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Conducting a Safety Conscious Work Environment (SCWE) Survey is a critical step in assessing an 
organization’s culture and an important tool to effectively inform strategies toward a culture of safety. 
This document presents insights on the case for using an external organization to conduct a SCWE 
survey. The external research organization can provide the following benefits:  
 
Ensure confidentiality and neutrality of the 
results. Many organizations develop and 
successfully conduct their own employee 
surveys. However, safety culture surveys 
present a special case as SCWE is a very 
sensitive and crucial topic, particularly in high 
reliability organizations. The measurement of 
a safety conscious environment requires that 
the employees taking part in the assessment 
provide honest and open evaluations of their 
workplace environment without any fear of 
retaliation. To do so, they need to have a 
strong assurance of anonymity and 
awareness that they can provide critical 
opinions without being personally identified.  
This condition can be best guaranteed if the 
survey is conducted, and the results are 
analyzed, by a completely independent 
external organizational entity. Moreover, upon 
generating the survey results, the use of an 
outside survey vendor is also more likely to 
convince employees that results are accurate, 
neutral, confidential and credible (NRC, 2005).   

 
In order to publicize the survey and increase 
survey participation, it is best to involve an 
impartial third party that can work with and 
reconcile requirements of different groups of 
stakeholders, such as: management, labor 
unions, agencies’ personnel, and contractors.  
For example, prior to the survey 
administration stage it is important to conduct 
meetings with labor union representatives to 
explain the measures that were put in place to 
protect the anonymity and confidentiality of 
survey responses. In our experience, this 
effort has led to the strong support and 
endorsement of the survey effort by union 
organizations. It is also important to meet with 
individual organizations and contractors to 
review each organizations’ existing SCWE 
surveys and assessment needs to identify a 

set of valid and reliable questions common to 
the site’s overall safety culture priorities and 
mission. An external impartial survey 
organization is best suited to set the stage for 
data collection that conveys and protects 
confidentiality and neutrality. 

Enhance validity and reliability of the 
questionnaire.  In order to provide 
objective and actionable assessment of 
safety culture, it is crucial to ensure that the 
survey instrument is both valid and reliable 
(Provost and Sexton, 2005). This means 
that the instrument must actually measure 
the SCWE dimensions it was designed to 
measure and provide accurate 
measurement of the targeted safety culture 
characteristics. In order to ensure survey 
validity and reliability, the questionnaire 
design should follow rigorous 
methodological procedures that have been 
established in theory and tested in research 
over several decades of questionnaire 
development practice (DeVallis, 1991; 
Ghiselli, Campbell, & Zedeck, 1981; 
Nunnaly, 1978). The development of the 
SCWE questionnaire used in the Hanford 
survey went through such rigorous 
methodological procedures, reviews, and 
pretesting by a group of subject matter 
experts. As a result, the validity and 
reliability analysis established high internal 
consistency and factorial validity of the 
SCWE questionnaire. EurekaFacts 
developed a survey instrument based on the 
following:  

 A literature review of existing safety 
culture research findings both in the 
nuclear industry and other high-risk 
industries such as petro-chemicals and 
aviation.  
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 A review and mapping of survey 
instruments including those used by DOE, 
the Nuclear Regulatory Commission or its 
licensees (commercial nuclear utilities), 
the Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI), and the 
Institute of Nuclear Power Operators 
(INPO). 

 A review and mapping of 
selected/developed survey questions to 
ensure comprehensive coverage of all 
Safety Culture and SCWE attributes 
identified in the current DOE ISM structure 
as identified in DOE Guide 450.4-1C. 

 Significant on-site and in-person survey 
pretesting and further revision of the 
survey instrument prior to its finalization 
and administration.  

 
Provide expertise and full-time specialists. 
External survey organizations, such as 
EurekaFacts, have extensive experience 
conducting similar surveys including 
experienced staff needed to perform all the 
necessary activities as well as the facilities 
and equipment required to handle these tasks. 
A professional and experienced firm may be 
able to provide better quality results both 
faster and at a lower cost than when the tasks 
are assigned internally to staff that is not 
dedicated and specialized in conducting, 
analyzing, and reporting on SCWE survey 
activity. 
 
Offer a new perspective on organizational 
culture. When the survey is conducted by an 
independent and external organization, it 
provides a new perspective and allows for 
reassessment of the safety culture in the 
organization. This approach may be difficult to 
perceive among those internal to the 
organization. Within a larger, multi-
organizational entity, it can provide a means 
of capturing a unified picture of the work 
environment that goes beyond the perspective 
of any particular organizational member, while 
at the same time ensuring that such 
unification does not overlook the diversity 
across the differing organizational units. For 
example, in our work at Hanford, our team 

met with HR and Safety professionals who 
represented each of the multiple site-
subordinate organizations and identified a 
common core of constructs and measures 
applicable to all individual organizations. 
Based on the development of such a 
consistent set of measures, the survey team 
was able to provide SCWE scores to each 
individual organization and conduct 
meaningful comparisons among similar 
organizational units, presenting a set of 
standardized internal benchmarks. 

 
Maximize Willingness to Participate During 
the Survey Awareness Campaign. Our 
experience shows that a well-prepared survey 
awareness campaign provides a significant 
boost of response rates and mitigates any 
potential employee concerns regarding the 
legitimacy of the survey effort and usage and 
confidentiality of employees’ responses. Such 
a campaign consists of a common set of 
messaging materials that informs employees 
about the survey effort, specifically addressing 
issues related to privacy, confidentiality, and 
the aggregate nature of reporting. The survey 
awareness campaign includes multiple 
messages. Conveying the role of the external 
party in ensuring confidentiality is paramount. 
This campaign typically includes the following: 

 Survey pre-notification messages and 
fliers to notify employees aimed at 
generating awareness of the survey and 
intent to achieve comprehensive 
participation.  

 Messaging from senior leadership 
conveying the importance of the survey, 
intent to use findings, and when possible 
communication of use of feedback 
received through previous survey efforts. 

 Assurance that significant precautions are 
in place to assure confidentiality of 
responses and non-reprisal for candid 
responses, and protection of data to 
prevent identification of individual 
responses.  

 Messaging about how and when survey 
results will be shared with employees.
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