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Safety Culture 
ToolboxTALK

If you’ve ever wondered what it would be like to really see the best-in-class 
safety, you need to look no further than the aviation industry.  

As with other industries, there are of course, rules, mountains of regulations, 
procedures and the unforgettably dry safety briefing at the beginning of 
every flight. However, if you were to look closer, you would see that the 
aviation industry doesn’t just focus on those big ticket safety items. There is, 
in fact, a much more important and subtle component their safety excellence 
that makes everything work.  

In an industry where human error, mechanical error, weather conditions and 
even rogue passengers can mean the difference between life and death for 
hundreds onboard, you may be surprised to hear that safety culture is just as 
important as the pre-flight checklist. 
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How culture impacts 
flight safety.

Safety culture has as much impact on the safety of a flight as the mechanics 
of the plane. 

This point emphasized by plane crash investigations, which often focus 
heavily on the communications between the pilot and co-pilot or pilot and air 
traffic control. Subtle cues and rank issues have, in fact, been attributed to 
plane crashes, such as in Korean Air Flight 801.  
 
Korean Air had one of the worst safety records in the industry prior to 1999. 
Yet, their equipment, crew training, and standards were all average 
throughout the industry. So what made their performance so poor? 

The answer is culture. Korean culture is hierarchical, meaning, respect in 
addressing people with a higher rank is critical. Second guessing a pilot as a 
co-pilot would be seen as a sign of disrespect. And it’s this very subtle belief 
that contributed to a crash in 1993 when a co-pilot’s recordings indicated he 
was too nervous to communicate the danger he saw to the pilot that they 
shouldn’t attempt to land the plane in poor visibility.
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When 
communication isn’t 
direct, safety suffers.
How hierarchy can disrupt clear 
communication amongst 
coworkers. 
During the flight, the co-pilot repeatedly mentioned the poor conditions to 
the pilot, without directly stating the conditions were dangerous. He 
mentioned how much he appreciated the help of the radar, trying to indicate 
to the captain to look at  the radar screen.  

The captain, tired and ready to land after a long shift, did not pick up on 
these subtle suggestions. . 

That night, the flight crashed due to poor visibility, killing 228 of the 254 
passengers on board. But it could have been prevented.

Have you ever been in a 
situation where you felt it 
was a bad idea to 
communicate directly?  

How did you communicate?  

How did your communication 
impact the situation?.

INDIRECT COMMUNICATION

Have you ever felt like 
someone was trying to 
communicate with you 
indirectly? 

How did their communication 
impact your understanding of 
their message? 

How did you handle the 
situation?

MIXED MESSAGES
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Communicate for 
safety.
Start thinking about safety in 
terms of interactions.

Although we tend to think of safety as something that can been seen and 
audited, much of the true workings of safety success are seen in the 
interactions between coworkers, regardless of rank.  

To really be world-class in terms of safety, open lines of communication must 
be available to all employees. The newest employee must feel comfortable 
bringing up concerns to their supervisor. The most senior employee must be 
willing to listen the least experienced.  

When a culture can support that level of openness, the safety performance 
starts to shift and improve. 

Over the next week, notice 
communications at work.  
 
What are you seeing?  
 
How are you communicating? 

Ask yourself if these 
communications are direct or 
indirect. Are you comfortable 
communicating directly? 

Are others comfortable 
communicating with you? 

When you find yourself in situations 
where you or a coworker seems to be 
communicating indirectly, take a 
moment to correct the situation. 


