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The Workplace Safety Culture Task Force was charged by the Provost and Executive Vice President, Vice 

President for Finance and Administration, and Vice President for Research. The task force was asked to 

develop recommendations that align with best practice recommendations from the Association of Public and 

Land-Grant Universities (APLU) and support the university’s goal to foster and strengthen a university-wide 

culture that values and emphasizes workplace safety and adopts efficient and effective safety and health 

measures (see Appendix 1, Workplace Safety Culture Task Force Charge). The task force met six times 

between October 2021 and May 2022. Meetings were facilitated by Environmental Health and Safety, with 

robust discussion and participation from all attendees. 

 

Safety Culture  
 

Safety culture refers to an “organization’s shared values, assumptions, and beliefs regarding workplace 

safety or, more simply, the importance of safety within the organization relative to other priorities. A strong, 

positive safety culture arises not because of a set of rules, but because of a culture that supports the free 

exchange of safety information, emphasizes learning and improvement, and assigns greater importance to 

identifying and solving problems rather than placing blame. High importance is assigned to safety all the 
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time, not just when it is convenient or does not threaten personal or institutional productivity goals.”1 

There has been a shift from focusing exclusively on check-the-box compliance towards the development of a 

strong safety culture. This change has produced benefits in industries such as aviation and health care. 

Several health care studies have shown that organizational factors are the most significant predictors of safe 

work behaviors. For example, studies concerning standard precautions to prevent the transmission of 

bloodborne pathological diseases have shown that compliance increased when employees felt their 

institution had a strong commitment to safety and when the institution focused on interventions at 

improving support for employee health and safety. A strong safety culture has been shown to be predictive 

of lower injury rates, lower workers’ comp claims, increased job satisfaction, and decreased turnover.2 

 

Challenges in higher education 

A series of accidents over the past several years that involved serious injuries and fatalities – including an 

explosion that severely injured a graduate student at Texas Tech University during the handling of a high-

energy metal compound, and a flash fire in a laboratory at UCLA that killed a research assistant – inspired 

many universities to examine workplace safety culture at their own institutions.  

 

With any serious event, it is all too common for attention to be focused on the actions and decisions of the 

individuals involved in the immediate activities preceding the event. Modern accident causation theory 

recognizes that incidents are not the result of a single malfunctioning piece of equipment or the erroneous 

actions of one person, but instead are the result of a number of failures and deficiencies at many levels 

within an organization and its technical community. Focusing safety improvements at the immediate level of 

accident causation has limited reach and impact because doing so misses the underlying organizational 

factors that influence and contribute to an incident. Examining higher-level system deficiencies within an 

organization and making safety changes at those levels have a much greater preventative impact.3 

Acknowledging the above statements, the following can pose unique challenges to the development of a 

strong, positive safety culture in a higher education environment: 

• The specialized, hierarchical and decentralized structure of academic institutions. Many PIs are 

essentially running their own small businesses related to their research program, including: gaining 

funding, employing graduate students/postdocs, monitoring budgets, and disseminating knowledge - 

in addition to instruction, advising, and service. Safety and health can sometimes feel like one more 

matter they need to just take care of to move forward.  

• High turnover and the relative inexperience of laboratory workers in the academic research 

environment. In general, 60-80% of the people doing laboratory research change every 4-5 years. 

Graduate students cycle through a laboratory every 2-6 years and undergraduates on a 1-2 year 

                                                           
1 Safety Science Promoting a Culture of Safety in Academic Chemical Research Report, National Research Council, Pg 2 
2 OSHA Organizational Safety Culture – Linking Patient and Worker Safety 
3 Texas Tech University Lab Explosion Report, Chemical Safety Board, Pg 5 

https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/18706/safe-science-promoting-a-culture-of-safety-in-academic-chemical
https://www.osha.gov/healthcare/safety-culture#:~:text=Healthcare%20%2D%20Organizational%20Safety%20Culture%20%2D%20Linking,Occupational%20Safety%20and%20Health%20Administration
https://www.csb.gov/texas-tech-university-chemistry-lab-explosion/
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cycle. This makes it very difficult to achieve a foothold on fostering a culture of safety. Many PIs 

spend little time in the laboratory (especially as their careers progress), which leaves safety and 

health responsibilities often to a senior graduate student or postdoc. This lack of continuity in 

responsibility is a challenge.  

• Aging infrastructure. Many university buildings and facilities are 50 years or older, yet they house 

research laboratories that are attempting to complete 21st century experiments. It can be very 

difficult to properly (and cost-effectively) retrofit these spaces with the appropriate engineering and 

administrative safety controls that the research requires. 

