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PSYCHOLOGY AND SAFETY: THE HUMAN ELEMENT IN LOSS PREVENTION 
Learning Objectives 
After completing this module, you will be able to 

 Define the terminology associated with the study of psychology 
 Explain the concepts associated with motivation and safety 
 Differentiate between behavioral and goal-directed theories of motivation 
 Explain the principles associated with behavior modification and safety 
 Describe the importance of establishing a positive safety culture 
 Identify the pitfalls inherent in safety incentive programs 
 Describe the benefits of employee empowerment and job enrichment 

 
Introduction 
It is difficult to be effective in safety without an understanding of human motivation, capabilities, 
and limitations. Human error may result in as many as 85 to 95 percent of all accidents. There is 
little doubt people contribute to the hazards resulting in injury or illness. Traditional approaches to 
the study of motivation are examined in this chapter to assist safety professionals in recognizing 
some of the factors that contribute to worker behavior. Information presented also exposes the safety 
professional to various psychological concepts and theories. The intent is to provide useful strategies 
for correcting or eliminating adverse psychological safety factors from both the worker and employer 
perspective. 
Basic Terminology 
Psychology is the study of behavior, encompassing clinical, developmental, educational, 
experimental, industrial, social, and physiological psychology. 
Attitudes are enduring reactions toward people, places, or objects, based on our beliefs and emotional 
feelings. For example, if a person is taught to believe tall people are complainers, when a tall person 
hurts his back, the reaction is likely to be, ‘‘That tall person is exaggerating his injury; he is not really 
hurt. There was no problem with the job; he should have been able to lift the 180-pound load. If he 
really wants to work, he has to accept all of the responsibilities of the job.’’ Notice how this attitude 
influences the way the injury scenario is viewed. The question of bias is especially important when 
safety professionals are concerned with hazard identification, incident trend analysis, and accident 
investigation. Individual attitudes may guide attention and effort in the wrong direction. 
Job satisfaction is the specific attitude and emotional feeling that individuals have about their jobs. 
When workers enjoy what they do, they are said to be receiving satisfaction from the job and this, 
in turn, may influence employee morale. 
Morale is the meeting of individuals’ needs and the extent to which employees recognize this 
meeting of needs comes from jobs. Some researchers believe if morale is low, employee motivation 
will also be low. 
Motivation is the inner drive, impulse, or need that creates a personal incentive toward behavior. 
Motivation 
Motivation is an individual’s tendency toward action in a given situation. In other words, people 
cannot and do not motivate others. It is the individual who acts or behaves in a given situation. 
Environmental conditions can be established to increase the likelihood of action and performance, 



but it is up to the individual to respond. How an individual actually responds depends upon personal 
experiences coming together to form attitudes. 
The Goal-Directed and the Behavioral Schools of study represent two of the most popular views of 
motivation. In the Goal-Directed School of Motivation, the inner drives of individuals are examined 
to explain why human behavior takes place. Examples of goal-directed theories include the Needs-
Hierarchy Theory, the Need-Achievement Theory, and the Motivational Hygiene Theory. Examples 
of behavioral theories are Pavlovian theory and Operant Conditioning theory. 
Goal-Directed School 
Maslow’s Needs-Hierarchy Theory 
The goal-directed study of motivation states that people have various types of needs. Depending on 
the specific theory of interest, these needs can be physiological (the need for food, clothing, or 
shelter) or psychological (the need for love, recognition, and affiliation with others). Needs help 
individuals to establish goals guiding behavior to gain rewards and to satisfy needs (see figure below: 
the model first developed by Deci that pictorially describes the relationship between needs and 
behavior). 
Dr. Abraham Maslow’s Needs-Hierarchy Theory is based on the goal-directed model of motivation (see 
figure 11-2 for a pictorial representation of Maslow’s model of motivation). According to Maslow’s 
theory of motivation, people have basic needs—hunger, thirst, and desire for warmth—that must be 
satisfied before more advanced needs become motivating influences. It is only after these basic 
physiological needs are satisfied that individuals seek safety and security, the need to be protected 
and preserved in terms of health and wellbeing. Living in a location free from turmoil and conflict 
is an example. 
Once the safety and security needs are satisfied, individuals seek to establish close friendships and 
loving relationships with others. With this social support system in place, they strive to satisfy needs 
associated with self-esteem and esteem by others. Esteem refers to the individual’s sense of personal 
worth. Self-respect, dignity, independence, and confidence are some of the attributes individuals are 
trying to achieve at this level. 

