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Abstract 

There is growing recognition that as workplaces hecome more culturally and ethnically diverse. OHS prevention and 
investigation must be seen within the context of a cross-cultural milieu. In particular. investiga!ions into workplace 
fatalities, injuries and illnesses have indicated that many of the root causes are the lack of communication or the 
inability to make sense oft he communication and where cultural diversity factors are ar play. The focus of this paper. 
therefore, is: ''What evidence is there in the literature on the links between culture and OHS?·· In particular. this paper 
identifies the key debates, strengths and weaknesses oft he research on the topic. Finally it is argued that more attention 
is required on the subject of cultural diversity and its impact on OHS and employment relations in general which has 
implications for power relations between different groups/individuals in the workplace. Hence. further exploration of 
the sign{ficance of cultural diversity and communication and OHS is encouraged. 

Introduction 

As a way of stimulating debate and broadening the 
discourse on occupational health and safety (OHS) within 
the New Zealand context, the Department of Labour 
(DoL) has funded a number of studies. including a 
review of the extant literature on culture diversity, 
communication and workplace health and safety. part of 
which is reported in this paper. This literatw-e review was 
Wldertaken by a team of researchers from the New 
Zealand Institute of Work and Labour Market Studies, 
located at AUT University on behalf of and in 
collaboration with the DoL. In pruticular, the pw-pose of 
the literature review was to explore the nexus between 
workplace culture, OHS and productivity and to provide 
the basis for further empirical research. 

This paper reports on risk and risk management and the 
links with culture. More precisely. a summary of the 
criteria applied to the literature review and an overview of 
the different ways the topic has been viewed will be 
discussed. 

Key themes and deootes as well as gaps identified in the 
literature will be also highlighted. However, undertaking a 
literature review specific to this topic was not an easy task. 
as the literature was difficult to locate, being dispersed 
amongst multiple discourses. Such discourse included 
industrial psychology, occupational health and safety, tisk 
management, cultural studies, sociology, and employment 
relations. This exposure to a wider body of knowledge 
encouraged the research team to question the oosic premises 
which underlie the general area under investigation. 

Further, endeavouring to find points of connection 
between the concepts of risk management, risk-taking 
behaviow·, and culture is complex (Lawton & Parker, 

1998; Nicholson et al, 2005). Nonetheless there is a view 
that when implementing OHS risk management it is 
impmtant to identify factors that influence the decision­
making process, such as the propensity for risk-taking 
behaviour. Employers' and employees' perception of risk 
and associated nonns and practices can all play a role in 
the health and safety decisions and strategies (Powell, 
2007). There is general agreement that within 
organisations there are three major influences operating at 
the same time on the behaviour of employers and 
employees: culture (including communication), processes 
and structw·e (see FigW'e 1 ). These influences are 
dynrunically intetTelated, and they influence and are 
influenced by one another. Together they provide the 
milieu in which safety-related behaviow· takes place and 
risk is perceived (Guldenmund, 2000) as depicted by 
Swuste·s (2008) model and used to provide a framework 
for the paper. 

Figure 1: Major Influences on Behaviour 

Co 

tructu~• • 
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Source: Swuste, 2008:444 
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Behaviour 

At the centre of most studies on risk and risk 
management, particularly those located within the 
psychology discipline, is the behaviour of individual 
actors and in particular their safety and risk-taking 
behaviour and/or "sensation seeking" behaviour. The 
so-called sensation seeking behaviour or ''tisk-taking 
behaviour" of employees is often cited as an important 
micro level factor in the occurrence of accidents and 
injuries (refer to Zuckerman, 1984 and Zuckerman, et at 
1993; Harrison et aL 2004; Glendon et al.. 2006). 

There is an underlying assumption underpinning risk­
taking behaviour that everyone has a propensity to take 
risks and that this propensity differs from one individual 
to another depending on a nwnber of factors. such as 
perception of the nature of the costs and benefits of taking 
the risk (Adams 1995). 

There is still a lack of consensus, regarding not only the 
definition but also measurement of the propensity to take 
risks. For example, in a review of the literature on the 
relationship between accident liability and individual 
differences. focusing specifically on accidents at work 
between 1970 and 1997. Lawton and Parker (1998: 657) 
note that there are significant methodological problems 
,,;th accident liability research in that most of the studies 
are retrospective. In order to overcome this deficit. 
Nicholson et at (2005) argue that for their study it was 
necessary to develop a new scale assessing overall risk 
propensity in tetms of repot1ed frequency of risk 
behaviours in six domains: recreation. health. career. 
finance. safetv and social. 

