive programs based on employee accomplish-
ments. In safety, however, the emphasis often is not on
easily measured things employees do or produce;
instead, it is on accidents that do not occur. A typical
safety incentive might be a rewards luncheon when
no accidents were reported the previous month. The
safety director is told that employees need praise and
recognition, yet is cautioned against allowing payout
for safety to become entitlement.

This article discusses how this situation played
out in the warehouse and shop operations of a large
electrical utility. It describes the organization’s effort
to eliminate a traditional incentive program in
which awards were based solely on not having acci-
dents. It discusses a three-month experiment with a
new type of safety initiative based on demonstrated
reduction of risk before accidents can manifest. The
discussion includes: 

•Cultural issues addressed. These included feel-
ings of fairness and entitlement that arose when
other parts of the company continued to award

incentives as long as no re-
portable injuries occurred.

•Implementation details,
including a practical set of
metrics. Basing incentives on
improved safety requires tools
that quantify risk reduction.
The method used to achieve
this is described in enough

detail to allow others to adapt it. Although the
method features some subjective elements, it is objec-
tive enough to be perceived as fair by workers.

•Benefits realized. Limitations that remain to be
overcome are described as well.

•Conclusions based on results. The author also
speculates about the balance between sustainability
of benefits realized and concern about creating a
new sense of entitlement.

•Next steps. This discussion includes a set of cri-
teria for future incentive programs that are to be
based on risk reduction.

The Challenge
Safety leaders have long believed that incentives

based on output measures encourage workers to not
report injuries. (For typical positions, see Geller;
Goldberg; Krause; Sims; and Smith. For a review of
the literature on safety incentives, see the review con-
ducted for OSHA in 1998. In addition, the Bill Sims
Co. website contains links to several relevant articles.)

Despite this, many organizations find it difficult to
eliminate safety incentives because 1) workers expect
to receive them; 2) no agreement exists with respect to
effective alternatives; and 3) OSHA’s position on reac-
tive incentives has been rather weak. OSHA’s
strongest written position on incentive programs is
contained in an interpretation letter that reads in part:

OSHA neither approves nor disapproves the
design or the effectiveness of safety incentive
programs. However, we do not look favorably
on safety incentive programs which encourage
underreporting of workplace injuries (Fairfax).
In 2001, a key change occurred within the organi-

zation discussed in this article: At least one senior

Edward J. Sheehy is an independent safety
consultant. He holds a B.S. in Electrical

Engineering and an M.S. in Biological Science
from Purdue University. Sheehy is a

professional member of ASSE’s New Orleans
Chapter, and a member of the Human Factors

and Ergonomics Society and the
Organizational Development Network.

Sheehy Feature Feb2004.qxd  1/14/04  12:40 PM  Page 40



www.asse.org FEBRUARY 2004   PROFESSIONAL SAFETY 41

Among the fleshed-out details was the fact that
the pilot program would be funded at a rate of $50
per employee. Workgroups would compete with
each other to divide this fixed amount of cash (i.e.,
all allocated money would be awarded). To avoid
competition within workgroups, all members of any
given workgroup—including the group’s supervi-
sor—would receive the same award amount. The
award was to be based on the average per employee
“merit index” of all reports submitted by the work-
group during a three-month period. The merit index
is a number that gives equal weight to the report
quality and risk reduction ratings that RRC had been
using for nearly two years. The provision calling for
use of the average per employee merit index was
included because it provided parity between differ-
ent size workgroups.

The board approved the proposal for the new
program, with one final change. This change
allowed a group of office workers to create an exper-
imental program of its own design funded at the
same rate—meaning this group would not compete
with the other workgroups. Although on one level,
this compromise violated the program’s basic
ground rules—that the incentive payout be based on
risk reduction—it provided an element of fairness.
All other employees in the program worked in a
warehouse or shop. Because the risk in these envi-
ronments is higher than for office workers, the office
workers considered themselves to be disadvantaged
in the competition. On a practical level, therefore, the
compromise ended the objections of the board mem-
ber who represented the office workers and allowed
the experiment to proceed.

