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10 reasons some nuclear workers don't comply 
with safety culture expectations 

This is one ofaseries ofarticles featuring members Amember of INPO's Advisory Council, Dr. Schein 
of INPO's advisory groups. The articles present the per is aleader in the areas of organizational culture, organi
spective of subject-matter experts who serve as advisors zational development, process consultation and career 
to INPO and the industry. dynamics. His work includes research, teaching and writ

In this article, Dr. Edgar Schein, aSloan Fellows pro ing, and he is the author of 14 books. Dr. Schein was edu
fessor of management emeritus at the Massachusetts cated at The University of Chicago; at Stanford University, 
Institute of Technology, discusses 10 reasons some where he received amaster's degree in psychology; and at 
nuclear workers don't comply with the expectations of Harvard University, where he received his Ph.D. in social 
their safety culture (see list, p. 4). psychology. 

Q.Dr. Schein, two reasons workers .When we refer to training, are You want engineering personnel to do Q• don't comply with safety culture • we talking just about technical their best at design; you want operators 
expectations - shortfalls in knowlege knowledge and skills, or is there an to be most realistic in terms of what 
and in skills - deal with issues involv educational aspect to cultural norms they do with surprises and unexpected 
ing training and education. Yet the and expectations? events; and if management doesn't keep 
industry does much in these areas. the ship afloat economically, you have 
How can this be improved? ·I suspect that culture is always nothing going. It's a problem of alignA • in there to some degree. When ment rather than integration. The indi·There is often a difference we talk about cultural issues in plants, A vidual cultures have to understand that 

• between the official training we have to talk about multiple cul they are only one point of view, and
message and what the experienced tures - there is no one culture in the they must learn to live with each other 
worker - the old-timer - says to the plant. There's an engineering culture, and align their goals. 
newcomer: "Yeah, that's what you there's a management culture, there's I think it is worth referring to a 
learn in the classroom, but that's not a control room culture, and the one recent book by Constance Perin, called 
the best way to do it." that's probably ignored the most is the Shouldering Risks: The Culture of Con

The solution is not to depend just on culture of maintenance. Each of these trol in the Nuclear Power Industry, that
the training department, but to make cultures will teach its newcomers its probably should become required 
training a joint effort with operators, norms, values and ways of working. reading for all the plants. It resulted
managers and engineers. Beyond that, 

from a project at MIT under Professor 
the training has to be out in the field. Q.Is there away to make cultures 

John Carroll. Perin is a resident anthro
The classroom can only do a certain • more consistent with one another? 

pologist who did research on more 
amount. Often, by the time people get 

than 15 U.S. nuclear plants. She talks 
into the field, they forget what they A·That implies you're going for 

about different cultures of control and 
learned in the classroom, or the reality is • a single culture, and I'm not 

different ways these cultures assess sure that's realistic or even desirable. not like the classroom demonstration. 
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THE BOTTOM LINE - ALL 10 OF THESE FACTORS NEED TO BE DEALT WITH.� 

risk, and about how tradeoffs are inev
itable. And with tradeoffs, the different 
cultures are trying to come to terms 
with each other, rather than anyone 
of them being right or wrong, or some 
superculture being an integration of 
the others. 

Q.The third reason is mistrust of 
• authority. What can be done when 

this is an issue? 

A.It's much easier to create mis
• trust than to build trust. You lose 
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trust very fast, and it takes years to re
build it. It has to do with how manage
ment handles critical incidents. Some 
union groups I've talked to remember 
when, 10 years ago, management did 
them wrong, and that leads them to 
still think they're not going to get the 
best equipment, etc. 

So if trust is an issue, management 
has to lean over backwards to give 
employees a sense that they're get
ting the best equipment and that the 
right amount of money is being spent 

to ensure safety. And employees will 
measure that. They'll point out that, 
when everything is going smoothly, 
there seems to be no money for certain 
maintenance and safety procedures. 
But when either the press gets in
volved or there's an incident, suddenly 
money appears like magic. They'll ask, 
"Why wasn't that same money spent 
earlier when we could have used some 
maintenance to prevent the problem?" 
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Q�.How can an organization main�
.tain an atmosphere of trust over 

time, particularly when management 
may change? 

A·Each plant has a unique cul
• ture. Unless the new manager 

learns that culture, he or she might 
have a lot of difficulty. Or worse, the 
new manager can end up with a lot of 
conflict by prematurely trying to sell 
a new set of values in a plant that has 
lived by other values. 

I would urge managers to spend 
time getting acquainted with how a 
particular plant works before they say 
ok, this is how I'm going to run it. You 
can't manage hierarchically - you have 
to manage with trust and transparency. 

Q�.When there are layoffs, budget� 
• cuts, decreases in benefits, etc., 

how can management maintain trust 
and credibility with the workforce? 

