
Methodology 

This study is concerned with attitudes and behaviours of people as opposed to gathering facts and raw data, therefore 

the researcher deemed the methodology most suited to this study was an interpretive approach, (Collis & Hussey, 

2009, pp. 56-57). The rationale for this is that interpretivism is a more subjective approach and more readily 

developed by perceptions held by the researcher, as opposed to the more theoretical approach of the positivism 

paradigm, the groups being studied are supervisors and workers and what happens in the workplace is seen as a 

human construct shaped by individuals perceptions. A hypothesis was considered as part of a deductive approach and 

rejected in favour of an inductive approach, this was achieved by collecting the data and developing a theory as a 

result of the data analysis (Saunders, 2007, p. 117).  

 

As part of the secondary research a literature review was undertaken. The initial search involved using such keywords 

as: 

• Supervisors;  

• Workforce;  

• Safe operations;  

• Culture; 

• Communication;  

• Situational awareness;  

• Mindful leadership; and  

• Perceived organisational support 

 

These key words was broadened further to include a second tier of issues such as:  

• Organisational aspects;  

• Leadership; 

• Learning from unplanned events, 

It is these broader considerations that were thought to have the most influence and impact on the supervisor – worker 

relationship, four key themes emerged that required further investigation and these are shown below; 
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 Research Question Research Objective 

1 What is the motivation for ignoring working 

Procedures and violation or bending of the rules? 

RO1,RO2 (Theme 2) 

2 Does the workforce play a big enough part in the work planning phase? RO1,RO3 (Theme 4) 

3 Situational awareness is key in high hazard industries – how does the situation drive 

the decision on safe working? 

RO1,RO2 (Theme 1) 

4 At what point do workers/supervisors perceive that something has changed – does the 

level of change register and how do they react to the change? 

RO1,RO2 (Theme 2) 

5 What is considered to be the correct level of supervision? RO1,RO4 Theme 3) 

6 What controls are in place for ensuring the workforce understands the hazards of the 

job – could these be improved to eradicate bias towards risk taking? 

RO1,RO3 (Theme 4) 

7 How big a part does the belief in personal ability have in relation to improvisation to 

get the job done? 

RO1,RO2 (Theme 1) 

8 To what extent do workers/supervisors tolerate deviation from agreed working 

practices and procedures – are there different levels of tolerability? 

RO1,RO4 (Theme 1) 

9 As a supervisor what level of involvement with the workforce is seen as acceptable –

sub questions on face to face, problem solving, stage involved? 

RO1,RO4 (Theme 3) 

10 How effective are the control barriers to ensuring the safe working environment, what 

could be done to improve things? 

RO1,RO3 (Theme 4) 

11 What evidence does a supervisor require in determining whether a worker can self 

supervise – what are the factors that drive the decision? 

RO1,RO4 (Theme 2) 

12 How do workers perceive the level of support they get from supervisors and second 

tier management? 

RO1,RO2 (Theme 2) 

13 How is risk assessment perceived by both supervisors and workers – opportunity or 

threat? 

RO1,RO3 (Theme 4) 

Introduction 

There is a growing consensus in the oil and gas industry about the need for a more collaborative approach to supervising 

the workforce, and engagement on key issues such as behaviours and workplace hazard perception. The Health and 

Safety Executive accident statistics show that there have more than 100 over-3 –day injuries in 2010/11 in the oil and 

gas sector. Investigations into major accidents such as the Piper Alpha explosion and  the Deep-water Horizon tragedy 

also suggest that personnel are reluctant to act on their instinct to challenge and intervene when things start to go 

wrong (Hopkins, 2011d, p. 1424). Organisational structure, communication and interaction between worker and 

supervisor is seen as key control barriers in ensuring a safe workplace. There is a need to understand to what extent 

frontline supervisor-worker relationships contribute to a safe working environment and what can be done to improve this 

situation. 

 

The Health and Safety Executive have promoted the need for the correct level of supervision for a number of years and 

view face to face communication between supervisor and worker as being the most effective. Andrew Hopkins, the 

Australian Sociologist, suggests the interaction between supervisor and worker should take up to approximately 30% of 

the supervisors day (Hopkins, 2010b).  With the progressive developments in health and safety processes and 

management in recent times, the relationship between supervisors and workers is becoming increasingly important in 

ensuring a safe work environment for the 30,000 people in the oil and gas industry in the UK and beyond. 

 

Aim and Focus of the Study 

The scope of this research is limited to the interaction and relationship between frontline supervisors and those 

personnel working under their direct supervision. The scope  explores the personal and organisational factors that 

influence this relationship.  The demographics for data collection are limited to companies in the offshore industry, 

predominantly supporting well operations and drilling and based in Aberdeen. The overall aim of the research is:  

  

To investigate the relationship between the worker and front line supervisor in the context of the working environment 

and focused on the following key  research objectives: 

 

Research objective 1 - To review existing academic literature on Organisational factors, with respect to Supervisors, 

workers and workplace safety performance. 

