Behaviour based safety- a swathe from America
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This article was printed in Norway, January 2006.
Our Employers say that 96% of all incidents are due to behaviour and dangerous mistreatments. That is why they have introduced an American safety system called “ behaviour based safety”. This system is in conflict with the Norwegian work environment and the purpose of the Working Environment Act. 

January 2006, researchers Helge Ryggvik, Preben Lindø and the undersigned Roy Erling Furre took a roundtrip in the USA to study experiences regarding behaviour- based safety. We visited United Steelworkers, USWA with more than 800 000 members. Their HES department has 16 employees who work fulltime with HES. A lot of this work is related to behaviour-based safety. The experiences from USWA have spread to other unions across the world. Why is it then that we shall import BBS and other “symbol safety” from the USA? The answer might be that the consultancy firms which sells these easy “quick fix” solutions uses psychologists who makes the message easier and sellable. They also use false data and statistics to give the impression that these systems work effectively. Something they do not. 

What is the problem with behaviour based safety, BBS/ABS? 

In addition to undermine the Norwegian three-part model (employee, employer, authorities), behaviour based safety will take the focus away from risk reducing actions. That leads to an increase of more serious and bigger accidents! That alone should be enough for us to toss this ideology on the dumpster once and for all. 

The behaviour systems and consequence management are also strongly disciplined with a lot of abuse and informing. This takes the joy out of the psychosocial work environment and the Norwegian co operational models like the AMU and safety deputy arrangement. 

Behaviour based safety comes from the USA but so does the solutions. Thanks to the USWA!

Typical distinctive features with the behaviour based safety system:

· The system lists and defines what critical behaviour is

· Workers should observe each other

· One teach observers to look for unsafe behaviour

· One frequently looks for unsafe behaviour

· Heavy focus on the use of personal protective gear

· Massive resource usage on the behaviour focus

· Consequence and punishment is used as a mean to change unwanted behaviour

Safety culture and behaviour:

The Regulations cultural paragraph in the Legislation §11 has been used as an alibi to introduce behaviour based safety. The Company says that: “ Ptil has instructed us to do this”. That’s not true. There’s a big difference in having public safety culture contra individual behaviour training.
Regulations

The Companies incorrectly leans on the cultural paragraph in the legislation when they introduce behaviour-based safety. But the Legislation §1, last section clearly says that: 

The solutions and barriers that have the most risk reducing effects shall be chosen out of individually and united judgement. Public safety measures will be preferred rather than safety measures directed at individuals. 

We can safely claim that behaviour systems directed at individuals is in conflict with the claims of the Regulation for public risk reducing actions. We say that having behaviour as a problem, there must always be a risk present. That is why the risk must be reduced rather than us being “trained” to live with the risk!

Consequence management

An important factor in behaviour-based safety is consequence management. One adjusts unwanted behaviour with punishment and reward, as in dog training. From the USA we heard about rough investigation, suspicion and drug testing as remedies to punish the ones being involved in incidents. Dismissal and other reactions was also a part of the punishing mechanism from the management. This is now coming full speed into Norway and our safety regulations. 

Discipline

From several places we hear of negative experience with ABS and consequence management. We have registered that Statoil has started a new type of “safety leader” at Melkøya. Instead of having an expert looking for defects and deficiency, they’ve hired a police- like position group who monitor behaviour. They observe if you park your car with the front pointing in or out. If they observe unwanted behaviour, they rip the doors open and screams at the “victim”. This is something we are familiar with from dog training! This is no longer safety education, but “training”.

Underreporting

The rough results of ”consequence management” lead to one not willing to postpone either one self or colleagues to the results of consequence management. That is why one wants to close up and stop reporting incidents of importance. One stops learning from mistakes and wraps oneself in a world with continuous “nicer” statistics with decreasing absence injuries, while the risk is in fact increasing.

Colour marking the oil workers

If you visit the main office of Transocean you find coloured stickers on their office doors. They have got nothing to do with cleaning frequency, but it indicates the personality of the person using the office. Everyone applying for a job or the ones already working for Transocean must undergo psychological tests, where you afterwards will be given two colours, which places you in the animal kingdom as Lion, Beaver, European Otter or Golden Retriever. The diagnosis you have to carry around on your helmet or on your office door. These tests together with the Dupont behaviour based safety system, is some of the worst I’ve ever seen so far. When I tell people that don’t work in our industry about this, they don’t believe me. The system disapprove from the “golden rule” about people should be treated as you want them to treat you. The System swears by the “platinum rule” about you treating people the way they need to be treated! When we take a look at the colour combination yellow over blue (otter and golden retriever) we see that it reflects a character with negative characteristics as: unorganized, undisciplined, manipulative, short-tempered, reactive, vain, insecure, unsteady, clumsy, possessive, compliant and at last uncertain. It can’t feel very good to walk around with a diagnosis like that on your forehead in an environment that swears to behaviour-based safety with consequence management?

Internationalisation

Also on the Norwegian continental shelf we find stickers on the mirrors saying: “You are now looking at the person responsible for your safety”. We can observe HES campaigns with slogans like: “Your behaviour, our safety”. Common for them all is that the employers tell you that you have now been given the procedures and the proper training, so it is totally up to you if you are getting an “injury free working day”. 

More and more Companies gets more global. Therefore they try to have the same HES systems across the whole world. We haven’t yet seen any companies who believe in the Norwegian model with AMU, VO and the three parts model. Even when the Norwegian Companies do really well, they have no faith in the Norwegian model. Even Statoil doesn’t bring the Norwegian systems out into the world. Oh no. They continue with their colleagues’ program and consequence management. 