 
Goal-directed model of motivation based on the research of Deci. 



 
Maslow’s Needs-Hierarchy model of motivation. 
Maslow theorized that the individual, having satisfied all the lower levels of needs, now has the 
potential for self-actualization, a concern for the well-being of others or the state of society. Examples 
of self-actualized individuals include Eleanor Roosevelt and Mother Teresa. 
There is little evidence to justify the accuracy of this theory in explaining human motivation; 
Maslow’s work is based on post hoc studies of selected individuals. Researchers have found, however, 
that certain needs must be satisfied before individuals can or will pursue other needs. Any of 
Maslow’s needs could serve as motivators for individuals, depending on their psychological state. 
People or employees are motivated by unsatisfied needs only. Once needs are met in a given category 
and the future appears to hold the same, individuals will move to a higher level of need. In the 
United States, most employees in an industrial or construction setting have their basic needs met 
through wages and benefits. Unmet needs are going to likely be of a psychological rather than of a 
physiological nature. Motivation toward safety should likely focus on something other than meeting 
physical needs. 
McClelland’s Need-Achievement Theory 
A goal-directed theory that has acquired significant attention due to tangible research supporting its 
premise is McClelland’s Need- Achievement Theory. 
According to McClelland, there are three essential motives that drive human behavior: 
1. Achievement 
2. Affiliation 
3. Power 
Achievement is the accomplishment of tasks and activities. Individuals having a high need for 
achievement are very comfortable working alone. They tend to be very creative and can develop 
unique solutions to the challenges presented them. 
Those with a need for affiliation seek the company of others and find satisfaction in close 
relationships. They may gain satisfaction from knowing or meeting famous people. The enjoyment 
of being a part of a certain work crew and talking with coworkers may satisfy this need. Pride 
associated with the wearing of team or company clothing is an example of outward display of 
affiliation. 



The need for power is probably the most misinterpreted of McClelland’s three needs. Power, in this 
context, does not necessarily mean insidious and tyrannical control over people but rather the ability 
to positively influence others. Managers often have high power and achievement profiles. They have 
a need to get tasks accomplished through the use of and influence over subordinates in the 
organization. According to this theory, many teachers and trainers have a high need for power. They 
gain satisfaction from students’ successes and accomplishments. 
While some individuals may have a predisposition toward one of the three needs, it is more likely 
they will possess two or all three of them. Frequently, we attempt to influence the behavior of others 
by using rewards that seem important to us. It is possible to influence the behavior of others only 
when you know what is important to them. By considering all three of McClelland’s motives and 
analyzing individuals to determine what needs each has, it becomes theoretically possible to structure 
rewards in such a way that individuals’ needs are met through higher safety performance. 
Herzberg’s Motivation Hygiene Theory 
Frederick Herzberg, in his Motivation Hygiene Theory, states that employee motivation depends on the 
characteristics of the job referred to as intrinsic job factors. When Herzberg performed his study, he asked 
workers what about their job motivated them. The responses included achievement, activity, 
authority, creativity, importance, independence, interest, knowledge, personal growth and 
development, promotion opportunity, recognition, responsibility, service to others, utilization, and 
variety. He learned that some of the factors not directly related to the job, such as a clean work 
environment, had no effect on motivation. These external factors can be addressed, and although 
the workplace may be clean or hygienic— having nothing to make the worker dissatisfied—it does 
nothing to satisfy or motivate the worker. A few of the less-obvious intrinsic job factors or motivators 
deserve exploration. 
Activity refers to a steady and physically acceptable level of performance. Physical and mental 
workloads are balanced and reasonable. When workloads become either excessive or minimal, 
occupational stress resulting from fatigue or boredom can become a safety problem. 
Authority refers to the amount of power inherent in a job to influence or control the work activities 
of others. Here again, occupational stress is often overlooked. When individuals have extensive 
responsibilities but little control over the accomplishment of tasks, stress may result. Job satisfaction 
is closely tied to the appropriate balance of responsibility (accountability for performance, decisions, 
and outcomes) and authority. 
Creativity reflects the opportunity for individuals to apply inventiveness, resourcefulness, and 
personal talents to the work situation. Many individuals enjoy the process of developing new and 
innovative solutions to problems in the workplace. Jobs that tap into an individual’s creativity often 
seem more enjoyable because they tend to be less routine. 
Importance refers to the perceived value of the work performed. When employees believe they make 
a difference in the organization, job satisfaction increases. When coupled with interest, the chance 
to perform activities compatible with the individual’s personal preferences, importance makes 
employee motivation tend to soar. Employers may also affect employee motivation by offering 
opportunities for promotion, recognition, paths for advancement, and appreciation for strong 
performance. Intrinsic job factors are only motivational if the individual considers them as such. 
Not everyone desires advancement or promotion, so they may not be motivating to an individual 
who desires to remain a member of a crew or team. The more intrinsic job factors there are, the 
greater the job satisfaction. 



