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Person-Centred Safety 

Overview  
Construction is recognised as a high-risk industry, accounting for a high percentage of 
reportable injuries, despite employing a small proportion of the workforce (Health & Safety 
Executive, 2017).  

Kier’s Organisational Behaviour Management (OBM) department recognised the opportunity 
this presented to bring psychological theory to bear on practice, successfully applying the 
Chimp Paradox and Expectancy Theory to significantly reduce accidents and incidents.  

Challenge 
Kier employs over 20,000 staff in its two main divisions: Construction and Infrastructure 
Services (CIS) and Developments and Property Services (DPS). These divisions are further 
broken down into business streams. Work activities range from cleaning offices to house 
building and major infrastructure projects such as Merseylink and HS2. (The Merseylink 
Consortium design, build, finance and operate the Mersey Gateway Project, a major scheme 
to build a new six-lane toll bridge over the River Mersey between the towns of Runcorn and 
Widnes. High Speed 2 (HS2) is one of the most demanding transport projects in Europe, 
UK's new high-speed rail network.) 

The majority of Kier’s activities involve construction in some way. Construction is recognised 
by the Health & Safety Executive (HSE) as a high-risk industry accounting for a high 
percentage (27%) of all reportable (or major) injuries despite employing only around 5% of 
the workforce (HSE, 2017). 

In his 1931 book "Industrial Accident Prevention, A Scientific Approach," Herbert W Heinrich 
put forward the following concept that became known as Heinrich's Law: in a workplace, for 
every accident that causes a major injury, there are 29 accidents that cause minor injuries 
and 300 accidents that cause no injuries. Based on Heinrich’s concept, the challenge for 
Kier was to decrease the number of lost time injuries (injuries resulting in a loss of productive 
work time, by being unable to perform regular duties or taking time off for recovery) whilst 
ensuring that all incidents were reported. 

This requirement was addressed, using Business Psychology, by Kier’s OBM department. 

Approach 
Starting with Science 
The basis of the team’s approach was to use the intervention functions of education and 
enablement from the Behaviour Change Wheel (Michie, Atkins & West, 2014). This was 
applied to achieve increased awareness of why people ‘do the things they do.’ The team 
considered actions relating to health, safety and environmental concerns, and interpersonal 
interactions, enabling everyone to challenge others in the interest of safety, with no real or 
perceived hierarchical threats.  
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To suit the diversity of Kier, the OBM department worked within each division to create a 
bespoke behavioural change Programme that would fit each individual business stream’s 
needs. The content of the bespoke Programmes was based on Kier’s overall example 
Programme, incorporating elements of previous Programmes where appropriate.  

One such Programme was that of Business Stream 1, that in the past had a short ‘Basics of 
Behaviour’ module which the business stream wanted to include in their bespoke 
Programme. This module was somewhat outdated however, in its references to psychology 
and its narrative. So, the OBM team took on the task of updating the module, ensuring that 
the content used accessible language, was interactive, interesting and fun. Several 
psychology models were reviewed, many of which were considered unsuitable and excluded 
as the language used was too scientific for the layperson and would therefore not transfer 
easily into the health and safety culture. 

Selecting Suitable Models 
A preferred solution was found in a more recent psychological model, the Chimp Paradox 
(Peters, 2012). This model includes modern psychological concepts such as neuroplasticity 
and the interaction between the limbic system and the frontal lobe. (Neuroplasticity refers to 
the brain's ability to reorganize itself by forming new neural connections throughout life.) The 
Chimp Model (named after chimpanzees) suggests an ‘inner Chimp’ is revealed when the 
brain thinks and acts for an individual ‘without permission.’ The Chimp Paradox is a mind 
management model using that analogy to help individuals take control of their emotions and 
act in their own best interest. This model provided the OBM team with a unique insight into 
the function of the human brain and therefore an understanding of human behaviour, in an 
accessible and interesting way. The model lent itself readily to the field of health and safety, 
particularly in the areas of risk-taking behaviour and day-to-day management of staff.  