Fairness is essential to the success of any incen-
tive program. In this case, employees had to work
through their feelings of resentment over losing
something (the automatic awards based on no
reported injuries) they felt entitled to receive.
Similarly, office workers had to feel they were being
treated fairly.

A challenge for the SH&E professional at this
point is to accept that feelings are not always logical
and that addressing them takes time. Going through

manager became convinced that monthly lunches and
Easter hams used to reward employees for no acci-
dents were ineffective as accident deterrents. As a
result, these practices were stopped. Workers disliked
this change, particularly because traditional incentive
programs continued in other parts of the company.

Thus, the stage was set to create a more meaning-
ful type of safety incentive. At that time, this senior
manager declared a willingness to pay for an incen-
tive program—with an attached condition: Any new
program must be based on reduction of risk—that is,
the probability and/or the consequence of having an
accident must be reduced.

The challenge of developing a new form of incen-
tive was given to the department’s Safety Advisory
Board, a team consisting of both workers and super-
visors. This group represented approximately 150
union and nonunion workers in seven support facil-
ities (warehouses and repair shops) located in four
states. These workers provide support to a company
with an operational workforce of 8,000 employees.
The board discussed incentives intermittently for
nearly two years with no results. In the author’s
opinion, this probably was due to some members’
unwillingness to accept that the old system would
not be resumed.

During this same period, a second, apparently
unrelated board activity began. A process was put in
place to improve reporting of near-incidents and
unsafe conditions. The committee that reviewed these
reports—the Report Review Committee (RRC)—
established metrics both for their quality and effec-
tiveness in reducing risk. These metrics, destined to
play a key role in the yet-undefined safety incentive
program, are detailed later. For now, it is enough to
know that a system to measure risk reduction had
been developed, had undergone the inevitable chal-
lenges and changes associated with implementing a
new program, and was fully mature when the subject
of incentives again appeared on the board’s agenda.

The Experiment
Two years had passed since the “automatic if no

one reported an injury” incentive program had
stopped. Pressure was mounting to propose an alter-
native. Management was holding fast to its offer to
support an incentive only if it was tied to risk reduc-
tion. One possibility was to use risk reduction data
from the review of near-incident and unsafe condi-
tion reports. Although previously considered and
rejected, this approach now appeared more attrac-
tive. It was proposed that an experimental incentive
program be based on these numbers. Again, objec-
tions were raised, mostly by those seeking to restore
the old system, but that now seemed unlikely.

Advisory board members agreed to share the pro-
posal with their individual workgroups for comment.
Over the next several months, mostly minor changes
were made to the proposed experiment. In addition,
implementation details were filled in; in the process,
all 150 people who would be impacted by the new
program had an opportunity to offer feedback.

The stage was set to create a more
meaningful type of safety incentive.
At that time, this senior manager declared
a willingness to pay for an incentive
program—with an attached condition:
Any new program must be based on
reduction of risk—that is, the probability
and/or the consequence of having
an accident must be reduced.
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The Results
As a result of the experiment, several benefits

were realized:
•An increase in the number of reports submitted

(63 during the three-month experiment period vs. a
typical 15 to 18 for a similar period before the pro-
gram started).

•Quality of most reports was very good.
•A few easily corrected, yet significant risks were

reported. These were the “elusive but obvious” type
of risks about which management had no knowl-
edge. The sidebar at left provides examples of the
more significant risks reported.

•A relatively large number of small risk reduction
opportunities were identified. Most reports were not
for items such as those detailed in the sidebar at left.
However, even small changes in probability or con-
sequence impact overall risk exposure.

Disadvantages were minimal:
•Some “game playing” was noted; this included

the submission of trivial items. These provided the
originator’s workgroup little benefit, as their merit
index was low; such reports did, however, increase
the workload of the review committee.