Job satisfaction describes the positive feeling workers have about their jobs. It implies employees are 
meeting their needs through their work. Several studies indicate a negative correlation between job 
satisfaction and accidents; that is, the greater the job satisfaction of employees, the fewer the 
accidents. If the intrinsic job factors are removed, the worker is no longer motivated to perform. 
Factors not intrinsic to the job, external factors, are more related to the environment and are not 
considered motivators. A dirty workplace would be external. A clean environment might be pleasing, 
but it does not contribute to motivation. By making a dirty workplace clean we make it less 
undesirable but we do not make the worker more motivated. 
We can remove all of the undesirable external factors and will still not motivate the worker; all we 
have is a clean or hygienic work environment. From a safety application perspective, truly effective 
motivators are relatively inexpensive since they have to do with the job itself. 
Enhancing the job, by making it more interesting or by empowering the worker to make more 
decisions, provides a more efficient work environment and tends to be motivational. 
Behavioral School 
The Behavioral School examines environmental factors influencing human performance. Two of 
the most widely known behavioral theories are the Pavlovian, also known as the Classical 
Conditioning Theory, and Operant Conditioning or the Skinnerian theory. 
Pavlov 
Pavlovian conditioning explains behavior as reflexive in nature. The traditional example is of dogs 
salivating when a stimulus, a bell, is paired with the presentation of food. After repeated pairings, 
Ivan Pavlov found the conditioned or learned stimulus produces the same response as the 
unconditioned or natural stimulus. An example of this type of motivation is the fear and anxiety 
people feel when they enter a location where they have been injured. The location becomes a 
conditioned stimulus or cue producing the natural emotional response. People involved in serious 
automobile accidents often experience anxiety when they attempt to drive again. One industrial 
example is the near-fatal shock of an electrician at a high-voltage substation. 
When he returned to work after a six-month absence, the employee could not pass through the gates 
of the power substation without experiencing debilitating anxiety. The power substation became his 
conditioned stimulus associated with severe and intense pain. 
Skinner 
B. F. Skinner proposed operant conditioning, a process in which the frequency of occurrence of 
behavior is modified by the consequences of the behavior; that is, the consequences of people’s 
actions will determine future actions. The external consequences, referred to as the environment or 
environmental stimuli, may increase, decrease, or have little effect on behavior. When the likelihood 
of a response increases following the presentation of an event or stimulus, the process is referred to 
as positive reinforcement. Praise, recognition, and financial rewards are just a few possible examples 
of positive reinforcers. 
By definition, a stimulus is not a positive reinforcer unless it increases the likelihood of the behavior 
reoccurring in the future. When the likelihood of a response decreases following the presentation 
of an event or stimulus, the process is referred to as punishment. 
The figure below shows the relationship between the presentation and removal of environmental 
events and their effect on behavior. When workers associate safety with pleasant results or positive 
reinforcement, their safe behavior is likely to continue. When safe behavior is associated with 
unpleasantness, it is likely to discontinue. If a worker equates PPE (personal protective equipment) 



with discomfort, he is less likely to wear it. If, on the other hand, he associates it with being able to 
spend more quality time with his family, being in line for a raise, or positive feedback from someone 
he respects, he is likely to utilize it. Supervisor praise for employee compliance with a company safety 
hard hat policy is an environmental stimulus considered positive reinforcement if it increases the 
likelihood of the employee wearing the hard hat in the future. 
 If the supervisor is disliked and he has no authority to discipline the employee, his praise may be 
seen as negative reinforcement and it could even decrease the likelihood of employee use. If 
employees are suspended every time they are observed performing unsafe behaviors and, over time, 
the unsafe behaviors decrease in frequency, this process would be considered punishment. If an 
employee only wears safety gear when the supervisor is in his work area, this behavior would be 
considered avoidance, being maintained by negative reinforcement. 