Here in Norway people act more and more like regulations are gone, and the Norwegian systems is a voluntary act. It is now up to the unions and the Government to put an end to this behaviour nonsense.

The lies

Many employees only have two places they get HES training, basic safety courses and behaviour training with the operating companies. Both places you are served the lie about the iceberg theory and that 96 percent of all happenings is due to dangerous mistakes from the employees. It is of course difficult to argument against a behaviour-based system, when all is due to behaviour! Isn’t that right? When it appears that these numbers are bogus, everything changes. Even though behaviour often is the provoking factor, it is the underlying causes who should get the focus, as lack of maintenance.

Bonus and awarding system

Several Companies has used arguments around the low numbers of absence as the foundation for bonus payments to leaders and other groups of employees. We are convinced that this form of awarding will lead to the wrong kind of focus in the HES work. Under- reporting and focus on symbol safety will be the consequence. We can see that the companies who is into behaviour-based safety, has a main focus on absence statistics. It is often hard to get focus on work environment factors as noise, chemical health danger and being pushed out because of mussel and skeleton injuries. The bonus systems will also be a motivation in the crooked focus. 

Symbol Safety, The doctrine of walking in stairs

At the safety forums first annual conference, a prominent leader said, “if we can teach all our employees to hold the rail while they climb the stairs, then all of our safety challenges are solved”. It is really sensational that to simplify it like this isn’t descended upon from several sources. 

What’s happening in the world?

When we search the Internet after the word “behaviour based safety” or “behaviour safety”, we see that unions all across the globe are fighting for behaviour-based safety. We can see from their history that many have been misled from this ideology for a while, until they experience how it works. After a while with under reporting, unpleasantness and increased risk, it is often hard to go back to the risk based systems. ABS has a hint of union busting inside. BBS is called “Blame the worker” and “fixing the worker, not the workplace” program. That is why it is always the worker who is responsible when something goes wrong (96%). USWA and the Foundation Labour Institute have also developed a risk based safety system that is supposed to be an alternative to the risk based systems. We also visited the refinery Marcus Hook that is run by Sunoco. They use the risk-based system from Labour Institute. Their experiences were very positive. They could also tell us that every time they got a new management, the management tried to introduce behaviour-based safety, but every time they were convinced that their own risk based safety system was the best! The system therefore still stands in the USA, the homeland of the BBS. 

The Consultants from DuPont and BST: We can tell that in most cases it is psychologists and not security people that work with behaviour based safety. They know how to easily “sell” their products to leaders who is searching for easy solutions that promise good results for a small amount of money. Behaviour based safety is seen upon as a cheap way to run safety. That might be the reason why the management like it so much. They went for this system without listening to the voices from the technical environments. 

Doesn’t behaviour mean anything?

Of course behaviour is a factor when it comes to safety work. But not 96 %! USWA estimated that the more accurate number would be 10 %. With increased knowledge and by understanding the risk, this percentage will decrease even more. We can therefore make the conclusion that in systematic risk reducing work, we will also build the commune behaviour we want. It’s a blind track to believe that you need behaviour-based safety to attend to the factor this amounts to. Even the Labour Institute had behaviour on their list of safety factors for a while. When they noticed that this lead to behaviour getting the dominating focus, they removed it and replaced it with human decision-making and actions. They did this to put the main focus on a deeper understanding of the human mistakes and human factors. Also notice how preoccupied the companies are with individual behaviour, and on the same line how little interested they are in errors made, due to fatigue, lack of sleep because of working the night shift and long hours! Then suddenly it doesn’t mean anything that there is a risk of making mistakes. The lack of education is also an important fact when it comes to making mistakes. If you are confronted with dangerous conditions, you have the need of specific training within this area instead of general behaviour training and so on ..

The report to the Storting, nr. 12 regarding HES:

The report to the Storting was finished when we got back from the USA. Therefore it doesn’t reflect our concerns against behaviour-based safety. Still we managed to have a meeting with the technical departments in both work- and incorporate department and Ptil, as soon as we got back from the States. Corresponding meeting with the parties in Safety forum will be held after the summer holiday. 

What happens next?

Safe will work the information regarding behaviour-based safety. We are having meetings with the technical environment, companies, AMU, annual meetings, board meetings and conferences. I’m sure that in the end we will come through, so that we can get an overall work within the HES, where you don’t need to look for scapegoats. Some say that it’s not only behaviour that is the themes at training camps. There might be many other good risk reducing processes in the companies, but this doesn’t legitimise behaviour-based safety. Behaviour based safety is an ideology that has nothing to do with working life. Not under any circumstances. 

A resolution from the annual meeting 23.03.2006

SAFE in Hydro is very preoccupied when it comes to good safety level on the Norwegian continental shelf being attended to and also developed further in a positive way. Safe in Hydro does not approve of processes were the main task is the use of behaviour based safety. Working Environment Act and the Petroleum regulations are risk based, and not behaviour based. 

Safe in Hydro fears underreporting and increased risk of accidents due to behaviour based safety management. 

The focus can be taken away from the dangerous conditions and guided towards individual mistakes. 

Behaviour based safety can lead to pointing out scapegoats and that the responsibility of the HES is moved from employer to the individual employee. 

SAFE in Hydro feels that the use of behaviour based safety management will undermine the working environment act and the Norwegian public settlements. 