•Some supervisors complained that their work-
ers were spending too much time writing reports.
Most reports are originated by workers; while they
may bypass their supervisor, workers typically sub-
mit a first draft of the report to him/her. Often, these
reports are relatively poorly written. The supervisor
improves report quality by providing sufficient
details to ensure that others will understand the
issue, that causation questions are answered and
that all other required information is supplied.
Before the program started, supervisors knew how
to write a good report, but they did not always take
the time to do so. During this program, supervisors
allocated enough time to research and write a good
report—even for low-risk conditions.

•Some negative emotions surfaced. This was evi-
denced when some employees asked, “Why do we
have to work for an incentive that others get automat-
ically?” These complaints were expressed by a minor-
ity and did not affect participation in the program.

•One minor case of hard feelings arose between
workgroups over which one should receive credit
for report.

The Metrics  
Understanding the metrics used is key to under-

standing the experimental program. As noted, the
Safety Advisory Board’s RRC met each month to
discuss all incident, near-incident and unsafe condi-
tion reports. The group developed a procedure to
assess each report for both quality and effectiveness.
Once understood, this procedure is simple to apply.
RRC discusses each report until it reaches reasonable
agreement on the answers to two sets of questions.

The first set of questions focuses on how well the
report is written. This quality instrument is a score-
card with 10 evaluation factors, each worth 10 points
for a total of 100 points (Figure 1). The second set of

this process is essential to achieving the behavior-
based safety objective of ownership.

Winning approval was difficult, but implementa-
tion was easy. RRC met monthly, so the only new
function to support the incentive program was to
track which reports were submitted by which work-
groups. Note that this committee had been working
together for about two years. It would be ill-advised
to announce an incentive program based on any sort
of metrics until the process used to implement it is
known to be working smoothly.

Another issue involved union approval, a factor
that had been overlooked in this case. This caused
some anxiety when, after announcing the program,
the union business managers (more than one union
was involved) threatened to block the program
because they had not been consulted. Once the
process was explained, they allowed it to proceed.

Significant
Risks Identified
An employee assigned to provide specialized
testing of tools and equipment to field locations
noticed that some hot-sticks which had failed
during a previous testing cycle were still being
carried on service trucks. (Hot-sticks are insulat-
ed manipulators that linemen use to handle
electrical lines energized at up to 32,000 volts.)
Since crews work at night and in storms, it is
quite possible that a lineman could fail to notice
the small stick-on label identifying the tool as
defective, and mistakenly use it, possibly being
killed as a result. In response to this report, con-
trols were implemented to ensure that defective
tools are removed from service.

A transformer repair shop employee report-
ed a credible scenario in which one worker
could be unaware that a coworker was inside a
fenced-off exclusion zone during testing of
refurbished transformers. If testing commenced
under these conditions, this worker would be
at risk of contacting surfaces energized at up to
32,000 volts and could be struck by flying metal
and flames if a defective unit exploded. In
response to this report, automatic lockout
relays were added to eliminate the possibility
of this scenario.

In another facility, a worker was required to
measure oil level monthly, which entailed
climbing on top of the curved surface of several
horizontal aboveground oil storage tanks.
Because of the relatively infrequent need to per-
form this activity, no one had recognized that
these tanks had no walkway or convenient way
to secure fall protection. As a result, workers
were exposed to the risk of falling 10 to 15 feet.
In response to this report, level gauges were
installed to eliminate the need to climb on top
of the tank.
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tive to some degree. Initially, discussion about
answers was considerable. As the committee gained
experience, members began working together better
and consensus soon came easily on most items.
When it did not, it was usually due to a lack of
understanding by a committee member or ambigui-

questions focuses on how effec-
tive a report is at reducing risk.
The effectiveness instrument is
a worksheet that guides the
committee in the application of
a probability x consequence
risk matrix (Figure 2). This
matrix is a map of a risk space
within which a reported situa-
tion is rated on a scale of 1 to 25.
Note that while a numeric rat-
ing is created, the process used
to generate these numbers is
based on human judgment.

