
Communicating Safety
The Silver Bullet

Download additional copies of this paper at www.Larkin.Biz

Using Supervisor Communication to Reduce Accidents

© Larkin Communication Consulting, 2012, 1st Edition

Dr TJ Larkin & Sandar Larkin



                         2                           download this report at www.Larin.Biz

Supervisor Communication is the Silver Bullet
The goal cannot be writing safety policies and procedures.

The goal must be using safety communication to reduce accidents.

Goal

Communication that Reduces Frontline Accidents

Who?
Supervisor talking with frontline employee

How?
Informal, casual, face to face 

About what?
Safety procedures involving a task the 
employee is just about to do

            Supervisor-oriented communication

     communication supervisors                   graphical approach                       fear appeals                           drawings                                speculate
     can understand

These are the conversations 
that reduce frontline accidents.

Supervisor-oriented communication 
makes it easier for supervisors to have 
these conversations.

Supervisors Can’t Understand Our Communication
Supervisors are the silver bullet for reducing accidents.  We need 
supervisors to personally push our safety standards onto resisting or 
careless employees.  But supervisors are not going to push standards 
they can’t understand.

Our safety standards are often written at grade level 14 (only 17% of 
the US adult population can read at that level).
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Complexity and Understanding
% of US adults who can understand a document written at a specific grade level

Grade Level Complexity of the Document source: DuBay

Publication Grade Level % Who Can 
Understand

Microsoft 
Word 
Manual

15th grade 7%

New York 
Times

10th grade 33%

Tom Clancy 
novels

7th grade 55%

TV Guide 5th grade 68%

National 
Enquirer
(rumor tabloid)

3rd grade 80%

Complexity of 
Common Publications

sources: DuBay; Montondon

Standards Included Confined Space
Management of Change
Contractor Relations
Control of Work
Hydrogen Sulfide

Companies 4 integrated oil & gas
2 chemical
1 oil services

Range of Complexity grade levels 12 to 19 

Average Complexity grade level 14

% of US Adults Who 
Can Read at Grade 
Level 14 17%

We Tested Some 
Safety Standards in Our Files

Hazard Identification, Risk Assessment and Risk Control 

1.0 General 

1.1 The purpose of this procedure is to identify and control existing as well as 
potential hazards and risks associated with company business activities. It is 
intended to assist management in identifying and eliminating hazards where 
practical. 

1.2 Where the elimination of hazards is not practical, management’s focus should 
be to reduce the likelihood of occurrence or the severity of potential injury or 
damage. As a last resort, personal protective equipment may be considered to 
protect employees from harm. This procedure covers all company supervised 
activities conducted at company locations as well as activities conducted by 
company personnel at customer locations. 

1.3 Where similar activities are undertaken in similar places of work, a generic or 
model assessment can be utilized. Such an assessment will take into account 
the majority of the hazards and risks, but will be evaluated for adequacy in the 
particular circumstance. 

1.4 Risk assessments must be completed before carrying out any work which 
might reasonably be expected to present a foreseeable risk to the health, safety 
and welfare of those undertaking the task, or those who might be affected by the 
operation. 

1.5 This process is intended to serve as company standard process for risk 
assessment. Where more specific or specialized analysis is required, the 
business area HSE manager may create an operational control. 

2.0 Hazard and Risk Assessment Process 

2.1 Risk assessment and management involves the following activities: 

• Define and list all activities performed by employees from the facility. 
• Identify and list the tasks associated with each activity. 
• Identify and list all the hazards associated with each task. 
• Identify and list all control mechanisms in place to mitigate each hazard. 
• Evaluate the risks associated with each hazard through the assignment 
of numeric scores based on the probability and severity. 

• Management of the Risks by identifying measures to limit the exposure to harm, 
monitoring and controlling their effectiveness.

2.2 To conduct these assessments, the Plant, District, or Base Manager 
assembles a cross-functional team. The team will consist of competent persons 
including the HSE 

Example: Risk Assessment
This standard is grade level 14; 
only 17% of adults can understand it.

