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Efforts to improve occupational safety 
and health began with rules and compli-
ance. Complying with these laws and safety 

standards greatly improved the workplace. As the 
understanding of incident causation became more 
sophisticated, other methods were used to engage 
employees and involve those on the front line in 
assessing and mitigating risks and hazards in a 
more proactive way.

As approaches continue to evolve, a new move-
ment is gaining favor that the authors call hyper-
compliance: a process that consists of enhanced 
rules exceeding legislated and industry standards. 
This movement includes an unflinching zero toler-
ance for errors whereby rule breakers are harshly 
sanctioned or fired. The major question posed by 
this article is: Does hypercompliance tend to im-
prove or hinder safety performance?

This article examines the evolutionary path that 
led to hypercompliance and why it appears to be 
a good solution yet has unintended consequenc-
es. Those consequences, although unintentional, 
defeat the established goal of hypercompliance. 
The authors examine the gap between academic 
knowledge and common practice and assumption; 
to do so, they use established facts based on more 
than 50 years of study and the successful applica-
tion of theories in management and behavior.

Compliance: The Beginning
To improve safety performance, compliance ad-

dresses basics. These involve laws, regulations, 
some nonlegislated or industry standards, and 
company rules. Compliance is simply managing 
and following laws or standards, primarily to avoid 
penalties for noncompliance.

However, compliance simply means meeting the 
minimum standards set forth by society in the form 
of legislation, which many companies realize. Early 
efforts to improve safety began with simple compli-

ance, which was aligned with the scien-
tific management theory of the 1920s. 
Also termed Taylorism, after its founder 
Frederick Winslow Taylor, this theory 
and practice focused on the industrializa-
tion of workplaces and efficiency. Taylor 
is mostly remembered for advocating 
piece work, or paying employees for each 
unit of work completed, such as material 
moved or parts assembled (Taneja, Pryor 
& Toombs, 2011). Taylor also believed 
there is one best way to perform a task. 
However, any such approach is doomed 
to fail because no two people perform the 
same task in the same way (Buckingham 
& Coffman, 1999).

Taylorism stressed “improved utilization and 
conservation of human and physical resources” 
(Wren, 2011, p. 17). Taylor is famous for using a 
stopwatch to time employees (Taneja, Pryor & 
Toombs, 2011, p. 63). He advocated inflexible con-
trol of the workplace, assuming that employees 
did not need to think independently. He believed 
that strong incentives such as quotas set by time 
and motion studies would boost production and 
profit. However, Taylor’s scientific management 
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had dehumanizing effects that led to distrust and 
suspicion among employees, which in turn led to a 
public furor that resulted in congressional investi-
gations concerning government employees (Boone 
& Bowen, 1984, p. 2).

While some saw a strong correlation between 
Taylor’s ideas and efficiency, the application of 
these ideas did not always work. A study only a 
few years later found that application of these 
principles failed in 34 of 113 studied applications 
(Wren, 2011, p. 13). Also, some evidence indicates 
that Taylor may have fabricated some of his results 
(Boone & Bowen, 1984, p. 3).

Taylor’s pioneering work in quality, cost ac-
counting, ergonomics and human engineering, as 
well as the concept of measuring to manage, are 
still reflected in management and business today 
(Flynn, 1998). His success after the publication of 
Shop Management (1903) and The Principles of Sci-
entific Management (1911) cement his place as the 
father of scientific management.

Another major contributor to the management 
field’s scientific school of thought was Max We-
ber. He stressed the bureaucratic organization as 
a hierarchy with impersonal written rules, officials 
with expert training, performance measurement 
and corrective action. His original work had and 
continues to have major influence in today’s orga-
nizations (Weber, Henderson & Parsons, 1947). 

Motivation & Engagement
Eventually it became evident that rule-driven 

scientific management was not the key to greater 
organizational functioning. As a result, other re-
searchers took a different approach toward orga-
nizational efficiency. In 1943, Maslow proposed a 
hierarchy of needs, progressing from basic physical 
needs such as food and shelter through emotional 
needs such as recognition and respect; it culminat-
ed in self-actualization, whereby employees could 
be self-fulfilled and creative (Maslow, 1943).

