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Safety Culture in Child Welfare

A safety culture is one in which organizational values, 
attitudes, and behaviors support a safe and engaged workforce 
and reliable care delivery. 

Leaders in a safety culture:

• Strive to balance systems and individual accountability; and
• Value open communication, transparency, and continuous learning 

and improvement. 

Teams in a safety culture
• Monitor themselves, their colleagues, and their system for stress
• Anticipate and respond to unexpected events

Cull, Rzepnicki, O’Day, & Epstein (2013); Vogus et. al. (2016)



Measuring Our Safety Culture





What Did We Do?

• Step 1 – Permission
• Step 2 – Select the constructs

– No universally “right” way to do this in healthcare
– Consulted with healthcare experts
– Selected the constructs to include

• Step 3 – Build the survey
– Online platform; Email addresses

• Step 4 – Launch the survey
• Step 5 – Drive response rate
• Step 6 – Analyze survey data
• Step 7 – Share results



Construct Selection

• Demographics

• Safety climate

• Psychological safety

• Safety organizing

• Stress recognition

• Emotional exhaustion



Survey Dimensions

Stress Recognition: The recognition that stress and fatigue impact 
performance. 

Psychological safety: The shared belief that team members are accepted, 
respected, and safe to take interpersonal risks. 

Leader-member exchange: The two-way relationship between 
supervisors and subordinates that influences subordinates' responsibility, 
decision influence, access to resources, and performance.

Safety Climate: Perceived organizational attributes related to safety 
which may be induced by policies and practices. 

Safety Organizing: The described preconditions that support rapid 
detection and correction of errors and unexpected events.
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Safety Organizing

Preoccupation with failure: Chronic wariness of the unexpected

Reluctance to simplify interpretations: Questioning 
assumptions and received wisdom

Sensitivity to operations: Up-to-date knowledge of where 
expertise resides

Commitment to resilience: Deliberate learning from experience

Deference to expertise: Migrating decision-making to person 
with most expertise, not most authority

Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007
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Build, Launch, and Drive

• After we selected the constructs
• Built the survey

– Selected online platform (REDCap)
– Collected email addresses

• Launched survey
– Letter from Commissioner
– Intermittent feedback about response rate at 

administrative region level

• Drove response rate
– 2013 – Greater than 70% response rate (ranged from 

56 to 84% across administrative regions



Administrative Regions



Analysis

• Step 1 – Establish reliability and validity

• Step 2 – Justify region-level aggregation

• Step 3 – Describe safety culture constructs

• Step 4 – Examine association with emotional 
exhaustion
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Step 1 – Reliability & Validity

• Internal consistency is high
– Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0.79 (Psychological safety) 

to 0.94 (Safety organizing)

• Discriminant validity is high
– Confirmatory factor analysis at the individual level (n = 

1,719)
– All items for each construct (e.g., the nine items of 

mindful organizing) significantly loaded onto their 
respective construct (p < 0.001). 

– Five-factor solution with all five variables as distinct 
constructs (the fours aspects of safety culture and 
emotional exhaustion)

– The five-factor solution was a good fit to the data and 
the fit of this model was significantly better than 
alternative models with fewer factors (p < .001).



Step 2 – Aggregation

• We analyzed data at the administrative region level
• We therefore had to confirm that we were statistically justified to do so
• Safety culture is the shared perceptions of a collective
• We considered perceptions shared when it can be statistically 

demonstrated that:
– The members of each region reported similar scores on a given measure and 
– The regions have significant between region variance for a given measure. 

• Four complementary measures of within-group agreement were used to 
examine the degree of congruence between individual respondents and 
the appropriateness of aggregating these measures to the region level
– Median rwg(j) (James et al., 1984)
– F-statistic from a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)
– Two types of intraclass correlation coefficient (Bliese, 2000; LeBreton & Senter, 

2008). 

• These four analyses strongly support the idea that region-level 
aggregation of individual responses is justified



Constant 1.94 (0.25)**

Hours 0.14 (0.04)***

Years in child welfare 0.08 (0.03)**

Role category 0.03 (0.02)

Urban 0.17 (0.06)**

Safety climate -0.14 (0.04)***

Psychological safety -0.18 (0.04)***

Safety organizing 0.06 (0.03)*

Stress recognition 0.64 (0.03)***

F 67.74***

R2 overall 0.38

ΔR2 0.07

OLS Regression Predicting Emotional Exhaustion

N = 1, 719; † p< .10; * p< .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.; Robust standard errors in 

parentheses. 
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(Gaba et. al., 2003)
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Stress Recognition

“Workers can be more productive 
when they are not exhausted 

physically and mentally from working 
so much overtime or working so many 

complex cases all at once.”

“I feel that it is ridiculous we are 
not allowed to carry any type of 
defense while out in the field –

especially when dealing with 

irate, hostile individuals.”

“I feel more attention needs to be paid 
to [workers] who work long hours…if 
they work all day and then are on call 

and could be out for 24hrs straight, this 
is a safety hazard.”

52%

82%

44%

75%

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9

Fatigue impairs my performance during emergency situations.

I am less effective at work when fatigued.

