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Appendix A Safety Culture Profiles 

This book makes use of the following levels of maturity: D, C, 

B, and A. These progress from the least mature safety level (D) to 

the most mature level (A). This progression is adapted from the 

Conscious Competence Learning Model—first introduced in the 

1970s by Gordon Training International—which describes how 

individuals and groups move from unawareness to mastery. The 

table below summarizes the safety levels. 

The Safety Culture 

Progression Model 

Conscious Competence 

Learning Model 

(D) Hidden Risks Unaware/Incompetent 

(C) Conversations Aware/Incompetent 

(B) Ownership Aware/Competent 

(A) Embedded Safety Culture Unaware/Competent 

 

Safety culture doesn’t 

shift overnight. It  

This framework draws 

from the "conscious 

competence" model of 

skill development, which 

includes four stages: 
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• (D) Unconscious Incompetence – You don’t know what 

you don’t know. 

• (C) Conscious Incompetence – You become aware that 

something is wrong but lack the skills or systems to change 

it. 

• (B) Conscious Competence – You know what to do and 

are actively working to apply it. 

• (A) Unconscious Competence – You operate with skill and 

care automatically; the behavior is embedded. 

Safety Culture Progression: Part 1 (Grades D & C) 

Grade D: Unconscious Incompetence 

• Cultural Profile Name: Risk-Blind Culture 

• Description: Hazards are unrecognized or ignored. Unsafe 

behaviors are normalized because "nothing bad has 

happened yet." New workers are trained informally by 

peers who have inherited bad habits. The organization 

appears to function but does so under invisible, 

compounding risk. 

• Worker Mindset: "We’ve always done it this way." 

• Leadership Behavior: Dismisses or downplays safety 

concerns; may express surprise when incidents occur. 

Training is generic or outdated. Safety documentation 

exists but is not referenced or practiced. 

Grade C: Conscious Incompetence 



4 

• Cultural Profile Name: Tolerance-Based Culture 

• Description: Teams are aware of safety issues but feel 

unequipped or unsupported to fix them. There's a gap 

between knowing and doing. Policies may exist but aren't 

reinforced by tools, time, or culture. Workers hesitate to 

speak up, and near misses go unreported. 

• Worker Mindset: "I know this isn’t safe, but I don’t have 

the authority to stop it." 

• Leadership Behavior: Relies on compliance language 

("Make sure you sign off") without following up on root 

causes. Reinforces production deadlines over safety 

reflection. Might be sympathetic but unresponsive. 

Safety Culture Progression: Part 2 (Grades B & A) 

Grade B: Conscious Competence 

• Cultural Profile Name: Procedural Safety Culture 

• Description: Safety is taken seriously and practiced 

deliberately. Teams actively discuss risks, apply 

procedures, and adjust operations when needed. Reporting 

is encouraged and acted on. Training is updated and site-

specific. Safety is not yet automatic, but it is visible and 

growing. 

• Worker Mindset: "Let’s take time to do this right." 
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• Leadership Behavior: Responds to reports constructively, 

reinforces positive behavior, and models participation in 

safety discussions. Adjusts schedules or plans when safety 

requires it. 

Grade A: Unconscious Competence 

• Cultural Profile Name: Embedded Safety Culture 

• Description: Safety is fully integrated into how work gets 

done. It is neither a separate task nor an external 

obligation—it is part of the identity of the team. Teams 

self-monitor and adjust. Safety rituals are normalized and 

sustained without requiring push from above. 

• Worker Mindset: "This is just how we do things here." 

• Leadership Behavior: Builds peer-based accountability, 

supports symbolic and structural reinforcement (e.g., 

recognition rituals), and mentors emerging leaders to carry 

the culture forward. 