However, as positive and relevant as Maslow’s 
theory about human nature may be, little evidence 
supports his assertions (Boone & Bowen, 1984, p. 
107). Nonetheless, the hierarchy of needs concept is 
an invaluable contribution to the theory of motiva-

tion. Today, leading companies recognize that the 
most productive employees are those who feel need-
ed, valued and respected (Flores & Utley, 2000).

In 1960, McGregor formulated his management 
theories X and Y. Both theories involve assump-
tions that managers make about employees. Theo-
ry X assumes that all employees are inherently lazy, 
hate work and therefore need to be motivated by 
fear. Theory Y assumes that employees can accept 
responsibility and can be motivated by rewards 
of achievement (Fry, 1976). McGregor (1957) ad-
vocated empowerment and open management. 
He believed that management by direction and 
control, or Theory X, is inadequate to motivate. 
Employees are not able to use their capabilities, 
are discouraged from accepting responsibility and 
are encouraged to be passive, thereby eliminating 
meaning from their work. They could develop into 
employees who resist change, lack responsibility 
and develop an unwillingness to follow.

In 1968, Herzberg looked at what motivates 
employees and coined the term hygiene factor. He 
described hygiene factors as those extrinsic to the 
job such as “company policy and administration, 
supervision, interpersonal relationships, working 
conditions, salary, status and security,” contending 
that these factors lead to job dissatisfaction and the 
“primary cause of unhappiness on the job” (Herz-
berg, 2003). 

On the other hand, motivators, or intrinsic fac-
tors, stem from individual personal needs such as 
recognition, achievement, responsibility, job con-
tent, and growth potential or advancement. Taylor 
had proposed that money was a powerful motiva-
tor in introducing piece work but Herzberg found 
that money was only a motivator as a means of 
recognition (Herzberg, 1974). 

Through the 1950s and into the 1970s, busi-
nesses were working to influence and engage em-
ployees using various theories and practices. A less 
authoritarian approach, emphasizing behaviors 
and attitudes became more important and became 
another piece of the rule and compliance mind-set.

Beyond Compliance
Simple compliance cannot garner great safety 

performance because it only involves the required 
minimum. Ferry (1990) contended that minimum 
compliance yields minimum benefits. He believed 
there was a mistaken assumption that doing more 
would cost more, contending that going beyond 
compliance may prove less costly in the long run. 

Exceeding compliance means moving to a higher 
standard and having company rules and processes 
beyond the basics. This helps companies avoid the 
“compliance trap” (Jacobi, 2012), whereby a com-
pany believes itself to be in compliance but can still 
be found out of compliance by an inspector or au-
ditor, and still experience serious incidents.

OSHA states that Voluntary Protection Pro-
grams (VPP) sites have better performance than 
non-VPP sites as evidenced by positive correla-
tions between injury rates and participation in the 
program (Corcoran & Shackman, 2007). Many 
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companies have also moved away from simple 
safety programs that focus only on compliance to 
management system approaches. A key aspect of 
this advancing sophistication has been the adop-
tion of more risk-based approaches in managing 
safety rather than solely detection and correction 
of physical hazards.

With more focus on employees, the concept of 
behavior-based safety (focusing on employee acts 
and behaviors) developed. Some models focused 
on attitudes and beliefs designed to improve com-
munication and engagement. As management 
systems became popular, so did audits and the 
concept of continuous improvement in systems 
and processes. Safety incentives or rewards for safe 
behavior also increased.

The Cult(ure) of Zero
The concept of zero incidents implies that sus-

tained perfection in an innately error-prone system 
is somehow achievable. This concept, as well as the 
belief in safety culture, arrived together and domi-
nate the current safety landscape.

Belief in zero has a wide base and includes con-
cepts such as zero fatalities, zero injuries or zero 
incidents (Roughton & Crowley, 1999). This zero 
concept stirs emotion since employees would 
agree that they or a loved one should not be in-
jured, thereby becoming the one beyond zero. This 
has led to the zero-tolerance concept.

