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Recognizing Small Safety Wins 
 

Introduction  

We close this series on Safety Action Team where lasting safety culture is built, in the small moments. This week 
is about why recognizing incremental progress isn't soft management. It's strategy. 
 
Monday – Why Small Wins Are the Foundation of a Safe Culture 

We've covered effective SATs, authority and ownership, and how to run meetings that produce results. Today 
we start our last topic: why small safety wins matter and why most organizations miss them. 
 
Safety culture isn't built on big dramatic interventions. It's built on thousands of small decisions made by 
ordinary people on ordinary days. Catching a wet floor before someone slips. Pointing out a missing PPE item to 
a new hire. These aren't headlines. But they are the culture. 
 
When we recognize small wins publicly, specifically, promptly - we tell the team: this is what we value here. And 
people replicate what they know is valued. 
 
Real-World Example 

A seat assembly plant in Kentucky decided to run an internal study after their corporate safety office challenged 
them to find out what was driving their injury rate. They tracked two data points for every shift over a 12-month 
period: the number of positive safety recognitions a supervisor gave during that shift, and the number of 
negative safety corrections. Then they mapped those ratios against near-miss escalation rates. 
 
Shifts where supervisors gave three or more positive safety recognitions for every one correction had a 44% 
lower rate of near-miss escalation compared to shifts where that ratio was 1:1 or worse. 
 
The study didn't prove causation, but the correlation was consistent enough across all four production lines and 
all three shifts that leadership took it seriously. Their hypothesis: when supervisors primarily interact with 
workers around safety in a corrective mode - catching problems, issuing reminders, writing up violations - 
workers learn to associate safety conversations with negative consequences. They start minimizing or concealing 
early warning signs rather than surfacing them. 
 
When supervisors also consistently recognize proactive behaviors, workers learn that safety conversations can 
be positive, and they're more likely to speak up early before a near-miss becomes something worse. The plant 
launched a supervisor coaching initiative focused on observation-based recognition. In the following year, near-
miss reports increased 31% and recordable injuries dropped 27%. 
 
The safety director summarized it bluntly: 'We were so focused on what people were doing wrong that we 
forgot to notice what they were doing right. That was a mistake.' 
 
Discussion Prompt 

When was the last time someone recognized you for a small safety action, not a big incident, just an everyday 
good choice? How did it feel? What is one positive thing we can recognize about our team today? 
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Tuesday – What Counts as a Win? Learning to See What's Already There 

Yesterday we made the case for small wins. Today's question: what actually counts as one? 
 
Most supervisors default to recognizing absence of incidents, 'we hit 60 days without a recordable.' That's a 
lagging indicator. It tells us what didn't happen. We want to train ourselves to see proactive behaviors 
happening every day. 
 
A team member performs a pre-shift inspection without being reminded. Someone uses a near-miss form 
before anyone gets hurt. A new hire gets coached by a veteran on proper PPE. A SAT member brings photos and 
data to a meeting with possible solutions, not a complaint. 
 
These are wins. Not because something bad didn't happen, but because someone chose to act safely. 
 
Real-World Example 

A rubber products manufacturer in Ohio was struggling to get near-miss reports submitted. The forms existed, 
the process was clear, and leadership talked about reporting regularly - but month after month, the numbers 
were low. The safety coordinator suspected the issue wasn't awareness, it was reinforcement: people didn't 
report because nothing visibly happened when they did. She proposed a 'safety moment card' program as an 
experiment. 
 
The cards were simple business card size, printed in-house, with space to write the person's name, what they 
did, and the date. Supervisors were given a stack of 10 at the start of each week. They were instructed to hand 
one out any time they personally observed a specific proactive safety behavior, not a policy reminder, but an 
actual observed action. Catching a slip hazard before a shift. Helping a coworker adjust PPE fit. Stopping to verify 
lockout status before a maintenance task instead of assuming it was done. 
 