Gon~ah es et al (2008:999) also argue that safe beha' iour 
and unsafe behaviour have different determinants. 
although it is easier to predict unsafe behavioW' than safe 
behaviour. Their cross-sectional study based on self­
reponed data. shows that experience of work accidents 
appear to be a good predictor of unsafe behaviour. and 
that this relationship is mediated by external attributions 
(i.e. the lack of inspection from the governmental 
authorities). Howe' er, the reverse pattern was not found 
for safe behaviour. These authors state that work accident 
experience perfonns a central role affecting workers· 
perceptions and behaviours. suggesting that 
organisational leaming from accidents can be important at 
the individual level, especially if the attiibution pattem is 
considered. They conclude that their study enhances the 
impo11ance of focusing on the attribution of accidents in 
the "orkplace after an accident. and it suggests that 
unsafe and safe behaviours should be considered as 
somewhat different realities. While these authors 
acknowledge that communication and training are 
impm1ant factors in safety culture, the link between 
unsafe behaviour and cultural attributes vvas unclear. 

Though risk behaviour has been studied intensely. there is 
less research on the perception of risk (i.e .. risk attitudes. 
such as. risk propensity and Iisk aversion). As Powell 
(2007: 15) states. investigating risk perception is an 
essential component in the workplace injury and illness 
pre,·ention yet individuals and groups view risks in 

different ways. These differential perceptions may reflect 
differing social norms, experience and skill levels, and 
individual differences. 

In a structured review of qualitative research on perceived 
risk focusing upon methodological issues, Hawkes and 
Rowe (2008:638) suggest that this discourse suffers from 
an incomplete coverage of the ' risk perception universe', 
typified by a focus on atypical hazards and study samples. 
Most of studies rely on one method of data collection; 
that is face-to-face, semi-structured interviews and 
therefore will have an inherent basis. They argue that in 
order to overcome this bias, more than one research 
technique needs to be utilised. They observe that most 
studies have effectively used convenience samples, 
suggesting a lack of awareness by researchers of the 
importance of ce11ain demographic/socio-economic 
factors for risk perception. 

Moreover Rohrmann (2004: 1) argues that it is widely 
assumed that people differ considerably in their attitude 
towards risks, ranging from cautiousness to risk-seeking 
and even pleasure in risk-taking. However, there was no 
convincing evidence that this dimension is a general trait 
(rather than a state. or a domain-specific attitude, e.g., 
distinct for physical, financial, or social risks people may 
encounter). Furthermore, Rohrmann found that no 
established measurement tools existed. To this end. he 
proposed the conceptualization of risk attitudes by 
applying several new instrwnents - namely, Risk 
Orientations Questionnaire, Risk Propensity 
Questionnaire, Risk Scenarios Questionnaire, and Risk 
Motivations Questionnaire. 

Communication 

Communication research is ideally suited to study safety 
in organisations, as communication failure is often a 
factor in many workplace injuries and fatalities, and 
includes but is not limited to, the availability and 
effectiveness of safety information and safety campaigns 
(ReaL ?008: 339). As a means of preventing accidents, 
injuries and illnesses. communication is an essential 
ingredient in to warn and inform about hazards 
(McComas, 2006: Boholm. ?008). Since the mid-1980s 
however, communication research within the context of 
OHS has undergone significant growth in defining the 
factors that detetmine whether a communication will or 
will not be effective. Most of this attention has been 
directed at warning labels accompanying consumer 
products. waming signs in various environments. warning 
messages delivered via print and electronic media, and 
various other speech and pictorial wamings (DeJoy and 
Wogalterb. 1993). A nwnber of researchers have also 
noted that safety climate can influence safety-related 
communication (e.g. DeJoy & Wogalterb, 1993; Hoffinan 
& Stetzer, 1998; Cooper & Phillips. 2004 ). Cheyne, et al 
( 1998:256) define safety climate as " ... a temporal state 
measw·e of culture, which is reflected in the shared 
perceptions of the organization at a discrete poirit in 
. " tJme . 