However, in reality people live inside a fallible 
human system. Therefore, even though reaching 
zero is highly admirable it is not a consistently 
achievable human goal. One problem with the 
zero goal is that if employees think it is not achiev-
able, they may not be mentally committed to the 
concept.

Setting and reaching a goal means the goal must 
be achievable. Without a plan to get to zero that 
has both substance and thought, such goals can 
become counterproductive (Clemens, 2004; Or-
mond & Solomon, 2014). This mind-set has set the 
stage for hypercompliance.

Hypercompliance
Hypercompliance is increasing rules and leg-

islated standards to a higher level in order to os-
tensibly achieve better safety performance. It is a 
human trait to look at things in terms of structure. 
If events are not going exactly as planned or there 
are an unacceptable number of incidents, perhaps 
something new is needed to get past the current 
plateau. In such instances, more controls or rules 
are sometimes added to ensure uniform employee 
expectations and guidance.

Underlying hypercompliance is the belief that 
more rules, including more stringent ones, will 
make for a safer workplace. For example, if safe 
height is 6 ft, it is reduced to 3 ft. If safety glasses 
are required, goggles will be substituted. If compli-
ance is not 100%, the penalty for noncompliance is 
raised. Hypercompliance is all about making more 
stringent rules in select areas and correlating them 
with zero tolerance for noncompliance.

Many large companies in different industries 
have engaged in this approach, primarily by mak-
ing a list or rules that carry automatic heavy penal-
ties. Large energy companies have such programs 
and they are becoming popular with their primary 
contractors as well. These rules are usually termed 
as lifesaving or absolute safety rules. Good exam-
ples can be found in the International Association 
of Oil and Gas Producers (IOGP) and Canadian 
Oil Sands. IOGP developed 18 lifesaving rules or-
ganized into eight core and 10 supplementary rules 
(IOGP, 2013). In Canada, there are seven main 
regional safety rules and 12 supplemental rules 
(OSSA, 2015). 

Breaches of such rules are investigated and dis-
cipline is applied up to and including termination. 
The emphasis is clear. The most likely outcome for 
employees is termination when they are found to 
be breaking these rules.

These rules usually are well thought out and fo-
cus on areas where incidents are likely to occur. 
Pictograms well illustrate the intent of the rule. The 
rules themselves and the attention being drawn 
to them are understandable. Some rules are spe-
cific (e.g., Do not walk under a suspended load), 
whereas others are more specific (e.g., Wear a seat-
belt; use PPE). They address specific hazards (e.g., 
Conduct gas testing) or activities (e.g., Do not use 
a cell phone while driving).

Therefore, a rule that stipulates that all traffic 
rules must be obeyed, regardless of one’s location, 
makes sense. However, it establishes an entirely 
new reality when someone failing to come to a 
full stop at a stop sign can be terminated or barred 
from a workplace.

Another example is an employee forgetting to 
replace his/her safety glasses when reentering an 
area where eye protection is required. Because the 
rule is broken, the employee would be investigated 
and disciplined because of zero tolerance for un-
safe acts and zero tolerance for rule breakers.

In raising the compliance bar, the workplace can 
theoretically become safer, as a higher standard is 
now in place. The rationale for hypercompliance 
is that the company believes it can be absolutely 
sure that no employee is overexposed to danger 
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and that all employees are held to a higher, safer 
standard. Large companies communicate that sites 
are safer with zero tolerance for rule breakers, a 
supposed necessity to improve safety performance. 

The universal rules of hypercompliance have 
little to do with risk. Their main focus is to demon-
strate to the workforce that the company is com-
mitted to safety and will not tolerate any acts or 
omissions that are unsafe regardless of the risk ac-
tually posed. When a company terminates a rule 
breaker, it sends a clear message that safety is im-
portant and unsafe behaviors and acts will not be 
tolerated. There are no exceptions.

Hypercompliance: The Good Side
Much of the literature provided by companies 

around hypercompliance stresses factors such as:
•zero tolerance for unsafe work;
•zero tolerance for rule breakers;
•valuing safety;
•acting decisively to ensure a safe working en-

vironment.
These are all laudable goals and great intentions. 