The cards weren't redeemable for anything. They couldn't be exchanged for prizes or used in performance 
reviews. They were just a physical acknowledgment that someone had made a safe choice, and their supervisor 
had seen it. Within 60 days of the program launch, near-miss reporting increased 71% facility-wide. Voluntary 
pre-shift inspection rates increased 40%. 
 
The safety coordinator's assessment: the cards themselves weren't the mechanism. They were a forcing function 
that trained supervisors to slow down, look for safe behaviors, and name them out loud. The culture shifted 
because supervisors started paying attention differently and workers noticed that their good choices were being 
seen. 
 
Discussion Prompt 

Look around this floor right now or think about the last hour of work. Can you name one positive safety behavior 
someone did that went unrecognized? What was it? 
 
Wednesday – How to Recognize a Win Without Making It Awkward 

Some people hesitate to recognize small wins because they don't know how to do it without it feeling forced or 
patronizing. That's a fair concern and it's worth addressing directly. 
 
The most effective recognition is specific, immediate, and sincere. It doesn't need to be loud or ceremonial. It 
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just needs to name what the person did and why it matters. 
 
Compare 'Great job today, keep it up' versus: 'I saw you stop the line to re-latch that guard before running that 
batch. That's exactly the kind of thing that prevents a serious injury. Thank you.' 
 
The second one takes 10 more seconds. But it names what you noticed, connects it to safety, and signals you 
value it. Specific is always better than vague. 
 
Real-World Example 

A precision machining shop in Minnesota had three production supervisors on the day shift. All three were 
technically competent. All three cared about safety. But they approached recognition very differently. 
 
Supervisor A, call him Greg, ran a tight floor. He corrected unsafe behavior immediately and consistently. But 
recognition wasn't part of his vocabulary. He assumed people knew when they were doing things right. 
Supervisor B was largely hands-off, she was spread thin across too many responsibilities and safety interactions 
of any kind were rare. Supervisor C, a 38-year-old named Aaron who had come up through the trades, made a 
personal habit of giving one specific safety observation per shift. Not a general 'good job' a specific, behavior-
level comment delivered directly to the individual. 'Hey, I saw you isolate the coolant circuit before you opened 
that panel this morning. That's the kind of thing that keeps you out of trouble. Nice work.' Aaron had started the 
habit after attending a safety leadership workshop three years earlier. He kept a rough mental tally, if he hadn't 
made one observation by midshift, he made a point of looking for something. 
 
After 18 months of data, the three supervisors' teams showed dramatically different profiles. Greg's team had 
the fewest observed violations but the lowest near-miss reporting rate in the facility. Supervisor B's team had 
the highest first-aid rate. Aaron's team had the highest near-miss reporting rate and the lowest recordable injury 
rate — not just on the shift, but in the entire shop. His manager asked him about it during a performance 
review. Aaron said: 'I just say what I see. If I see something good, I say it was good. People want to know what 
right looks like.' 
 
Discussion Prompt 

What's one specific safety behavior you've observed this week that deserves to be named out loud right now? 
Let's practice, who wants to go first? 
 
Thursday – Using the SAT to Amplify Small Wins Across the Team 

Individual recognition is powerful. But SATs give us a platform to take small wins and share them across the 
entire team. 
 
When a positive safety behavior happens on one shift or in one work cell, the SAT is the vehicle for spreading it. 
Stories of real wins by real coworkers normalize safe behavior. They connect safety to actual people on this 
floor, not some corporate initiative or poster on the wall. 
 
The SAT isn't just a problem-solving team. It's a storytelling platform for the culture you want to build. 
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Real-World Example 

A gray iron casting facility in Illinois had been dealing with a stubborn problem: positive safety behaviors 
happened plenty on the floor, but they stayed invisible. A furnace operator would notice a colleague about to 
handle a ladle without proper face protection and say something quietly; good catch, never recorded, never 
shared, never repeated anywhere else in the facility. 
 