While there has been an increase in the nwnber of studies 
on communicating risk within the workplace, there are 
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still few, if any, studies that examine the links between 
risk, communication and cross-culttrral communication. 
Moreover, Real (2008: 3 54) argues for more research into 
the role of safety cultw·e and climate, trust, and identity in 
shaping safety behavior and communicative activity. He 
also suggests a stream of research entailing examining 
how discourse and other discursive practices shape safety 
in the workplace (see Zoller, 2003; Thackaben)', 2004). 
Finally, he states that while much risk communication 
research is formulated at the formal level (e.g., Seeger. et 
at 2003), future research could examine the extent to 
which organizations could potentially utilize the concepts 
of risk communication within the culturally diverse 
organizations in order to prevent workplace injw·y and 
illnesses (Real, 2008:354). 

Culture 

Launched by Mary Douglas ( 1978) and Douglas and 
Wildavsky ( 1982), cultural theory has also been 
important in the discussion on risk perception and risk 
interpretations (Dake, 1991; Wildavsky and Dake. 1990). 
Further the perceived risk is also closely tied to cultural 
adherence and social learning (Oltedal, et al.. 2004:5). 
Depending on whether one is socially participating and 
which groups one belongs to, one will focus on different 
kinds of risks (Simard and Marchand, 1997). According 
to Wildavsky and Dake (1990: 42) the cultural theory of 
risk can •·predict and explain what kind of people will 
perceive which potential hazards to be how dangerous". 
However, the ability to explain and predict risk behaviour 
through cultural theory has its critics. As Oltedal et al 
(2004:33) argue, " ... it may simply be due to the power of 
persuasion, that the supporters of cultural theory ha' e 
been good advocates and managed to promote their views 
in a convincing way." 

Within the discipline of OHS, "culture·· typically refers to 
"safety culture" and is viewed as a product of indi\ idual 
and group values, attitudes, perceptions. competencies. 
and patterns of behaviotrr that detetmine the commitment 
to, and the style and proficiency of, an organization· s 
health and safety. Since the 1980's there has been a great 
deal of research conducted on safety cultw-e. Howe\'er. 
the concept still remains largely ill-defined and a 
tendency for safety culture to be expressed in tetms of 
attitudes or behaviow- (See (Guldenmund (2000), Cooper. 
(2000), and Reason (2000) for a more detailed 
examination of the concepts of "culture... '·safety" and 
"safety cultural"). 

Glendon et al. (2006: 367) highlight that when defining 
safety culture, the premise of some researchers is to focus 
on attitudes, where others emphasize safety culture being 
expressed through their behaviour and work activities, 
(i.e. Guldenmund, 2000). In other words, the safety 
culture of an organisation acts as a guide as to how 
employees will behave in the workplace. Their behaviow­
will also be influenced or determined by what behaviow·s 
are rewarded and acceptable within the workplace. For 
example, Clarke (2006, p. 278) states that the safety 
culture is not only observed within the "'general state of 
the premises and conditions of the machinery but in the 
attitudes and behaviours of the employees towards 

safety". 

Within the safety cultw·e literature there is also a bias 
towards quantitative methodologies and towards the 
discipline of psychology. In Jackson 's (2007:4) 
systematic review of the literature on workplace safety 
culture, he notes that all the studies included in the review 
only used quantitative data and the researchers developed 
their own scales to measure safety cultures and climates, 
although many borrowing heavily from Zohar's (2003) 
40-item questionnaire scale. 

Moreover, in the Work & Stress 1998 special issue on 
safety cultw-e, Pigeon ( 1998: 204) comments that 
psychological attempts to ·measw-e' safety cultw·e tend to 
focus upon individual attitudes and behaviow·. while 
engineering approaches look more at the development of 
formal reliability and systems modelling with only 
limited attention to some of the complexities of the 
hwnan issues involved. He adds that ''(n]either of these 
two approaches. while highly valuable in and of 
themselves fully address the anthropological origins of 
the culture concept. its S)'mbolic aspects. or the wider 
ergonomic, sociological or political issues that bear upon 
the generation of accidents in organizations. Mearns and 
Yule (2008: 3) also caution that there is an assumption in 
the safety literatw·e that the workforce 's safe or unsafe 
beha\'iow· is a function of the organisation ·s prevailing 
safety cultw·e. yet the direction of causality is not well 
established in this relationship. 