OSU is not alone in the challenges it faces in fostering a culture of safety. Several institutions and 

international professional societies – as well as OSU’s own College of Engineering – have completed similar 

analyses and arrived at parallel conclusions (see Appendix 2, Oregon State University’s College of 

Engineering, Ad-hoc Safety Task Force Final Report, January 2021). 

 

Building on an established foundation 

This report reflects the next level of maturity for OSU’s workplace safety efforts. In March 2016, the 

Executive & Audit Committee approved a model for developing action plans to mitigate the top risks that 

may hinder OSU’s ability to achieve the objectives outlined in its strategic plan. The university identified 

laboratory/workplace safety as one of those top risks. Considerable work has been done in this area since 

that time. Appendix 3 details initiatives and efforts that have already been implemented. The task force 

recommendations in this report build on that foundation. Details and progress have been reported on an 

annual basis: 

• 2021 Board of Trustees Workplace Safety, including Risk Management Report  

• 2020 Board of Trustees Workplace Safety, including Risk Management Report  

• 2019 Board of Trustees Lab Safety Risk Management Report   

 

Best practices 

In developing recommendations to strengthen and promote a culture of safety at OSU, the task force reviewed 

national best practices, including:   

• Association of Public & Land-Grant Universities (APLU) Guide to Implementing a Safety Culture  

• National Research Council (NRC) Promoting a Culture of Safety in Academic Chemical Research  

• American Chemical Society (ACS) Creating Safety Cultures in Academic Institutions  

 

 

https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety_0.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/tab_ae_risk_mgmt_rpt_lab_safety.pdf
https://www.aplu.org/projects-and-initiatives/research-science-and-technology/task-force-laboratory-safety/
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/18706/safe-science-promoting-a-culture-of-safety-in-academic-chemical
https://www.acs.org/content/dam/acsorg/about/governance/committees/chemicalsafety/academic-safety-culture-report.pdf
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  Task Force Recommendations  
 

The Task Force recommendations are organized in three overarching categories: leadership commitment; 

training and learning; and continuous improvement.  

 

Leadership Commitment 

1. Perform Safety Perception Survey in Fall Term 2022 administered through the National Safety Council (NSC).  

This survey aligns with APLU Guide to Implementing a Safety Culture in Our Universities and can be used to 

help validate recommendations of the Task Force.   

• FY23 – EH&S has made preliminary arrangements to perform Safety Perception Survey 

beginning October, 2022.   

2. Establish University Health and Safety Committee (UHSC) structure to facilitate, support, and direct safety 

culture improvement to include:   

a. Institute a Safety Advisory Committee in each College. A Safety Advisory Committee representative 

from each College should serve on the UHSC.  

•  FY23-24 – Each college to institute a college level Safety Advisory Committee and establish a 

representative to serve on the UHSC.  

b. Encourage appointment of Department/Unit Safety Coordinators (DUSC) within colleges, units and 

departments to assist in day-to-day safety activities. DUSC representatives should serve on College 

Safety Advisory Committees. See Appendix 4 for UHSC committee structure recommendations.     

• FY23-24 – Revise UHSC structure lead by EH&S in consultation and approval from VPFA. UHSC 

is appointed by and reports to the VPFA.    

3. Send recurring safety messages (from the President on down) emphasizing commitment to workplace 

safety with reference to university policy, roles and responsibilities.  

• FY23 - Task Force recommends senior leadership send safety commitment message following 

approval of Task Force recommendations. SAVPA/EH&S will provide annual safety 

commitment message reminders.   

4. Routinely discuss safety at college leadership and faculty meetings. Review accident and injury report 

trends, compliance status, etc... (Dean’s Safety Reports) 

• FY23 - EH&S will develop Dean’s Safety Reports utilizing new EH&S information management 

system. Dashboard reports will highlight colleges and departments safety compliance status 

including accidents and injuries information.  

5. Include safety responsibilities in PD's and safety expectations/responsibilities should be part of performance 

evaluations.  

• FY23-24 – Conduct a review with Human Resources and EH&S to evaluate revisions to position 

descriptions and performance evaluation templates to include safety performance criteria. 

• FY23 - EH&S will develop Safety Culture Performance Metrics template that provides 

recommendations to improve workplace safety culture throughout the university.  The 

https://nsccdn.azureedge.net/nsc.org/media/site-media/docs/workplace/surveys-info-packet.pdf
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template will include leading indicators to measure progress. The goal is to proactively 

measure successes to improve OSU’s safety culture.  

• FY23 - EH&S will develop a Safety Culture Improvement webpage.    