 

The goal isn’t perfection—it’s momentum. Understanding 

your current profile can help you focus efforts and celebrate 

progress. Whether you're working to break habits of risk tolerance 

or looking to sustain an already strong culture, the journey toward 

habitual safety is worth investing in. 
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This section is directly supported by Gordon Training 

International and Broadwell (1969), whose “Conscious 

Competence” model explains how people and organizations grow 

from being unaware of risks to making safety a natural part of 

everyday work. The stages described here are also built on research 

from Reason (1997), who showed how organizations move from 

unsafe habits to lasting safety. Hudson’s work (2001, 2007) adds 

further evidence, mapping how strong safety cultures develop in 

high-risk fields. 

Additional support comes from Guldenmund (2000), who 

studied how safety culture changes over time, and from Parker, 

Lawrie, and Hudson (2006), who offer practical ways to 

understand and guide culture change. The ideas here are shaped by 

many studies and real-world examples from safety science. 

For more in-depth insights, readers can look to resources like 

the International Atomic Energy Agency’s guide to building safety 

culture (IAEA, 2002) and Hale’s work on how culture can be 

misunderstood (Hale, 2000). 
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Appendix D Culture Assessment 

Safety Culture Self-Assessment Tool 

Rate your organization from 1 (low) to 5 (high) in each category: 

Category Description 
Score 

(1–5) 

Reporting & 

Openness 

Employees feel safe to report 

safety concerns, near misses, or 

mistakes without fear. 

 

Leadership 

Commitment 

Leaders actively model, support, 

and prioritize safety—even when 

it’s inconvenient. 

 

Communication 

Clarity 

Safety rules, updates, and 

expectations are explained in ways 

everyone understands. 

 

Training & 

Learning 

Safety training is current, practical, 

repeated, and helps people learn 

from mistakes. 

 

Employee 

Participation 

All team members are involved in 

safety planning and can help 

improve safety practices. 

 

Peer & Supervisor 

Accountability 

Everyone, including supervisors, 

holds themselves and others 

responsible for safety. 

 

Continuous 

Improvement 

The organization reviews safety 

data, learns from incidents, and 

updates systems as needed. 
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Interpreting Your Safety Culture Score 

Use this chart to match your total score with your organization’s 

current safety maturity level. 

Score Maturity Level What This Means 

A 

30–35 

Embedded Safety 

Culture 

Safety is part of daily work and 

decision-making at every level. Good 

habits are strong and automatic. Keep 

building and sharing best practices. 

B 

24–29 
Ownership 
 

Safety is consistent and intentional. 

People take the lead, but there’s still 

room for deeper habits and wider 

engagement. Focus on fine-tuning and 

celebrating ownership. 

C 

18–23 
Conversations 
 

People are starting to talk about safety 

and notice risks, but strong routines 

and shared responsibility are not there 

yet. Focus on turning talk into action 

and building trust. 

D 

7-18 
Hidden Risks 
 

Many hazards are ignored or unseen. 

Safety is not yet part of the team’s 

daily thinking or work. Begin by 

building awareness, honest 

conversation, and visible support from 

leaders. 
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Peer-Reviewed Foundations for Each Category 

Each category in this self-assessment is grounded in peer-reviewed 

research and the most widely cited safety culture models. For 

reference, supporting sources are listed below. 

Category Research Support 

Reporting & 
Openness 

Hudson (2007), Reason (1997), Zohar 
(2010), UK HSE SCAT: Emphasize open 
reporting, psychological safety, and “just 
culture.” 

Leadership 
Commitment 

Zohar (2010), Cooper & Phillips (2004), 
Hudson (2007): Show that management 
commitment is the single strongest predictor 
of safety culture and outcomes. 

Communication 
Clarity 

Fleming (2001), Cooper (2000), Zohar 
(1980): Clear communication of safety 
expectations is central to every major model 
and assessment tool. 

Training & 
Learning 

Reason (1997), Cooper (2000), HSE SCAT: 
Ongoing, practical training and 
organizational learning are essential features 
of high-maturity cultures. 

Employee 
Participation 

Fleming (2001), Cooper (2004), HSE SCAT: 
Involving employees in planning and 
decisions is a mark of advanced safety 
cultures. 

