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Abstract 

With workplace fatalities and injuries on the rise, research on safety and leadership has also 
grown, given the critical role leadership has been shown to play in enhancing safety 
performance. Despite the frequent use of the term ‘safety leadership’ in both academia and 
industry, no consensus exists on what safety leadership actually means, nor has a concrete 
definition of safety leadership been developed. The present study aimed to address these gaps by 
adopting a qualitative exploratory research approach. Twenty-five semi-structured interviews 
were conducted to explore two key questions: how senior leaders in high-risk industries from 
around the world define safety leadership; and what qualities characterize safety leaders. 
Inductive thematic analysis was employed to analyze the data and address the research questions. 
A conceptual definition of safety leadership is presented together with the key characteristics of 
safety leaders. Despite having parallels with other leadership styles, safety leadership was found 
to be conceptually unique from other leadership constructs, especially from transformational 
leadership, highlighting a key theoretical advancement that challenges the prevailing, long-
standing perspective in the academic literature. Additionally, while safety leadership has 
traditionally been discussed in relation to safety performance, the present study unveils its 
additional positive impact on business performance. 

These findings offer significant contributions to both safety science and practice, with 
implications discussed alongside recommendations for future research while recognizing the 
study's strengths and limitations. 

 

Keywords 

Safety leadership; Definition; Safety leaders 

 

  



1. Introduction 

The International Labour Organization (2023) estimates that 2.93 million people die each year 
from work-related injuries and diseases, representing a 5% increase from its 2017 estimate of 
2.78 million fatalities (Hämäläinen et al., 2017). Such a worsening and staggering toll on 
working lives carries profound ethical and economic implications. These incidents not only 
devastate individuals and families but also impose substantial financial burdens on organizations 
and national economies through lost productivity, compensation costs, and lower workforce 
participation (Tompa et al., 2021). Notably, a 2022 International Labour Organization report 
estimates that workplace accidents and diseases cost the global economy 5.4% of global Gross 
Domestic Product (Papandrea, 2022), highlighting the substantial magnitude of this problem. 

In response to this persistent challenge, organizations and researchers have sought to identify 
effective strategies to improve safety outcomes and promote healthier working environments. 
Among the various approaches, safety leadership has emerged as a pivotal factor in driving 
measurable improvements in safety performance (Mullen et al., 2024). Leadership influences 
virtually every aspect of safety management, from the communication of safety priorities to the 
enforcement of procedures and the modeling of desired behaviors. Given this central role, 
interventions targeting leaders tend to be particularly effective, sometimes even more so than 
those aimed directly at workers (Zohar et al., 2003).  

As a result, transforming frontline and senior leaders into safety leaders has become a priority 
that many organizations are actively pursuing (Conchie et al., 2013). This focus reflects the 
broader goal of improving workplace safety and mitigating the moral, psychological, and 
economic consequences of unsafe work, with evidence suggesting that even small improvements 
in safety leadership can produce significant gains in overall safety performance (Mullen et al., 
2009). 

1.1 Literature review 

Although the concept of safety leadership has existed for over a century, as seen in early works 
like De Blois (1919), academic interest in the topic has surged since the early 2000s (Tao et al., 
2020). Historically, safety leadership has typically been examined in association with other 
leadership styles, particularly transformational leadership, and to a lesser extent, transactional 
leadership (Tao et al., 2020). Introduced by Burns in his 1978 book Leadership, transformational 
leadership seeks to elevate employees beyond their immediate self-interest (Bass, 1999) by 
motivating and inspiring them toward higher levels of performance and purpose through four 
behavioral dimensions (Hater et al., 1988). Transformational leadership was rapidly adopted in 
organizational management and its positive impacts are now supported by a substantial body of 
research (Lekka et al., 2012). Building on this success, Barling et al. (2002) proposed that similar 
effects would extend to occupational safety and introduced the concept of safety-specific 
transformational leadership, a construct that has since been examined in numerous studies and 
shown to positively influence safety performance (Conchie, 2013; de Koster et al., 2011). In her 



meta-analytic review of the literature, Clarke (2013) confirmed the positive effects of 
transformational leadership on safety outcomes while also emphasizing the importance of 
transactional leadership, arguing that effective leaders need to combine both styles. 
Consequently, numerous studies have adopted a combined approach when evaluating safety 
leadership (Lu et al., 2010; Pilbeam et al., 2016b). 

In their 2024 systematic literature review on the definition of safety leadership, Adra et al. 
identified 37 original conceptual definitions, seven of which were empirically derived. Of these, 
six were extrapolated from their operational counterpart definitions – that is, how safety 
leadership is measured – while only one was derived qualitatively (Daniel, 2015). Daniel’s 
(2015) study was pioneering in applying a qualitative approach to explore the conceptual 
elements of safety leadership, providing an important early contribution to the field. However, its 
reliance on data from a single company in Australia limits the credibility and transferability of its 
findings. Adra et al. (2024) also found that of the 37 definitions, 28 were linked to 
transformational leadership theory. Despite this strong association with transformational 
leadership, recent studies have begun to challenge this long-standing perspective (Molnar et al., 
2019). Beyond the traditional four dimensions of safety-specific transformational leadership, 
there is evidence that other factors, such as good safety communication behaviors, also play a 
key role in influencing safety performance (DeJoy et al., 2004). This challenges the very 
conceptual framework of transformational leadership in the context of safety (Adra et al., 2024). 
More generally, however, adopting a style- or trait-based approach presents difficulties in 
identifying the specific behaviors necessary to achieve distinct outcomes (Van Knippenberg et 
al., 2013). Despite these criticisms, the use of the term ‘safety leadership’ remains problematic 
due to the lack of a clear and consistent definition among academics themselves (Jiang et al., 
2024). Clarke (2013), for example, uses transformational and active transaction leadership to 
investigate safety leadership, whereas Mullen et al. (2009) use safety-specific transformational 
leadership. 