%
 o

f 
U

S
 P

op
ul

at
io

n

About 50% of US Adults Can Read at Grade Level 8

Use Fear Appeals

High-fear works best when there are easy-to-solutions.

Here are some behaviors where high fear works.  Why?  
Because the solutions are easy to do.

• seat belts
• teeth flossing
• child locks on cabinets
• smoke alarms

However, with these behaviors high fear 
messages are less effective.  Why?  Because the 
solutions are hard to do.

• cigarette smoking
• weight loss
• exercise programs
• drug addition

Safety communication in oil/gas/chemicals/mining is the 
perfect place for high fear messages. 

Many of things we want employees to do are easy 
(PPE, lockout/tagout, permits) and the consequences 
of not doing them are deadly. This is where fear 
appeals work best.

This is a fear appeal

7% of people can recall a text-only warning

83% of people can recall a text + scary 
picture warning

source: Fong; Hammond

Fear works.

More than 100 fear appeals studies show that fear works, and in general, 
the more fear in the message—the more change.  

One study shows 48% more change with a high-fear message compared 
with the no-fear message.

Changing employees is difficult.  Supervisors need all the help we can 
give them.  Fear is a big help.

sources: Witte; Tanner

Use Drawings
Drawings work.

Representing complex events in simple hand-drawn drawings increases 
comprehension by up to 600%.

Supervisors are not text people—they are object people.

Supervisor-oriented communication takes complexity and reproduces it 
in easy-to-understand drawings.

Here is the “drawing” that came with 
the original accident communication.

This is an important analytical 
exercise, but it doesn’t work as 
a piece of supervisor-oriented 
communication.

 Pneumatic Plug Accident - Overview Drawing

A hand-drawn drawing 
like this one will increase 
comprehension between 100% 
and 600%.

source: Cheng

Three Layers of Safety Communication

Safety communication for a serious accident 
should have 3 layers.

1. Summary Drawing 
    (like the one shown here)

2. Simple Text Explanation
    (one page explanation written at 

grade level 7 to 9)

3. Technical Documentation
    (information like the bow-tie analytic 

diagram above) 

source: Larkin; You Know Safety, But Not Communication

Speculate
Speculation works.

People who take a “facts only” approach to their communication 
learn only 30% as much as people who speculate about “what 
could have happened.”

To increase the drama, and to make the lesson stick, supervisors need 
their communication to speculate about what could have happened.

source: Morris

Professor Morris studied error 
reports filed by aircraft pilots.

Some pilots learned three times 
more from their mistakes than 
other pilots.

The highest-learning pilots 
did three things in their 
error reports:

1. Speculated
“This could have happened...”

2. Blamed Themselves
“I should have done this...”

3. Focused on the Future
“Next time, I will be sure to...

Morris found that only 10% of 
pilots did these three things, but 
those who did learned more and 
performed better in the future.

This is speculation

Graphical Approach to Safety Standards
If you want supervisors to personally push safety standards in informal face-to-
face conversations—the writing must be less intimidating.

We have to make our documents more approachable, more supervisor oriented.

source: Larkin, Complete HS&E Management System

Illustration
600% increase in 
comprehension 

source: Cheng

No large text blocks 

maximum number of lines in any 
single paragraph should be 6 or 7

text blocks that can be processed by 

the reader to be thematically linked

source: Williams

Verdana font 
designed for 
online reading

   source: Wilson

What is Risk Management

vironment

2. Risk Assessment
• “Risk” has two parts

1. Frequency - estimate of how often this ey vent could happen
2. Severity - if it did happen, how serious the consequences would bey

• Risk Assessment means estimating the level of risk and deciding if this 
risk level is acceptable

3. Risk Control
• “risk control” is putting things in place to lower the risk

When is Risk Management 
Required?

Do risk management for any activity that has the potential to harm an employee 
or the environment.