The matrix has two conse-
quence scales, one each for the
injury and dollar cost of the
accident. To ensure consistency
in exercising their judgment,
RRC members use a worksheet
(Figure 3). One pass through
the questions on this worksheet
locates the reported condition
in this risk space four times.
Two of these placements are
associated with the risk for
human injury, two for the risk
of monetary loss. The reason
for two measures on each scale
is because the condition is
assessed assuming the condi-
tion was never identified, then
it is assessed assuming that the
corrective action proposed on
the report is completed. The
risk reduction metric is then the
difference between the initial
risk and the residual risk.
Using this process, risk reduc-
tion is measured on a scale of 1
to 24 (25 - 1 = 24). (The arith-
metic is simple, but to expedite
the process, RRC uses an Excel
spreadsheet.)

The only new metric creat-
ed for the incentive experi-
ment was the merit index. It
gave equal weight to the qual-
ity score (determined using
Figure 1) and the larger of the
two risk reductions realized as
a result of the report being
written (risk of injury and risk
of property damage, both
determined using Figure 3).
The average merit index of all
reports submitted by a workgroup was used to
determine a workgroup’s award. The sidebar on pg.
46 provides additional details about how awards
were calculated.

Most of the questions in these instruments
require some exercise of judgment—they are subjec-

Figure 1Figure 1

Quality Scorecard
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at-risk behavior.
This suggests that
employees were
not yet ready to
identify at-risk be-
havior performed
by themselves or
coworkers. Also, it
was unreasonable
to expect the re-
port submittal rate
to stay high once
awards ceased. As
one might expect,
the submittal rates
dropped dramati-
cally when the
program ended.
For example, dur-
ing the nine
months immedi-
ately following the
program, about
three reports were
submitted per
month—less than
the five or six
reports submitted
per month before
the program be-
gan. However, the
report submittal
rate has since
returned to those
original levels.

Based on this
experiment, one
can reasonably
speculate on fac-
tors that appear
to influence over-
all sustainability
of the program:

Jealousy, fairness, entitlement. It is possible that
workers are “punishing” the company because an
entitlement was withdrawn. This cannot be dis-
missed because employees in other parts of the com-
pany continue to receive the automatic “no reportable
injuries” incentive. A few employees in the experi-
mental group continue to contend that this is not fair.

Supervisory priorities. It is possible—or perhaps
likely—that supervisors may no longer be encourag-
ing employees to submit reports. This is reasonable
to postulate as the culture that this organization was
attempting to change was one where a supervisor’s
reasoning might well be, “No one was injured, no
property was damaged, so why advertise?” Such
reasoning would be supported by a belief that near-
hit incidents and unsafe conditions are failures that
might reflect negatively on them.

Another reason to suspect waning supervisor
support for report writing is that it interferes with

ties in the report. Discussion on these areas of dis-
agreement was perhaps the most valuable part of
the process. Understanding risk and other key
issues, such as the effectiveness of corrective actions,
improved dramatically after a few months. The
group began returning (to supervisors) those reports
that failed to explain and correct the underlying
causal factors. Again, it is worth noting that this
process was worked through before it was associat-
ed with the incentive program.

Discussion & Commentary
For its cost, this incentive program significantly

improved reporting and yielded an excellent reduc-
tion of risk. Even so, while it was in place, it did not
deliver all one might hope for in a reporting program.
For example, most reports concerned unsafe condi-
tions. Only a few reports involved risks created by
work practices, and these were directed at contractors’
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Figure 2Figure 2

Risk Matrix
The risk rating (number in each cell) is the product of the consequence and proba-
bility ratings (row and column numbers). Risk reduction is measured by subtract-
ing the final risk rating from the initial rating.

Expected
more than
once a year

Expected
once every
one or two

years

Expected
once every
two to five

years

Expected
once every
five to 20

years

Expected
less than
once in
20 years

First aid
or less

< $1K

Medical
attention

but no
lost-time
$1K to < $10K

Lost-time
less than
five days

$10K to
< $100K

Lost-time
five days
or more

$100K to < $1M

Permanent
disability
or fatality

> $1M

Low Medium High
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Risk Worksheet
If an Incident or Near-Incident Was Reported
1) How many employees perform similar work?