The ambiguity surrounding the definition of safety leadership points to a broader issue in the 
academic literature, extending far beyond the lack of consensus on its precise meaning (Pilbeam 
et al., 2016a). The reliance on transformational leadership, along with other leadership styles 
developed in non-safety contexts, highlights a gap in research regarding the conceptual elements 
that make up safety leadership (Jiang et al., 2024). Most research on the subject is quantitative in 
nature, which has significantly enhanced our understanding of safety leadership’s relationship 
with other concepts, particularly its influence on safety performance. However, qualitative 
studies are still needed to explore deeper aspects of safety leadership, such as its theoretical and 
conceptual underpinnings (Jiang et al., 2024), that may not be easily captured through numbers 
alone (Babchuk et al., 2010). 

1.2 Current study 



To address these gaps, a qualitative exploratory study was undertaken to answer the question of 
how senior leaders in high-risk industries define safety leadership. A secondary question was also 
explored pertaining to the qualities or traits that characterize effective safety leaders. This study 
improves upon the methodology used by Daniel (2015) by drawing participants from a global 
data pool rather than restricting them to a single company, industry, and geography. The present 
study therefore aims to build on previous work and address an existing gap in the academic 
literature by providing an evidence-based conceptualization of safety leadership. Not only will 
this help reduce definitional inconsistencies, but it will also focus practitioner efforts on 
enhancing safety leadership practices, ultimately contributing to the prevention of occupational 
injuries and ill health. 

2. Methodology and methods 

2.1 Study design 

Rooted in a pragmatic realist philosophy, a qualitative research design was considered most 
appropriate to examine how senior leaders conceptualize and experience safety leadership in 
high-risk industries. The two research questions aim to generate actionable insights that advance 
both the theoretical foundation and practical application of safety leadership. To explore these 
questions, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the medium for data collection. A 
structured yet flexible interview guide helped mitigate interviewer bias and variability in 
responses. 

2.2 Participants 

Although safety leadership has traditionally been studied at the front-line leadership level (Ta et 
al., 2022), this study aimed to interview senior leaders in formal managerial roles with direct 
oversight of teams engaged in high-risk activities (e.g. operators and maintainers). Support 
function leaders (e.g. HR and HSE) and managers with no direct reports were excluded from the 
interviews. 

The definition of senior leadership varies in the academic literature, with some studies referring 
only to the top executives (Cawthorne, 2010; Kezar et al., 2020), while others include middle to 
upper management (Reynolds et al., 2018). This study adopts the latter view, selecting 
participants with at least 15 years of experience to ensure career progression and diverse 
exposure to safety leadership across organizational levels. 

Similarly, there have also been numerous definitions for what constitutes high-risk industries. 
Derdowski et al. (2023) have collated several definitions from the literature and proposed that 
any industry that is complex, interdependent, continuously changing, operating with proximity to 
hazards and has the potential for catastrophic breakdowns can be considered high-risk, such as 
mining and oil and gas (Grote, 2012). The present study is interested in leaders from such 
industries where safety leadership is both critical and most likely to be demonstrated. 



2.3 Recruitment 

Voluntary sampling was used to recruit participants through social media adverts and 
professional networks, with additional interviewees identified through snowball sampling. 
Purposive sampling was also resorted to, when necessary, to ensure relevant sectoral 
representation. The professional social media platform LinkedIn was utilized to advertise an 
invitation poster by using the main author’s personal account as well as through groups that 
revolved around operational leadership, construction, and project management. Safety 
membership organizations such as IOSH were also approached to advertise the invitation to their 
networks so as to encourage safety professionals to request their fellow leader colleagues to 
participate. Interested participants who responded to the invitation were sent a detailed 
information sheet and consent form to confirm eligibility. Those who did not meet the criteria 
were thanked and encouraged to refer suitable colleagues. The study received ethical approval 
from Lancaster University’s Faculty of Health and Medicine Research Ethics Committee. 

2.4 Data collection 

Interviews were conducted between August 2023 and May 2024 via MS Teams and these were 
recorded for transcription. Informed consent for participation was obtained from all participants. 
The interview guide questions, which were shaped by the research questions, were used to steer 
the interviews. Interviewees were asked nine questions, which revolved around three main topics 
including: 

1. Safety and its importance in the interviewee’s line of work 
2. The interviewee’s perspective on safety leadership 
3. The interviewee’s perspective on the characteristics of safety leaders 

Two of the nine questions aimed to gather contextual data and explore interviewees' experiences 
while also providing an opportunity for them to share any additional insights before concluding 
the interview. Open-ended questions were used to explore and capture the experiences and views 
of the participants. To minimize potential bias, leading questions were avoided as much as 
possible, and care was taken to phrase questions in a neutral way. 

Each interview began with an introduction to the study, followed by a discussion of consent and 
confidentiality before recording commenced. The interviewer maintained a neutral demeanor, 
paraphrased responses for clarity, and concluded by addressing any questions, explaining next 
steps, and reiterating data confidentiality. 

2.5 Data analysis 

Verbatim transcription of the interviews was performed using MS Teams' transcription feature 
which was then checked for accuracy. Descriptive thematic analysis was selected for data 
analysis over other methods due to its flexibility and suitability in identifying patterns of 
meaning across the data. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis approach was 



used, encompassing familiarization, coding, theme development, refinement, and theme naming, 
and the NVivo software supported the organization and coding of transcripts. Thematic analysis 
was chosen for this study due to its suitability for identifying and organizing explicit patterns of 
meaning within qualitative data. Unlike grounded theory, which seeks to generate new 
theoretical frameworks (Glaser et al., 2017), thematic analysis enables a focused examination of 
data to refine existing understandings of safety leadership. Similarly, while the Delphi method is 
valuable for achieving expert consensus through structured consultation rounds (Hasson et al., 
2000), it is less appropriate for capturing the nuanced, individual perspectives of senior leaders 
sought in this research. Furthermore, the objective of this study was not to consult experts, but to 
explore how everyday leaders in high-risk industries understand and enact safety leadership. 

Several assumptions guided the analysis. An inductive, semantic approach was used to identify 
themes directly from participants’ surface-level responses, without imposing preconceived 
frameworks. Prevalence was determined by the frequency of supporting instances, aligning with 
the study’s aim to derive a definition grounded in the data. 