6. Prioritize safety and allocate safety resources as part of regular budgeting processes at the department, 

college, and university levels.  

• FY23-24 - Develop guidelines for allocation of safety resources in the budgeting process. 

Training & Learning 

7. Include safety information in course curriculum (within the syllabus or instructor/Canvas web page) at the 

start of each term, as appropriate for the class type and potential risks. 

a. Encourage research and teaching laboratories and shops to adopt formal risk assessment process 

such as the American Chemical Society (ACS) RAMP process.  The RAMP concept provides a 

framework for making safety an integral part of education and practice.   

8. Develop Student Led Safety Teams (SLST) in COE, COF, COA, CEOAS and COS to help strengthen academic 

research safety culture from the bottom up. Facilitate partnering with Chemistry Department Student Led 

Safety Team.   

• FY23-24 – EH&S will work with COE, COF, COA, CEOAS and COS Associate Deans for Research 

to expand SLST.  Associate deans within respective colleges to assign college-level 

oversight/sponsorship of the SLSTs. Chemistry department in partnership with EH&S launched 

the first SLST in 2021. EH&S will facilitate partnering with the Chemistry Department to 

provide example of SLST structure to other colleges.   

9. Expand Campus Safety (top-level) homepage to include Workplace Safety (Safety Culture) information. Link 

to colleges and departments that cover all categories of safety (i.e., labs shops, agriculture, extension, etc.) 

• FY23 – EH&S will work with DFA IT and Public Safety to develop top level homepage for DFA.    

• FY23-24 – Each college to develop/expand their health & safety webpage information. 

10. Sponsor Annual Safety Event that promotes workplace safety and health.  

• FY24 – EH&S will facilitate development of annual event in coordination with Office of 

Research and other stakeholders to promote stewardship of workplace safety.  

Continuous Improvement 

11. Institute a continuous improvement system as referenced in Appendix 5 that provides feedback, 

reassessment, and ongoing training and learning opportunities.  

a. Perform periodic safety culture surveys to measure progress.   

• FY24 – EH&S will facilitate performing follow-up safety perception survey 12-18 months after 

completing the first survey.   

b. Provide safety reports to Deans and reports from their Safety Advisory Committees for feedback and 

trend tracking. 

https://publicsafety.oregonstate.edu/
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• FY24 – Recommend SAVPA/EH&S meet with senior administration committees and cabinet 

(e.g., President’s Cabinet, Provost Council of Deans, Executive Risk Committee) to discuss 

continuous improvement progress.   

c. Promote academic and industrial/government partnerships that allow academic researchers to learn 

from strong and well-designed safety cultures in industrial and government laboratories.  

• FY23 - EH&S will meet with Colleges Associate Deans for Research Fall Term 2023 to discuss 

promotion of industrial/government partnerships to enhance safety culture. 

d. PIs and managers should perform periodic safety self-assessments of their labs, shops and 

workplaces. Partner with labs and shops on campus for peer reviews.  

• FY24 – EH&S will meet with Colleges Associate Deans for Research to develop working group 

to discuss and promote self-assessments and peer reviews.   
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Appendix 1 - Workplace Safety Culture Task Force Charge  
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Appendix 2 – College of Engineering Ad-hoc Safety Task Force Final Report, January 2021  
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Appendix 3 – APLU Recommendations and OSU Progress to date  
 

APLU Recommendations OSU progress as of June 2022 
 

• Renew commitment to improve the culture of 
safety for all academic research, scholarship, and 
teaching. 

✓ Advancing Lab Safety commitment made by 
President Ed Ray in 2015 
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/announcement/advanci
ng-lab-safety.  The letter was from the Provost and 
the VPs of F&A and Research. 

• Designate a campus lead and leadership team to 
begin the process. The president/chancellor 
considers appropriate committees to help 
implement a culture of safety, including a safety 
committee of faculty, Environmental Health and 
Safety (EH&S) officers, and other representatives 
who can provide formative feedback to 
researchers, educators, and staff. 

✓ Enterprise risk priorities are approved by the 
Executive and Audit Committee of the Board of 
Trustees. Laboratory/Workplace Safety has been 
designated as a priority risk (2019-2021) and assigned 
to Board of Trustees Academic Strategies Committee 
for regular reporting and planned mitigation 
strategies. See Office of Audit, Risk and Compliance 
Enterprise Risk Management Reports 
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/oarc/risk-
enterprise Board of Trustees Academic Strategies 
Committee 2021 Workplace Safety, Including Risk 
Management Report 
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.
oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety_0.p
df Board of Trustees Academic Strategies Committee 
2020 Workplace Safety, Including Risk Management 
Report 
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.
oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety.pdf  
Board of Trustees Academic Strategies Committee 
2019 Lab Safety, Including Risk Management Report 
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.
oregonstate.edu/files/tab_ae_risk_mgmt_rpt_lab_saf
ety.pdf  

• Conduct campus dialogues with stakeholders to 
develop a shared vision of safety that aligns with 
the institutional mission and to develop an action 
plan. 