Risk management is also required for any new activity or process.

A standardized or generic risk management procedure may be available, 
and can be used, if it applies to similar activities done at similar [Company
Name] locations. 

Risk management is required for all [Company Name]-supervised activities done 
at all [Company Name] locations as well as at all customer locations.

Risk management is required for all [Company Name] contractors and visitors.

What is Risk Management page 1
Goal of Risk Management page 1
When is Risk Management Required page 1
Risk Assessment Tool TT page 2

Policy 
#1 

Risk Management  

1. Find the Hazard 2. Estimate the Danger 3. Work On It
How often?

How serious?

Dot Points 
20% will read a 
solid-text paragraph, 
increases to 50% if 
broken out into dot 
points

source: Desaulniers 

Color
21% more attention 
than black & white

source: Lohse

Scannable
47% faster searching

source: Morkes

Complexity
writing is grade-level 5 to 7
(almost 70% of employees 
can understand) 

source: Larkin

Graphics
43% higher recall

source: Markel

Line length: 
3.5 inches best 
length for highest 
reading accuracy

source: Nanavati
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Pictures of people
humans are genetically 
wired to look at faces
(pictures of people will 
attract employees onto 
the page)

source: Theeuwes

page #5 page #7 page #9 

page #8page #6
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Supervisor Communication Reduces Accidents

Supervisor communication 
explains 42% of accidents in 
chemical plants (r = -0.65).

source: Sicco van As

Applied Ergonomics 33 (2002) 219–230

Research-based guidelines for warning design and evaluation

Michael S. Wogaltera, Vincent C. Conzolaa, Tonya L. Smith-Jacksonb,*
aDepartment of Psychology, North Carolina State University, 640 Poe Hall, Raleigh, NC 27695-7801, USA

bThe Grado Department of Industrial and Systems Engineering, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, 250 Durham Hall, CB 0118

Blacksburg, VA 24061, USA

Abstract

During the past two decades, the body of empirical research on warning design and evaluation has grown. Consequently, there are

now basic principles and guidelines addressing warning design (e.g., signal words, color, symbols, and text/content), placement (e.g.,

location within product instructions), and how to enhance the usability of designs by considering factors internal to the user

(e.g., beliefs, perceptions of risk, stress). Similarly, evaluation methods have been developed that can be used to measure the

effectiveness of warnings such as the degree to which warnings are communicated to recipients and the degree to which they

encourage or influence behavioral compliance. An overview of the empirical literature on warning guidelines and evaluation

approaches is provided. Researchers, practitioners, and manufacturers can use these guidelines in various contexts to reduce the

likelihood that injury and product damage from exposure to a hazard will occur. r 2002 Published by Elsevier Science Ltd.

Keywords: Warning; Label; Sign; Risk; Communication; Safety; Design

1. Introduction

The design and evaluation of warnings has received
considerable attention by human factors/ergonomics
researchers over the past two decades. Research articles
have been published examining various aspects of
warning design and how they affect subjective evalua-
tions, memory, comprehension, and behavioral compli-
ance. The purpose of this article is to provide a review of
the guidelines for warning design and evaluation based
on empirical research. First, some of the design,
environmental, and personal factors that influence
warning effectiveness will be presented along with basic
guidelines for designing effective warnings. Next, the
factors that influence risk perception will be briefly
discussed. Finally, some of the factors that need to be
considered when evaluating warnings will be addressed.

When applied to warnings, design should be viewed as
an activity that is initiated by requirements gathered
from users. Several ‘‘user groups’’ must be considered
when designing warnings. These groups are: (1) end-
users, who are the focus of loss prevention or loss
control efforts (i.e., employees in an occupational setting
and consumers); (2) organizations, who will deploy the
warnings and provide the context of use; and (3) product

manufacturers, who develop the products to which
warning labels will be applied and who receive
component materials from other entities. Therefore, a
systems approach to warnings design, or one that
considers the entire context, is essential. Each user
group introduces design requirements and constraints
that must be considered when developing effective risk
communications.