After anonymizing and ensuring the accuracy of the transcription, an initial detailed reading was 
conducted to build familiarity with the data. A second, line-by-line reading generated initial 
codes, or meaningful text that tell the reader something interesting about the data (Maguire et al., 
2017). A third reading ensured completeness. Codes were then grouped into themes, or broad 
patterns that link portions of the data together (DeSantis et al., 2000). Themes were refined 
iteratively until the cost of incremental improvements outweighed the added value. 

Once finalized, themes were grouped into two groups: those defining the concept of safety 
leadership and those describing the characteristics of safety leaders. While not aiming to build a 
full conceptual framework, the process drew on Jabareen et al.’s (2009) steps five to eight to 
guide definition construction. The first group of themes were systematically integrated into a 
coherent definition through an iterative process, with the preliminary definition refined through 
internal dialogue and reviewed externally by subject-matter experts. Revisions continued until a 
final version was agreed upon. 

3. Results 

3.1 Participant characteristics 

A total of 25 semi-structured interviews were conducted until saturation was reached and were 
included in the final analysis. The 25 interviews had an average duration of 34 minutes. Of the 
25 participants included in the present study, two were female (8%), and 23 were male (92%). 
The participants had an average of 28 years of professional experience, ranging from a minimum 
of 15 years to a maximum of 55 years. The participants represented a diverse range of high-risk 
industries including mining, oil and gas, manufacturing, maritime, construction, agriculture, 
transportation, and aviation. Among these, oil and gas had the highest representation (28%), 
while agriculture had the lowest (4%). The interviewees were employed across a variety of 



organizations, including multinational corporations, government-owned entities, and privately 
owned companies. Five of the interviewees were employed by Fortune 500 companies, while 
one was employed by a FTSE 100 company. Participants had experience working across a wide 
range of countries (44 countries in total) across all seven continents, excluding Antarctica. The 
interviewees held a variety of roles, ranging from managerial positions to executive leadership. 
Seven of the interviewees had no experience working in unionized environments, while the 
remaining 18 had worked in both unionized and non-unionized settings throughout their careers. 
Seven interviewees were from organizations with fewer than 1,000 employees, while the rest 
were from organizations with over 1,000 employees. 

Table 1 outlines the characteristics of each interviewee to provide context regarding the 
perspectives presented. 



Table 1 

Summary of interviewee characteristics 

No. Gender Industry 
Experience (yrs) 

Industry Role Unionized? Geographic 
Location 

Interviewee 1 Male 31 Manufacturing Senior 
leadership 

Yes USA 

Interviewee 2 Male 22 Maritime Senior 
leadership 

Yes Dominican 
Republic 

Interviewee 3 Male 20 Mining Executive 
leadership 

No Canada 

Interviewee 4 Male 28 Mining Executive 
leadership 

Yes Canada 

Interviewee 5 Male 15 O&G Upper 
management 

Yes UK 

Interviewee 6 Female 25 Mining Upper 
management 

Yes Canada 

Interviewee 7 Male 28 O&G Executive 
leadership 

Yes United Arab 
Emirates 

Interviewee 8 Male 26 Manufacturing Senior 
leadership 

Yes Turkey 

Interviewee 9 Male 19 O&G Upper 
management 

Yes Canada 

Interviewee 10 Male 31 O&G Senior 
leadership 

Yes Portugal 

Interviewee 11 Male 27 O&G Middle 
management 

Yes Kuwait 

Interviewee 12 Male 20 Maritime Senior 
leadership 

No United Arab 
Emirates 

Interviewee 13 Female 18 Mining Middle 
management 

Yes Canada 



Interviewee 14 Male 30 O&G Senior 
leadership 

Yes Turkey 

Interviewee 15 Male 40 Aviation Senior 
leadership 

Yes Saudi 
Arabia 

Interviewee 16 Male 16 O&G Upper 
management 

No Oman 

Interviewee 17 Male 17 Construction Middle 
management 

Yes United Arab 
Emirates 

Interviewee 18 Male 36 Transportation Senior 
leadership 

No USA 

Interviewee 19 Male 30 Agriculture Senior 
leadership 

Yes Canada 

Interviewee 20 Male 40 Construction Middle 
management 

No Philippines 

Interviewee 21 Male 17 Construction Middle 
management 

No Qatar 

Interviewee 22 Male 52 Construction Executive 
leadership 

Yes Saudi 
Arabia 

Interviewee 23 Male 55 Construction Middle 
management 

No New 
Zealand 

Interviewee 24 Male 19 Aviation Upper 
management 

Yes United Arab 
Emirates 

Interviewee 25 Male 31 Transportation Senior 
leadership 

Yes Saudi 
Arabia 

 



3.2 Findings from the thematic analysis 

After several iterative rounds of coding, a total of 265 codes were identified. Initially, 10 main 
themes were developed; however, further in-depth analysis revealed that three of the themes 
could be conceptually integrated under one overarching theme, resulting in a final total of eight 
themes. The rationale for this conceptual combination will be elaborated upon later in this 
section. 

Five themes were grouped to address the primary research question of how senior leaders in 
high-risk industries define safety leadership, while the remaining themes responded to the 
secondary question regarding the characteristics or qualities of safety leaders. Together, these 
two categories provide a comprehensive framework for understanding the concept of safety 
leadership and safety leader characteristics. Overall, participants' perspectives on safety 
leadership and safety leaders were largely consistent across different job roles. 

The eight themes from the analysis are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Key themes with definitions, code counts, and number of references 

No. Theme Definition of theme No. of 
codes 

References 

Category 1: How do senior leaders in high-risk industries define safety leadership? 
1. Safety leadership is 

about authentic care 
Codes that tie safety and safety 
leadership to care. 

12 44 

2. Safety is embodied as a 
core value in high-risk 
organizations 

Any code that describes how 
valuable safety is and why it's so 
important in high-risk industries. 