The team additionally evaluated Vroom’s Expectancy Theory which defined motivation as a 
process controlled by the individual which governs choices, among alternative forms of 
voluntary activities. (Vroom, 1964.) It suggests expectation motivates effort, as effort leads to 
performance, which in turn delivers an outcome, associated to reward. 

Through a combination of the Chimp Paradox and Expectancy Theory, the OBM team 
created a person-centred educational module that would develop individuals’ understanding 
of behaviours, achieve a high level of motivation for safety in staff, and be integrated into the 
overall culture at site level. 

The Chimp Paradox 
The module introduced these models, in the context of health and safety, and focused on: 

• the Chimp (the limbic system), the reactive emotional ‘machine’ that wishes to 
achieve the task no matter what the risk 

• the Human (the frontal lobe), which could assess the risk and think about the 
consequences of behaviour 

• the Computer (ostensibly the parietal lobe) where individuals store information upon 
which individuals make decisions  

Expectancy Theory 
In order to establish expectations and ‘permission’ for challenging others, when potential 
risks were identified, the OBM team used Vroom’s model of expectancy.  

They presented this in the module to reinforce the notion that all individuals needed to look 
out for each other. And that challenging each other, and importantly accepting a challenge, 
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was not a confrontational (win/lose) action. Rather, challenging was presented as an 
effective method of engaging with everyone, allowing people to reflect on their actions.  

Deployment by Trainers 
The person-centred educational module, informed by these two theories, was rolled out 
through Business Stream 1 and a locally adapted version through Business Stream 2, using 
a Train the Trainer approach. 

The OBM team sought volunteers from operation sites and offices, training them to be able 
to deliver the Programme locally. The Trainers thus came from a variety of backgrounds, 
from within Kier as well as their supply chain and joint venture partners. The Trainers were 
also consulted on the final content of the module, in that they could change the terms or 
examples used to make the content appropriate for their site or contract. This approach 
engendered a sense of ownership within the business (Bridger, 2014) and the messages 
were well received when delivered by the attendees’ peers. (Emma Bridger defined 
engagement as “the extent to which people are personally involved in the success of their 
business.”) 

Outcome 
It is almost impossible to demonstrate both correlation and causation in most real-world 
applications of psychology. Nevertheless, comparing Business Streams which used the 
educational module, to those which did not, offers a view of potential impact. 

Kier measured its health and safety performance through many means including the 
industry-wide Accident Incident Rate. A refinement of that was an All Accident Incident Rate 
(AAIR) which was a consistent measure across the Kier businesses; calculated monthly it 
accounted for (i) the number of lost time injuries and (ii) headcount.  

Following the delivery of the person-centred educational module in Business Streams 1 and 
2, there was a clear reduction in the AAIR (36% and 19% respectively) over an eight-month 
period. Conversely, during the same period, the AAIR in Business Stream 3 – which carried 
out similar work activities but had not implemented the person-centred educational module – 
increased (13%).  

Charts below show the variance in AAIR following initial deployment of the person-centred 
educational module in Business Streams 1 and 2, which can be compared with Business 
Stream 3. 
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Culture Change 
Another sign of the training concepts being adopted was observed in the language used on 
sites. People often referred to ‘the Chimp’ when talking about situations where they (or 
someone else) may have lost some control of their emotions or been tempted to take a short 
cut.  

Although this effect may be considered relatively small, it portrayed a change in the overall 
culture both at a site and organisational level. Research by Claire Kramsch looked at the 
close relationship between language and culture and concluded that, for something to be 
truly embedded within a culture, it would need to become part of the language of that 
culture.  

The adoption of the language, therefore, can be seen as representing a shift in the culture. 
This appeared to be an early sign of a direct effect of the module on the health and safety 
statistics of the businesses. (Kramsch, 1998.) 
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