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Behavioural safety theories challenged 

Criticism by unions of the use of behavioural safety methods to control workplace hazards was given a boost by a report by the influential US National Safety Council (NSC). Behavioural safety is based on the theories of Herbert Heinrich whose work forms the basis for behaviour-based safety, an approach that focuses on identifying and changing unsafe worker behaviours. In 1931 he claimed 88 per cent of accidents are caused by 'unsafe acts of persons' and said that in a group of 330 accidents, 300 will result in no injuries, 29 will result in minor injuries and one will result in a major injury. These absurd figures are still quoted today, even though they have been disputed by many sources including the governments and unions. Earlier this year the UK's Trade Union Congress (TUC) published guidance for unions criticising the behavioural safety approach as being unscientific and based on a 'blame the workers' approach, and the VTHC and ACTU produced a manual for health and safety reps some years ago. 


Now an article in the magazine of the NSC has finally acknowledged that what Heinrich did as 'research' is ‘questionable.' James Howe former assistant director of health and safety for the United Auto Workers, also takes issue with approach. 'The pyramid theory has really done a disservice to the safety profession,' he said, 'because it has misled people running safety programs into thinking that if they work on minor incidents, major incidents will go away. And many, many companies are aware that that is not the case.' In fact, he said, certain companies with award-winning low injury rates have suffered some of the worst catastrophic incidents during the past 10 years. At the same time a survey by the NSC magazine 'Safety + Health' showed that 86% of safety professionals believed Heinrich's theories either completely or somewhat with only 5% not believing them at all. Although behavioural safety programmes are far less common in the UK than in the US, a number of large companies do use them, especially in the energy sectors. One company that has relied heavily on behavioural safety is BP. Following the Texas City explosion, which killed 15 people, their first response was to blame 'human error'. Subsequent investigations have indicated that the disaster was a result of management failings.  Source: Risks 527
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