The Communications SAT recognized that this was a cultural dead-end: good behavior was happening in private, 
while near-misses and incidents were what got documented and discussed. They decided to fix the asymmetry. 
At the start of every SAT meeting, 5 minutes were set aside for a 'safety story' - one brief account, submitted in 
advance by any team member, of a proactive safety behavior they had personally witnessed since the last 
meeting. It didn't have to be dramatic. It just had to be real and specific. 
 
Over 12 months, the SAT collected 26 stories. They ranged from a maintenance tech catching a cracked ladle 
hook during a pre-use inspection to a new hire stopping a pour sequence because she wasn't sure the mold 
temperature had stabilized and she wasn't comfortable proceeding without confirmation. At the facility's annual 
safety day, the EHS coordinator compiled all 26 stories onto a single large-format poster - no statistics, no 
metrics, just the stories, with each person's first name and work area. It was posted in the main break room. 
Workers stopped in front of it. They pointed out coworkers' names. They read entries during their breaks. A few 
asked if they could get copies. 
 
The EHS coordinator said it was the first safety communication she had seen in 14 years of the profession that 
workers sought out on their own. The following year, the number of safety story submissions tripled. The SAT 
had to create a selection process. 
 
Discussion Prompt 

What's a safety story from this team, recent or from the past, that you'd want a new hire to hear on their first 
day? One that shows what we're about? 
 
Friday – Four Weeks In — What We Build from Here 

Last one. Week four, day five. 
 
Over these four weeks, we've talked about what makes Safety Action Teams effective, how authority and 
ownership work together, how to run meetings that produce real action, and why small wins are the building 
blocks of a strong safety culture. These aren't four separate topics, they're four layers of the same structure. 
 
A SAT with the right people, genuine ownership, disciplined meetings, and a habit of recognizing what goes right 
is one of the most powerful tools any facility has. Not because it's complicated, but because it puts the people 
closest to the hazards in charge of solving them. 
 
Safety isn't a program you run. It's a culture you build one shift, one conversation, one recognized win at a time. 
That work starts and ends with the people in this room. 
 
Real-World Example 

A mid-size electronics assembly plant in North Carolina that built circuit boards and wire harnesses for the 
aerospace sector had a safety record that was, by most measures, acceptable. Their Total Recordable Incident 
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Rate (TRIR) hovered around 2.1, which was below industry average. No fatalities. No OSHA citations in four 
years. Leadership considered safety a managed risk. Then they lost a technician to a repetitive stress injury that 
resulted in permanent nerve damage, and a night-shift operator sustained a chemical burn to his forearm from a 
flux cleaner that had been stored improperly for over a year. Neither incident was dramatic. Both were entirely 
preventable. 
 
The plant manager, a 20-year manufacturing veteran named Howard, decided that 'acceptable' wasn't the 
standard he wanted to run his facility by. He launched a SAT program built deliberately around all four principles 
from this series: cross-functional membership with genuine frontline representation, delegated authority for the 
SAT Teams, a structured 40-minute biweekly SAT meeting format with tracked action items and named owners, 
and a formal recognition practice where every closed item was acknowledged and one proactive safety behavior 
was called out by name at every meeting. 
 
The first six months were bumpy. Some supervisors resisted the delegated authority piece. A few frontline 
members were skeptical that anything would change. Howard attended the first three SAT meetings personally - 
not to run them, but to listen and to signal that this was real. 
 
Over 24 months, the results were: recordable injuries down 52%, from a TRIR of 2.1 to 1.0. Near-miss reports up 
340%, not because the facility became more dangerous, but because people trusted that reporting led to action. 
Voluntary SAT participation grew from 2 fully working SAT teams to 4 SAT teams across two shifts. When a trade 
publication asked Howard what drove the transformation, he rejected the framing of the question. 'We didn't 
transform anything,' he said. 'We just finally built a system where the people who knew the most about what 
could go wrong were the same people making decisions about how to fix it. Everything else followed from that.' 
 
Discussion Prompt 

Series Wrap-Up: Four weeks ago, we asked you to think about a recurring hazard on this floor. Has anything 
changed in how you think about it, or in what we should do about it? Let's talk. And let's do something about it. 
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