❑ < 10
❑ 10 to 100
❑ > 100

2) On average, how often do these employees each perform
this sort of work?

❑ Once a day or more often.
❑ Once a week or more often.
❑ Once a month or more often.
❑ Once a year or more often.
❑ Less than once a year.

If an Unsafe Condition Was Reported
3) How many other locations could possibly have the same
sort of condition?

❑ Almost all work locations.
❑ 25 to 75 percent of all work locations.
❑ Less than 25 percent of all work locations.
❑ Only two or three locations.
❑ No place other than this location.

Probability of a Repeat If Nothing Is Done
4) Consider the answers provided for questions 1, 2 and 3.
Assume that no corrective action is taken on this report.
How long before a similar incident, near-incident or unsafe
condition recurs in some work location?

1 20 years or more.
2 At least five years, but no more than 20 years.
3 At least two years, but no more than five years.
4 At least one year, but no more than two years.
5 Less than one year.

Consequence If There Is a Repeat
5) Assume that no corrective action is taken on this report.
Also assume that this inaction results in a loss. What types
of injuries would be most likely to occur? (Choose the most
reasonably credible consequence, not the worst-case sce-
nario.)

1 First aid or less.
2 Medical attention but no lost-time.
3 Lost-time less than five days.
4 Lost-time of five days or more.
5 Permanent disability or fatality.

6) Assume that no corrective action is taken on this report.
Also assume that this inaction results in a loss. What would
be the most likely total cost of this incident? (Choose the
most reasonably credible consequence, not the worst-case
scenario.)

1 Less than $1,000.
2 $1,000 to less than $10,000.
3 $10,000 to less than $100,000.
4 $100,000 to $1 million.
5 More than $1 million.

Effectiveness of Corrective Action
7) Assume that the recommended corrective action has been
taken. How long before another report like this one will
need to be written because the incident, near-incident or
unsafe condition recurred at some location?

1 20 years or more.
2 At least five years, but no more than 20 years.
3 At least two years, but no more than five years.
4 At least one year, but no more than two years.
5 Less than one year.

8) Assume that the recommended corrective action has been
taken. If the reported circumstance were to repeat, what
types of injuries would be most likely to occur? (Choose the
most reasonably credible consequence, not the worst-case
scenario.)

1 First aid or less.
2 Medical attention but no lost-time.
3 Lost-time less than five days.
4 Lost-time five days or more.
5 Permanent disability or fatality.

9) Assume that the recommended corrective action has been
taken. If the reported circumstances were to repeat, what
would be the most likely total cost of this incident? (Choose
the most reasonably credible consequence, not the worst-
case scenario.)

1 Less than $1,000.
2 $1,000 to less than $10,000.
3 $10,000 to less than $100,000.
4 $100,000 to $1 million.
5 More than $1 million.

Risk Ratings
10) Risk of injury before corrective action:

Probability Consequence
(from question 4) (from question 5)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

11) Risk of injury after corrective action:
Probability Consequence
(from question 7) (from question 8)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

12) Expected reduction in the risk of injury:
Risk before action Risk after action
(from question 10) (from question 11)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

13) Risk of economic loss before corrective action:
Probability Consequence
(from question 4) (from question 6)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

14) Risk of economic loss after corrective action:
Probability Consequence
(from question 7) (from question 9)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

15) Expected reduction in the risk of economic loss:
Risk before action Risk after action
(from question 13) (from question 14)

______________ X ____________ = ______________

Figure 3Figure 3
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dealing with risk reduction, the cost/benefit is prob-
abilistic in nature. Most executives have little time
for numbers that cannot be entered smoothly into a
budget spreadsheet.

From a line manager’s perspective, the cost/bene-
fit ratio of risk reduction is rather poor. Time and
money spent reducing risk has an immediate cost. Yet,
while the benefit may also be immediate, it is often
mostly invisible—something bad does not happen.