How do we know that a particular warning design is
effective? Warning effectiveness involves a complex set
of issues. A primary approach is to evaluate or test the
design. Evaluation is the activity used to determine the
degree to which the warning accomplishes its intended
effects (e.g., communication of risks, behavioral com-
pliance). Very little research has been conducted
comparing different methods of evaluation, despite the
fact that studies often vary in the kinds of effectiveness
measures employed (subjective judgments, recall or
risks). Instead, research has mainly focused on the
effects of design changes. For instance, some research
focuses on non-text related design aspects of warnings,
such as color of the design or pictorials, whereas other
research seeks to assist in the design of meaningful
warnings, such as the choice of signal words or the
phrasing to convey consequences.

Laughery and Wogalter (1997) describe a systems-
oriented model or framework of risk communication
that highlights the relationships between manufacturers,

*Corresponding author. Tel.: +1-540-231-4119; fax: +1-540-231-

3322.

0003-6870/02/$ - see front matter r 2002 Published by Elsevier Science Ltd.
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47% of employees will 
follow a “print only” safety 
warning; compliance 
increases to 74% if a 
“supervisor” reinforces 
the printed warning in a 
conversation.

source: Wogalter

A face-to-face conversation 
with a trusted person 
delivers 13 times more  
behavior change than a 
mediated message (print or 
electronic).

source: Sultan

Next PageNext Page

JSTOR: Journal of Marketing Research, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Feb., 1990), pp. ... http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/3172552?uid=3739568&uid=21...

3 of 5 3/21/2012 8:48 PM

When employees are 
asked what caused 
them to improve their job 
performance, 70% mention 
informal conversations 
with their supervisors; 
2% mention a corporate 
document.

source: Clampitt

Supervisor:

“When starting up the furnace, don’t put fuel gas to the 
main burner fuel line until AFTER the pilot is lit.

If fuel gas leaks from the main line into the furnace - this 
can happen when you light the pilot.

I need you to follow every step in the startup procedure - 
no short cuts.” 

This is what we want:
• supervisor to employee
• casual, face-to-face conversation
• discussing safety procedures for an upcoming task

Research Example
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Understanding How Words Change Behavior
It is wrong to think messages can be injected directly into employees 
and they will change (hypodermic needle theory).  Mediated messages 
(print or electronic) inform but do not change employees. 

Instead, words change employees in a two-step process: mediated 
messages create awareness and then a conversation with a trusted 
source delivers the behavior change.

source: Lazarsfeld

Stressing “safety” as a value...

Only 9% of executives think 
these value campaigns 
produce any measurable 
behavior change.

source: Jensen

Posters, logos, buttons, coffee mugs, 
pens, bulletin boards.....

These communication campaigns 
typically produce around 2% behavior 
change.

source: Barnett

Classroom safety training...

The correlation between hours of 
safety training and incidents/accidents 
is often very low  (r = -0.08).

source: Evans

So, should we stop doing:
• safety as a corporate value
• safety posters
• safety training

No!

Instead, understand what these 
things can and cannot do: they create 
awareness not behavior change.

Awareness is an important first step 
toward behavior change, but does not 
by itself deliver change.

The leading expert on communication 
and behavior change, Professor 
Everett Rogers, estimated that less 
than 3% of people will change a 
behavior based on awareness alone.

Awareness needs a second step: the 
supervisor’s personal involvement.  

It is the combination of awareness 
and supervisor involvement that 
changes employees.

source: Rogers

Posters
Emails
Training

Messages go 
directly into 
employees, and 
then they change. 

Hypodermic Needle Theory 2-Step Flow Theory

Posters
Emails
Training

1st Step - Awareness

2nd Step - Personal Influence

RIGHT

supervisor

Adding supervisor 
influence to 
awareness delivers 
the behavior change.

