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• Many of us have heard, or even use, the term 
“safety culture”, but how many of us really 
understand what it means? 

• For that matter, what is the definition of 
“safety culture”? 



• Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

– “Nuclear safety culture” is the core values and 
behaviors resulting from a collective commitment 
by leaders and individuals to emphasize safety 
over competing goals to ensure protection of 
people and the environment. 

Let’s examine one of the NRC’s Case Studies… 
 



• Upper Big Branch Mine (April 2010) 

– A series of explosions occurred inside the Upper Big 
Branch (UBB) mine in southern West Virginia. 

– Twenty nine coal miners working for Performance Coal 
Company lost their lives in the “largest coal mine disaster 
in the United States in 40 years.”  

Probable Cause… 

…cited every month during 2009 (64 citations in all) for failure to 

ventilate the mine according to the approved ventilation plan. Poor 

ventilation was likely a contributor to the accumulation of methane 

gas. Government investigators believe malfunctioning water sprayers 

on the machine used to cut coal from the rock may have permitted the 

ignition source for igniting the methane gas.  
 





Positive Safety Culture Trait Evidence of Weak Safety Culture Traits 

Leadership Safety Values and Actions in 
which leaders demonstrate a 
commitment to safety in their decisions 
and behaviors. 

One specific work process that the mine 
leadership had in place illegally provide 
advance notice to miners of MSHA 
inspections.  

Problem Identification and Resolution in 
which issues potentially affecting safety 
are promptly identified, fully evaluated 
and promptly addressed and corrected 
commensurate with their significance. 

…when a worker told the foreman about 
the air reversal, he didn’t say nothing, he 
just walked away. 

Upper Big Branch Mine Explosion Safety Culture Traits – Part 1 



Positive Safety Culture Trait Evidence of Weak Safety Culture Traits 

Personal Accountability in which all 
individuals take personal responsibility for 
safety. 

In the weeks preceding the accident, 
investigators found that one of the hand 
held methane detectors had not even 
been turned on, but the foreman recorded 
daily and weekly gas readings in the log 
book. 

Work Processes in which the process of 
planning and controlling work activities is 
implemented to maintain safety. 

In instances in which a section boss did 
halt production because of a dangerous 
condition, such as inadequate ventilation, 
he was instructed to write only 
‘downtime’… 

Upper Big Branch Mine Explosion Safety Culture Traits – Part 2 

Proper MSHA inspections and enforcement likely could 

have prevented the Upper Big Branch Mine Disaster. 
- NIOSH – March 2012 



Positive Safety Culture Trait Evidence of Weak Safety Culture Traits 

Environment for Raising Concerns in 
which a safety-conscious work 
environment is maintained where 
personnel feel free to raise safety 
concerns without fear of retaliation, 
intimidation, harassment, or 
discrimination. 

Witness testimony reveled that miners 
were intimidated by management and 
were told that raising safety concerns 
would jeopardize their jobs. 

Respectful Work Environment in which 
trust and respect permeate the 
organization. 

Miners also mentioned disrespectful 
written messages they received from a 
senior manager.  Others were intimated 
by a manager’s “nasty notes” and didn’t 
say anything because they were “job 
scared.” 

Upper Big Branch Mine Explosion Safety Culture Traits – Part 3 

“Upper Big Branch Mine to be Sealed” 
- Associated Press – April 5, 2012 



• Senior management dictates the tone for the balance between safety and 
corporate performance. These two items are not mutually exclusive and 
can and must successfully coexist. However, a strong safety culture 
demands a safety first approach to business. 

• No single event led to this catastrophe. Instead, it resulted from a series of 
events that were precipitated by a work environment in which workers 
were not encouraged to raise safety concerns and managers may have 
been discouraged from halting production in order to address an unsafe 
condition. 

• This disaster may have been avoided had there been a more robust, 
positive safety culture in which workers and managers were encouraged to 
raise concerns. 

What can ANY organization learn from this accident? 



• A more positive case study… 

 



• U.S. Airways Flight 1549, Forced Landing on the Hudson 
– January 15, 2009, … departed LaGuardia heading to Charlotte Douglas 

International … “This is your captain, brace for impact.” The plane 
started quickly losing altitude and the captain glided the aircraft, tail 
first, into the Hudson River. Although the airplane was substantially 
damaged, all 155 passengers and crew members evacuated safely. 



Positive Safety Culture Trait Evidence of Positive Safety Culture Traits 

Leadership Safety Values and Actions in 
which leaders demonstrate a 
commitment to safety in their decisions 
and behaviors. 

… Before leaving the cabin, he walked up 
and down the aisle twice to make sure 
everyone was out. … 

Problem Identification and Resolution in 
which issues potentially affecting safety 
are promptly identified, fully evaluated 
and promptly addressed and corrected 
commensurate with their significance. 

… Each pilot adhered to his role and 
responsibilities while the captain planned 
the landing – wings level, nose slight up, 
good descent rate….  All of these things 
need to happen simultaneously. 

Questioning Attitude in which individuals 
avoid complacency and continuously 
challenge existing conditions and 
activities in order to identify discrepancies 
that might result in error or inappropriate 
action. 

… the captain quickly realized there was 
an emergency and took  control of the 
aircraft.  The captain analyzed the existing 
conditions, questioned the Air Traffic 
Control guidance to land at LaGuardia 
and instead made the decision to land on 
the Hudson, which was the safer option. 

Flight 1549 – Part 1 



• The story of US Airways flight 1549 contains the same threads 
of leadership, training, planning and preparation required for 
any corporation to be sufficiently able to respond when a crisis 
strikes.  This incident reinforces the importance of promoting 
a positive safety culture by demonstrating how the strong 
safety culture traits aided the crew in protecting the safety of 
the passengers. 

• The lessons that can be taken from the remarkable story of Flight 1549 are 
many, and from a corporate management standpoint, a question to be 
asked might be, “If my company, my management team, my employees 
were put into a situation that difficult, can we respond?” 

– Miracle on the Hudson by Jay Silverberg 

What can ANY organization learn from this accident? 



Questions? 