It is true that when a loss occurs, the manager
must adjust the budget to accommodate its cost.
Here, however, probability is on the manager’s side.
Minor incidents are much more likely to occur than
severe ones. Another factor is that a typical manag-
er’s budget is not large enough to accommodate the
cost of a severe accident, meaning a higher executive
must bail out the manager. The results of such a plea
are largely predetermined. The vice president can-
not allow the impacted organization to fail, so s/he
will either allocate the funds needed to recover or
approach the insurance underwriter to do so.
Having to make the plea will, of course, be odious
for the manager; however, the loss was an “acci-
dent.” Unless gross dereliction of duty is involved,
the manager likely will not be rebuked severely.

In addition, some managers may not know what
constitutes a good incentive. An incentive can be
defined as any award given to workers to encourage
them to do something they would be unlikely to do
without the award. Some managers—primarily
those concerned about incentives being viewed as
entitlement—seem to dismiss the fact that this
experiment worked. But remember, during the
experiment, workers wrote reports they normally
would never have written. As a result of the reports,
the organization was able to significantly reduce risk
in its facilities. In what might be seen as a reverse
entitlement, some managers oppose continuing to
offer an award to workers for reporting near-hit
events and unsafe conditions because “they should
do so without any incentive.”

Next Steps
Recent discussion between the Safety Advisory

Board and managers who influence incentives deci-
sions has led to an agreement in principle that
awards may resume for this department under the
same guidelines used for the experimental program
(which were not written for all to see at that time):

1) The incentive must incite, encourage, move or
otherwise arouse employees to do something they
would be unlikely to do, or do as well, without the
incentive.

2) The action that is incited must reduce risk in
some way. That is, it must: a) reduce the probability
that an injury or loss will occur; and/or b) reduce the
consequence if an injury or loss occurs.

3) The program must be practical to administer
and should include a feature that in some way meas-
ures or at least estimates risk reduction. Caution: For
those who resist change, this criterion will provide a
platform to push back from. The purpose of any

productivity, at least in the short term. Writing
reports not only reduces the availability of employ-
ees, it impacts the supervisor directly, as s/he now
has several new responsibilities. These include inves-
tigating the reported condition, ensuring that the
report is reasonably well-written and implementing
corrective action. Such tasks are time-consuming and
can impact budget. Since supervisors are evaluated
on how well they manage productivity and budget—
and not on how effectively they are reducing risk—it
is no surprise that some supervisors complained
about how much time their workers were spending
writing reports. Although this complaining was low
level, it is significant because the supervisors knew
they were to receive the same bonus check as
employees. The inference is that if risk reduction is to
become a value in the culture, then managers who
oversee supervisors must give it priority.

Managerial attitudes and beliefs. An important
part of a manager’s job is to show a return on invest-
ment for the money s/he spends. Data suggest that
the experimental incentive program was money
well spent. Even so, the reality remains that when

Award Calculation
Details: Pilot Program
Funding for the program (the total amount of
money to be awarded to workgroups) was set
at $50 x total number of employees participat-
ing. All allocated money was to be awarded
regardless of the number, quality or effective-
ness of reports submitted.

The “merit index” for a report was deter-
mined by adding the total score on the quality
scorecard (Figure 1) to the larger of item 12 or
15 on the risk worksheet (Figure 3). Since the
highest possible quality score in this system is
10 and the highest risk reduction score is 24
(25 - 1), the quality score was multiplied by 2.4
before the additions in order to give equal
weight to each rating.

The amount of money to be awarded per
merit index point was determined by dividing
the total amount of money to be awarded by
the total number of merit index points awarded
to all reports submitted during the program.

Many incentive programs have several dif-
ferent achievement levels. In this program, the
possible award was continuously variable—
that is, there were no discrete award “levels”
associated with this incentive. Theoretically, a
workgroup could have received any award
from zero to the total funding for the program.

