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PROTECTING THE SAFETY OF 
PEOPLE YOU SUPERVISE

by Simon Moss



Introduction

One of the main roles of supervisors is to guarantee the safety of their candidates.  Unfortunately, supervisors often commit three main errors.  First, many supervisors overestimate their capacity to foster a safe environment.  They believe they merely need to

· impart the safety procedures to candidates
· instruct candidates to follow these safety procedures
· underscore the importance of safety.

Nevertheless, these activities are not sufficient to guarantee the safety of candidates (see Maio et al., 2001).  Specifically, the following table outlines some of the overlooked impediments to safety.    

	Impediment
	Implications

	When a supervisor demands that individuals follow some procedure, such as a safety practice, individuals often experience a state called psychological reactance (Rosenberg & Siegel, 2018), in which they feel defensive or defiant
	· In this defensive or defiant state, candidates will tend to observe safety procedures only when monitored.  They may not, therefore, proactively identify hazards that could harm someone else—or engage in other activities that are not monitored or rewarded

	Individuals tend to underestimate the time they need to complete their tasks, called the planning fallacy (Buehler et al., 1994), and thus tend to feel too rushed
	· Because of the planning fallacy, candidates often feel rushed.  Consequently, they are not as inclined to observe safety protocols, to identify hazards, and to manage these hazards

	Supervisors tend to overestimate the likelihood that other individuals will achieve their plans or intentions (Kupor, Brucks, & Huang, 2019)
	· Even candidates who genuinely intend to work as safely as possible and improve the safety of their environment often do not achieve this goal.  
· Consequently, supervisors often do not monitor candidates as frequently as they should

	Supervisors tend to overestimate the benefits of safety training
	· As research shows, candidates who complete safety training do not necessarily work more safely, especially if the training is not particularly engaging (e.g., Burke et al., 2011).




Second, many supervisors underestimate the relevance of safety to their fields.  Hazards are not only rife in fields that involve chemicals, equipment, or fieldwork.  Hazards are still pervasive in social sciences, business, and indeed most fields.  Arguably, because of a tendency called the representativeness bias (Verzobio et al., 2020), supervisors are actually more likely to underestimate the incidence of hazards in these other fields.  
____________________________________________________________________________________

Third, supervisors frequently orient their attention to physical safety rather than mental health safety.  But interestingly, 

· compensation claims that revolve around mental health problems tend to be about $15 000 more than compensation claims that revolve around physical injuries
· similarly, the average time individuals are away from work is about 16 weeks in response to mental health problems and 6 weeks in response to other claims (Productivity Commission, Australian Government, October, 2019b)—although only about 6% of all claims tend to revolve around mental health

____________________________________________________________________________________

This document presents some guidelines, derived from the empirical literature on safety, that help academics protect the safety of the people they supervise. This document should be read in concert with the safety policies, procedures, and guidelines of the University, Colleges, and Institutes.    






Relevant forms, guidelines, and procedures

If the research that your HDR candidates undertake may be hazardous, you need to read and to follow the relevant forms, guidelines, and procedures.  The following table outlines which documents you should read in various circumstances.  To access these forms, you may need to

· open Waterhole from your CDU portal
· select the tab “Form finder”
· to locate a specific form, enter a specific form number, such as “HSE-175”, in the search bar, usually located towards the top of your screen
· the link to each form is often located on the far right of each screen; sometimes, you need to shift your cursor to the right to locate these links.