 
Operant Conditioning model of environmental processes and their effect on behavior. 
Extinction is the removal of a positive stimulus, reducing the likelihood of a behavior recurring in 
the future. Incentive programs are often used to improve safe performance. Frequently, when 
incentive programs are eliminated, safe performance will decline. Behaviorists could explain the 
reduction in desired safe performance a result of the process of extinction. Before providing 
substantial safety awards, prizes for safety competitions, or other expensive incentives, one must 
consider how long the company is prepared to maintain them. How much is the company willing to 
spend? What happens when the incentives are discontinued? Once rewards are given, employees 
view them as entitlements. Remove the entitlements and the company can face significant anger and 
disappointment from its workers. 
Theories 
Employees are rational; they always do the rational thing—in their own minds. They have specific 
reasons for behaving the way they do. 
The challenge is to determine the factors supporting undesirable performance and develop strategies 
to modify behavior. There are several possible factors leading to undesirable safety performance, 
including employee background, peer influence, and company environment. Although no two 
employees will necessarily respond in a like manner to the same stimulus, motivational theories 
attempt to apply what has been learned about a few to the whole population. What works for one 
won’t necessarily work for another, because each person has different needs; therefore, it is 
important to understand each employee and his or her needs. 
Suppose a new employee must work near a vat of acid. The employee has been trained in recognizing 
hazards in the workplace but still does not wear PPE. Is it irrational not to wear eye protection near 



acid? Most people would probably say ‘‘Yes!’’ This undesirable behavior seems to be irrational, but 
is it? If coworkers heckle the new employee for talking about safety and wearing PPE, is the worker 
being irrational for not wearing it? The new employee may have a strong need for affiliation and 
may choose to follow the norms established. 
This scenario can also be examined from the perspective of the Operant Conditioning Theory. 
Coworker verbal abuse might be considered as a punishing stimulus. If the new employee is 
punished every time he is observed wearing eye protection, he is likely to choose not to wear it. 
The safety professional must also look at the organizational environment maintaining poor 
performance. In the above safety scenario, the new employee will compare the importance of the 
social reinforce of going along with what the crew wants with the likelihood of punishment from 
the employer. The selection of the social reinforce is especially likely if inconsistent enforcement 
prevails or if the discipline is only a slap on the wrist. Resulting employee behavior of choosing not 
to wear eye protection is far more rational to the employee than working safely. 
Organizational Environment and the 
Safety Culture 
From a behavioral perspective, organizational actions are just as important as organizational 
directives. In a Fortune 500 company, for example, senior management decided it was good for 
employee relations to emphasize safety. Safety slogans were visibly posted throughout company 
facilities and weekly tool box safety meetings were mandated for company work crews. Safety messages 
were included in all employee payroll envelopes. The company spent freely to promote safety 
awareness. 
During programmed maintenance shutdowns at this same company, however, employees were 
instructed to get equipment running again quickly. Employees were informed that approximately $1 
million was lost every day this particular plant was not operating. The underlying message to the 
employees was to get production moving no matter what the cost. Several mechanics and utility 
workers were seriously injured during the maintenance shutdown because employees took shortcuts 
and failed to use the correct tools and procedures to perform many of the tasks. This example is not 
unique. An organization’s actions and the types of statistics it measures clearly communicate what 
is important. Several authors have pointed out that when safety performance is measured in terms 
of injury statistics, there is a tendency for employees not to report incidents. A company may look 
good on paper at the same time fat/cats (fatalities and catastrophic accidents) are lurking in the 
corner. 
Another example would be responding to the fears associated with OSHA inspections and citations 
or to pressure from an insurance company to fix hazards or reduce costs. Short-term, Band-Aid 
approaches will not build a safety culture supported by employees. 
Workers recognize when budgets are provided for quick fixes and behave accordingly. Company 
motives are more transparent to employees than some managers believe. 
The term safety culture has been mentioned in several recent articles, but what does it really mean? It 
has several possible definitions, but the most appropriate one is this: education, training, balance of 
intellect, and judgment. When considered from a safety management perspective, establishing a 
safety culture should be viewed as nurturing and cultivating an organizational system that values low 
risk in guiding all its actions. 
In his best-seller, The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey discusses the relationship 
among paradigm, values, principles, and success. As Covey points out, a paradigm is a model or 



