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Understanding Psychological 
Drivers of Safety Behavior.

CASE STUDY:
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Despite decades of innovation 
in construction safety practices, 
serious injuries and fatalities (SIFs) on 
job sites have remained steady. IRMI, 
a premier authority and educator 
for risk management, insurance, and 
legal professionals, worked with 
Mad*Pow to better understand and 
address the dynamics that drive risk-
taking behaviors.

Mad*Pow conducted research with 
IRMI at three design partner sites in 
the United States to gain an in-depth 
understanding of how construction 
workers think about safety on the 

Mad*Pow worked with 
IRMI to understand the 
motivational, environmental, 
and cultural factors that lead 
construction workers to take 
risks on the job, and design 
a playbook for innovative 
virtual reality training that 
ultimately reduces serious 
injuries and fatalities (SIFs).

About Mad*Pow

Mad*Pow is a purpose-driven, 
strategic design consultancy working 
with industry leaders to create 
social impact. Mad*Pow leverages 
strategic design and the psychology 
of motivation to create innovative 
experiences and compelling digital 
solutions that are good for people 
and good for business. Founded in 
2000, Mad*Pow has partnered with 
industry leaders including Cigna, 
John Hancock, Pearson, Microsoft, 
and Google, and has received honors 
for design excellence by the Webby 
Awards, MITX and the W3C.

job. After learning why workers 
may take small risks that can lead 
to serious consequences, Mad*Pow 
developed a design playbook for an 
innovative virtual reality training 
that IRMI’s MindForge division will 
produce to directly address the 
motivators for risk-taking.

Understanding  
Psychological Drivers  
of Safety Behavior 
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Methodology

Mad*Pow’s Behavior Change 
Design team used a combination 
of observations and interviews to 
understand construction worker 
behavior in context. The team 
visited three construction sites and 
observed on-the-job behaviors. The 
sites covered a range of construction 
types: A children’s hospital in the 
rural Southwest, an industrial 
facility in the semi-rural South, and 
a hotel on the urban West Coast.

Mad*Pow then interviewed a total 
of 41 construction workers and 
supervisors across the three job sites 
to understand their own experiences 
of risk-taking, as well as what they 
had observed among their peers. The 
interview protocols were organized 
according to the COM-B model and 
included specific probes on issues of 
capability, opportunity, and motivation 
that impact worker behavior.

Key Insights

Moments of transition and focus 
are top opportunities for risk.

Workers are well-versed in safety 
expectations and generally intend to 
follow protocol. The most frequent 
times that they take shortcuts are  
either when they are transitioning 
between two tasks, or when they are  
so focused on completing one task  

Training recommendations include 
mindfulness activities including 
deliberate moments of pause  
and reassessment.

Following the research, Mad*Pow 
produced a playbook, learning plan, 
and content for a virtual reality 
training module to help construction 
workers observe safety protocols 
while working at heights. The learning 
module is designed to specifically 
address the behavioral barriers 
identified in the research phase.

that they fail to pay attention to a  
safety need. Examples included: 

 · A worker removes safety glasses  
to wipe off the condensation and  
forgets to put them back on. 

 · Someone transitioning between 
welding and grinding doesn’t  
switch to the right face  
protection for each task. 

 · Workers moving between  
two elevated platforms don’t tie  
off properly.

Team culture enables (or  
thwarts) good communication  
and safety behavior

A common source of safety risks is 
ineffective communication between 
workers and teams. Mad*Pow found 
that the teams’ culture played a large 
role in how well communication 
was able to occur. Teams who saw 
themselves in collaboration with 
other types of workers were more 
likely to communicate effectively. 
Similarly, individual workers who 
saw themselves as either mentors 
to less experienced workers, or in a 
position to learn from more senior 
workers were more open to receiving 
communication that helped ensure 
safe behaviors. Supervisors were often 
a major influencer of team culture. 

Leveraging Behavior Change 
Insights to Create Innovative 
On-the-Job Training and Keep 
Construction Workers Safe.
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Our Learning Module

Based on the research findings, 
Mad*Pow developed a learning 
module that accounts for several 
psychological factors influencing 
safety behaviors: 

 · “Fast brain” dynamics that  
include emotional and habit- 
driven responses. 

 · “Slow brain” mechanisms that 
include logic, but may be influenced 
by cognitive biases. 

 · Underlying motivational phenomena 
like culture, identity, and values that 
influence how people view the world 
but may be outside of awareness. 

In order to touch all three aspects 
of worker psychology, the training is 
designed to: 

Training recommendations included 
reinforcing appropriate expectations 
for team culture, and specific training 
for supervisors emphasizing their 
unique role in team safety.

Workers hold deep-seated beliefs 
that prompt behavior patterns

Mad*Pow observed two competing but 
equally unhelpful belief patterns about 
safety in some workers: 

 · Accidents are inevitable, and no 
safety protocol is 100% guaranteed 
to stop them. 

 · Accidents are inevitable, but they 
happen to other people, not to me. 

 · Expose and correct “below the 
surface” behavior influencers. 

 · Teach the slow brain to plan, 
prepare, and pause for safety  
when needed. 

 · Through practice and repetition, 
equip the fast brain with  
automatic responses and habits  
that prioritize safety. 
 
IRMI’s digital design subsidiary 
MindForge is incorporating this 
learning module into their virtual 
reality platform, Construction  
Life Savers.

These beliefs were much less likely 
to exist in workers who had either 
personally witnessed a SIF on the 
job, or had heard vivid stories from 
colleagues about one. 

Training recommendations were to 
include testimonials and stories about 
SIFs to help make their impact feel 
more real and dispel unproductive 
beliefs about safety. The virtual reality 
delivery method is also expected 
to help make safety issues more 
immediate for workers.

MindForge VR screenshots
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To learn more about Mad*Pow’s Behavior Change  
Design capabilities, visit:  
madpow.com/BehaviorChange

Contact us to learn more: solutions@madpow.net

We use it to help people set goals and reach them. Our team 
comes to work each day with a passion to help improve health, 
deliver financial wellbeing, and solve some of the most wicked 
social problems we face, from poverty to sustainability.
This involves a deep understanding of customer behavior, 
designing to affect the decisions people make when no one is 
looking, and facilitating the kind of collaboration that makes 
your dreams a reality.

We believe that design is powerful and can help 
us to make a positive impact in peoples lives.