WRONG
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Supervisors Can’t Understand Our Communication
Supervisor communication is the silver bullet for reducing accidents.  
We need supervisors to personally push our safety standards onto 
resisting or careless employees.  But supervisors are not going to push 
standards they can’t understand.

Our safety standards are often written at grade level 14 (only 17% of 
the US adult population can read at that level).
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Publication Grade Level % Who Can 
Understand

Microsoft 
Word 
Manual

15th grade 7%

New York 
Times

10th grade 33%

Tom Clancy 
novels

7th grade 55%

TV Guide 5th grade 68%

National 
Enquirer
(rumor tabloid)

3rd grade 80%

Complexity of 
Common Publications

sources: DuBay; Montondon

Standards Included Confined Space
Management of Change
Contractor Relations
Control of Work
Hydrogen Sulfide

Companies 4 integrated oil & gas
2 chemical
1 oil services

Range of Complexity grade levels 12 to 19 

Average Complexity grade level 14

% of US Adults Who 
Can Read at Grade 
Level 14 17%

Only 17% of Supervisors 
Understand Our Safety Standards

Hazard Identification, Risk Assessment and Risk Control 

1.0 General 

1.1 The purpose of this procedure is to identify and control existing as well as 
potential hazards and risks associated with company business activities. It is 
intended to assist management in identifying and eliminating hazards where 
practical. 

1.2 Where the elimination of hazards is not practical, management’s focus should 
be to reduce the likelihood of occurrence or the severity of potential injury or 
damage. As a last resort, personal protective equipment may be considered to 
protect employees from harm. This procedure covers all company supervised 
activities conducted at company locations as well as activities conducted by 
company personnel at customer locations. 

1.3 Where similar activities are undertaken in similar places of work, a generic or 
model assessment can be utilized. Such an assessment will take into account 
the majority of the hazards and risks, but will be evaluated for adequacy in the 
particular circumstance. 

1.4 Risk assessments must be completed before carrying out any work which 
might reasonably be expected to present a foreseeable risk to the health, safety 
and welfare of those undertaking the task, or those who might be affected by the 
operation. 

1.5 This process is intended to serve as company standard process for risk 
assessment. Where more specific or specialized analysis is required, the 
business area HSE manager may create an operational control. 

2.0 Hazard and Risk Assessment Process 

2.1 Risk assessment and management involves the following activities: 

• Define and list all activities performed by employees from the facility. 
• Identify and list the tasks associated with each activity. 
• Identify and list all the hazards associated with each task. 
• Identify and list all control mechanisms in place to mitigate each hazard. 
• Evaluate the risks associated with each hazard through the assignment 
of numeric scores based on the probability and severity. 

• Management of the Risks by identifying measures to limit the exposure to harm, 
monitoring and controlling their effectiveness.

2.2 To conduct these assessments, the Plant, District, or Base Manager 
assembles a cross-functional team. The team will consist of competent persons 
including the HSE 

Example: Risk Assessment
This document is grade level 14.  Only 17% of 
supervisors can understand it.

Average US Adult Reads at Grade Level 8
% of US adults who can understand a document written at a specific grade level

Grade Level Complexity of the Document source: DuBay
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About 50% of US Adults Can Read at Grade Level 8
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Graphical Approach to Safety Standards
If you want supervisors to personally push safety standards in informal face-to-
face conversations—the writing must be less intimidating.

We have to make our documents more approachable, more supervisor oriented.

source: Larkin, Complete HS&E Management System

Illustration
600% increase in 
comprehension 

source: Cheng

No large text blocks 

maximum number of lines in any 
single paragraph should be 6 or 7

text blocks that can be processed by 
the eyes in a single fixation appear to 
the reader to be thematically linked

a single fixation = 6 or 7 lines of type

source: Williams

Verdana font 
designed for 
online reading

   source: Wilson

What is Risk Management Risk Management has three parts:
1. Hazard Identification
2. Risk Assessment
3. Risk Control

1. Hazard Identification
• “Hazard” is something with the potential to hurt people or the environment
• “Hazard identification” is finding these things

2. Risk Assessment
• “Risk” has two parts

1. Frequency - estimate of how often this event could happen
2. Severity - if it did happen, how serious the consequences would be

• Risk Assessment means estimating the level of risk and deciding if this risk 
level is acceptable

3. Risk Control
• “risk control” is putting things in place to lower the risk

When is Risk Management 
Required?