Peer & Supervisor 
Accountability 

Hudson (2007), Fleming (2001): Mature 
cultures involve shared responsibility—not 
just from management, but from peers and 
front-line leaders. 

Continuous 
Improvement 

Zohar (2010), Reason (1997), Cooper 
(2004): Using feedback and learning from 
incidents to adapt and refine safety systems 
is a hallmark of generative/embedded 
cultures. 

 

 



10 

Appendix E Example Incidents 

Understanding Safety Culture Through 
Example Incidents 

Safety culture isn’t shown by policies, but by how people actually 

handle hazards day to day. While sometimes it’s obvious if a 

workplace is “risk-blind” or proactive, the real difference is seen in 

everyday actions and responses. 

The tables below use the same incident—first an office trip hazard, 

then a chemical spill—to illustrate what happens at each safety 

maturity level: D, C, B, and A. This helps teams see where they 

stand and what stronger safety looks like. 

Example 1: Office Trip Hazard 

Maturity 

Level 
Before Incident After Incident 

D 

Hidden Risks 

Hazard ignored, no 

reports, no action 

Surprise; one-off fix; no 

learning; “bad luck 

C 

Conversations 

Hazard discussed, no 

follow-through 

Talk, email, brief focus, but 

no system changes 

B 

Ownership 

Hazard reported/fixed 

quickly 

Immediate review, system 

update, positive 

recognition 

A 

Embedded 

Hazard rarely 

appears, fixed 

instantly 

Learning shared, routine 

improved, no blame, 

systemized 

 



11 

Most warehouse chemical spills happen where safety roles are 

unclear, and training is lacking. In 2022, U.S. warehouses reported 

over 2,100 injuries from hazardous substances (BLS, 2023). Over 

70% of major chemical incidents involve failures in hazard 

communication or response (CSB, 2022). 

By contrast, workplaces with clear roles and regular training 

(B/A maturity) see up to 60% fewer spills and respond far more 

effectively (BLS, 2023; CSB, 2022). 

Example 2: Warehouse Chemical Spill 

Maturity 

Level 
Before Incident After Incident 

D 

Hidden Risks 

Poor storage, no 

training, hazards 

ignored 

Panic, improper cleanup, 

no reporting, risk recurs 

C 

Conversations 

Some talk/training, 

little action, unclear 

roles 

Slow response, meeting 

after, temporary fix, 

attention fades 

B 

Ownership 

Safe storage, assigned 

roles, trained staff 

Proper response, review, 

updated training, 

recognition 

A 

Embedded 

Hazards anticipated, 

proactive teamwork 

Immediate, expert 

response, org-wide 

learning, system upgrade 
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Collisions are far more likely where driver training, vehicle 

maintenance, and fatigue are neglected. Stronger safety cultures—

with clear systems and ongoing training—reduce crashes and 

improve response when incidents happen (BLS, 2023). 

Example 3: Class A Truck Collision 

Maturity 

Level 
Before Incident After Incident 

D 

Hidden Risks 

Driver training is minimal 

or outdated; trucks are 

poorly maintained; fatigue 

and shortcuts are ignored. 

Collision blamed on 

‘bad luck’ or driver 

error; no review, and 

hazards remain 

unaddressed. 

C 

Conversation 

Some concerns about 

schedules, truck 

maintenance, or driver 

fatigue have been raised, 

but rarely acted on. 

After the collision, 

there’s a safety 

meeting or memo, but 

long-term changes are 

limited or superficial. 

B 

Ownership 

Drivers are well-trained, 

maintenance is routine, and 

issues are reported and 

fixed promptly. 

Thorough review 

identifies root causes; 

systems and training 

updated. 

A 

Embedded 

Preventive systems are 

strong: driver wellness and 

training are ongoing, 

maintenance is proactive, 

and teams routinely look 

out for each other. 

Incident sparks open, 

blame-free learning; 

best practices shared, 

and systems improved. 
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