✓ New University Health and Safety Policy adopted 
7/16/2021 https://policy.oregonstate.edu/UPSM/07-
001_health_safety_policy.   

• Develop effective safety policies, procedures, and 
management systems, and identify the resources 
necessary for implementation. They establish 
recognition and reward systems and integrate 
these into tenure and promotion, hiring, and 
annual performance reviews. 

✓ 2021-22 Workplace Safety Culture Task Force 
charged by Provost, Vice President Finance and 
Administration and Vice President of Research in 
September, 2021. 

• Clearly articulate the roles and responsibilities of all 
stakeholders. 

 

✓ New safety and health information management 
system (BioRAFT) is being implemented. BioRAFT is a 
certified loss control and risk mitigation solution for 

https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/announcement/advancing-lab-safety
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/announcement/advancing-lab-safety
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/oarc/risk-enterprise
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/oarc/risk-enterprise
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety_0.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety_0.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety_0.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/asc_2b_workplace_safety.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/tab_ae_risk_mgmt_rpt_lab_safety.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/tab_ae_risk_mgmt_rpt_lab_safety.pdf
https://leadership.oregonstate.edu/sites/leadership.oregonstate.edu/files/tab_ae_risk_mgmt_rpt_lab_safety.pdf
https://policy.oregonstate.edu/UPSM/07-001_health_safety_policy
https://policy.oregonstate.edu/UPSM/07-001_health_safety_policy
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APLU Recommendations OSU progress as of June 2022 
 

educational institutions.  The new system provides a 
comprehensive enterprise wide safety information 
management solution that is scalable and readily 
allows OSU to accurately know who is in our 
workplaces, the hazards involved, and where the 
work is being performed.  The new system will 
provide faculty, staff and students the tools to track 
and manage safety for themselves and their lab, shop 
or workspace.  New system will provide compliance 
dashboards.   

• With the faculty, embed safety communication in 
laboratories, classes, departments and throughout 
the wider campus. 

 

✓ EH&S is invited periodically to speak to various labs 
and departments throughout the university on 
various safety topics (e.g., lab safety, hazardous 
material use and disposal, safety culture, 
construction safety, ergonomics, etc.)   

• With the faculty, work to create a trusting and safe 
culture. They encourage the development of a 
generative cultures based on open dialogue, 
reporting, and learning from near misses, as 
described by the National Academy of Sciences.   

✓ EH&S sponsors Department Unit Safety Coordinators 
(DUSC) meetings 2-4 times per academic year.   

• Develop a risk assessment process for laboratory 
safety that is integral to all activities conducted in 
the laboratory or the field. 

✓ Safety Beaver Buzz Newsletter is published on 
quarterly basis.   

• Establishes a unified administrative reporting 
model that connects responsibility for development 
and implementation of academic safety policies. 
The model should fall under one administrative 
pillar in the institution and should include faculty, 
EH&S officers, and administrative leaders 

✓ An Ad-hoc Safety Task Force in College of Engineering 
(COE) was initiated in 2020. Final recommendations 
from COE Task Force align with university wide 
Workplace Safety Culture Task Force 
recommendations.  Task Force proposed 
recommendation to enhance engineering curriculum 
by including hazard analysis/risk assessment as part 
of curriculum. 

• Empower undergraduate students, graduate 
students, postdoctoral fellows, and staff to voice 
safety questions and concerns to their faculty 
supervisors, EH&S offices, and/or safety 
committee.   

✓ Chemistry Department established Chemical Safety 
Seminar Course (CH 607) for graduate students.  

• Works to strengthen collegial and collaborative 
relationships between faculty and EH&S staff. 

✓ Chemistry Department launched first Student Lead 
Safety Team at the university.  

• Works to enhance effective working relationships 
with first responders.      