Do risk management for any activity that has the potential to harm an employee 
or the environment.

Risk management is also required for any new activity or process.

A standardized or generic risk management procedure may be available, and 
can be used, if it applies to similar activities done at similar [Company Name] 
locations. 

Risk management is required for all [Company Name]-supervised activities done 
at all [Company Name] locations as well as at all customer locations.

Risk management is required for all [Company Name] contractors and visitors.

What is Risk Management  page  1
Goal of Risk Management  page  1
When is Risk Management Required  page  1
Risk Assessment Tool  page  2
Assessment Team  page  2 
Results of the Risk Assessment  page  2
Setting the LOAR (Level of Acceptable Risk)  page  2
Risk Controls  page  3
Communication & Training  page  3
Job Hazard Analysis  pages  3-4
H-1 Hazard & Risk Assessment Worksheet   page  5
Job Hazard Analysis Form  page  6 

Policy 
#1 

Risk Management  

1. Find the Hazard 2. Estimate the Danger 3. Work On It
How often?

How serious?

Dot Points 
20% will read a 
solid-text paragraph, 
increases to 50% if 
broken out into dot 
points

source: Desaulniers 

Color
21% more attention 
than black & white

source: Lohse

Scannable
47% faster searching

source: Morkes

Complexity
writing is grade-level 5 to 7
(almost 70% of employees 
can understand) 

source: Larkin

Graphics
43% higher recall

source: Markel

Line length: 
3.5 inches best 
length for highest 
reading accuracy

source: Nanavati

Pictures of people
humans are genetically 
wired to look at faces
(pictures of people will 
attract employees onto 
the page)

source: Theeuwes
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Fear Appeals

High-fear works best when there are easy-to-do solutions.

Here are some behaviors where high fear works.  Why?  
Because the solutions are easy to do.

• seat belts
• teeth flossing
• child locks on cabinets
• smoke alarms

However, with these behaviors high fear messages are 
less effective.  Why?  Because the solutions are hard to 
do.

• cigarette smoking
• weight loss
• exercise programs
• drug addition

Safety communication in oil/gas/chemicals/mining is the 
perfect place for high fear messages. 

Many things we want employees to do are easy (PPE, 
lockout/tagout, JHA) and the consequences of not doing 
them are deadly. This is where fear appeals work best.

This is a fear appeal

28% of people thought about the danger 
when the warning was only text (sentences)

48% of people thought about the danger 
when the warning included a scary picture

 source: Thrasher

Fear works.

More than 100 fear appeals studies show that fear works, and in general, 
the more fear in the message—the more change in the reader.  

Fear appeals are used successfully by companies in life insurance, home 
security, fire prevention, car safety features, anti-drunk driving.

Why?  Because they work.  One study shows 48% more change with a 
high-fear message compared with the no-fear message.

sources: Witte; Tanner
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Drawings
Drawings work.

Representing complex events in simple hand-drawn drawings increases 
comprehension by up to 600%.

Frontline supervisors are not text people—they are picture people.

Supervisor-oriented communication takes complex events and tells the 
story in easy-to-understand drawings.

Here is the “drawing” that came with 
the original accident communication.

This is an important analytical 
exercise, but it doesn’t work as 
a piece of supervisor-oriented 
communication.