frame of reference. It is used to understand what is happening at any given point in time, as well as 
where we want to go. Organizations need a culture or paradigm to help them interpret events. They 
also need a culture with clearly specified goals of what the organization wishes to achieve. An 
organizational paradigm and a clear conceptualization of values, principles, and goals are the 
foundations of a culture that will promote the right actions to achieve excellence and success. 
A value system is a set of convictions a person holds about a specific mode of conduct and the relative 
importance of those convictions. Value systems and principles serve the same purpose for 
organizations. Success depends on what is important to the organization. What an organization 
considers important is dependent upon what corporate management considers important. For both 
individuals and organizations, these are values. 
An example of the influence of organizational paradigms, values, and safety cultures on management 
decision making was observed when a textile manufacturer was constructing a new facility. Upper 
level management, including the safety and operations managers, agreed that every contractor would 
have to comply with all company health and safety rules during the project. In all of the written 
contracts, this was clearly noted. If the textile manufacturer observed a violation, the employee of 
the subcontractor would be temporarily removed from the job site. A repeat violation meant 
termination of the subcontractor’s contract. 
Six months into the two-year project, one of the major subcontractors responsible for multistory 
steel-beam erection had employees working over 30 feet in the air without fall protection. After the 
second observation of this violation, the plant safety manager ordered the workers down, informed 
the contractor of the repeat violation, and initiated the process to terminate the contract. The 
contractor was removed from the project and replaced by a firm that accomplished all the goals 
initially established by the textile manufacturer. The plant manager in this scenario did not 
compromise. As a result, the project was completed on time with only one OSHA-recordable injury. 
The other extreme occurred when a large plant, operating in a corporate environment renowned for 
safety, had a worker injured on the job and sent to the hospital. That night the plant manager 
phoned the attending physician and requested the injured employee be placed in an ambulance the 
next day, brought to the plant property so he could be counted at work, and returned to the hospital 
right away. The manager’s financial incentive for not having a worker out due to injury was so strong, 
he was willing to put the worker at risk to have an unblemished record. 
Values influence behavior. They impact the way people work, the way people treat others, or the way 
people react to figures of authority. 
This paradigm also holds true for organizational cultures. Values are not part of the paradigm or 
guidelines that magically appear overnight. For most people their parents, brothers and sisters, sports 
heroes, teachers, friends, and religious leaders are just a few of the many individuals who influence 
their values. For organizations, it is primarily managers’ values that mold the organizational values 
and establish, whether consciously or unconsciously, the safety culture and how it defines success. 
It is critical for the safety professional to work within the organization and its management to 
establish the safety paradigm and safety culture. The safety professional must cultivate the knowledge 
of those in influential positions, taking advantage of every opportunity to educate management on 
the benefits of a safety culture. Gathering necessary data, knowing the regulations, and presenting 
positive examples of what other organizations are doing are part of the job of safety. Sometimes 
actions must be taken because they are the right things to do. Proper actions will be possible only if 