As noted, if an industry or operation has reached 
a plateau and still experiences incidents, it can 
become frustrating when the way to improve per-
formance is unclear. Doing nothing is not an op-
tion. Therefore, the approaches and systems must 
evolve. Since compliance originated by tightening 
rules, establishing new, more stringent rules seems 
a sensible response.

With tougher rules and higher penalties, it 
makes sense that incidents should diminish. Doing 
more of what is or has been successful is a natural 
response. Applying the same logic to crime, higher 
penalties and tighter enforcement by more police 
officers should result in an elimination of crime. 
The truth is that any approach loses effectiveness 
at a certain point.

Hypercompliance: Unintended Consequences
Sending a strong message to the workforce about 

accountability and communicating clear expectations 
is often mentioned in safety circles. No doubt, ac-
countability and clear communication are necessary 
and essential for the system to function. However, 
what companies intend to communicate often is not 
what employees actually perceive. One of the great-
est examples is committing to zero incidents. Does 
that mean employers do not want any incidents or 
that they do not want to hear about any incidents?

It is natural for managers and executives who 
feel that improvement is needed to propose ad-
ditional rules or controls to clearly communicate 
their intent and expectations. These changes are 
often heralded with a communications or aware-
ness phase. Currently, many companies involve 
their employees in workplace change, thereby 
attempting to obtain support and commitment. 
However, it is unclear if any frontline employees 
asked to have more stringent rules or higher penal-
ties for those who break them.

The concept of hypercompliance seems to in-
volve several specific issues. 

1) Does this approach improve safety perfor-
mance? Rules or standards that are simply more 
stringent may not actually do anything to reduce risk. 
This makes these standards less relevant to employ-
ees because such rules may be perceived as unneces-
sary and as detracting from improving safety.

2) Is it necessary to tell employees to comply or 
be fired? Is this a case of employees who simply 
will not follow the rules? Does it reflect a belief 
as in McGregor’s Theory X that those employees 
must be motivated by fear?

3) Does this undermine the discretion of super-
visors? Much responsibility and reliance is placed 
on supervisors and managers who are paid to exer-
cise their judgment on a daily basis.

4) How many absolute rules can the average 
person memorize? Memory is not infinite. Usu-
ally short and simple messages work the best for 
the purposes of memory. Can every employee re-
member the critical seven or eight rules and the 
supplementary rules? With lists, most people can 
only remember considerably fewer than eight. Is 
the message too complex?

Should Hypercompliance Work?
After 50 years of trying to engage and empower 

employees, hypercompliance takes business back 
more than a century to the principles of scientific 
management. Virtually every company spends a 
great deal of time and resources trying to engage 
employees. Through the progression of the empow-
ered workplace, there has been increasing evidence 
of higher productivity, profitability, job satisfaction 
and safety performance as well as lower occupa-
tional stress and absenteeism (Erickson, 2008).

People tend to crave stability and structure, and 
rules and accountability are part of that structure. 
However, this practice can be overdone. For exam-
ple, does firing someone for making errors make 
employees feel valued? Most of the rules are spe-
cific to frontline employees but firing a supervisor 
and manager is possible. That would send a pow-
erful message, but probably not one about a high 
commitment to safety. How do employees feel 
when they see a manager fired for making an hon-
est mistake? When employees are targeted with a 
communication campaign for routine duties such 
as entering confined spaces or using fall protection 
they may not feel they are valued or capable mem-
bers of the organization.

Like all such efforts, the reason hypercompliance 
is doomed to fail is that it suppresses the very goal 
it desires. The goal is an involved, engaged work-
force that is actively involved in proactive measures 
to reduce risk in the workplace by using their expe-
rience, skills and initiative. 

Rules
The Necessity of Rules

Throughout safety and organizational literature, 
much has been written on the subject of rules. 
There seems to be general agreement that rules 
are an inherent part of organizational and safety 
programs to ensure protection of lives, property 
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and resources. Since all organizational roles, in-
cluding safety, demand some level of accuracy, all 
roles require employees to know and use some 
standardized steps or rules. However, as Bucking-
ham & Coffman (1999) observe, “Required steps 
are useful only if they do not obscure the desired 
outcome” (p. 125).