Research objective 2 - Discuss possible differences in perception by frontline supervisors and workers in relation to the 

hazards associated with the working environment. 

Research objective 3 - To identify ways in which the relationship between supervisor and worker could be improved. 

Research objective 4 - To investigate to what extent level of supervision is being matched against worker perceptions of 

competency. 

Results and Conclusions 

 

The results of the interviews were analysed in relation to the themes identified in the literature review. These themes 

were further divided in order ensure a depth and richness to the information collected. What is clear from both the 

literature review and the interviews is that:  

 

• There is a good understanding by supervisors and the workforce of the need for control barriers such as risk 

assessment  and permit to work;  

 

• Co-ordination of activities in the offshore sector although well defined are not always carried out to plan; 

 

• The evidence gathered suggested that safety culture maturity differs from one organisation to another and where two 

organisations are collaborating on joint activities but operating at different maturity levels this causes problems that will 

manifest themselves at supervisor-workforce level. 

 

 

The primary data gathered from one to one interviews confirmed the findings from the literature review. Perception both 

in the sense of perceiving hazards in the workplace and in the form of situational awareness applies equally to 

supervisors and workforce alike. If not recognised as a threat and managed accordingly this can be a major contributor 

to accidents. Workforce perception around the level of support offered by management also contributes greatly to 

achieving a safe workplace and this was seen as particularly relevant following loss events. The interviewees confirmed 

that certain operating companies still lean towards a culture of blame when things go wrong. Interviewees opinions also 

aligned to the literature in that deviation from working to agreed procedures is viewed by both supervisors and workers 

as a zero tolerance goal. 

  

The need to risk assess is fundamental to ensuring a safe workplace, therefore the key conclusion to be drawn is that 

rule breaking and risk taking amongst the workforce is still prevalent and this must continue to be an area of focus for 

management in search of improvement. It is also important to recognise the challenge around the goal setting approach 

to risk assessment that has governed since the late 1980’s and post Piper Alpha. Any shift to a more prescriptive 

emphasis on checklists and procedures brought about by a legislative change may result in  a change in mind-set 

towards risk, consequence and improvement. 

  

Both the literature and interviewee responses indicated that the main motivation for taking risks was to get the job done 

quicker, often made with the best of intentions. The supervisors interviewed confirmed that the level of supervision 

would depend on how much knowledge they had of the workforce – new or inexperienced personnel would be closely 

supervised until their capabilities and attitude could be observed across a number of situations. The research was not 

conclusive enough to deal with issues surrounding the capability to work safely, workforce empowerment or the degree 

of supervision required as they are complex and more than likely a culmination of the three approaches works best. An 

example to illustrate this is the supervisor in interview 1 expressing disappointment in how a team of his experienced 

men had blatantly violated rules when he thought he knew them better and could trust them. One conclusion that can be 

drawn from this is that experience is no indication that people will work safely and young, inexperienced persons are just 

as likely to work in a safe manner as their more experienced colleagues.  

  

The overall aim of this study was to review the relationship between supervisor and worker in the context of the working 

environment. The study recognises that the supervisor-worker relationship is paramount to having a safe workplace and 

its importance, recognised some 40 years ago by academics of the day is equally important today as it was then. 

 

   

It was identified that further research into this area is required, particularly in relation to human behaviours and 

understanding the complexities of humans in relation to hazard and situational awareness. Inherently hazardous 

industries, such as oil and gas, should view this as an opportunity to work with other professions, namely industrial 

psychologists, health and safety professionals etc in order to provide funding and research settings for such work. 

 

The research provided a snapshot, of this particular phenomenon; the study therefore was cross sectional in nature, as 

opposed to longitudinal. Cross sectional studies often employ survey strategies; however they may also use qualitative 

methods such as interviews conducted over a short period of time, it was such a qualitative approach that was used for 

this study.  

 

The researcher reviewed the options for data collection and felt that conducting interviews and making use of the 

detailed narrative would be particularly suited to this study. The interviews undertaken borrowed from the critical 

incident technique (CIT), a technique for gathering certain important facts concerning behaviour in defined situations, 

the procedure is flexible in how the data is collected and can easily be adapted to meet a number of research situations 

(Flanagan, 1954).  

 

The demographic chosen for this study was narrow and limited to oil and gas service companies based in Aberdeen; the 

demographic was narrowed further as only service companies providing services to the well operations, drilling sector 

and offshore construction were included. The researcher included both supervisors and workers as part of the sample 

group. The sample size for the collection of primary data was considered small, however the level of engagement and 

open attitude of those being interviewed resulted in high quality data being collected.  

 

The responses from the initial interview and those of the remaining interviews were collated using a combination of the 

coding system and detailed narrative analysis as detailed in the coding and response tables shown in the top right hand 

side of the poster. 