Although each concept contributes to the many layers of 
the organisation of work, the connections and distinctions 
between safety cultw·e, culture. cross-culture and cultw·al 
diversity are less clear. Given the increasing diversity of 
workplaces in terms of culture. gender and ethnicity 
(Konrad, et al , 2006; Pio. 2007. 2008) as well as the many 
different forms of work (permanent. part-time, casual. 
etc ). it is not sw-prising that there have been attempts 
more recently to understand the impact of cross-culture 
on safety culture. 

One of the dominant frameworks for analyzing cross­
culture and safety has been to distinguish between 
collectivism and individualism. It has been argued that the 
dominant cultural outlook in the West is indi"idualism in 
which the self is the primary social reality ( Christopher et 
al 2000: 3 ). In contrast to individual ism. collectivism 
..... ptioritizes the group over the individual and sees the 
group as more than the sum of its indi\'idual members. 
For collectivists. one· s "psychological self' reaches out to 
incorporate others ... [in which] ... identity derives not 
from individual attributes but rather from the social 
system (Christopher, et al 2000: 4). By recognising that 
the world can be divided into dichotomous collectivism 
versus individualism groups. proponents argue that we 
are better able to understand how health and safety 
interventions will generally impact on a given workforce 
(refer to Hofstede, 199 1; Carroll 1998; Brewer and Chen, 
2007) 

However, Tan (2002: 815) argues that a major problem 
with cross-cultural research is that ''culture" is often 
equated with a particular country even though the two 
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concepts are not necessarily the same. This has meant that 
national differences found in the characteristics of 
organizations or their members have been interpreted as 
cultural differences. Indeed, most cross-cultural studies 
present more complex paradigms than the collectivism 
versus individualism split in which the three dominant 
ones are: convergence theory; divergence theory; and 
crossvergence theory (see Tan (2002) for a more detailed 
discussion). The convergence theorists claim that as 
countries become industrialized, the business 
environments in terms of technology and contextual 
variables (such as complexity, fonnalization, and 
centralization) are homogenized. The divergence 
theorists, however, propose that cultures are deeply 
rooted within individuals and groups and as such will be 
retained regardless of economic ideology. Finally, the 
crossvergence theorists assert that the integration of 
cultural and economic ideological influences will result in 
a unique value system different fi·om in many respects the 
original cultures. 

Based on a review of published literature on cross­
cultural differences in attitudes, perceptions and beliefs 
regarding safety, Meams and Yule (2008: forthcoming) 
conclude that there are no consistent predictors of risk 
taking behaviour and safety performance across cultures. 
They highlight emerging research in which there appears 
to be an intersection between national and organisational 
environmental/cultural factors (see for example 
Spangenbergen et al., 2003, (Meams and Yule 2008. 
f01thcomin g). 

Process 

In the context of risk management. the role of process is 
important pru1icularly when discussing the process of 
managing risk . modifying behaviom and standards that 
identify a particular process, or series of steps, to be 
followed in the pursuit of safety. 

Efforts to change the behaviom of an individual to 
operate safely have been translated into a process of 
behaviour mod(fication. The populru·ity of behaviour 
safety programmes amongst employers has created and 
sustained an entire industry. Behaviour modification 
programmes, however, have been severely criticised 
because in general they place the prime responsibility for 
reducing hann on the individual employee. thus abdicating 
the employer's duty of care (Larnm. et a1 2007). Another 
major drawback of behaviomal modification programs is 
that they run the risk of assuming that unsafe behaviow· is 
the only cause of accidents w011h focusing on (Hopkins 
2006: 594). Moreover, such approaches fail to recognise or 
diminish the importance of the sociology of work. the 
complexities of employment relationships and the influence 
of external economic, political and legal factors (Hopkins, 
2006: 594 ). Specht et al (2006: 530) suggest that instead 
of concentrating just on the individual employee, a more 
productive approach is to link risk behaviom, risk 
management. and culture under an wnbrella concept of 
"human risk management system". 

Thus a more advanced thinking on the process of risk 
management is to adopt a multi-pronged approach that 

includes interweaving not only the elements of risk 
management (communication, training, etc ), but also 
incorporating quality systems and worker participatioo 
schemes as well as incorporating OHS standards (Buff 
and Gunningham, 2003: 13 ). In turn, this complex 
paradigm will provide businesses with regulatory and 
financial incentives to contribute to the better 
management of health and safety, not only within their 
organisations, but also to organisations lower down the 
supply chain (Landeweerd et al 1990; Weil and Mallo, 
2007; Lamm et al 2007). Research also indicates that 
managing risk, and complying with health and safety 
rules, is reliant on a larger cultural set of safety practices 
that should include not only employees, but also senior 
managers (Simard and Marchand, 1997; Larnm and 
Waiters, 2004). 