	Forms, guidelines, 
or procedures
	Read this form if…

	Risky equipment or materials
	

	HSE-067; HSE-052
	working with machines or tools 

	HSE-063
	storing dangerous goods

	HSE-064
	working with gas cylinders or pressurised containers

	HSE-066
	working with hazardous chemicals

	HSE-101
	working with drones

	Risky locations
	

	HSE-148; HSE-104; HSE-098; HSE-057
	conducting fieldwork—typically, research that is conducted outside and some distance from a CDU campus

	HSE-095
	conducting fieldwork overseas

	HSE-029
	working in very hot conditions

	HSE-098
	travelling in a vehicle to conduct research 50 km+ from campus

	HSE-099
	travelling with a trailer to conduct research 50 km+ from campus

	HSE-175
	working in locations that could be slippery

	HSE-020
	working in locations that are especially noisy, such as loud drilling

	Other risks
	

	HSE-39; HSE-149
	working long hour in which sleep might be significantly disrupted

	Reporting
	

	HSE-082
	you need to report a potential hazard

	HSE-076
	you need to report an actual injury, incident, or accident

	HSE-077
	you need to report a behavioural incident, such as an assault

	HSE-078
	you want to record the observations of a witness to an incident

	HSE-113
	you want to contact the right person



If unsure how to support candidates in particular circumstances, you may need to consult the relevant policy or procedures in the CDU governance library.  To locate these policies or procedures

· visit https://policies.cdu.edu.au/
· press Browse A-Z
· then scroll down to locate the relevant policy in the following table. 

	Circumstance
	Relevant policy or procedure

	You want to learn more about safety
	· Work Health and Safety Policy

	You need to respond to an incident
	· Critical Incident Policy
· Emergency Management Procedure
· International Students - Critical Incident Procedures
· WHS Incident and Investigation Procedure

	You want to learn about a particular safety concern
	· Confined Space Procedure
· Electrical Safety Procedure
· Working at Heights Procedure





The benefits and limitations of safety training

Almost every organization will offer some training around safety.  Yet, despite the ubiquity of this training, many of these programs are designed effectively.  The following table presents some examples to illustrate how supervisors and instructors can improve the benefits of this training.  

	Recommendation
	Rationale

	Rather than merely offer the same generic training to all members of a team, each individual should be granted the opportunity to develop a specialized and exclusive skill that is germane to safety—a skill their colleagues have not developed.

	· After they develop a specialized, exclusive skill that is pertinent to safety, individuals are more likely to perceive safety as integral to their role or perception of themselves.  They are thus more inclined to maintain safe practices, consistent with self-determination theory (e.g., Vansteenkiste et al., 2004).  
· This finding could explain the observation that safety knowledge does tend to promote compliance as well (Christian et al., 2009)

	During training sessions, individuals should be encouraged to consider times in which they could have behaved more safely in the past.  Next, they should consider the possible benefits of safer behaviour, such as reduced anxiety.  
	· This sequence of activities is called upward counterfactuals.  
· These upward counterfactuals have been shown to promote safe practices (He et al., 2020)




Unfortunately, to improve the safety of teams, supervisors and managers sometimes assume that safety training will be sufficient. Research indicates, however, that reliance on training is unlikely to prevent accidents and, in some circumstances, generate negligible benefits (e.g., Burke et al., 2011)—especially when the training is perceived unfavourably (Leiter et al., 2009).  Indeed, many practices and objects that seem unrelated to safety can actually shape the culture around safety and affect the frequency of accidents.  The remainder of this document outlines the practices and behaviours of supervisors that can, sometimes unexpectedly, improve safety. 
 




The work environment

Many incidental features of the work environment affect the extent to which individuals comply with safety procedures or engage in safe practices.  Even features of the work environment that do not seem to be relevant to safety can affect safety.  The following table illustrates how you could arrange the work environment—such as offices, labs, and other spaces—to improve safety and a foster a safety culture

	Recommendation
	Rationale

	All workspaces should be arranged as neatly, tidily, and professionally as possible.  Even dust or marks on the wall, such as graffiti, should be removed as soon as possible 
	· When workspaces seem disorderly, people are not as inclined to engage in healthy behaviours (e.g., Vohs, Redden, & Rahinel, 2013). 
· In contrast, if the arrangement of a workspace is neat, most individuals, perhaps unconsciously, assume that colleagues are compliant and methodical.  Therefore, they assume that people observe social norms, such as the norm to behave safely.  
· Even graffiti has been shown to promote other irresponsible behaviour (Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg, 2008).  

