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From a safety and environmental perspective (S&E), large 
process industry companies have made huge strides in 
the last decade. More rigorous guidelines, an increasing 

emphasis on personal and process safety programmes, and better 
risk‑management practices, mean S&E is far better than it used to 
be. Yet the ultimate goal – ‘zero harm’ levels of performance – has 
remained elusive, as S&E performance has plateaued in recent 
years.

Part of the problem is the focus on functional activities, and the 
benign neglect of the interface between S&E and the front line. The 
usual approach is to assign S&E advisers to front-line work sites, and 
give those advisors a broad and poorly defined mandate to ‘support 
day-to-day S&E activities.’ This has led to a sharp drop in injuries and 
fatalities in the last 10 years, but the ambiguity in this approach also 
leads to duplication and a ‘do it for me’ attitude, and may open the 
door to a sometimes confusing stream of new initiatives. 

Companies can take the next big step forward in their 
S&E performance if they clarify the role and mission of the co-located 
S&E advisors and make front-line workers truly accountable for 
day‑to‑day S&E performance. Front-line workers need to understand 
their new responsibility and develop the capabilities to fulfil it. Where 
a capability is missing, the role of S&E advisors is to help build the 
capability, not substitute for it. A structured approach, beginning with 
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The second typical problem is the 
wide variety of determinants of site-level 
resourcing. Some companies follow 
no discernible pattern at all, some use 
industry benchmarks to determine how 
many S&E people to deploy, and some 
link the number of safety advisors to the 
hazard level (the higher the hazard, the 
more sizeable the onsite S&E staff).

The third problem in S&E is the 
duplication of activities across the HSE organisation. This leads, at a 
minimum, to a lot of waste and unnecessary cost. But it can also backfire if 
line workers feel overwhelmed by the amount of input they are getting, or 
by the flood of ideas.

Redefining roles and adding capabilities
There is a better way. By ensuring that their front line has a high 
degree of internal competence in S&E, companies can avoid a lot of 
this dysfunction – and make a step change in safety performance. 
To reach this new model though, companies need to drive change in 
two areas. First, they need to be clear about accountabilities. There 
are three categories of employees whose new responsibilities should 
be spelled out:
ÌÌ The front-line workers: those directly involved in producing the 

revenue-generating asset.
ÌÌ The S&E advisors who are assigned to (and co-located at) 

worksites.
ÌÌ The central S&E staff.

In the model advocated by this article, the front-line workers 
alone are responsible for ensuring safety – the advisors do not play a 
role in this. Instead, the advisors’ job is to coach, provide guidance, 
and drive continuous improvement. As for the central S&E staff, their 
job is to stay on top of regulations and develop best practices, and be 
a resource for the S&E advisors to draw on.

The second change, necessary for the first to work, involves 
building new capabilities. This means giving front-line workers (at 
all levels, not just management) the tools and training necessary to 
execute S&E activities as an integrated part of their daily work. In the 
function, it means developing credible, experienced, independent 
advisors who understand how to coach the front-line workers and 
how to get them to challenge their own assumptions. This takes some 
work. Typically, those in S&E have either spent their whole careers 
in the function (in which case they have only a limited knowledge of 
operations), or are long-tenured operations people who have been 
transferred to S&E at a late stage of their careers, without a lot of 
functional knowledge. Either way, there are gaps to fill. 

Changing the model: a five step process
To make the substantial changes that are involved in moving to 
the new model, companies need to work through a number of 
challenges. A step-by-step approach, illuminated by actual case 
examples, follows below. This article has aggregated the several 
companies into a single ‘oil and gas’ company, for ease of example.

1. Reviewing the current operating model, focusing on resources 
and capabilities. 
This starts with understanding how the S&E imperative is currently 
being satisfied – the operating philosophy. What is the function, at a 
high-level, set up to do? 

When an oil and gas company did this assessment, it found 
that its approach to S&E was built around compliance – that was 
its ‘mental model’ – and that a lot of energy went into enforcing 

prescribed behaviours, and acting as a sort of on-site auditor of 
S&E practices. This had clear implications for how the company 
allocated resources, and for the capabilities of its front-line workers, 
S&E advisors and central S&E staff. Among other things, it meant 
that there were many S&E advisors at multiple work sites, making 
sure the front line was following safety practices, and correcting 
violations. The S&E advisors were not particular experts in safety – 
they just had to be familiar enough with the prescribed practices so 
they could recognise when the practices were not being followed. 
With the S&E advisors playing this role, the front line did not think of 
itself as responsible for safety. As for the corporate S&E staff, it was 
spending most of its time generating the policies and procedures – 
the rulebook – that its onsite advisors were enforcing.