28 103 

3. Safety/ safety 
leadership improves 
safety and business 
performance 

Codes that link safety/ safety 
leadership with improved safety 
and non-safety (business) 
performance. 

11 44 

4. Safety is leader-driven Codes stating that leaders are 
responsible for defining and 
driving the value of safety in an 
organization (top-down). 

12 76 

5. Safety leadership is 
applied by strategically 
prioritizing safety 
(decisions, actions, & 
communications) 

Codes that describe safety 
leadership being applied/ 
operationalized/ brought to life 
by prioritizing safety in one’s 
decisions, communications, and 
actions. 

10 56 

Category 2: What characteristics or qualities do safety leaders possess? 
6. Safety leaders are 

trustworthy in all that 
they do 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as being trustworthy. 

  



a. Safety leaders 
genuinely care 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as genuinely caring. 

24 92 

a. Safety leaders 
walk the talk 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as having integrity. 

19 99 

b. Safety leaders 
are competent 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as competent. 

11 52 

7. Safety leaders 
positively influence 
others to achieve safety 
outcomes 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as leaders who inspire, 
empower, convince, engage, 
influence, motivate, and interact 
with workers involved in the 
work to achieve safety outcomes. 

16 49 

8. Safety leaders promote 
psychological safety for 
open reporting and 
speaking up 

Codes that describe safety 
leaders as leaders who promote 
an environment where workers 
feel psychologically safe to 
report safety issues and speak up. 

9 30 

 

3.2.1 Theme 1 – Safety leadership is about authentic care 

This theme encompassed all codes that linked safety and safety leadership to the concept of care. 
Together with theme 6a. (Safety leaders genuinely care), associating care with both safety 
leadership and the characteristics of safety leaders emerged as the most frequently shared 
perspective among the majority of participants. Some excerpts that support this theme include: 

“the fundamental thing is about care, care for people, right.” (Interviewee 12) 

“It wasn't just about health and safety. It was about making sure that the 
workforce really understood that you cared about them.” (Interviewee 22) 

“So, safety leadership is showing your authentic beliefs and your values, uh, and 
care for others.” (Interviewee 11) 

3.2.2 Theme 2 – Safety is embodied as a core value in high-risk organizations 

This second theme combined codes that highlighted the value of safety and the reasons why it is 
crucial in high-risk industries. A central focus of the current research was to explore safety 
leadership in such sectors, where leading with safety is both necessary and impactful, as noted by 
the following interviewee: 

“if we don't get it right (safety), what's the, what's the commercial effect in time 
and cost? It's horrendous. It costs everybody a lot of time, a lot of unnecessary 
cost, a lot of heartache. You don't wanna go there, you know.” (Interviewee 22) 

It is therefore unsurprising that the majority of participants emphasized that safety is a core value 
for them. This made it one of the most prominent themes to emerge from the data and a 
fundamental component of safety leadership. Supporting excerpts are presented below: 



“I think it (safety) is part of my fabric. I think it's ingrained in me.” (Interviewee 
20) 

“Because it's a, it's (safety) a fundamental value for you as a leader.” 
(Interviewee 10) 

“I don't consciously think about safety because it's in my, it's in my DNA now.” 
(Interviewee 24) 

3.2.3 Theme 3 – Safety/ safety leadership improves safety and business performance 

Beyond ensuring business sustainability and preventing the loss of life, numerous participants 
also highlighted interesting perspectives on leveraging safety and safety leadership to drive 
business improvements, which ultimately resulted as a key theme: 

“So I started looking at safety as a, a catalyst to also bring process improvement 
and efficiency, which saves money.” (Interviewee 15) 

“safety leadership helps me in my, you know, other work. My part time job 
(jokingly) which is asset management.” (Interviewee 14) 

“but also attracts people. The talent. Talent don't want to work in an organization 
that's not safe.” (Interviewee 25) 

Participants were actually using safety to improve operational efficiency, enhance quality, and to 
ultimately reduce costs and improve the bottom-line. 

3.2.4 Theme 4 – Safety is leader-driven 

A common perspective shared by most interviewees was that successful implementation of safety 
across an organization requires a top-down approach. This view was frequently expressed when 
discussing the role a leader plays in driving a safe work environment: 

“If he's not leading it, if he's not leading the safety culture, you really haven't got 
a safety culture.” (Interviewee 23) 

“So a leader has to make sure that it's critical to everybody.” (Interviewee 18) 

“the leader is, is very crucial in how the value, how the organization, what value 
the organization places on safety.” (Interviewee 7) 

3.2.5 Theme 5 – Safety leadership is applied by strategically prioritizing safety (decisions, 
actions, & communications) 

The final prominent theme that was identified under the first category – how senior leaders in 
high-risk industries define safety leadership – centers on the practical aspects of how to 
operationalize safety leadership within organizations. This theme was supported by codes that 



described how safety is prioritized with respect to other responsibilities. Supporting quotes from 
participants include: 

“I think in, in safety leadership as opposed to say manufacturing leadership or 
quality leadership or anything like that, it's simply a matter of priority.” 
(Interviewee 1) 

“So when you're in that decision making, making a business decision, making a 
choice, safety has to be the first one.” (Interviewee 11) 

“So safety should take priority. Precedence over any other decisions. Yeah. What 
I mean by that is, if you look at the hierarchy of, of decision making and you never 
prioritize anything above safety. What are we doing to make sure that safety is at 
the forefront of anything that we do at work?” (Interviewee 9) 

Many leaders appeared to prioritize safety strategically in their leadership approach, treating it as 
a conscious and deliberate choice rather than an incidental consideration. 