	Similarly, individuals should be encouraged to clean their own workspaces regularly, with products that elicit the scent of citrus.  Cleaning staff are unable to clean all surfaces frequently.   
	· A faint scent of citrus has been shown to promote compliance (Holland, Hendricks, & Aarts, 2005).  
· Individuals associate this scent with a feeling of hygiene and thus safety.  These feelings have been shown to promote a sense of trust in management, ultimately fostering compliance.  

	Workspaces should be as light as possible rather than dim.  For example, unless essential, objects that obscure windows should be removed.  
	· When rooms are dim, individuals are not as likely to behave with integrity (Zhong, Bohns, & Gino, 2010).  
· They may, for example, indicate they have observed safety practices but have actually violated these practices.

	Messages that encourage safe behaviour should concede the inconvenience of these acts.  A typical example is “Although safety checks are inconvenient, we would really appreciate you complete these checks each morning to prevent incidents”.
	· If the inconvenience of some act is accentuated rather than concealed, people are more likely to comply with requests (Werner, Stoll, Birch, & White, 2002).







Empowerment

Attempts to foster a safe environment, however, can actually provoke unsafe behaviours.  To illustrate, when supervisors demand that individuals complete various safety practices, these individuals often feel their autonomy is impinged—and this impinged autonomy has been shown to increase the risk of injuries and incidence of safety breaches (e.g., Barling, Kelloway, & Iverson, 2003; Parker, Axtell, & Turner, 2001).  Consequently, initiatives that are intended to improve safety must be complemented with programs that promote autonomy and empowerment.  The following table outlines some programs or changes that could achieve this goal.  

	Recommendation
	Rationale

	Supervisors need organize regular workshops with candidates—or other individuals they supervise—to discuss how everyone could be granted more opportunities to contribute towards the management of their team.  For example, they might consider how candidates might be able to contribute towards the goals or plans of this team, improvements to work procedures, the allocation of resources, the evaluations of performance, as well as the recruitment, selection, and development of other members.  
	· When individuals feel more empowered, they are not as inclined to engage in unsafe behaviours (Hechanova-Alampay & Beehr, 2001) and more likely to participate in safety initiatives (Ford & Tetrick, 2011).  

	Supervisors need to carefully stipulate the rules or practices they believe candidates and other people they supervise must observe—but otherwise grant these individuals considerable autonomy and discretion. Unfortunately, many supervisors convey vague preferences, like “I prefer you utilise this method”—a statement that communicates neither an unambiguous rule nor a sense of autonomy.  
	· When individuals experience a sense of autonomy, the incidence of injuries and safety violations actually subsides (e.g., Barling, Kelloway, & Iverson, 2003; Parker, Axtell, & Turner, 2001)

	Supervisors need to confirm the tasks of candidates or other people they supervise are not too repetitive.  If the tasks are repetitive, supervisors should demonstrate how these individuals might consider diverse, novel practices or perspectives to diminish this repetition, if at all possible. 

	· If individuals feel their tasks are repetitive rather than diverse, they often become disengaged from their job, augmenting the incidence of safety problems (Barling, Kelloway, & Iverson, 2003; Parker, Axtell, & Turner, 2001).  
· Even job dissatisfaction has been shown to increase the incidence of accidents (see Clarke, 2010).

	Supervisors should encourage their candidates, and other people they supervise to set their own goals.  Perhaps every month, they should also confirm these individuals have set and achieved these goals.  Supervisors should also instruct these individuals to relate one of these goals to safety.
	· Unsurprisingly, when individuals set goals around safety, they are more likely to behave safely (Cooper et al., 1994; for related interventions, see Zohar, 2002).  
· Interestingly, even if individuals merely set work goals that are not related to safety, they are still more likely to behave safely (Leung et al., 2012).