A·The answer is easy - educate 
• the workforce to the economic 

realities that management lives with. If 
you hide financial data from the work
ers, and then say, "Oh, we're in trouble 
now," there's no reason they should 
believe you. It would be appropriate 
to get all the plant people together 
with the chief financial officer and say, 
"Here's where we are - here's where 
our parent company has budget con
straints, these are the realities." If you 
encourage people to ask questions, 
and you make the economics some
what transparent, the employees will 
better accept the bad news because 
they understand the basis of it. 

J� 

·�aAnumber of recent plant events 
• have involved employees with 

many years of experience. How can 
personal experience contribute to 
errors? 

A.The fact that it is often the 
• most experienced worker who 

has the bad accident is the biggest 
puzzle in the safety area. We can start 
by looking at a non-plant example: I 
don't think you or I drive safely. Why 
don't we? All it would take is for a kid 
to run out in front of our car and lives 
will be ruined. Yet, every day we go 5 
or 10 miles an hour too fast. 

How can you overcome the con
fidence that comes with experience? 
One way is by being exposed to more 
personal accounts of disasters. When 

an employee has a close call or actually 
gets hurt, have him go to all the other 
units and discuss what happened and 
how easy it is to fall into the trap of 
thinking you know how to do some
thing when you really don't. 

Good training and simulation can also 
help. Give people a sense of what it's 
like to be burned or to fall- show them 
movies of what happens to people. Make 
it very vivid - it has to be something 
you can experience and identify with. 

In combination with that, manage
ment must be obsessive about safety. 
Alcoa's former CEO, Paul O'Neill, 
emphasized safety - he literally started 
every meeting discussing it. After a 
few months, everyone understood that 
safety was most important. With that 
goes the message that we are respon
sible for each other, not just ourselves. 
Get the norm at the employee level, 
where if I see you doing something 
unsafe, even walking on a staircase not 
holding the banister, I'll say, "Hold on, 
you might fall." 

Q.How do you encourage teamwork 
• and camaraderie, while also 

expecting people to point out hazards 
and improper work practices? 

A ·I believe in grassroots safety 
• programs. If you want norms 

the group will abide by, you cannot 
impose those norms - they have to 
come from the group. Find out what 
the biggest safety concerns are and 
address those issues. ·Two of the 10 reasons involvea• incentives. What kind of incen
tives help people succeed? 
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A.That depends partly on the 
• employees. I would ask your 

employees what would motivate them 
to work more safely. Do they want cash, 
bonuses, an awards program? Give 
them the opportunity to say what 
would really make a difference. Who 
knows what they might come up with? 

Of course, management must be 
willing to deal with these proposals 
from employees. Maybe the biggest 
developmental training task is to get a 
plant manager who can handle this kind 
of information without getting upset or 
squashing it or killing the messenger. 

a.Is it amixed incentive when we 
.say, "Do more with less," and 

also, "Safety is paramount"? 

A.That goes back to the question 
• about economics. Doing more 

with less and doing it safely may be a 
valid economic argument. What's bad 
is when it's simply announced - we're 
now going to have a cutback, and we're 
going to do the job with fewer people 
- period, end of sentence. You need a 
sound economic argument, and again 
you have to involve the labor/manage
ment teams to redesign the work. Man
agement can set the goal, but employee 
involvement is needed to figure out 
how best to implement it. 

"Change happens through clear articu
lation of new behavior geared to some 
new value. Without stating the behavior, 
you're not accomplishing anything." 

Involvement of the employees is so 
crucial, and I think that's often where 
managers flunk. They think that when 
they lecture the employees, then say, 
"Any questions?" that's participation. 
Instead, they should say, "Here's the 
problem. If we're going to be a better, 
safer plant, we all have to work on it, 
so let's start where you're at on this." 
And involve them in redesign of the 
work, because they probably know 
better what's involved. 

Q.If you're making changes in the 
• organization, how much latitude 

do you give before exercising account
ability for nonadherence with new 
expectations? 

A ·That depends on what the new 
• procedure is. If it's to report 

all minor deviations from the rules 
because the regulator is demanding 
you do it, you probably need to be 
rigid from the beginning. On the other 
hand, there may be some new process 
a manager wants - say more effective 

team meetings - that will require a 
period of learning. There's going to be 
a period when there will be some really 
lousy team meetings, while people are 
learning. So you might have to be very 
tolerant of that. 