✓ Near Miss Reporting system has been developed 
utilizing Insurance and Risk Mgmt. Services (IRMS) 
Advocate system https://oregonstate2-gme-
advocate.symplicity.com/public_report/index.php/pi
d928375.  New BioRAFT information management 
system has feature called ObserveNow that will 

https://oregonstate2-gme-advocate.symplicity.com/public_report/index.php/pid928375
https://oregonstate2-gme-advocate.symplicity.com/public_report/index.php/pid928375
https://oregonstate2-gme-advocate.symplicity.com/public_report/index.php/pid928375
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APLU Recommendations OSU progress as of June 2022 
 

replace IRMS Advocate System for university wide 
Near Miss reporting. The ObserveNow feature turns 
personnel on site into eyes and ears to spot and 
report safety concerns and safety successes 
(https://www.bioraft.com/observnow-information-
kit#whatisobservnow). 

✓ COE Industrial Eng. student’s capstone project 
developed near miss reporting system for COE clubs 
(https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/osu-student-club-
safety). 

• Implement routine hazard analyses and includes 
them as integral components of undergraduate 
and graduate education; thesis, dissertation, and 
funding proposals; and experimental design for 
all experiments.   
 

✓ EH&S performs workplace (labs, shops, farms) safety 
assessments every 18 months. 

• Implements a process to report incidents and near 
misses so that the campus community can learn 
from these incidents.   

✓ Insurance and Risk Management Services has 
developed Risk Assessment Tools to help in making 
risk-informed decisions throughout the university 
https://risk.oregonstate.edu/risk-assessment-tools.   

• Provides laboratory safety education and training 
for students, faculty, EH&S staff, and department 
heads.   

✓ Safety advisory committees have been established in 
COE, Forestry, Chemistry, CAS, CEOAS, and Veterinary 
Medicine. 

• Ensures undergraduate and graduate science and 
engineering curricula include an emphasis on safe 
practices.   

✓ Director of EH&S meets with Director of Compliance 
on monthly basis to discuss university safety 
compliance issues. 

• Conducts self-assessment and bench-marking using 
measures that can provide feedback on whether it 
is moving to a safer culture.   

✓ Research Risk and Compliance Committee has been 
established with membership from senior 
administration, research administration, faculty and 
EH&S.   

• Develops a continuous improvement system that 
provides feedback, reassessment, and on-going 
training and learning opportunities.   

✓ EH&S anonymous "Report a Safety Concern" has 
been established https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/.   

• Develops a system of accountability, including peer-
to-peer accountability.   

✓ EH&S Hotline 541-713-SAFE established to report 
urgent safety concerns 

• Promotes academic and industrial/government 
partnerships that allow academic researchers to 
learn from strong and well-developed safety 
cultures in industrial and government laboratories.   

✓ Established single webpage to prominently promote 
the many university efforts and ongoing available 
services dedicated to integrity, sexual misconduct 
reporting and support, Title IX compliance, equal 
opportunity, safety and other important 
commitments https://oregonstate.edu/hotline-and-
sexual-misconduct-reporting-and-services  

✓ Safety plans are sent to emergency response 
agencies/authorities having jurisdiction (e.g., fire 
department, hospitals).  

https://www.bioraft.com/observnow-information-kit#whatisobservnow
https://www.bioraft.com/observnow-information-kit#whatisobservnow
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/osu-student-club-safety
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/osu-student-club-safety
https://oregonstate.edu/hotline-and-sexual-misconduct-reporting-and-services
https://oregonstate.edu/hotline-and-sexual-misconduct-reporting-and-services
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APLU Recommendations OSU progress as of June 2022 
 
✓ University facilities are jointly inspected by CoC Fire 

Department and EH&S personnel on annual basis. 

✓ EH&S has contracts with CFD for confined space 
rescue.   

✓ EH&S hosts seminars with Haz Mat Region 5 and the 
National Guard Civil Support Team. 

✓ EH&S publishes hazard analysis information on 
website including library of safety instructions 
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/safety-instructions and 
SOP Template Library 
https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/sop-template-library 

✓ EH&S promotes the development of standard 
operating safety procedure during periodic workplace 
safety assessments 

✓ Lab safety registration is performed periodically.  Lab 
safety registration serves two important functions: 1) 
to help identify and address various hazards in labs; 
and 2) to provide Principal Investigators with a 
comprehensive tool for recognizing hazards and 
compliance issues in research.   

✓ EH&S has developed Safety Training for the university 
including a training needs tool, training materials, and 
maintenance of training records 
(https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/training).  Between 
2020 and 2021 EH&S added approximately 60 new 
training modules to the university’s learning 
management system and provided 9,910 workplace 
safety training sessions in 2020 and 9,203 in 2021. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://ehs.oregonstate.edu/sop-template-library
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Appendix 4 – University Health and Safety Committee (UHSC) Structure Recommendation  
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Appendix 5 – Safety Culture Continuous Improvement Process  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