Leadership

To empower other individuals, supervisors need to demonstrate appropriate leadership behaviours.  Indeed, as many studies reveal, the leadership style of supervisors greatly affects the safety of teams (Inness et al., 2010; Kelloway et al., 2006; Watson et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2020).   The following table outlines some leadership behaviours that tend to promote safety.  

	Recommendation
	Rationale

	To model safe behaviours effectively, supervisors might sometimes complete safety tasks that are actually assigned to someone else   
	· This behaviour is one feature of a leadership style called transformational leadership for safety.  This leadership style has been shown to encourage safe behaviour, to increase compliance, and to reduce the incidence of accidents (Conchie, 2013; Kelloway et al., 2006; Inness et al., 2010; see also Halbesleben et al., 2013).  
· In contrast, if supervisors do not demonstrate safe practices, other individuals often feel that performance is prioritized over safety (Stride et al., 2013)

	Supervisors should encourage candidates and other people they supervisor to suggest how the team could operate more safely.  In particular, supervisors should first convey the belief that many people underestimate the importance and consequences of safety. Next, they should encourage and recognize creative and innovation solutions to improve safety—as well as suggest novel solutions
	· This behaviour is another feature of transformational leadership for safety.  


	Supervisors should identify opportunities in which they help candidates and other people they supervise to a greater extent than anticipated. They might locate information or complete some other tasks that assists these individuals.
	· The ensuing sense of gratitude has been shown to promote greater integrity (e.g., DeSteno et al., 2019), potentially increasing the likelihood of safe practices.





Stress management

Despite the benefits of these leadership styles, some of the most inspiring supervisors actually exacerbate problems with safety.  The reason is that inspiring, ambitious leaders occasionally magnify the stress and burnout that individuals experience—and both stress (e.g., Christian et al., 2009; Clarke, 2012) and burnout (e.g., Nahrgang et al., 2011; see also Dai et al., 2015) are major sources of ineffective safety behaviour. In contrast, supervisors who diminish stress and burnout can stem accidents.  Indeed, as one study revealed, supervisor who were especially supportive at one time enhanced safety up to 18 months later (Parker, Axtell, & Turner, 2001).  The following table itemizes some practices that supervisors should consider to diminish stress and to prevent this burnout in the people they supervise.  

	Recommendation
	Rationale

	Supervisors should ask candidates and other people they supervise to identify and to record the obstacles the experience in their research—obstacles that impede their progress and satisfaction in their research, such as competing goals or redundant procedures.  Every few months, they should brainstorm opportunities to address some of these obstacles.  
	· Obstacles that impede progress and satisfaction, sometimes called hindrances in the literature, diminish compliance with safety reduces, decrease participation in initiatives that enhances safety, and increase the incidence of injuries (Clarke, 2012)   


	Obviously, supervisors often want to encourage candidates and other people they supervise to work productively and to achieve their targets, such as increase their research output.  However, whenever they attempt to encourage this productivity, supervisors should reveal how this productivity enhances the wellbeing of individuals.  That is, they should emphasize that productivity is only a means to an end: an end to improve emotions, satisfaction, and meaning as well as resolve problems or injustices
	· When people feel the organization prioritizes productivity over wellbeing, safety often deteriorates: safety rules are more likely to be violated and accidents are more likely to be rife (Christian et al., 2009; Zohar & Luria, 2005), particularly in stressful or frustrating environments (Petitta, Probst, Ghezzi, & Barbaranelli, 2021).  
· Likewise, if people feel inundated with work, they are inclined to eschew safety practices (Ford & Tetrick, 2011; Parker, Axtell, & Turner, 2001)

	Supervisors should monitor whether their attempts to inspire and to motivate their candidates—or other people they supervise—evoke only modest, rather than pronounced, levels of stress.  
	· Injuries at work tend to be most pronounced when people feel especially stressed and drained but last pronounced when people feel modestly stressed or drained (Leung et al., 2012)
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