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Twenty-five years ago, Professional Safety pub-
lished my article, “Incident-Focused Manag-

ers: Obstacles to Safety,” which appeared in the 
April 1992 issue (pp. 37-44). In it, I decried the 
folly of attempting to manage safety by managing 
safety numbers. I also offered what I knew at the 
time to be the most advanced methodology for 
preventing incidents and injuries.

This article is the first in a four-part series that 
reflects insighst gained over the past 25 years and 
provides detailed guidance on the most modern 
approach to eliminate workplace incidents.

The Four Fields of Safety Performance
Workplace safety used to be one-dimensional; 

the focus was on objective phenomena. OSH 
professionals counted, measured and observed. 
Strategies emphasized procedures, processes, 
policies, rules, training programs, priorities and 
goals, metrics, visions and missions, equipment, 
tools and facilities. Today, OSH professionals 
know better. 

The traditional, objective, group-based steps 
are just one aspect of how to make the workplace 
safer. In total, four aspects exist—I call them the 
Four Fields of Safety Performance (Figure 1).

The Systems Field
The first field, which comprises traditional 

actions noted above along with others, is called 
the systems field. It requires the least amount of 
knowledge and few skills, and relationships be-
tween people do not have to be strong. For these 
reasons, it is the first place most OSH profession-
als go. Implementing and following procedures 
or buying new equipment does not require deep 
thought or new skills after the initial setup. 

Because systems alone do not allow OSH pro-
fessionals to create an injury-free work environ-
ment, most begin to look elsewhere for solutions. 
At the end of that search, most explored a new 
realm: the behavior field.

The Behavior Field
The behavior field includes objective ac-

tions individuals take: complying with systems 
and processes; following procedures and rules; 
communicating priorities and goals; measuring, 
assessing and holding each other accountable; 
properly using and maintaining equipment, tools 
and facilities; sharing lessons learned; acknowl-
edging the proper actions of others; intervening 
and redirecting someone’s improper actions; and 
halting activities that have immediate catastrophic 
potential.

In the 1980s, my associates and I became profi-
cient in the behavior field. I was a safety engineer 
in a large chemical corporation, that used behav-
ior-based safety processes in all its facilities. Safety 
performance drastically improved. 

But a few years in, issues emerged. Behavior-
based safety strategies are resource intensive. Each 
process required program facilitators, steering 
teams, observers, people to collate and analyze 
observation data, and a work team’s time to use 
and apply the data. Although the processes had a 
positive effect, the results could not be sustained 
without a huge, expensive bureaucracy to keep 
them afloat.

Additionally, the effect of the behavior-based 
safety processes plateaued over time. They were 
effective in minimizing incidents that involve 
objective behaviors such as how one positions 
and uses one’s body or maintains and uses tools, 
but the processes did not address less tangible 
incident causes such as errors, oversights, or 
less-than-optimum decisions, choices, attitudes, 
perceptions, beliefs and intentions. Because these 
causes were not being addressed, the company 
continued to have serious injuries and fatalities. 
At the time, the company employed more than 
80,000 people, and recorded 8 to 10 fatalities every 
year. It became clear that the system and behavior 
fields alone are not enough. 

The Self & Social Fields
Around the time I started questioning the 

comprehensiveness of our safety approach, I left 
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the chemical company and began consulting. One 
of my first projects was a major capital project in 
Saudi Arabia. I was coaching a large petrochemi-
cal company in the construction of a new refining 
facility. It soon became apparent that the work-
force and leadership were much less advanced 
when it came to safety than I was accustomed to 
in the U.S. 

The project also had an aggressive schedule. 
We had no time to install complex systems and 
behavioral processes. That meant with few excep-
tions, the system and behavior fields were out. 
The challenge was daunting: figure out how to 
keep thousands of unskilled migrant workers from 
29 different countries free of injury without the 
help of traditional approaches.

Not only did we accomplish this, but the project 
was completed with the best safety performance 
in company history. Millions of work hours were 
logged without a single person leaving the project 
site for medical attention.

How did we do it? In the deserts of Saudi Ara-
bia, I discovered the self and social fields, the most 

effective and least utilized of the four fields. They 
are underused because they are difficult to imple-
ment, but if one is willing to invest the time and 
work necessary, these fields will create a means to 
safety performance once thought impossible.

The subjective, internal, individual phenomena 
that make up the self field are extremely power-
ful determinants of performance. Concepts such 
as self-image and confidence come into play, and 
leaders who work in the self field are actually 
changing the way their people see themselves. 

If the self field is me, the social field is we. Cus-
toms, covenants and other group activities and is-
sues make up this realm, which trumps all three of 
the other fields. Building teams in the social field 
will augment what is possible in the self, behavior 
and systems fields, which all add up to life-chang-
ing and life-saving safety performance. 

The next three articles in this series will provide 
practical ways to immediately begin to work in 
the self and social fields, and to make dramatic 
changes in your organization. 


