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EXPERT PERSPECTIVES ON SAFETY EXCELLENCE

When employees trust their supervisors, they are more likely 
to adhere to safety protocols and guidelines.

By Shawn M. Galloway

In the dynamic landscape of today’s workplaces, the 
significance of building strong relationships between 
employees and their supervisors cannot be overstated. This 
symbiotic connection lays the foundation for a thriving, 

collaborative and productive work environment, and is 
instrumental in improving safety performance and cultivating a 
positive safety culture within an organization.

First and foremost, a robust supervisor-employee 
relationship cultivates trust and psychological safety. Trust is 
the foundation of any strong relationship. When employees 
trust their supervisors, they are more likely to adhere to 
safety protocols and guidelines, share ideas, express concerns 
and seek guidance without fear of repercussions. This open 
communication fosters a positive work atmosphere where 
collaboration flourishes, leading to increased innovation and 
problem-solving.

A strong relationship between employees and supervisors 
is integral to employee engagement and empowerment. When 
individuals feel valued and supported by their supervisors, they 
are more likely to be motivated and committed to their work. 
This, in turn, contributes to higher levels of job satisfaction and 
a more positive organizational culture.

Involving employees in safety-related decision-making 
processes empowers them to take ownership of safety within 
their workspaces. When employees feel that their opinions and 
insights are valued, they are more likely to actively engage in 
safety initiatives and contribute to a safety culture that extends 
beyond compliance.

Effective communication is another vital aspect of a 
healthy employee-supervisor relationship. When employees 
feel comfortable communicating with their supervisors, they 
are more likely to promptly report safety concerns, hazards 
or near-miss incidents. This transparency enables proactive 
identification and resolution of safety issues. Regular feedback, 
both constructive and positive, helps employees understand 
their strengths and areas for improvement.

Supervisors who actively acknowledge and recognize 
employees for their commitment to safety contribute to a 
positive safety culture. Positive reinforcement promotes 
desired behaviors and motivates employees to prioritize 
safety consistently. Supervisors who actively listen and 
provide guidance create an environment where employees 
feel heard and appreciated, reinforcing their commitment to 
the organization.

Strong employee-supervisor relationships play a pivotal 
role in professional development. Understanding each 
employee’s strengths and weaknesses allows supervisors 
to tailor safety training and support. This personalized 
approach ensures that employees receive the specific 
guidance and resources they need to adhere to safety 
procedures, contributing to an overall improvement in safety 
performance. Supervisors who invest time in understanding 
their employees’ career aspirations can tailor development 
plans, training and mentorship opportunities accordingly. 
This benefits the individual’s growth and contributes to the 
team’s overall skills enhancement.

Employee retention is closely tied to the quality of 
relationships within the workplace. A supportive supervisor 
who recognizes and acknowledges the contributions of their 
team members is more likely to retain talent. This saves 
organizations from the costs associated with high turnover and 
maintains a stable and experienced workforce.

WHAT CAN HARM A RELATIONSHIP?
Several factors can contribute to the deterioration of the 
relationship between an employee and their supervisor. Some 
common factors include:

Lack of Communication: Poor communication (e.g., 
unclear expectations, inadequate feedback or a lack of regular 
interaction) can strain the relationship.

Micromanagement: Overly controlling or micromanaging 
behavior from the supervisor can erode trust and hinder the 
employee’s sense of autonomy and competence.

Unfair Treatment: Perceived unfair treatment (e.g., 
favoritism, unequal opportunities or inconsistent application of 
policies) can lead to resentment and a breakdown in trust.

Lack of Recognition: Failing to acknowledge or appreciate 
an employee’s efforts or achievements may result in 
demotivation and a sense of being undervalued.

Poor Leadership Skills: Ineffective leadership (e.g., a 
lack of vision, indecisiveness, or an inability to inspire and 
motivate) can strain the supervisor-employee relationship.

Fostering Strong Employee-Supervisor 
Relationships: A Key to Safety Excellence  
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Insensitive Communication: Communication that is 
disrespectful, insensitive or lacks empathy can damage the 
emotional connection between a supervisor and employee.

Failure to Provide Support: If a supervisor fails to support 
employees in their professional development, provide resources, 
or address concerns, it can lead to frustration and disengagement.

Failure to Address Issues: Ignoring or neglecting 
to address issues promptly, whether they are related to 
performance, conflicts or other concerns, can exacerbate 
problems and harm the relationship.

Inconsistent Leadership: Inconsistency in decision-
making or applying policies can create confusion and 
undermine trust in the supervisor’s leadership.

Lack of Recognizing Work-Life Balance: Demanding 
excessive hours or neglecting work-life balance can lead to burnout 
and strain the relationship between a supervisor and an employee.

WHAT CAN ENHANCE A RELATIONSHIP?
It’s crucial for both supervisors and employees to be aware of 
these factors and actively work toward addressing concerns 
to maintain a healthy and productive working relationship. 
Creating a strong relationship between employees and 
their supervisors involves a combination of effective 
communication, mutual respect and support. Here are some 
strategies that work well:

Open and Transparent Communication: Foster an 
environment where both parties feel comfortable expressing 
their thoughts, concerns and ideas. Encourage regular feedback 
sessions and listen actively to each other.

Clear Expectations: Establish clear expectations regarding 
roles, responsibilities and performance standards. Clarity helps 
prevent misunderstandings and promotes a sense of purpose.

Recognition and Appreciation: Acknowledge and 
appreciate the efforts and achievements of employees. 
Recognition reinforces positive behavior and contributes to a 
sense of value and motivation.

Regular Check-ins: Schedule regular one-on-one meetings 
to discuss progress, address concerns and provide guidance. 
Consistent communication helps build rapport and ensures 
alignment on goals.

Empowerment: Encourage employee autonomy and decision-
making within their roles. Empowered employees feel a sense of 
ownership and are more likely to be engaged and motivated.

Professional Development Opportunities: Support 
employees in their career growth by providing learning and 
skill development opportunities. This shows a commitment to 
their success and fosters loyalty.

Flexibility and Work-Life Balance: Acknowledge the 
importance of work-life balance and offer flexibility when possible. 
This demonstrates consideration for the well-being of employees.

Conflict Resolution: Address conflicts promptly and 
constructively. Provide a platform for employees to voice 
concerns, then work together to find resolutions that are fair 
and mutually beneficial.

Lead by Example: Demonstrate leadership qualities 
through consistent and ethical behavior. Leading by example 
builds trust and sets a positive tone for the workplace.

Social Connection: Foster a sense of community by 
organizing team building activities or social events. Building 
personal connections strengthens professional relationships and 
promotes a positive work environment.

Cultural Alignment: Ensure the organizational culture aligns 
with values promoting collaboration, respect and integrity. A 
shared cultural foundation helps build a stronger connection.

Creating a strong relationship is an ongoing process 
requiring effort from both parties. Regular communication, 
mutual understanding and a commitment to support each other 
contributes to a positive and effective supervisor-employee 
relationship.

Fostering a strong relationship between employees and their 
supervisors is a cornerstone of organizational success in safety and 
any area of the business. It builds a culture of trust, encourages 
open communication, enhances employee engagement, supports 
professional development, and ultimately contributes to a positive and 
productive work environment. Investing in these relationships is an 

investment in the overall well-being and success 
of individuals—and the organization.  EHS

Shawn M. Galloway is CEO of ProAct 
Safety; host of the podcast, “Safety Culture 
Excellence”; and a past keynote speaker at 
EHS Today’s Safety Leadership Conference. 
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