The amount of money paid to each employ-
ee was determined by calculating the average
merit index value of all reports submitted by
that employee’s workgroup and multiplying by
the dollar value per merit index point.
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time-consuming at first. To address these concerns,
several factors must be considered. As noted, the
experimental program created no new review or
analysis activity. The committee charged with
reviewing incident, near-incident and unsafe condi-
tion reports had been in place for two years before its
metrics were chosen for use in the incentive pro-
gram. The incentive program simply piggybacked
on RRC’s ongoing work, with some minor adminis-
trative tasks added. That said, the fact remains that
the existence and effective operation of RRC’s
review process, particularly its metrics, was a pre-
requisite to successful implementation of this incen-
tive program. Accordingly, it seems appropriate to
briefly discuss their operation.

During the incentive experiment, RRC consisted
of three hourly employees and one supervisor. In
addition, the organization’s senior manager and an
SH&E professional attended most meetings.
Attendance by the senior manager underscored the
importance which he placed on ensuring that
reports were both of good quality and effective in
reducing risk. The SH&E professional’s role was to
develop the methodology used and to train commit-
tee members. Most of this training was on-the-job in
nature and occurred during meetings in which
reports were reviewed and discussed using the
questions shown on Figures 1 and 3. Meetings were
held monthly and lasted three to four hours, approx-
imately half was spent reviewing reports, the other
half on related business.

There was an introduction of complexity associ-
ated with implementing the RRC process (but not
with administering the incentive program) as com-
mittee members’ appreciation of risk was greatly
expanded. Risk was transformed from a vague
notion into a concept that had dimensions (probabil-
ity and consequence) and could be assessed before
and after corrective action. As this appreciation of
risk became more sophisticated, RRC members
reflected their improved understanding back to
those who submitted reports. The net result was that
awareness of risk significantly increased throughout
the organization.

incentive program is to motivate workers to invest
time and effort into doing something they are not
already doing or not doing often enough or well
enough. This extra effort is a desirable outcome that
must be distinguished from the effort required to
administer the program. It is the administrative
effort that should be minimized.

Furthermore, a program that is easy to administer
may not be easy to understand. The process detailed
here is relatively complex when one first attempts to
understand what RRC does. However, this experi-
ment created essentially no new work for the commit-
tee. The key is to be clear from the outset about the
nature of any new work that will be created. The goal
of this experiment was for workers to write more and
better reports. The senior manager considered this to
be a desirable goal and it was achieved with minimal
administrative cost. However, some supervisors and
junior managers considered its success undesirable
because it created more work for them personally and
they believed it interfered with worker productivity.

4) Workers should agree that the method used to
determine incentives is fair.

5) The behavior on which the award is based
should change every few months. For example, it is
acceptable to base the award on voluntary reporting
of near-hit incidents and unsafe conditions, but only
for a period of six months. Then, the incentive must
shift to focus attention on some other factor, such as
effective safety meetings. This helps to prevent the
incentive from being seen as entitlement.

The Safety Advisory Board has communicated this
decision to the affected workgroups and has asked for
feedback. Although this approach will not fully
resolve the jealousy, fairness and entitlement/attitude
concerns, it should increase employee ownership of
the behavior chosen as the basis for the incentive.
Also, the perceived inequity with other departments
should be reduced since these workers will now be
receiving an award—although they will have to do
something to receive it. Furthermore, the fact that a
written set of criteria now exists to define the nature of
the incentive may help those whose managers resist
awards for anything they believe workers should be
doing anyway. Since attitudes change slowly, it would
be unreasonable to hold high expectations here either.

One additional action has been taken that is
expected to make a significant difference: The senior
manager has agreed that if supervisors are doing
their jobs with regard to safety, they and their work-
ers should routinely be identifying and correcting
hazards. Therefore, a supervisor’s ability to demon-
strate that s/he has reduced risk in the facility is now
part of each supervisor’s performance review. How
well this incentive will play out remains to be seen;
however, it is proactive in that it now gives supervi-
sors credit for their efforts to improve safety and will
likely influence them to again encourage workers to
report safety concerns.