Managers often fail to make their 
new values and strategy concrete 
enough. For example, a manager may 
say, "I want more openness of commu
nication in my plant." And he thinks 
he's said it. And, in fact, he's said noth
ing! Openness about what, between 
whom, on what issues? You need to 

drill down further, so when employee 
A and employee B are out there work
ing together, they understand that 
openness means that if A is doing 
something unsafe, B will say to him, 
we've got to do it differently. That's 
what is meant by openness. Or, if you 
see a drop of oil going into the sewer, 
you call the environmental manager 
immediately. That's what you mean by 
openness. Until you're down to that 
level, you're nowhere. 
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Change happens through clear 
articulation of new behavior geared to 
some new value. Without stating the 
behavior, you're not accomplishing 
anything. How much discipline you 
impose on it depends on the kind of 
behavior that is involved. 

Q.Another of the 10 reasons is a 
• "macho self-image." What's the 

difference between strong initiative and 
the desire to succeed and a "macho 
self-image?" 

A: That may have to do with the 
nature of the task. I ran into an example 
recently of an experienced surgeon who, 
in the middle of an operation, realized 
that a junior surgeon was doing some
thing that was going to result in a high
er risk. The senior surgeon stepped in 
and said, "Let me show you how to do 
this." That was not macho self-image 
- that was drawing on his experience 
and competence. 

This issue often comes up when 
industry norms change. Something that 
used to be the work that tough guys 
did is now either automated or there is 
some other procedure. If someone isn't 
willing to accept that, and continues 
the macho behavior, the boss has to 
step in and say, "I understand you, but 
this is no longer appropriate on this 
job." It's a very tough conversation. But 
it's worse ifyou avoid it and that per
son teaches new employees a bunch of 
wrong procedures or macho shortcuts. 

Q.Suppose someone does something 
• "heroic" - takes an extraordinary 

action that achieves a positive result 
- but is clearly not agood work prac
tice. Should the person be rewarded or 
reprimanded? 

A·You have to do it on a case-by.. 
• case basis. We probably all know 

of cases where someone did something 
that was outside the procedure, and it 
worked, and we are relieved that he or 
she deviated. There's a gray area there, 
and that area bears a lot of thought. 
Sometimes you both reward and 
punish it. 

Assuming that no amount of pro
cedures will cover all things that 
could happen in a plant, one of the 
new ways to think about it culturally 
- and again, I refer to the book by 
Constance Perin - is that the different 
subcultures will look at what's going 
on differently. For example, if there is 
an incident, or some equipment isn't 
working, like a leaky pump, mainte
nance will look at it as one kind of 
risk. The operator may see quite a 
different kind of risk. Management 
may say, "If we shut down, we'll lose 
$10 million." They're all looking at the 
same reality, but they're not assessing 

worried about that particular pump 
design that he'll say, "We've got to 
shut down no matter what." And the 
maintenance guy may say, "Oh, we've 
seen that before, let's just let it go." 

In the real world, things are not as 
neat as the procedures would imply. 
And as Perin points out, most of the 
tradition is around hard, measurable 
stuff, but most of the actual incidents 
are around soft, judgmental, non
measurable stuff. And somehow the 
measurable stuff gets all the attention 
and has the prestige and status - that's 
"real" science. The soft judgmental 
stuff that confronts people every day 
as reality tends not to be viewed as 
important or valid, yet what people do 
under those soft circumstances may 
make the difference as to whether you 
have a big incident or not. 

The soft stuff doesn't lend itself 
to standard procedures, and it's hard 
to measure. Measurement drives a 
lot of the procedures. Most plants 

"The soft judgmental stuff that confronts 
people every day as reality tends not to 
be viewed as important or valid, yet what 
people do under those soft circumstances 
may make the difference as to whether 
you have a big incident or not." 
it the same way. And we won't fully 
understand the safety issues until we 
realize that at that moment, tradeoffs 
are going to be made. Maybe senior 
managers are so worried about the 
money that they'll accept a greater 
technical risk. Or the engineer is so 

have "close call" programs, where 
you want the employees to tell about 
near accidents or unsafe things. One 
reason employees are reluctant to do 
that is precisely because it's so hard 
to describe the judgmental things. 
They can't give you a number. Then, 
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of course, the other culture comes in 
and says, "Well, let's see how many 
of those close calls we've had -let's put 
some parameters on it." They go ahead 
and put numbers on it, but the content 
becomes meaningless. The key is to 
notice that you have many subcultures 
that see what's going on from different 
perspectives. 

Perin also makes it very clear that 
whenever you encounter a situation that 
isn't by the book, you have tradeoffs. 
Those tradeoffs reflect the different in
centives of the different subcultures. 

I would give people some really good 
cases to discuss - cases where judgment 
was required. What did we do, what 
should we have done, what could we 
have done - so that people get conscious 
of these mixed incentives and tradeoffs, 
and furthermore, get some experience 
thinking about them. And there might 
not be pat answers to every case. In fact, 
these cases should stimulate a lot of 
debate, and that debate is educational. 

Q.The last of the 10 reasons involves 
• personality factors. If someone's 

personality is causing problems, is it 
possible for that person to change? 