Argyris, Putnam and Smith (1985), contend that 
there are two requisites for obedience: legitimacy and 
unilateral nature of authority relationships. This rep-
resents the classic view of traditional hierarchies with 
top-down control, clear division of labor and sub-
units, centralized decision making and standardized 
behavior patterns (Srivastva, 1983), with employees 
considered incompetent or not having time to come 
up with rules (Oedewald & Reiman, 2007).

In reality, rules and procedures are attempts to 
control the characteristics of humans. Oedewald 
and Reiman (2007), and Srivastva (1983) contend 
that rules are actually organizational constraints, 
progressively restricting freedom of action as they 
increase limitations to freedom of choice and dis-
cretion. Oedewald and Reiman (2007) question 
whether the rules are supposed to control or sup-
port activities. They also question whether the em-
ployee is in control or is being controlled.

Safety has its own set of additional rules. Peters-
en (1975) stated that safety work rules direct the 
safety program. These rules must be enforced and 
whenever broken, the perpetrator must be pun-
ished. However, one of Petersen’s concerns about 
punishment after an act was that people may sim-
ply try not to get caught again. However, the possi-
bility exists that such rule- or law-breaking may be 
indicative of distinguishing between good defiance 
and unacceptable violation (Peters, 1987).

Petersen (1975) also questioned whether there is 
factual information or a true basis for initially formu-
lating the rules. Other safety management authors 
have expressed similar concerns. Manuele (1993) 
states, “It should not be assumed that actions taken 
to be in compliance with laws, codes, standards and 
regulations address an organization’s principal risks 
or that doing so, by itself, will attain effective haz-
ards management” (p. 184). This concept is echoed 
by Hale, Borys and Adams (2011), who contend 
that establishing a causal link between the incident 
rates and some regulatory requirements may be dif-
ficult. In any case, initially employing a means of 
controlling the causes responsible for the presence 
of injurious agents should occur prior to regulation 
(Grimaldi & Simonds, 1975). 

Potential Problems With Rules
Static rules present several problems. First, static 

rules do not capture the true complexity of organi-
zational situations (Hale, et al., 2011). Second, they 
tend to reflect a gap between work as envisioned by 
more senior experts and the actual work performed 
by employees (Hale, Borys & Else, 2012). Third, it is 
impossible to create rules to cope with all eventuali-
ties and situations (Hale, et al., 2012; Oedewald & 
Reiman, 2007). Finally, no rule is ever final, espe-
cially in command-and-control regulatory environ-

ments. Therefore, if an incident occurs, the event 
often results in even more rules and regulations, 
thereby increasing both operational complexity and 
compliance difficulties (Hale, et al., 2011).

Too Many Rules
When organizational procedures are designed, 

smooth and efficient operations are the goal. Often 
employees are not considered (Oedewald & Rei-
man, 2007). Especially in inflexible and rigid orga-
nizations, some managers have a basic mistrust of 
people, thereby believing that their only recourse 
is to impose rules to achieve desired behaviors 
(Buckingham & Coffman, 1999). The effect of this 
philosophy forces employees to accept the status 
quo by conforming to the limitations of accepted 
patterns and rules.

If there are too many rules, it is possible that 
some rules may be overlooked or obscured, there-
by increasing overall risk. This would mean that 
numerous rules in complex technologies could be 
less effective (Hale, et al., 2011). Buckingham and 
Coffman (1999) state that there are “many ex-
amples of steps hindering the very outcomes they 
were designed to facilitate” (p. 126).

The more employees are preoccupied with fol-
lowing rules, the less they are able to consider 
innovative solutions (Hale, et al., 2011) and may 
become unaware of new situations to which the 
rules do not apply (Oedewald & Reiman, 2007). 
This preoccupation can lead to more mistakes, 
which in turn induces more regulations, thereby 
creating a vicious circle (Hale, et al., 2011).

