
Food Safety, Product Safety, and Public Protection
The Critical Role of Behavior

By Cloyd Hyten, Ph.D., CPT

Food contamination problems as recent as sal-
monella-tainted peanuts from a Georgia plant 
have raised the public ire and questioned our 

confidence in corporations to insure food safety. Cindy 
Ashworth and Darnell Lattal have written a piece ad-
dressing the failure of senior leadership to make the 
right choices to prevent public harm (see NUTS! When 
Leadership Abandons Ethics in the Name of Profits). 
Below we will discuss the issues that arise even when 
company leadership is truly diligent about employee 
and public safety.

A behavioral approach does 
not assume that people 
are malicious; indeed most 
safety problems are more 
often the unintended result 
of weak behavior  
management practices.

– Cloyd Hyten
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BEYOND STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURES
Most food companies have cleaning materials 
and procedures, inspection procedures, train-
ing and management practices designed to 
monitor and prevent food contamination dur-
ing production and storage. So where do com-
panies go wrong? When contaminated food 
reaches the public, it is the result of a chain 
of behaviors, from frontline workers through 
senior management. Proper materials, equip-
ment, and standard operating procedures are 
essential for quality manufacturing processes 
of any kind. But they are not sufficient. Judy 
Agnew and Gail Snyder ask in the 2008 book 
Removing Obstacles to Safety, “Even if people 
are trained and have the right equipment, do 
they all follow the procedures learned in train-
ing and/or use all the equipment provided?” 
(p.16). The answer is often no. Human be-
havior often thwarts the procedures so care-
fully documented on paper. People fail to use 
equipment properly or they find shortcuts to 
operating procedures. A behavioral approach 
does not assume that people are malicious; 
indeed most safety problems (those involving 
personal injury to the worker and those that 

can harm the public) 
are more often the 
unintended result of 
weak behavior man-
agement practices. 
To address this 
problem it is impor-
tant to understand 
why people would 
behave in ways that 
risk personal or 

public safety, and to then design effective be-
havior management systems that support the 
critical behaviors necessary to prevent harm.

“WHY WOULD ANYONE DO THAT?”
People are often mystified why someone would, 
knowing the risk to personal or public safety, 
ever behave in risky fashion. Training and regu-
lar reminders seem to be the standard manage-
ment practices utilized to prevent this. In the 
language of applied behavior analysis, these 
are antecedents, and they alone are not up 
to the task. The reason is that consequences, 
events following our behavior, exert far more 
influence over long-term patterns of behavior. 
Careful study of the role of consequences has 
revealed some surprising facts. First, rela-
tively minor consequences, such as reduced 
effort, greater comfort, or saved time, often 
encourage behavior that risks death or injury 
to oneself or others. This occurs because of 
a kind of “behavioral economic” phenomenon 
known as delay or probability discounting. 
The value of significant consequences, such 
as injury, ill health, or harm to public safety, 
is reduced by delays or the low probability of 
something bad happening. The fear of injury 
then, on a moment-by-moment basis, influ-
ences us less than the more immediate and  
 
 
 

Rather than waiting for 
errors, injury, or public 

harm to occur before 
taking action, it makes 

sense to identify the pre-
cursors to these events.

http://aubreydaniels.com/removing-obstacles-safety
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certain consequences of saved time or effort, 
or dealing with pressure to get production 
going. Fear of harm to the public is an even 
more remote and unlikely consequence, and 
is therefore especially weak in influencing 
whether we behave in harmful or safe ways. 
Second, simply trying to deal with safety is-
sues by threatening and using punishment for 
violations isn’t sufficient either. Management 
procedures dedicated to punishing errors  
often drive people to cover up incidents or 

near misses, and can lead to negative side 
effects such as a hostile work atmosphere. 
What can be done about this?

BE PROACTIVE: BUILD AN INFRASTRUCTURE 
TO REINFORCE THE RIGHT BEHAVIORS
Rather than waiting for errors, injury, or 
public harm to occur before taking action, 
it makes sense to identify the precursors 
to these events—the critical behaviors that  

company personnel need to engage in to op-
erate safely and to make safe products. Tar-
get these behaviors for frequent observation,  
recording, and reinforcement by co-workers and  
management. Behavior-based safety pro-
grams can accelerate these behaviors so they 
become consistent habits that are done cor-
rectly with or without anyone watching, and 
all in a non-punitive, positive approach that 
personnel embrace. For example, target be-
haviors of hourly workers for improving food 

safety might include proper equip-
ment sanitizing, running lab tests 
at regular intervals and with pre-
cision, reporting hazards immedi-
ately, conducting and reporting out 
on frequent behavior observations. 
Critical supervisory and manage-
ment behaviors might include 
following up on fixing hazardous 
conditions, providing feedback and 
recognition to hourly workers, and 
incorporating safety into all opera-
tional decisions. Management sys-
tems can be developed to support 
this “human behavior infrastruc-
ture” on an ongoing basis. The sys-
tematic application of concepts and 
tools from behavioral science is 
necessary for a complete approach 
to keeping workers safe and insur-
ing that food quality standards are 

upheld to protect the public from harm.

We at ADI believe that the human behav-
ior element is the key to sustained improve-
ments in performance and safety. Contact us 
to ask how ADI can help you address your 
food safety, personal safety, or product quality 
concerns and challenges. To read more about 
Behavior-Based Safety, you may purchase the 
book Removing Obstacles to Safety here.

• • • • •

http://aubreydaniels.com/behavior-based-safety-1
http://aubreydaniels.com/behavior-based-safety-1
http://aubreydaniels.com/removing-obstacles-safety
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