For some companies, this is not an inappropriate way to 
handle S&E. Investing in compliance can help a company reach an 
acceptable safety level. But this is an early stage of S&E evolution and 
is expensive to maintain. 

2. Defining the ideal end state, based on needs and overall 
aspiration.
In this next step, a company maps out its ideal S&E model. Among 
the questions to be answered: What role should the central S&E staff 
and S&E advisors play? In what ways should the advisors support the 
front line, and in what areas should the front line operate on its own? 

At the oil and gas company, the answer to at least one of these 
high-level questions was clear. The company wanted the S&E advisors 
to move away from their enforcement roles and focus on continuous 
improvement. This would not mean pulling S&E advisors away from 
the front line but rather transitioning the advisors to ‘partner’ and 
teaching roles, and reducing the time they spent checking up on 
operations and on other supervisory tasks. The goal was to improve 
safety performance; the mechanism was shifting responsibility for 
day-to-day S&E activities to the front line. If this allowed the company 
to operate with a reduced number of S&E advisors, that was seen as a 
nice by-product of the change but a strictly secondary benefit. 

3. Translating the ideal into a revised operating model. 
The next step for a company is to think about its ideal end state in the 
context of what is feasible – and then start pushing toward that. The 
calculations include who to put in which positions; which capabilities 
to develop; how to allocate resources; and how to structure reporting 
lines to support the new goals of both the front line and the central 
function.

One oil and gas company believed it would help if both the front 
line and S&E function had input into the discussion. So the company 
held workshops with representatives from both sides. A key question 
was defining the role that the corporate HSE function should have. 
One argument called for limiting it to pure policy development, while 
the other called for a combination of policy development, dedicated 
support and an expert pool of resources. After some discussion, the 
company decided on the focused ‘policy and expertise’ role for the 
corporate function and then moved on to create the new organisation 

Figure 2. Changing the S&E operating model. (Source: Strategy&).
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model, including roles and responsibilities, reporting lines, team 
structures and a responsibility assignment matrix.

4. Define the enablers.
Companies do not move easily to new models; they are prone to inertia. 
If the S&E model is to be changed, the right enablers must be employed. 

The oil and gas company used several enablers, notably leadership 
behaviours; decision rights; capability development; knowledge 
networks; and line/function rotation. So for example, leadership 
behaviours underscored that S&E was a company-wide priority, decision 
rights made it easier for the central S&E function to get the right people 
in the right positions while capability development put the company in a 
position where it could start to think about S&E differently.

5. Implement the new model.
By its nature, shifting the responsibility for daily S&E activities to the line 
is not a flip-the-switch endeavour. A company with scores of work sites 
may have many different operating philosophies and S&E advisor ratios. 

This was the case at the oil and gas company. The approach to S&E 
was very different at one European work site compared to another in the 
same market, and entirely different again from the approach in Africa. As 
a result, the implementation plans for these sites had to be developed 
individually. Using what the company knew the project teams set a plan 
for what should happen where, when it should happen and how long it 
should take. The work was prioritised based on both the magnitude of 

different sites’ safety issues and on the likelihood of achieving visible, 
momentum-building successes.

Benefits of a changed model
In getting the S&E operating model right, the oil and gas company has 
started to put itself in a position where it can not only achieve a level of 
safety performance on par with its industry but can begin to approach 
the ideal of zero injuries. It has put the onus for S&E performance on 
the managers who already have credibility and the trust of their staff 
because of their operational experience. At the same time, it is allowing 
the S&E function to develop its regulatory and subject-matter expertise, 
so that it can pursue continuous performance improvement and reduce 
its role as a stand-in safety officer.

At best, many companies today are on track to make incremental 
improvements by tweaking the S&E models they already have 
in place. They should consider a paradigm change, moving to 
an entirely new model. It is a model that shifts accountability for 
day‑to‑day S&E performance to the front line, re-defines the role of 
the central S&E function and eliminates a kind of overlap that may 
once have been justified but has since become an obstacle to future 
progress. The potential of this paradigm shift will unlock significant 
further improvement steps again in coming decades. 
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