The rules that seem most problematic for em-
ployees are those that define specific actions or be-
havior, leaving the least room for individual choice 
because every time a rule is made, a choice is taken 
away (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999). These rules 
may save time and effort by clarifying tasks and 
responsibilities (Oedewald & Reiman, 2007), but 
they are “creating a culture of compliance that 
slowly strangles the organization of flexibility, re-
sponsiveness and, perhaps most important, good-
will” (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999, p. 117). 

 Detailed rules may cause resentment as employ-
ees feel they are not trusted because they are being 
watched. They also can feel dependent, not being 
able to take responsibility for their own actions or 
styles. This situation can be demeaning. Too many, 
especially detailed, regulations can discourage in-
novation, creativity, initiative and new ideas, re-
duce compliance and contribute to uncertainty 
(Hale, et al., 2011). Additionally, learning can be 
weakened (Oedewald & Reiman, 2007).

Another drawback of excessive rules is that 
if employees do not see rules as enhancing their 
safety, or as not relevant to their jobs, they are less 
motivated to comply (Hale, et al., 2011). This may 
lead to rule violations. If no adverse event occurs 
other than noncompliance, confidence in the rules 
can diminish as well (Hale, et al., 2012).

According to Hale, et al. (2012), two contrasting 
paradigms appear to exist in operation concerning 
a view of rules: top-down view versus bottom-up. 
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These two models have been classified as models 
1 and 2. Model 1 is the classic rationalist view of 
rules as constraints on behavior, established by 
those persons considered experts who are higher 
in the organizational hierarchy. Safe work con-
sists of barriers and rules in order to successfully 
complete tasks. Rules are static and are not to be 
violated. There are strong limitations on employee 
freedom of choice and discretion, and employees 
are considered incapable of establishing rules. 

Model 1 is predominant in safety management 
(Hale, et al., 2012). This is readily apparent when read-
ing safety management literature that emphasizes the 
danger of not following procedures (Oedewald & Rei-
man, 2007), the majority of which discusses the preva-
lence and reasons for violations (Hale, et al., 2012).

Model 2 generally applies to complex, high-
technology operations whereby employees are the 
experts. The bases for rules are reflections of em-
ployees’ reality and experiences, including social 
patterns of behavior. Interest in Model 2 occurred 
because of dissatisfaction with Model 1.

Hale, et al. (2012), propose a synthesis of the two 
models, combining the strong points of each, since 
there are lessons to be learned from both paradigms.

High-Reliability Organizations
Concurrently with hypercompliance, another 

approach focuses on organizational resilience and 
high reliability. These organizations push decision 
making down as far as possible and rely on exper-
tise in the field rather than on rules and punish-
ment. Such organizations are often called learning 
organizations, as they can recover quickly from 
problems or incidents. This quick recovery indi-
cates organizational resiliency. They are committed 
to learning from failure and refuse to simplify what 
is inherently complicated (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007).

High-reliability organizations are those that can-
not afford large-scale failures because of the poten-
tial catastrophic consequences. This approach has 
its roots in the study of aircraft carrier flight deck 
operations, nuclear power plants, hospitals and 
air traffic control. In each of these instances, small 
failures must be understood, resolved and learned 
from before they can become or lead to larger-scale 
failures. This means paying attention to small fail-
ures or weak signals in the system. The organization 
must be resilient, or able to recover quickly from 
failures, but it is also expected to learn from failures.

Such organizations rely on mindfulness or being 
constantly alert to one’s environment and situation 
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007). The principle of mindful-
ness can be compared to driving a car. We expect 
that traffic incidents will occur. We cannot assume 
that everyone will always follow the rules of the 
road. Sensitivity is maintained by being alert: scan-
ning traffic signs, signals, possible obstructions and 
the behavior of the traffic (e.g., erratic drivers, vary-
ing speeds). Additionally, resiliency is maintained 
because we are ready to take alternate routes or 
approaches should such maneuvers be necessary. 

