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Hazards are ever-present in 
the steel plant environment, 

and a heightened awareness 
and emphasis on safety is 

a necessary priority for our 
industry. This monthly column, 

coordinated by members 
of the AIST Safety & Health 

Technology Committee, focuses 
on procedures and practices 

to promote a safe working 
environment for everyone.

Comments are welcome. 
If you have questions about 

this topic or other safety 
issues, please contact 

safetyfirst@aist.org. Please 
include your full name, 

company name, mailing 
address and email in all 

correspondence.
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Safety Leadership: The Supervisor’s Role

A supervisor’s ability to lead, posi-
tively influence behavior, and 
manage regulatory compliance 
reflects an organization’s charac-
ter in quality, productivity and 
safety culture. This article will 
cover these key areas and illustrate 
why the supervisor’s role matters 
in an organization’s risk manage-
ment program. 

As workforces have become 
leaner over the past several years, 
the supervisor’s role continues to 
be one of the critical elements in 
an organization’s ability to carry 
out the mission of the organiza-
tion.3 Supervisors are the direct 
link between the workforce and 
upper-level management.2 The 
supervisor’s role has evolved dras-
tically from solely focusing on pro-
duction pressures to a front-line 
leader in safety coaching, men-
toring and training to his or her 
employees.11 

Discussion
Supervisors exist in many forms 
with different levels of skills, 
knowledge and experience. The 
supervisor position is a multi-
dimensional role that can fulfill 
both management’s and employ-
ees’ expectations. These expec-
tations include managing safety. 
Even if supervisors do not have 
a formal background in occupa-
tional safety, they can influence a 
successful safety culture. 

Supervisors have some of the 
responsibility to ensure that the 
workplace is free from unneces-
sary hazards and conditions that 
may affect their employees’ physi-
cal or mental health. Sustaining a 
strong safety culture is a continu-
ous process, and there are meth-
ods that supervisors can apply 
to enhance their company’s risk 
management program. The key 
safety concepts that will be dis-
cussed in this article are: 

•	 	 Safety leadership.
•	 	 Behavior management.
•	 	 Regulatory and compli-

ance standards.

Guidance

Safety Leadership — Supervisors 
should try to incorporate safety 
into their leadership style to proj-
ect expectations to their staff and 
lead by example by doing the right 
things every day. The amount of 
effort a supervisor spends on daily 
accident prevention measures 
can be reflected in determining 
whether or not loss potential (acci-
dents/injuries) is minimized.

To be effective, supervisors 
should:3 

•	 	 Know safety and health 
expectations and rules.

•	 	 Have the ability to see 
potential and actual 
hazards.

•	 	 Take action and mitigate 
hazards.

•	 	 Lead employees to the 
right answers.

•	 	 Know how to influence 
positive employee behav-
ior through their job 
duties.

•	 	 Have the will and enthu-
siasm through each pro-
cess to keep doing it.

Supervisors have opportunities 
to make a difference in the lives of 
their employees and create a posi-
tive, fulfilling atmosphere.1

Behavior Management — Build-
ing a safety culture takes time, 
practice and participation. A 
culture is based on the knowl-
edge, customs and practices that 
define acceptable behavior with-
in a particular group of people.3 
Supervisors can shape a positive 
safety culture by making a clear 
differentiation between accept-
able and unacceptable behavior 
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through leading by example.9 For example, a supervisor 
wears proper personal protection equipment (PPE) just 
as their employees in designated work areas at all times. 

Two ways supervisors can achieve positive influence 
in behavior management are through coaching and 
mentoring.8 Coaching can be about improving skills 
and operational performance on the job and engag-
ing employees to conduct their work responsibly. This 
approach would be best applied to correct an unsafe 
behavior such as an employee not wearing proper PPE 
in a PPE-designated area. Mentoring is more supportive 
in nature, rather than instructive. This approach helps 
individuals develop their own critical-thinking and 
problem-solving skills. Through effective communica-
tion, supervisors can coach and mentor employees on 
the key safety expectations that apply to the company, 
the community and the law.1 

Regulatory and Compliance Standards— Supervisors 
should try to know the regulatory and compliance stan-
dards that apply to the workplace. Knowing the laws and 
rights of the workplace helps make supervisors aware not 
to violate them and expose the company to legal liabili-
ties.6 The laws regarding job safety and health protection 
are covered under the Occupational Safety and Health 
Act (OSH Act) that is managed by the Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration (OSHA).10 

Supervisors should try to provide employees with a 
work environment that is free of recognizable hazards 
that could cause serious physical harm and also complies 
with occupational safety and health regulations along 
with company safety guidelines. The value of supervisors 
participating in safety training is to competently learn 
an overview of safety standards and be exposed to the 
concepts and processes of safety management.3 

It takes time for the daily practice of safety regula-
tions to become second nature. One of the main goals 
of safety management boils down to this: ensure that all 
employees return safely home to their loved ones at the 
end of the work day.5 

Conclusion
Supervisors matter because an injured employee is an 
individual, not a statistic.7 Supervisors are the strongest 
allies of safety efforts in the workplace.7 Gaining experi-
ence and knowledge in safety leadership, behavior man-
agement and regulatory and compliance competencies 
enables supervisors to produce a positive impact at their 
workplace every day. 
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Disclaimer
The information in this publication was compiled by The Zurich 
Services Corp. from sources believed to be reliable for informa-
tional purposes only. All sample policies and procedures herein 
should serve as a guideline, which you can use to create your 
own policies and procedures. We trust that you will customize 
these samples to reflect your own operations and believe that 
these samples may serve as a helpful platform for this endeavor. 
Any and all information contained herein is not intended to con-
stitute legal advice and accordingly, you should consult with your 
own attorneys when developing programs and policies. We do 
not guarantee the accuracy of this information or any results 
and further assume no liability in connection with this publica-
tion and sample policies and procedures, including any informa-
tion, methods or safety suggestions contained herein. Moreover, 
Zurich reminds you that this cannot be assumed to contain every 
acceptable safety and compliance procedure or that additional 
procedures might not be appropriate under the circumstances 
The subject matter of this publication is not tied to any specific 
insurance product nor will adopting these policies and procedures 
ensure coverage under any insurance policy.� F