3.2.6 Theme 6 – Safety leaders are trustworthy in all that they do 

Theme 6 was developed by combining three independent themes including safety leaders 
genuinely care, walk the talk, and are competent. This conceptual combination is based on their 
shared emphasis on trust as a fundamental aspect of effective leadership. In their seminal study 
on organizational trust, Mayer et al. (1995) identified three pillars of leader trustworthiness 
including integrity, benevolence (or care), and ability (or competence). Numerous participants 
did in fact emphasize the importance of trust when discussing the qualities of safety leaders, as 
highlighted below: 

“I believed in his commitment. I believed what he was saying, so I think that was 
what took me on board.” (Interviewee 10) 

“A safety leader sets the example, gives the example in what they do and 
everything they do.” (Interviewee 25) 

“so I'm setting a good example to the team, to the organization. I remain a role 
model to the organization as long as I am, I can be looked upon as upholding the 
tenants of safety, the attributes that are required for safe execution of the work.” 
(Interviewee 7) 

3.2.7 Theme 7 – Safety leaders positively influence others to achieve safety outcomes 

A second theme that resulted from the interviews when discussing the qualities and 
characteristics of safety leaders was their ability to influence others to achieve safety outcomes. 
This encompassed codes that described safety leaders as those who inspire, empower, convince, 
engage, influence, motivate, and interact with frontline workers who are directly involved in the 



work to successfully ensure a safe work environment and realize safety objectives. Some of the 
excerpts which summarize many of the similar perspectives shared during the interviews include: 

“he motivates them towards the safety measures.” (Interviewee 17) 

“you measure a leader on what they inspire others to do, what they create around 
them, and I can be the greatest safety leader in the world but if I don't create a 
culture where people do that, live that, breathe that day in, day out. Umm. Then 
I'm not, I'm not a safety leader.” (Interviewee 5) 

“You can do all the meetings you want, but at the end, if the leadership is not 
going down to the floor, nothing will happen (to safety results).” (Interviewee 19) 

3.2.8 Theme 8 – Safety leaders promote psychological safety for open reporting and 
speaking up 

A third theme that was identified as a characteristic of safety leaders revolves around how safety 
leaders promote psychological safety to encourage open reporting and speaking up. Consistent 
with Edmondson’s (2014) conceptualization of psychological safety, this theme was supported 
by codes highlighting the importance of creating a safe environment where employees feel 
comfortable sharing concerns, reporting incidents, and providing feedback without fear of blame 
or retribution. Examples from the data include: 

“it's about creating a safety culture, creating a safety culture where people feel 
free to speak up.” (Interviewee 11) 

“who would create an environment of blame and cover up. Right. That's for me 
what a non safety leader may be.” (Interviewee 12) 

“So I if you operate in such a way that you shout at people every time that you see 
something that's not right, people will hide things from you because they don't 
want to be shouted at.” (Interviewee 25) 

3.3 Formulating a conceptual definition of safety leadership 

After an iterative process, the first five themes of Table 2, which address the study’s primary 
question, were integrated into a conceptual definition of safety leadership through internal 
consensus and external validation. The final definition of safety leadership that emerged from 
this process is as follows: 

“A leadership style where authentic care is demonstrated through leaders who embody and drive 
safety as a core value by strategically prioritizing it in their communications, decisions and 
actions to improve safety and business performance.” 

Figure 1 illustrates how the different themes identified in the present study were integrated to 
construct the final definition of safety leadership. 



Figure 1 

Integration of the different themes to construct final safety leadership definition 

 

 

3.4 Safety leadership vs. general leadership 

Although none of the participants explicitly associated safety leadership with transformational 
leadership, there were a few that did consider it a component of overall leadership as suggested 
by the following excerpts: 

“for me safety leadership is really a component of an overall leadership 
package.” (Interviewee 1) 

“safety, it is one ingredient of a big piece.” (Interviewee 13) 

The same opinion was expressed by some participants when discussing the qualities and 
characteristics of safety leaders. The central argument among participants who shared this view 
was that effective leadership inherently requires safety to be an integral part of one's overall 
leadership approach. Interviewees could not envision a competent leader in their high-risk 
industry who did not lead with safety. Nonetheless, numerous other participants did consider 
safety leadership as a distinct form of leadership that differed from other styles on three levels. 
Firstly, they argued that unlike other leadership approaches, safety leadership carries a life-
threatening dimension that could result in catastrophes if it wasn’t applied effectively: 

“if you get safety leadership wrong, the consequences are extremely severe. So I 
think the difference, the difference between the safety leadership is around 
consequence.” (Interviewee 11) 

The second argument put forth revolved around the prioritization of safety above all else: 



“so the safety leadership comes with, as compared to other leaders, or the safety 
leader where versus the other operational leader so, so his priority for everything 
starts with safety, it is that every action starts with, the safety.” (Interviewee 16) 

The final way participants distinguished safety leadership from other forms of leadership was 
through its emphasis on care. They argued that, unlike other leadership approaches, safety 
leadership placed a stronger focus on the individual by prioritizing their well-being. 

“In other forms of leadership like I would say I’ve worked with many leaders. 
Some are very, very business focused. Some are very, very focused on their results 
and they try to ignore all other parameters of the work site or the project. So I 
would say that a safety leader is more humble, more communicative, more, I 
would say, empathetic. He will, he would like to connect with people, he would 
like to know that what are people challenges on the site regarding their, not only 
for the work-related thing but also would be there for personal challenges.” 
(Interviewee 17) 

Though a few participants viewed safety leadership as an important component of overall 
leadership, many found it to be distinct because of its prioritization of safety, its emphasis on 
care, and the potential consequences of failing to implement it. This point was stressed by several 
participants who argued that being an effective leader in other areas does not automatically 
translate to being an effective safety leader, as summed up by the participant below: 

“because you're a successful leader in another area, doesn't mean you're gonna 
be a successful leader in safety.” (Interviewee 2) 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Overview of findings 

The first theme that contributed to the definition of safety leadership (Safety leadership is about 
authentic care) was one of the most commonly shared perspectives by interviewees when 
considering both the conceptual elements of safety leadership and qualities of safety leaders. It is 
important to clarify that the emphasis is not just on care, but authentic care, so it was important 
to highlight this in the final results. The importance of care in safety leadership is not a new 
concept. Although they didn’t use the word “care” explicitly, Zohar (2002) found that leadership 
practices, which operationalize concern for safety, serve as the basis for perceptions of safety 
climate. Recently, Abiodun (2024) found care to be the most important safety leadership factor 
for the creation of trust in the oil and gas sector. This underscores the foundational role care 
plays in the overall conceptualization of safety leadership, positioning it as a central element of 
the definition. How to demonstrate this care in high-risk industries, participants shared, is by 
embracing safety as a core value (theme 2). Through these interviews, it was clear how highly 
participants valued safety. The organizations employing many of the interview participants had 
provided their leaders with the training, coaching, and supporting organizational culture to put 



safety at the forefront of everything they do. This was not by chance but rather by design, 
especially because of the potential consequences of accidents in high-risk industries. As a result, 
everything they said, did, and decided, strategically prioritized safety (theme 5), which is how 
safety as a core value was operationalized in practical terms. It was important to clarify that this 
approach was leader-driven (theme 4) in the definition given that it was frequently emphasized 
during the interviews as key to ensuring success in enhancing safety performance. 

