
Safety Conversations That
Work

How to talk so people listen

In high-risk industries, safety isn't just about protocols and procedures; it's about people. It's about 
fostering a culture where every individual feels empowered to speak up, share concerns, and actively 
participate in creating a safer environment. But how do you ensure your safety messages truly 
resonate?

The answer lies in effective communication. Not just talking at people, but engaging in meaningful 
safety conversations that foster trust, understanding, and a genuine commitment to safety.

The Foundation: Trust & Psychological Safety

Dr. Brené Brown, renowned for her work on vulnerability and shame, emphasizes the crucial role of 
trust in effective communication.  As she famously stated:

"Trust is built in very small moments."

Psychological safety, the belief that you won't be punished or humiliated for speaking up with ideas, 
questions, concerns, or mistakes, is paramount. Without it, safety conversations become one-sided 
lectures, stifling open dialogue and hindering proactive problem-solving.

Building psychological safety requires:

Active Listening:  Truly hearing and understanding what others are saying, without interruption 
or judgment.
Empathy:  Putting yourself in the other person's shoes and acknowledging their perspective.
Vulnerability: Being open and honest about your own mistakes and limitations.
Respect: Treating everyone with dignity and valuing their contributions, regardless of their 
position.



Timing is Key

Choose the right moment for 
sensitive discussions.
Avoid public shaming or blaming.
Privacy fosters openness.

Tone Matters

Be respectful and empathetic.
Avoid accusatory language.
Focus on solutions, not blame.

Practical Techniques for Effective Safety Conversations

Consider the 'when and how' of your approach when you're 
looking to raise safety concerns or address potential 
breaches in protocol.

Start with Positive Reinforcement: Acknowledge 
what's being done well before addressing areas for 
improvement. This sets a positive tone and encourages 
receptiveness.
Focus on Behavior, Not Personality: Frame 
feedback around specific actions or behaviors, rather 
than making personal judgments. For example, instead 
of saying "You're careless," say "I noticed you didn't 
use your safety glasses during that task."
Ask Open-Ended Questions: Encourage dialogue by 
asking questions that require more than a simple "yes" 
or "no" answer.  Examples include:  "What were your 
thoughts on…?" or "What challenges did you face 
when…?"
Collaborate on Solutions: Involve the other person in 
finding solutions to safety concerns.  This fosters a 
sense of ownership and responsibility.
End on a Positive Note: Reiterate your commitment 
to safety and express your appreciation for their 
participation in the conversation.

Case Study: Transforming a Manufacturing Site

A manufacturing site struggled with a high incident rate due to poor communication and a lack of 
psychological safety. Workers were hesitant to report near misses or voice safety concerns for fear of 
reprisal.

The leadership team implemented a comprehensive communication training program focusing on 
active listening, empathy, and non-violent communication.  They also established a confidential 
reporting system for safety concerns.

The Results?

Incident rates decreased by 40% within the first year.
Employee engagement in safety initiatives increased significantly.
A culture of open communication and trust was established.

This case study demonstrates the transformative power of prioritizing effective communication and 
psychological safety in the workplace. By fostering a culture where people feel safe to speak up, 
organizations can unlock valuable insights, prevent accidents, and create a truly safe and healthy 
work environment.



Effective safety conversations are not just about conveying information; they're about building 
relationships, fostering trust, and empowering individuals to take ownership of their safety and the 
safety of those around them. By prioritizing trust, timing, and tone, you can create a culture where 
safety is not just a policy, but a deeply ingrained value.

Key Takeaways

Trust is Foundational: Build trust through small, consistent actions.
Psychological Safety is Essential: Create an environment where people feel safe to speak up.
Timing and Tone Matter: Choose the right moment and approach for sensitive conversations.
Focus on Behavior, Not Personality: Frame feedback around specific actions.
Collaborate on Solutions: Involve others in finding solutions to safety concerns.