N2N2

        

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pneumatic Plug Accident - Overview Drawing

Employee installed pneumatic plug:
• to isolate line
• prepare pipe for welding (tie-in)

Employee opens valve
• to vent nitrogen purge 

Nitrogen purge

Operators in control room remotely close valve
• motor-operator valves
• preparing for planned product transfer

What Went Wrong

Employee under inflated plug
• 15 psig instead of recommended 35 psig

Employee did not lock-out the valve in “open”
• so control room operators could remotely close the valve

Employee did not install pressure gauge during purge
• so he did not know pressure was building behind the plug

Work permit not shared with control room operators
• they did not know welding work was planned

Employee is standing in front of 16 inch pipe:
• preparing for his weld
• plug explodes from pipe
• hitting employee in the head

Employee is in hospital with serious injuries

Three Layers of Safety Communication

Safety communication for a serious 
accident should have 3 layers.

1. Summary Drawing 
    (like the one shown here)

2. Simple Text Explanation
    (one page explanation written at     

grade level 7 to 9)

3. Technical Documentation
    (information like the bow-tie       

diagram above) 

source: Larkin; You Know Safety, But Not Communication

A hand-drawn drawing 
like this one will increase 
comprehension between 100% 
and 600%.

source: Cheng
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Speculate
Speculation works.

People who take a “facts only” approach to their communication learn 
only 30% as much as people who speculate about “what could have 
happened.”

To increase the drama, and to make the lesson stick, supervisors need 
their communication to speculate about what could have happened.

source: Morris

Professor Morris studied error 
reports filed by aircraft pilots.

Some pilots learned three times 
more from their mistakes than 
other pilots.

The highest-learning pilots did 
three things in their error reports:

1. Speculated
“This could have happened...”

2. Blamed Themselves
“I should have done this...”

3. Focused on the Future
“Next time, I will be sure to...

Morris found that only 10% of 
pilots did these three things, but 
those who did learned more and 
performed better in the future.

This is speculation

Explosion - Reactor #1406
Catalyst Exposed to Water During Reactor Cleaning

Reactor #1406
out: closed

in: water for reactor cleaning

pump explod
es when waste w

ater 

rele
ased throu

gh botto
m valve

tou
ches ca

talyst

catalyst buildup 
in waste pipe

w
as

te
 t

an
k

bottom valve 
leaks catalyst
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LegalRisk

Communication

Effectiveness

Talking to Legal

Talking to Auditors

Legal departments often forbid all the communication 
techniques recommended in this report: simple writing, 
graphical displays, fear appeals, speculation, and drawings.

Legal departments argue this communication may weaken the 
company’s defense in a possible court case.

Someone senior within the company must weigh these risks.      
Is the company willing to accept more accidents in return for 
a possibly better legal defense? 

Auditors are changing the question:

From: Do you have a policy for ‘management of change’?

To: Show me your structure for implementing this 
‘management of change’ policy?

Answer the auditors with:

Our structure for implementation is Supervisor-Oriented 
Communication.

We know if we win supervisors’ support, the policies will be 
adopted by the frontline workforce.

So our safety professionals and all our policies target 
frontline supervisors as the top communication priority. 

70 years of research and more 
than 4,000 studies show the 
communication techniques in this 
report cause significantly more 
behavior change (sometimes 13 
times more behavior change) than 
communication without these 
techniques.

source: Rogers; Sultan

What do you want: fewer accidents or better legal defense?
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Working With the Larkins

Contract Time Description

Presentation 1 to 3 hours Communicating Safety

What’s wrong with safety communication and 
how to fix it.

TJ analyzes:
• toolbox meetings
• standards, policies, procedures
• accident investigations

TJ shows how “supervisor oriented” safety 
communication can reduce accidents.

Workshop 6 to 8 hours

Can be all in one day, or split over 
two days.

You may choose any combination of work.

For example:
• ballroom-type presentation for large 

employee group
• meeting/discussion with senior 

leadership team
• hands-on workshop with your HS&E 

professionals
• detailed analysis of your specific safety 

communication
• several meetings with relevant 

managers in HR, HS&E, Operations, etc.

Writing Safety Communication minimum 2 weeks You have safety information that needs to be 
written.