The impact of leaders prioritizing safety against competing demands cascades down the 
hierarchal chain, ultimately influencing safety perceptions and climate (Zohar, 2002). In fact, 
Pilbeam et al. (2016a) and Molnar et al. (2019) have even suggested that safety leadership may 
simply refer to the priority leaders place on safety, which is a perspective supported by the 
results of the current study. Although the positive impact leaders have on safety performance is 
well documented and frequently highlighted in safety leadership definitions (Adra et al., 2024), 
the influence on non-safety metrics like operational efficiency, quality, and the bottom-line are 
much less explored. The data from this study’s interviews strongly suggests a positive 
relationship between safety leadership and non-safety outcomes (theme 3), an important finding 
that has been highlighted in the final results. 

Theme 7 (Safety leaders positively influence others to achieve safety outcomes) aligns well with 
the general qualities of safety leaders discussed in the literature, particularly given the 
traditionally strong association of safety leadership with transformational leadership theory. 
Rather than relying on authority or force, safety-specific transformational leadership emphasizes 
inspiring and uplifting employees to achieve safety goals (Mullen et al., 2009). This is a 
perspective that was regularly shared and emphasized by participants during the interviews, 
making it an unsurprising theme that emerged from the data to describe safety leaders. 

Theme 8 (Safety leaders promote psychological safety for open reporting and speaking up) is a 
particularly interesting finding from the current study, as it is not a quality that is traditionally 
associated with safety leaders. Psychological safety is defined by Amy Edmondson, the 
American scholar credited with popularizing the term (Jowett, 2023), as a construct that 
describes how individuals perceive the potential consequences of taking interpersonal risks 
within a specific setting, such as the workplace (Edmondson et al., 2014). High psychological 
safety describes an environment where employees feel safe speaking up and reporting incidents 
(Newman et al., 2017). Unlike trust, which focuses on dyadic relationships, such as that between 
a worker and their leader, psychological safety is a group-level construct describing the shared 
belief that a team holds (Edmondson et al., 2004). There is a limited body of research specifically 
examining the relationship between safety leadership and psychological safety (Quansah et al., 
2023). Trustworthiness on the other hand, is a well-established quality of safety leaders that has 
been extensively examined and shown to influence employee safety behaviors (Conchie et al., 
2011; O’Dea et al., 2001; Ordysiński, 2024). Its emergence in the present study as a key quality 
of safety leaders (theme 6) is therefore not as unexpected as that of psychological safety. These 



findings present an opportunity to examine the relationship between safety leadership and 
psychological safety with greater depth and detail. 

As mentioned in section 3.4, Some participants viewed safety leadership as a component of 
overall leadership, arguing that effective leaders inherently prioritize safety. Others, however, 
identified three key distinctions that set it apart as a unique style. Those linking safety leadership 
to general leadership often cited qualities like care and authenticity as common denominators. It 
is for this reason that the study was deliberately designed from the outset to distinguish between 
leadership qualities and the conceptual elements of safety leadership. This distinction emphasizes 
that a leader may be caring and authentic, but would not be considered a safety leader unless they 
actively apply the core conceptual components of safety leadership. 

4.2 Comparison with Daniel’s (2015) definition of safety leadership 

Daniel (2015) developed the first qualitatively derived definition of safety leadership by 
interviewing 20 participants from a single construction company in Australia. Daniel’s (2015, 
p.11) definition, “The demonstration of safety values through the creation of a vision and the 
promotion of wellbeing through the art of engagement, honesty and discipline.”, broadly shares 
some common elements with the characteristics of safety leaders identified as part of this 
research. These include engagement (Safety leaders positively influence others to achieve safety 
outcomes) and honesty (the integrity pillar of theme 6). Though Daniel’s (2015) definition does 
emphasize leaders demonstrating multiple safety values (fairness, integrity, and the importance 
of safety), the present study frames safety as a core value without suggesting it is supported by 
multiple underlying values.  

Despite these similarities, the definitions differ significantly in other aspects. Care emerges as a 
central pillar in the definition identified in this study, along with a clear articulation of how to 
operationalize safety as a core value – by prioritizing safety. In fact, when isolating responses 
from interviewees in the construction industry, 80% of participants interviewed in the current 
study emphasized the importance of care – an element entirely absent from Daniel’s (2015) 
themes. Furthermore, the impact of safety on both safety and non-safety performance is an 
important component as well that does not emerge as part of Daniel’s (2015) definition. 

Several factors related to the research design may have contributed to the differences between 
the two definitions including the choice to interview participants from the same company rather 
than a diverse, globally distributed sample spanning multiple companies and industries, as well 
as the inclusion of support function leaders (e.g. safety managers) as interviewees rather than 
focusing solely on those directly responsible for workers exposed to high-risk environments. 

Nonetheless, Daniel (2015), along with others such as Molnar et al. (2019), have suggested that 
safety leadership should be considered an independent leadership style that does not “piggyback” 
on other forms of leadership, a view that opposes the prevailing position in the academic 
literature but aligns with the findings of the present study.  



