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Safety Talks  
Communication Skills for Executives Module 
What Should You Talk About Support Material 

Script 
What should senior leaders talk about with the workers? To illustrate the 
importance of this point, I refer to the BP Texas City accident. The second in 
command of BP had indeed visited the Texas City refinery some months before the 
accident, specifically with an interest in safety. But he spoke only to managers and 
not to workers, and he sat at a briefing given to him by managers and was a passive 
recipient of that information rather than an active investigator. When he was later 
asked why he didn’t raise a whole lot of questions about what was really going on at 
the plant, in particular about the impact of underinvestment, he replied that he did 
not know what questions to ask, did not ask the right questions and was not told 
about plant conditions. This is a very important admission from a very senior 
individual - he did not know the right questions to ask in that situation.  

Here is a guide that one company developed as a way of encouraging leaders to talk 
to workers:    

Can you tell me about your job? 

What could go wrong? 

How could you prevent it? 

Who else could be affected? 

How can the job be done more safely? 

How could you get hurt? 

What kind of injury? 

Now that’s an interesting set of questions. It’s a good start, but it’s not good enough 
in my view - look at that third question-how could you prevent it? There is an implicit 
assumption there that the accident is the responsibility of the worker - that it’s really 
the worker’s job to ensure that accidents don’t happen. That’s immediately putting 
the worker offside.  

Just to give you an example to why it’s important not to focus on ‘the you’ - what 
can you do to make sure accidents don’t happen; this is a scene with which many of 
you I’m sure are familiar. Lots of accidents involving drivers of these vehicles occur 
when people are going up and down those ladders. So how can you ensure that 
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you’re getting in and out of the vehicle more safely? Well the standard answer is: 
use the 3 points of contact strategy to make sure you either have 2 hands and a leg, 
or 2 legs and a hand on the ladder at all times, it’s your responsibility to ensure that 
you get in and out safely.  

That kind of approach is fine but it ignores so much - it ignores for example design 
issues- this is fundamentally an unsafe design for getting in and out of a vehicle like 
that. In more recent versions of that vehicle, we don’t have a vertical ladder; we 
have a diagonal stairway running up the front of the vehicle, so it’s a fundamentally 
safer means of getting in and out of the vehicle.   

The point I’m making is that in this set of questions, the focus is on what you could 
do to make the job safer, and this misses all the design issues, all the system issues, 
and focuses exclusively on the role of the worker. In the context that I’ve been 
talking about, this is an off-putting kind of approach to that worker. You’re not going 
to get from the worker the important information you’re after if you ask those kinds 
of questions.  

There’s another thing I recently realized about this set of questions.  Look at the last 
2: how could you get hurt? What kind of injury? What’s the purpose of those 
questions?  I think the purpose is educational - the leader is trying to educate the 
worker to think about how they might get hurt and to be more aware of the hazards 
that they face. So subtly, this whole thing had been shifted from being an 
information-gathering exercise by the leader to an educational exercise by the 
leader, and that’s where I think it goes wrong. These conversations need to be 
genuine information-gathering exercises.  

So let me just give you a variation on those questions which I think would be more 
useful. These are the kinds of questions I use, and it’s astonishing what comes out 
when you ask these kinds of questions:  

- Tell me about your job, what do you do? - That’s the opening question.  
- What could go wrong, what are the greatest dangers you face?  I use the 

word ‘danger’ as opposed to ‘risk’ or ‘hazard’ because people get frightened 
of the words ‘risk’ or ‘hazard’ - they don’t know what they mean, they don’t 
know the technical meanings, but ‘danger’ is a nice simple word that 
everybody can relate to.  

- Do you think we (notice the we) have these dangers sufficiently under 
control? 

- Do you think there are any safety issues here that we are not dealing 
adequately with?  

So we’re including workers and managers together in this approach. We’re not 
putting the responsibility back onto the workers alone.  
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And the last question is this one:  

- Are there times when workers feel that they need to take short cuts?  

Now of course, we know that there are. So this is a question you want to get to if 
you possibly can. 

Notice a couple of things about this, we’re not asking do you take short cuts, we’re 
asking: In your experience do other workers take short cuts? So that’s a less 
threatening kind of question. And the way it’s phrased is: Do workers feel that they 
need to, in other words: Are they under some pressure to, so again that’s taking the 
spotlight off the worker.  

When you ask those questions and particularly if you can get to that final question, it 
is astonishing how often workers will tell you: Yes of course, people are not doing 
this, they’re not doing that, for all sorts of reasons. 

I sometimes go on site as a Safety Culture Consultant and talk to people in this way, 
and I feed the answers back to management. And senior managers are often 
surprised at the sort of information that workers have been willing to give to me that 
they don’t seem willing to give to their managers. I can only assume it’s because they 
are not asking the right kinds of questions. 

Suggested Discussion Questions and Answers 
1. What are two key aspects in asking questions of workers? 

• Phrase questions in a non-threatening way 
• Demonstrate shared ownership 

2. In what ways can we demonstrate shared ownership with workers? 
• Use inclusive words such as ‘we’, ‘us’ 

3. Recall a typical conversation you would have with a worker. Could this 
conversation be rephrased in a more non-threatening way? How? 

4. What should be the focus of the talk? 
• Getting information 

5. Why is it so important that we focus on getting information and not giving an 
education? 
• We don’t want to miss all the design issues, the system issues 

6. What should we not do when questioning? 
• Put responsibility back on worker 

7. Let’s role play a conversation where the worker is not doing the right thing 
and we have walked in on this action. Keep in mind we are trying not to put 
responsibility back on the worker. 

8. What does one replace the words ‘hazard’ and ‘risk’ with? In what other 
ways can we make what we say more relatable? 
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• Danger 
9. What information is one looking for from the employee? 

• How well danger is managed 
10. What questions can we ask to ensure we are finding out how well danger is 

managed? 
• How well do you think we have these dangers under control? 
• What are the safety issues here that we are not dealing adequately with?  

11. What is the other key information required?  
• Whether short cuts are taken. 

12. Taking short cuts are warning signs to deeper problems. What could these 
problems be? 
• Not enough time to do the job 
• No ownership of responsibility of the job 
• No consultation when the job was first introduced 
• No supervision of the job 
• No formal training 
• Poor or non-existent change management 
• It is a safer way and the existing system (processes) you have didn’t pick 

this up 
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