A.This will differ case by case. But 
• in today's open labor market, 

there is no reason to keep trying to 
change a personality when it's dys
functional. I think there's a place for 
confrontation and saying, "This is a 
mismatch. We'll help you get good 
outplacement services, but you have 
to go." It's a disservice to everybody to 
just continue to work with the person, 
even though he or she is creating havoc. 

Getting rid of dysfunctional people 
is one of the things organizations don't 
do very well. Partly because they don't 
recognize there is such a thing as the 
employee or middle manager who always 
looks perfect upward, but is ruining the 
situation below. Organizations are 
particularly bad at identifying those 
people and moving them out. But 
what's happening is they're building 
huge pockets of dissent below, which 
doesn't surface until later. One prin
ciple would be to always pay attention 
if subordinates are complaining a lot, 
even if the performance is there. The 
boss may be getting the performance 
- but at what price? 

Q.Can people with different per
• sonality characteristics work 

.effectively together to create a syner
gistic effect? 

A ·That's a good example of where 
• different group processes have 

to be brought into play, particularly 
what is today touted as "dialogue." 
I've been in a situation where I knew 
that several faculty members who were 
all strong personalities would have 
a difference of opinion about some 
decision that the dean wanted us to 
make. The normal process would be 
to get a proposal up there and debate 
it. Instead, I said, "Before we debate 
this option, let's go around the room 
once without interruption and have 
each person talk about his or her view 
of the situation." It took about 20 min
utes. There were some differences of 
opinion, but it was obvious that, over
all, we favored one alternative. The 
dissenters, having heard what most of 
the others wanted to do, realized there 
was no point in making a big issue. 
So we solved what could have been a 
multi-hour, acrimonious debate in 20 
minutes. I've seen that process work 
over and over again. 

Q.As we look at the 10 factors, 
• some of the solutions get com

plicated. Is there ever a time when no 
action is appropriate - can a problem 
within these areas take care of itself? 

A ·That's a tradeoff, and that's one 
• option when you're trading off 

risk against money against time. But 
the soft side is, when do you revisit that 
issue? Isn't that what really happened 
with recent events in]apan and in 
the U.S.? Maybe the first time you let 
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"The first thing managers will say is, 'This is all Utopian, and I 
don't have time to do any of it.' That's where senior management 
has to make its own decision about how time is measured." 

something go, it's perfectly ok. But the 
second time you let it go is when you 
would have identified the thinning 
pipe or recognized the eroded metal. 
So it's keeping that mindfulness, that 
awareness, that if I've made a tradeoff 
today, does that mean I can always 
make that tradeoff? Or do I have to 
rethink that every day? 

Any real situation probably involves 
a mixture of several of those 10 rea
sons. It's important to think of all of 
them all the time and to realize that 
with operational systems, you can't iso
late just the technical factor, or just the 
macho factor, or just this or that. They 
get very complicated. At the same time, 
there are some things like the incentive 
system and the discipline system that 
do lend themselves to formal analysis. 
So built into the 10 reasons are both 
the hard stuff and the soft stuff, and 
that should be taken into account. 

In order to get to the soft stuff, and 

to work on really understanding the 
tradeoffs that organizations have to 
make, you need in-depth case histories. 
I was a consultant at Digital Equipment 
Corporation for over 30 years, and I 
wrote a book (DEC is Dead, Long Live 
DEC: The Lasting Legacy of Digital 
Equipment Corporation) about how 
the tradeoffs that were or weren't made 
influenced both the company's growth 
and its ultimate economic demise. 

You must be able to see how tradeoffs 
work on a case-by-case level. That's why 
the Perin book will be important. The 
general points can be made concrete 
for the settings in which they occur. 

Q.With all there is to do in anuclear 
• plant, how do you make time to 

deal with these kinds of issues? 

A.Probably almost everything I've 
• suggested costs time. The first 

thing managers will say is, "This is 
all Utopian, and 1 don't have time to 

do any of it." That's where senior man
agement has to make its own decision 
about how time is measured. An hour 
or two done in the correct way can do 
a huge amount of what we're talking 
about. It's not a matter of making a new 
group and having a bunch of meetings. 
Instead, it might be that supervisors, be
fore they start on a job, take 10 minutes 
to ask their employees, "What's new 
today - are there any special hazards?" 

Helen Langer, a psychologist at Har
vard, talks about mindfulness - what it 
is we pay attention to. I once asked her 
how she applies this to safety situations. 
She said that the most obvious applica
tion is, before you start a job, to ask the 
question, "What is different today." Not 
what's the same. What's different - any
thing from "I'm tired today," to "The 
weather is bad." Because that is how 
you're going to focus your attention on 
some of the important things. And that 
doesn't take a lot of time. • 
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