4.3 Comparison with safety-specific transformational leadership 

Safety-specific transformational leadership, combined with transactional leadership, has been the 
predominant framework embraced in the academic literature to date when examining safety 
leadership (Moon et al., 2024). To address the challenges associated with adopting a trait-based 
approach to leadership, a characteristic of transformational leadership and several other 
leadership constructs (Testa et al., 2020), the present research design deliberately separated the 
conceptual elements of safety leadership from the behaviors of safety leaders, marking a key 
distinction between this study’s definition and the conventional framework commonly used in 
academic literature. 

Safety-specific transformational leaders motivate employees to achieve safety outcomes by 
inspiring a safety vision (inspirational motivation), promoting critical thinking (intellectual 
stimulation), tending to the needs of each individual follower (individualized consideration), and 
role modelling safety (idealized influence) (Clarke, 2013). The latter two behaviors generally 
align with two of the pillars of theme 6 (indirectly with safety leaders care and directly with 
safety leaders walk the talk), however inspirational motivation and intellectual stimulation were 
not perspectives identified as qualities of safety leaders in the current study. Additionally, another 
notable difference is that the scope of safety leadership’s impact in the present study extends well 
beyond the traditional focus on safety performance, which dominates the safety-specific 
transformational leadership literature. Nonetheless, the overall philosophy of safety-specific 
transformational leadership to inspire and uplift employees to attain safety goals (Wang et al., 
2023) resonates quite strongly with theme 7 (Safety leaders positively influence others to achieve 
safety outcomes).  

The widespread adoption of transformational leadership theory may stem from a lack of 
dedicated research on the conceptual understanding of safety leadership (Jiang et al., 2024). The 
definition developed in this study does not align with that of safety-specific transformational 
leadership, which is more focused on motivational behaviors. Instead, the study highlights safety 
leadership as an independent leadership style and offers a practical and evidence-based approach 
to operationalizing safety as a core value, especially in high-risk industries. This moves beyond 
the original conceptualizations of safety-specific transformational leadership, which was initially 
tested among restaurant workers (Barling et al., 2002), and calls for a more contextual and 
evidence-based understanding of safety leadership. 

4.4 Comparison with other leadership constructs 

The definition of safety leadership arrived at in the present study shares common elements with 
other leadership styles in the academic literature but remains fundamentally distinct at a 
conceptual level. Coined by Greenleaf in his 1970 essay The Servant as Leader, servant 
leadership’s focus on service and care, in the form of listening and empathy for example (Spears, 
2010), bears similarities to safety leadership’s central tenet of genuine concern for others. 
However, while servant leadership revolves around service with an emphasis on personal and 



professional growth, safety leadership is operational in nature and grounded in the prevention of 
harm to ensure safe work environments. This distinction underscores that safety leadership 
extends beyond general prosocial leadership to address the unique demands of risk management 
in high-hazard contexts. 

Unlike servant leadership, authentic leadership is more theoretical and definitional and based on 
four conceptual elements including self-awareness, relational transparency, balanced processing, 
and internalized moral perspective (Anderson et al., 2017). Developed in response to concerns 
about the ethical conduct of some leaders in today’s corporate world (Gardner et al., 2011), it 
aligns strongly with safety leadership’s integrity pillar of trust where walking the talk is critical 
to trust-building. Safety as a core value, a cardinal element of safety leadership, also has 
commonalities with authentic leadership’s value-based principle. However, while authentic 
leadership primarily aims to cultivate moral integrity and authenticity as ends in themselves, 
safety leadership translates these qualities into practical action to ensure ethical decision-making 
and safe operations in high-risk settings. It is less about developing authenticity as a personal 
trait and more about applying it consistently to promote trust, accountability, and reliable safety 
performance. 

Ethical leadership has also gained attention due to corporate scandals (Den Hartog, 2015), 
emphasizing moral conduct through personal actions, communication, and decision-making 
(Brown et al., 2005). Critics argue that the definition of ethical leadership, which was 
popularized by Brown et al. (2005) in their seminal paper Ethical Leadership: A Social Learning 
Perspective, promotes "appropriate conduct" (Brown et al., 2005, p.120), which is vague, 
particularly in the context of varying cultural and organizational perspectives (Giessner et al., 
2010). To address these criticisms, Eisenbeiss (2012) proposed four empirically supported 
characteristics (Mayer et al., 2012) to provide clarity to this leadership construct. Like authentic 
leadership however, the overall ethos of ethical leadership is to drive moral conduct, which 
aligns with safety leadership’s integrity pillar of trust (theme 6) in spirit but not in purpose. 

Introduced by Louis Fry in the early 2000s, spiritual leadership aims to foster a sense of purpose 
and meaning in the workplace. Fry (2003) argues that this entails creating a vision that instills a 
sense of calling and creating a culture based on love and care, so members feel a sense of 
membership. The sense of calling inherent in spiritual leadership strongly aligns with the 
perspectives shared by several interviewees about safety. Beyond describing safety as a “cause” 
(Interviewee 15), five participants used religious connotations, with one even referring to safety 
leaders as “evangelists” (Interviewee 7) whose mission is to convert others to the faith. This 
reference fits quite well with Fry’s (2003) idea of spiritual leadership. Furthermore, the care 
aspect of the construct aligns with safety leadership’s first theme, even though, as with the 
previous leadership styles, the ultimate end products do not coincide. 

Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) is arguably the third most studied leadership concept in the 
context of safety leadership, following transformational and transactional leadership (Lekka et 



al., 2012). LMX focuses on the quality of the relationship between leaders and their followers. 
Anderson et al. (2017) argue that LMX is not a leadership style, but rather a concept that 
describes the nature and quality of the leader-follower relationship. Although relationships are 
quite important between leaders and followers, the strength of such a relationship was not 
discussed explicitly by interviewees in the current study. Rather, the importance of relationships 
appeared in the form of trust (theme 6), which aligns with Donovan et al.’s (2018) finding 
regarding the most important LMX practice. 

Despite safety leadership sharing several features with many of the prominent leadership 
constructs in the literature, particularly around care, influence, and trust, safety leadership 
emerges as a leadership style that is distinct in scope and context. 

