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[COMPLIANCE TIPS]

Process safety culture: Why is it so important?

By: WALT L. FRANK, P.E.
Senior Consultant 
Organizational Performance Assurance Center
ABS Consulting

Since the introduction of the OSHA
process safety management (PSM) standard
(29 CFR 1910.119) in 1992, companies have
committed considerable effort and expense to
developing PSM programs. Unfortunately,
serious incidents and audits all too frequently
point to gaps in PSM implementation. In the
new book, “Guidelines for Risk Based
Process Safety,” the Center for Chemical
Process Safety (CCPS) asserts that even an
ostensibly complete PSM program will not
effectively produce the intended results if the
organizational culture does not fully value,
support and establish an obligation for PSM
excellence.  

The CCPS’s book (written by ABS
Consulting) addresses a dilemma increasingly
faced by the chemical process industries —
the need to respond to expectations by man-
agement, regulators and society for continu-
ous improvement in process safety results
while managing the competitive pressures that
can impact resources for implementing and
maintaining PSM systems. The guidelines

show how a strong safety culture can help
enhance PSM effectiveness and, in turn, help
address this dilemma. The CCPS’s perspective
on the importance of safety culture has
prompted it to include safety culture as an ele-
ment in its new PSM model.

In the book ABS Consulting describes 12
features essential to implementing a safety
culture element in a PSM system. Below are
four features that recent events have shown to
be significant:

➢ Establish process safety as a core value.
The importance of process safety to the indi-
vidual, the organization and the community
should be understood by all in the organiza-
tion. Each individual should have an aware-
ness of his/her responsibilities with respect to
their process safety performance. The culture
should reflect a strong individual and group
intolerance for violations of norms of process
safety performance. There should be a bal-
anced perspective on the importance of both
traditional worker safety and process safety
performance as unique but parallel goals of
the organization.

➢ Provide strong leadership. Visible,
active and consistent support for process safe-
ty programs and objectives needs to exist at all

levels of management. Managers should feel
comfortable with their roles and responsibili-
ties to nurture process safety culture. It is
imperative that managers are committed to
doing what is right and that they “walk the
walk” — that is, they share their values
through their communications, actions, prior-
ities and provision of resources. The concept
of “process safety as a line responsibility”
should cascade down from leadership to all
levels of the organization.

➢ Establish and enforce high standards of
performance. High standards of process safe-
ty performance need to be established, com-
municated and reinforced for both organiza-
tions and individuals. While the organization
must understand that human errors can be
prompted by management system failures,
there should be zero tolerance for willful vio-
lations of process safety standards, rules or
procedures. The organization should be alert
to the potential for performance degrading
over time and should establish and monitor
key performance indicators.

➢ Maintain a sense of vulnerability. A
high awareness of process hazards and their
potential consequences must exist within the
organization, and there should be a constant

vigilance for indications of system weakness-
es that might allow such hazards to manifest
themselves. The organization should actively
seek to avoid the complacency that can result
from past safety successes.  

Regardless of whether you are trying to
establish a new process safety management
system, revamp an existing underperforming
system or improve a solid system to achieve
higher performance, it is the actions or inac-
tions of individuals working within the system
that can ultimately be the limiting perfor-
mance factor. Therein lies the importance of a
healthy process safety culture.

It has been suggested that, “safety culture
is how we behave when no one is watching.”
If we can have the confidence that all individ-
uals at every level in our organization share an
imperative for sound process safety perfor-
mance and can be trusted to behave in a fash-
ion supportive of such performance (regard-
less of whether they are being watched), then
our task of effective PSM implementation
becomes a good deal more straightforward
and more likely to succeed. 

For more information, contact Walt
Frank at wfrank@absconsulting.com or by
phone at (302) 239-0496. ❑
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