Complex or tightly coupled systems need em-
ployees who are mindful. Tightly coupled systems 

(i.e., no slack in between stages of the process) 
have little time for recovery from failures, whereas 
loosely coupled processes have lags that can al-
low more time for recovery (Perrow, 1984). High-
reliability organizations tend to be tightly coupled. 
They are preoccupied with failure and expect that 
failure is always possible and will occur within the 
system. As a result, they are reluctant to simplify, 
rationalize or take things for granted. These orga-
nizations require employees with expertise who 
are engaged and alert, paying attention to opera-
tions to enable them to move quickly and impro-
vise solutions when unexpected failures arise.

Discussion
Many developments have been aimed at encour-

aging employee involvement to increase safety per-
formance. Companies with an engaged workforce 
see many benefits (Piersol, 2007). Engaged em-
ployees affect safety and the company by going the 
extra mile on behalf of the company. An involved 
employee is much more likely to take ownership of 
the work site and act proactively to resolve prob-
lems, correct physical hazards and reduce the risk 
of developing unsafe conditions. Optimizing cul-
ture for involvement is tied to better safety results 
(Erickson, 2008; Williams, 2008). 

Employees understand the necessity of compli-
ance with safety and organizational rules. They do 
not want to be injured or worse. In high-hazard in-
dustries, employees are acutely aware of the impor-
tance and necessity of paying attention to absolute 
rules that allow for no margin of error. The rules are 
not new, but penalties for infractions have increased.

When too many rules have become restrictive 
and undermine employee discretion and initiative, 
employees will passively obey rules, expecting au-
tomatic consequences if caught breaching them.

With hypercompliance, penalties for specific 
violations have increased. This would seem to be 
demotivating. If employees have no control and no 
involvement, they will become less motivated and 
engaged (Herzberg, 2003). 

Perhaps the final issue is that the absolute sys-
tem must be administered by people. Mistakes are 
likely to be made and elements missed. There-
fore, some people may break the rules but not be 
sanctioned. The perception of inequity can lead to 
widespread dissatisfaction and seriously erode the 
credibility of the rule scheme.

The purpose of organizational rules should be 
one of management’s most basic responsibilities: 
focusing people toward performance (Bucking-
ham & Coffman, 1999). Standardizing the ends to 
achieve this performance prevents management 
from having to standardize the means to attain 
these ends. In other words, the required outcomes 
should be defined, but not the detailed activities for 
achievement (Buckingham & Coffman, 1999; Hale, 
et al., 2012).

Rules should apply and be adapted to the di-
versity of real situations. They should be matched 
to the characteristics of the employees and to the 
situations in which the rules are required (Hale, 
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et al., 2012). In addition, unnecessary rules should 
be eliminated (Hale, et al., 2011; Peters, 1987) and 
regulatory language simplified (Hale, et al., 2011).

With any organizational rule-setting, the em-
ployees’ expertise and collaboration is essential 
to achieve final goals (Petersen, 1975). Employees 
should participate in the decision of what is unsafe 
because “part of rule-setting responsibility belongs 
to those people for whom the rules are intended” 
(Petersen, 1975, p. 200). Likewise, Buckingham & 
Coffman (1999) advocate defining outcomes, then 
letting each person find his/her individual means 
to meet those outcomes. 

With overly strict rules, employee innovation 
and creative ideas can be suppressed (Oedewald 
& Reiman, 2007). When strict rules are changed, 
eliminated or relaxed they allow for more employ-
ee involvement, thereby encouraging employees to 
take more responsibility (Buckingham & Coffman, 
1999). There is much evidence supporting employ-
ee involvement as a significant positive factor in 
helping organizations meet their goals.

Conclusion
Hypercompliance is a step back in time for safety 

and it flies in the face of all we have learned about 
human motivation, involvement and resultant 
safety performance. Much has been learned about 
human behavior since the days of Taylor. Regres-
sive hypercompliance thinking, with its excessive 
rules and penalties, is an approach that will not 
lead to a safer workplace. Getting beyond perfor-
mance plateaus takes critical thinking and new ap-
proaches, including those of an interdisciplinary 
nature. In evolution, there are many failures for 
every success. Perhaps it is time to move on.  PS
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