Given that it is the behaviour of management that is most 
critical in creating a culture of safety in any organisation, 
behavioural safety observations are likely to have their 
greatest impact if directed upwards at managers (See 
Smallman and John, 2001 and Swuste, 2008). 
Considerable thought, however, needs to be given to how 
this can be best achieved, as Hopkins, (2006: 594) notes: 

" ... the evidence is that safe behaviour 
programs do not work when the workforce 
mistrusts its management and believes that this 
is just another way to hold workers 
responsible ... Perhaps the best way to introduce 
safe behaviour programs is to start with upward 
appraisals of management behaviour. Only 
when progress is made in these ru·eas are safe 
behaviour programs aimed at front line workers 
likely to achieve their full potential." 

Structure 

The relationship between the culture, process, behaviour 
and organisational structure is well established, (see for 
example Child, 1972). While organisational structure, 
together with human and technological factors, has been 
viewed for many yeru·s as an influential factor in 
improving safety, understanding accidents better and 
changing behaviom, manying organisational theories 
with safety, accident and behaviour research is largely 
undeveloped. 

Le Coze (2005) states that merging complexity, 
organisational theories and methodologies as well as in­
depth accident investigation for the purpose of improving 
workplace health and safety are essential in understanding 
how to improve the working environment for a culturally 
diverse workforce. In an attempt to address this oversight, 
Le Coze (2005) has classified the rationales of 
organisational theory and safety, accident and behaviour 
research. He The different perspectives range from Hale 
et al.· s ( 1997) structw·al safety management systems 
viewed through the introduction of the human resources, 
political and symbolic frames to the systematic 
Occupational Health and Safety Management (Frick and 
Wren, 2000; Bluff and Gunningham, 2003). Glendon, et 
al (2006) proposed a thematic matrix linking risk 
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contexts, human factors and formal coping arrangements 
in order to t.mderstand disasters. 

Recognising that knitting organisational theories with 
:safety, accident and behaviour research is useful, Mullen 
(2004: 276) comments that few researchers have 
examined whether individuals are conscious of the risks 
associated with their jobs and whether they understand 
the implications of performing the work unsafely. She 
also argues that it is important to consider other possible 
organisational and social factors that precede the actual 
accident/injury and indirectly influence safety behaviour. 
Vaughan (2002) also states that organisational deviance is 
the result of a combination of the environment of the 
organisation, of the organisational characteristics 
(structure, processes, and tasks) and of the cognitive 
practices of inclividuals within them (in a new­
institutional perspective). 

Recently a more inclusive approach to systematically 
managing OHS - namely Occupational Health and Safety 
Management (OHSM}- has become prominent, focusing 
on the organisational structure, responsibilities, practices, 
procedures, processes and resources for implementing 
and maintaining OHSM (Buff and Gunningha.m, 2003: 
13) which spans: 

" ... the entire organisation by relating the 
organisation to its environment, setting the 
goals, developing comprehensive, strategic, and 
operational plans, designing the structure, and 
establishing control processes. ln doing so, it 
encourages organisations to address OHS in a 
more proactive and holistic way. Moreover, 
because systematic OHSM involves identifying 
responsibility at each level of the organisation, 
including the top, it directly makes responsible 
and engages management and workers at 
different levels.'' 

Conclusions 

A number of the key themes require further 
investigation. First, there is still the preoccupation with 
the individual as the sole unit of analysis although a 
growing recognition that a socio-technical approach is a 
more useful approach. Second, as depicted in Glendon et 
al. 's (2006) work, there are distinct approaches for 
measuring and categorising risk, each with their own 
strengths and weaknesses. However, adopting a 
multidisciplinary approach overcomes a myopic and 
limited approach. Third, the nuanced differences between 
risk behavioW", risk behaviour and risk-taking behaviour 
still require more scrutiny. Finally, there is a universal 
plea for a more inclusive approach to measuring such 
nebulous concepts as risk management, risk-taking 
behaviour and culture in order to determine what is 
occurring within culturally diverse workplaces. 
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