I am more likely to make mistakes in tense or hostile situations.

When my workload becomes excessive my performance is
impaired.



Burnout

“We work at an exhausted level every 
day. I have had a caseload of 20 and so 
has the whole team for over a year with 

no relief in sight.”

“Recently a co-worker fell out due 
to fatigue and injury while trying 

to comply with unrealistic 
expectations.”

“My mental health safety and feeling 
of being overwhelmed effects my 
overall performance on the job.”

29%

44%

46%

52%

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6

I dread getting up in the morning and having to face another day on
the job.

I feel burned out from my work.

I feel emotionally drained from my work.

I feel used up at the end of the workday



Safety Organizing

49%

63%

46%

49%

47%

48%

47%

60%

54%

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7

My workgroup discusses alternatives to improve how we go about or
normal work activities.

My workgroup has a good understanding of each other's skills and
talents.

My workgroup spends time identifying activities we do not want to go
wrong.

My workgroup talks about mistakes and ways to learn from them.

We discuss our unique skills with each other so we know who has
relevant specialized skills and knowledge.

When a child and/or family related problem occurs in my workgroup,
we all get together to figure out a solution.

When errors happen, my workgroup discusses how we could have
prevented them.

When giving a report to another employee, we usually discuss what
to look out for.

When we attempt to solve a problem in my workgroup, we take
advantge of the unique skills of our colleagues.



“We have learned to rely on each other and back each other up. Even taking 
another’s on-call or assisting in another’s investigation just to make the team 

work better.”

“My work group, or the members on 
my team, including my team leader, 

are the biggest asset to me.”

“Our workgroup has open 
communication about issues and 

problems that arise during the 
workday.”

“Safety is very important on my 
team and all staff are encouraged to 

work together so that everyone 
remains safe.”

“Our team keeps changing in the 
employees so it is hard to build a 
team work group that can be of 

help to each other.”



Psychological Safety

“When it comes to feeling appreciated, 
most of us feel that it is not conveyed by 

immediate supervision.”

“My supervisor did not help me out 
with finding someone on my team to 

assist until being asked 5 times.”

“I have personally heard several people in 
management literally yell at staff or talk to them 
in such a demeaning way that staff left in tears.”

52%

41%

72%

71%

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8

If you make a mistake in our workgroup, it is often held against
you.

It is safe to take an interpersonal risk in our workgroup.

Members of my workgroup are able to bring up problems and
tough issues.

The people in my workgroup value each others' unique skills and
talents.



Leader Member Exchange

75%

67%

64%

59%

72%

57%

75%

69%

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8

In my workgroup we know where we stand with our supervisor.

In my workgroup, staff have a very effective relationship with our
supervisor.

Job decisions are made by my supervisor in an unbiased manner.

My supervisor makes sure that all employee concerns are heard
before job decisions are made.

Our supervisor understands the needs of employees in my
workgroup.

Regardless of our supervisor's formal authority, he/she would
support us at his/her expense.

Regardless of our supervisor's formal authority, he/she would us
his/her power to help employees in my workgroup solve problems

in their work.

We have enough confidence in our supervisor to defend his/her
decisions if he/she was not present to do so.



“There have been times where I would not have made it 
through the day without her, and I will not forget those 

kindnesses and support.”

“I believe my current supervisor supports me and my co-workers above and 
beyond her duties and what is best and most safe for the children in our 

care.”

“I feel comfortable enough with my supervisor to reach out with any 
issues, questions or concerns I may have regardless of the size of the 

issue.”

“Explaining a situation usually results in getting 
thrown out of the office by the supervisor.”

“I have made suggestions and asked 
for help but none has been provided 

by my supervisor.”



Safety Climate

62%

67%

68%

69%

73%

70%

72%

0.56 0.58 0.6 0.62 0.64 0.66 0.68 0.7 0.72 0.74

As long as there is no harm to children and families, my supervisor
does not care how the work is done.

Compared to other supervisors in my work setting, my supervisor
pays greater attention to the safety of children and families.

My supervisor approaches employees during work to discuss safety
issues that affect our children and families.

My supervisor only keeps track of major safety problems that affect
our children and families and overlooks routine problems.

My supervisor says a good word whenver a job is done with
attention to the practices that keep children and families safe.

My supervisor seriously considers staff suggestions for improving
safety for children and families.

Whenever the pressure builds up my supervisor wants us to work
faster, rather than by the rules.



“Our office supervisor is not an 
advocate for the employee and only 

cares about numbers and 
spreadsheets.”

“The assistance requested by staff of their 
supervisors is not attended to until the 

work is already out of control.”

“Supervisors do not care about the 
safety of their workers. Many workers 

are leaving due to extreme safety 
concerns.”

“Supervisors could 
care less!”

“The lack of adequate supervision puts 
our youth at risk from harm to 

themselves and from each other, not to 
mention the risk to staff.”

“I feel that my supervisor is very 
aware of any safety concerns and 
relays that information to you.”

“My supervisor is extremely concerned for 
my safety, as well as the safety of the 

children and families we serve.”

“My supervisor will always keep in 
mind the safety of staff and children 

with transports and placements.”