You may choose:

1. TJ and Your Team Do The Writing Together
• usually done at your location
• helps transfer TJ’s skills to your people

2. TJ Writes Alone
• usually done at our office
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Larkin Communication Consulting

Dr TJ Larkin and Sandar Larkin began 
Larkin Communication Consulting in 1985.

The Larkins help large companies 
communicate with employees.

Communicating Major Change Communicating Safety

mergers
outsourcing
benefit changes
restructuring
new technology

HS&E policies
procedures
standards
toolbox topics
accident investigations

Book Communicating Change, McGraw-Hill, 
New York, 1994.

Harvard Business Review “Reaching and Changing Frontline 
Employees,” Harvard Business Review, 
May-June, 1996, p. 95-104.

Ph.D. Communication (Michigan State University)
Masters Sociology (Trinity College, University of Oxford)

Before starting Larkin Communication Consulting in 1985, Sandar 
worked for the Long Term Credit Bank of Japan.

Two specialities:

Larkin’s publications include:

TJ’s background:

Sandar’s background:

Contact information: Larkin Communication Consulting
230 Park Avenue, Suite #1000
New York, New York  10169
USA

phone 1-212-860-2939

email Larkin@Larkin.Biz

web www.Larkin.Biz
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Download These Publications
www.Larkin.Biz

Cover Title Description

Communicating Safety
The Silver Bullet

Using Supervisor Communication to 
Reduce Accidents

14 pages

available in English and Portuguese

Supervisor communication is the best way to 
reduce accidents.

Only 17% of supervisors can understand our 
safety policies and procedures.

Supervisors need safety communication with:
• grade level 8 complexity
• graphical approach to safety standards
• fear appeals
• drawings
• speculation

You Know Safety
But Admit It...
You Don’t Know Communication

Fixing Safety Communication in Oil 
Refineries

19 pages

available in English, Portuguese, 
and Spanish

Average safety manager: 
• receives 50 safety emails a day
• written at grade level 16
• understood by only 4% of population

This information overload lowers 
comprehension and increases accidents.

Fix this overload by layering the safety 
communication:

1st layer:  hand-drawn diagram
2nd layer:  one-page simple text
3rd layer:  additional technical information

Communicating Big Change
Using Small Communication

72 pages

Best way to communicate: 
• any big change
• to employees
• in large companies

Communicate using these 3 principles:
1. Target frontline supervisors
2. Rely on face-to-face communication
3. Communicate future scenarios (how
    the company will look after the change)

Risk-Based Inspection to Begin in Area 3

All Area 3 Operators, Maintenance, and Contract personnel are to made 

aware that the Risk-Based Inspection team will be conducting an analysis 

ry’s efforts to 

improve process safety.

Risk-Based Inspection is a risk methodology integrating both qualitative 

and quantitative processes for combining both the likelihood of failure and 

the consequence of failure, systematically, to establish a prioritized list of 

pressure equipment using a total risk basis. This high-value added activity 

provides a logical, documented, repeatable methodology for determining 

the optimum combination of inspection frequencies and inspection 

scopes/methods.
nery’s other 

inspection-related initiatives including HAZOP, RCM, and the Inspection 

Management Program. RBI recommended inspection intervals and scope 

in no way invalidate the industry inspection codes and standards, such as 

API-510 (Pressure Vessel Inspection Code), API-570 (Process Piping 

Inspection Code), and API-653 (Storage Tank Inspection Standard). RBI 

operates within these recommendations providing valuable input allowing 

optimization of often limited inspection resources.

A comprehensive and consistently applied RBI analysis yields a number of 

objectives including: increased productivity and reliability, focused inspec-

tion resources, reduced inspection and maintenance costs, compliance 

with regulatory and/or insurance regulations, and improved turnaround 

planning.

You Know Safety
But Admit It.....
You Don’t Know Communication

Dr TJ Larkin & Sandar Larkin

4% of people can understand an average safety email
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