Is This System Too Complex?
As noted, this system may seem complex and

Risk was transformed from a vague
notion into a concept that had dimensions
and could be assessed before and after
corrective action. As the appreciation
of risk became more sophisticated,
RRC members reflected their improved
understanding back to those who
submitted reports. The net result was that
awareness of risk significantly increased.
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as possible before they reached the senior manager,
and coached him on how to effectively respond to
those objections that did get through. This required
trust between the senior manager and the SH&E
professional.

RRC’s work highlighted the ongoing flow of poor-
ly written and ineffective reports. So long as the senior
manager kept paying attention (another part of the
SH&E professional’s job), s/he predictably would
grow increasingly dissatisfied with the poorly written
reports and ineffective corrective actions (such as sim-
ply telling a worker to be more careful). In this context,
dissatisfaction is good. As it deepens, the senior man-
ager transforms into a champion willing to approach
executive management for the money to correct the
situation. In this case, this became easier for the senior
manager as time passed because RRC had been busy
documenting the state of old processes.

In summary, to win approval:
•Create dissatisfaction. In this organization,

workers had what they considered an entitlement
withdrawn, and the senior manager was shown
how poorly risk was being managed.

•Offer solutions and support. When the old
incentive program was eliminated, workers were
given criteria for an acceptable replacement pro-
gram. Supervisors and local safety coordinators
received guidelines for effective reporting of inci-
dents, near-incidents and unsafe conditions. The
senior manager was coached on how to develop risk
management programs and respond to objections
from junior managers, supervisors and employees.

•Persevere. A move to proactive safety incentives
is a fundamental culture change that is unlikely to
happen quickly.  �
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SH&E professionals often face pressure to keep
things simple. While this is generally sage advice, an
important observation can be made if one notes that
“complexity” and “sophistication” are synonyms.
Sometimes the goal is an increase in sophistication.
The increased appreciation of risk may be described
as added complexity or improved sophistication.
Whatever word is chosen, the fact remains that it is
a desirable result of RRC’s work.

Report writing during the experiment took
longer than it had previously—it should have. The
same form was used and nothing new was required,
but existence of an incentive meant that completing
the report form, which once could be finished in a
few minutes with little thought, now required reflec-
tion. Although the extra effort was optional, any
report that was difficult to understand, failed to
explain relevant causal factors or proposed ineffec-
tive corrective action would not receive much
reward. Thus, extra time was required—and expect-
ed, since the program’s goal was to entice employees
to prepare more, higher-quality reports. A more
meaningful question is, “Was this extra effort and
time well-spent?” The reduced risk that resulted
from these reports, as documented by RRC’s
reviews, indicates that it was.

Conclusion
An incentive program must be well-integrated

into an organization’s overall safety processes and
culture. The success of this program can be traced
back to activities that occurred about two years
before it was even considered. The most important
of these actions was coaching the senior manager on
safety fundamentals: 1) Incentives based on not hav-
ing accidents are ineffective and may produce
results opposite of those desired. 2) The best way to
reduce injury and loss is to understand and take
action to reduce risk.

Once the senior manager understands these prin-
ciples, the SH&E professional can help him/her for-
mulate goals and an action plan to achieve these
goals; here, it is important to ensure that the senior
manager takes ownership of the goals and action
plan. In this organization, the action plan included:
1) Withdraw support from ineffective traditional
safety incentives. 2) Support the committee charged
with improving the quality and effectiveness of inci-
dent, near-incident and unsafe condition reporting.

As noted, workers reacted negatively when tradi-
tional incentives were eliminated. The senior man-
ager quickly balanced the withdrawal with a
promise to support proactive incentives, and chal-
lenged the workforce to offer suggestions. However,
since the workers were not ready to embrace the
new approach, and since the criteria for a new form
of incentive were tough, tensions developed. Thus,
the SH&E professional’s job became one of helping
the senior manager to hold tightly to the stated goal
of reduced accident probability and/or reduced con-
sequence if an accident did occur. The SH&E profes-
sional intercepted and defused as many objections
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