
 

 

 

SYNOPSIS OF BEHAVIOR BASED SAFETY  

Behavior-based safety programs can be valuable, but only as one part of an integrated 
safety program.  It cannot be your whole safety program.  You need strong management 
responsibility and involvement, in-depth hazard analysis, good safety engineering, and 
clear, well-tested, and written procedures in place before you can even consider 
behavior-based safety.  If you have a location where management allows obvious safety 
hazards to exist, asking your employees to analyze their own unsafe acts doesn't have 
much credibility. 

Assuming that your BBS is the capstone of an already strong safety system, it is 
critical to use the system only in an anonymous way, such that it can never be 
used for disciplinary purposes. Use it even once to discipline someone and the 
program is dead beyond resurrection. 

You need to communicate clearly what you expect:   

• Who will do observations? (Ideally everyone. The system should be employee-
driven rather than management-or even supervisor-driven.)   

• How often?   
• Will you require some form of written feedback?  (Checklists of common problems 

or at-risk behaviors are commonly used.)   
• What will you do with this feedback?  (Measure it, at least.) 

Begin the program with self-assessments.  People live most of their lives on auto-
pilot, without thinking about what they are doing.  Going through a process actually 
thinking about what you are doing can be a revelation. Self-assessment is non-
threatening, and gradually opens people up to offering -- and receiving-- feedback to and 
from other persons. 

Observations are only the first step; communication based on the observation is 
the whole point of the system.  People are naturally reluctant to "correct" their fellow 
workers.  BBS systems need to coach people in talking to one another in a non-
confrontational way -- not, "you idiot, you're doing it wrong", but "could this work better if 
we did it this way?"  Sometimes you may find when you ask people why they are doing 
something in a particular way, sometimes you may discover that they know what they 
are doing better than you do (You may be the one who winds up learning) --or they wind 
up realizing they need to change their behavior without me telling them.  Half of BBS is 
teaching people to deal with one another in this way. People need to approach 
communicating with one another in the spirit of sharing the best techniques, rather than 
making a confrontation out of it. 



BBS is based on the "ABC" sequence of: 

• Antecedents 
• Behavior  
• Consequences. 

The consequences that shape behavior most strongly are: 

• Positive 
• Immediate, and  
• Certain 

People need to communicate immediately and every time they see a problem ("silence is 
consent"). 

Experienced workforce members may be the most resistant to BBS, since they don't 
think they need feedback from anyone.  Start out by trying to recruit them as coaches for 
other employees -- assuming that their behavior is something you want emulated. 

Observations should encompass everything that the person is doing -- the right 
stuff as well as the wrong stuff.  Try to "catch them doing something right". Most 
people only get feedback when they are doing something wrong; it's hard to blame them 
for being automatically defensive when someone tries to offer any feedback. 

Also, the system needs to acknowledge that reasonable people can disagree about the 
safe way to do something.  This should prompt wider discussion until a consensus is 
reached. 

BBS isn't a get-out-of-jail-free card.  Although it is much more effective to lead people to 
safer behavior rather than threaten them into it, continuing with clearly unsafe behavior 
cannot be tolerated in any system.  If people persist in unacceptable behavior, you must 
do whatever is necessary to halt that behavior. 
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