the organization has clearly established safety values and principles in place. The safety professional’s 
goal must be to assist in the development of those values and principles. 
Incentives versus Inherent Reinforcement 
The premise behind the use of incentives is that employees require added encouragement to work 
safely. Many incentive programs use statistical measures such as recordable accidents on the OSHA 
300 Log or days without a lost-time accident to determine the winners. Awards have taken a variety 
of forms. They can be anything from baseball caps, T-shirts, or jackets to automobiles and trucks. 
It is an unfortunate fact that incentive programs frequently create more problems than they solve. 
Research repeatedly demonstrates incentive programs improve safety numbers while they are in 
place, but once the incentive program ends, performance returns to previous levels at best; in some 
instances safety performance is much worse. Employees may view incentive programs as an 
entitlement and come to expect them as bonuses. According to the operant conditioning theory of 
motivation, extinction occurs when a reinforcer is removed and behavior terminates. Employees will 
sometimes sandbag reports of accidents and injuries until the end of the incentive program, at which 
time the incident is reported as if it has just happened. 
Incentive programs create unhealthy competition when individuals, crews, departments, or plants 
undermine the activities of their competitors to gain the awards. At one company, the department 
with the cleanest work area during the previous month was rewarded with a steak dinner. Trash 
dumping in competing departments caused the incentive program to backfire. 
Incentive programs based on statistics may produce the unwanted side effect of inaccurate 
recordkeeping. At another company, employees had worked over eleven months without a lost-time 
accident, presumably because of a new safety award program initiated earlier that year.Word 
circulated around the facility that the company CEO planned to fly to the facility and present the 
award for going one year without a recordable accident. Approximately two weeks before the big day 
an employee slipped while using a prybar. The prybar struck him in the face, shattering his safety 
glasses. While the employee avoided a serious eye injury, he received a facial laceration requiring 
stitches. Under normal circumstances he would have been sent home after a visit to the emergency 
room, but supervisors and coworkers pressured the employee to return to work. 
The incentive program motivated the employee to return to work; however, the message sent was 
that it is OK to have an accident if a lost-time workday is avoided. Positive reinforcement by 
management may not be positive to the participants of the incentive program. Coal miners at one 
facility had the opportunity to be in a drawing for a new pickup truck if they went one year without 
a recordable injury. When asked why the incentive program failed, interviewed miners reported they 
received workers’ compensation benefits matching approximately 70 percent of their normal salary. 
In addition, their homes, cars, boats, and other loans were automatically paid for by the loan 
insurance that went into effect when they could not work as a result of an injury. A positive reinforcer 
increases the likelihood of behavior. Winning a pickup truck was not a reinforcer; sustaining an 
injury and collecting benefits was a reinforcer. 
Incentive programs are sometimes used in place of effective safety programs and positive safety 
cultures. Safety incentive programs are not magic. They may have a negative effect on safety efforts. 
 
 
Employee Empowerment and Job Enrichment 



With the current emphasis on safety culture and Total Quality Management (TQM), progressive 
companies are recognizing the value of employee-driven safety programs. Terms like ‘‘employee 
empowerment’’ and ‘‘job enrichment’’ reflect the importance of intrinsic job factors for the 
promotion of safety. 
Employees of today are generally not receptive to authoritarian styles of management. Intrinsic job 
factors that are inherently reinforcing are more likely to motivate employees. Some authors view all 
external rewards as punishers. This is understandable based on the discussion of incentive programs. 
Incentive programs are extrinsic reinforcers ‘‘artificially’’ incorporated into the organization to 
increase the likelihood of desired performance. Once the artificial reinforcer is removed, natural 
behavioral activities return to the work environment. 
Intrinsic reinforcements are those positive aspects of our behavior and environment that are self-
perpetuating. Watching television is an example. It is entertaining, relaxing, enjoyable, and has 
intrinsic reinforcement. 
Intrinsic reinforcers can exist in all activities. In an organization, job enrichment and empowerment 
refer to the incorporation of intrinsic job factors into the work. Job enrichment involves adding 
more tasks to the job to make it more interesting and enjoyable. For example, an employee who 
formerly called upon someone else to maintain his equipment is taught how to maintain it and given 
time to do so when the equipment needs maintenance. Taking time off from routine tasks to 
perform this needed function may make the job more interesting and more enjoyable to the 
employee, thereby enriching it. 
Some individuals desire jobs with responsibility and authority. Delegating the role of decision 
making to an employee by giving him more autonomy over the decisions governing his workday may 
make him feel his job is more interesting and important. Both of these are examples of permitting 
the employee to participate in the organization by giving him more autonomy over his job and future. 
The employee participates in the success of his job and that of the organization. By sharing 
responsibility for success, including success in safety, everyone becomes a player with a vested 
interest. 