5. Contributions 

The present study contributes to the academic literature by addressing a gap that has been 
highlighted by Pilbeam et al. (2016a) and recently reinforced by Adra et al. (2024) and Jiang et 
al. (2024). Although Daniel (2015) looked at safety leadership qualitatively and proposed a 
definition, there is room for improvement in the methodological design they employed. 
Therefore, this study expanded beyond construction to include representation from 25 different 
organizations across seven other high-risk industries to ensure a broader, more diverse 
perspective on safety leadership. The improved research design resulted in both a conceptual 
definition of safety leadership as well as several important qualities of safety leaders. Separating 
the conceptual elements of safety leadership and the traits of safety leaders was a strategic 
decision made at the outset to ensure the definition is not constrained by a personality-driven 
characterization of leadership. There was strong evidence from the data to suggest that safety 
leadership is a leadership style in and of itself, independent from general or transformational 
leadership. This outcome not only confirms Daniel’s (2015) finding but also advances safety 
science by offering new insights that clarify the conceptual elements of safety leadership and 
address existing definitional inconsistencies. 

The results from the present study are not limited to advancements in the academic field but also 
make valuable contributions for practitioners as well. By offering a clearer understanding of 
safety leadership grounded in the experiences of senior leaders from high-risk industries, the 
study equips leaders with actionable steps to focus their efforts more effectively on preventing 
occupational injuries and ill-health. The definition enables leaders to make immediate 
improvements in their leadership approach to enhance both safety and business performance, 
while the qualities provide a long-term development opportunity. 

6. Strengths and limitations 

In addition to contributing to a field that has been underexplored qualitatively (Jiang et al., 
2024), a key strength of the current study is the strategic distinction between the conceptual 
elements of safety leadership and the qualities of safety leaders. This has been a criticism of 



transformational leadership (Casey et al., 2019) and a conscious effort was made to avoid this 
approach in order to arrive at the core and distinct elements of safety leadership. 

The study's global research design captured perspectives from leaders with experience across 44 
countries, though conducting interviews in English may have excluded non-English speakers. 
Additionally, the focus on senior leaders was based on the assumption that their career 
progression provided rich insights into safety leadership. However, the extent to which this 
guarantees a fully holistic perspective, particularly regarding past experiences, remains 
uncertain. Furthermore, as the study relied on self-reported data obtained through interviews, the 
findings may be subject to social desirability bias, with participants potentially portraying 
themselves or their organizations in a more favorable light. While efforts were made to minimize 
this through careful question design and establishing rapport, this potential bias should be 
considered when interpreting the results. 

Despite attempts to ensure representation, only two female leaders participated, reflecting the 
gender imbalance in high-risk industries rather than a limitation of the study itself. This 
imbalance may have influenced the findings by limiting the diversity of perspectives on 
leadership behaviors. Broader gender representation could potentially reveal alternative 
approaches to safety leadership. As such, future research would benefit from exploring how 
gender dynamics shape perceptions and enactments of safety leadership across different contexts. 

Despite the main author's background in occupational health and safety and extensive experience 
in high-risk industries, they had no prior relationship with any of the participants, reducing the 
potential for bias or influence on the findings. To further mitigate researcher influence in 
thematic analysis, a reflexivity diary was maintained, and frequent consultations with co-authors 
led to multiple revisions. Three external scholars also provided critiques to minimize 
subjectivity. While thick descriptions of participants enhance transferability, the study's focus on 
high-risk industries means caution is needed when applying the findings, particularly in low-risk 
settings. 

The study's credibility was strengthened by incorporating diverse data sources across companies, 
industries, geographies, and leadership levels, improving upon Daniel’s (2015) research design. 
However, excluding frontline leaders, who play a critical role in shaping safety behaviors (Zohar, 
2000 & 2002), is a limitation. Member-checking could have further enhanced credibility, as 
suggested by Lincoln et al. (1985), but was not utilized. To ensure the research was conducted 
systematically and transparently, key decisions were documented in a reflexivity diary, clear 
protocols were followed, and SRQR guidelines (O’Brien et al., 2014) were adhered to (Appendix 
1). Although saturation was reached after 25 interviews, a larger or comparative sample across 
different industries could further enhance the credibility and transferability of the findings. 
Future research could explore cross-sectoral and cultural differences to examine whether safety 
leadership is conceptualized similarly in varying high-risk contexts. 



Despite some of the limitations presented, the overall trustworthiness and rigor of the research 
remain robust and do not compromise the significance of the findings. 

7. Conclusion & recommendations for future research 

Twenty-five senior leaders from eight high-risk industries were interviewed to define safety 
leadership and identify key characteristics of effective safety leaders. Thematic analysis revealed 
eight themes; five underpinning the conceptual definition and three describing the traits of safety 
leaders. 

Safety leadership, while sharing some characteristics with other leadership styles, emerged as a 
distinct construct, challenging its traditional association with transformational leadership. The 
study also found that safety leadership enhances both safety and business performance, a finding 
at odds with prevailing academic views. While trustworthiness and positive influence align with 
existing literature, promoting psychological safety was identified as an important characteristic 
of safety leaders. 

The present research makes several key contributions to the academic community. Firstly, it 
identified safety leadership as a leadership style in and of itself rather than one that builds upon 
existing frameworks. This pioneering result paves the way for a new direction in safety 
leadership research. Secondly, it unveiled a new area worthy of longitudinal investigation, 
notably that safety leadership can positively impact non-safety metrics like quality and 
operational efficiency. Thirdly, it provides a foundation for future quantitative research by 
offering the opportunity to develop and validate a scale that operationalizes the conceptual 
dimensions of safety leadership identified in this study. Finally, the study provides a strong 
foundation for further academic exploration of safety leadership, particularly in relation to age 
and gender, frontline leadership levels, lower-risk organizations, psychological safety, and cross-
cultural contexts. 

The present research also offers several contributions for practice. Separating the conceptual 
elements of safety leadership and the qualities of safety leaders provides leaders with a practical 
and pragmatic strategy for immediately operationalizing safety leadership while also offering a 
long-term developmental pathway to cultivate the characteristics of effective safety leaders. 
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