
Building a 
Stronger Food 
Safety Culture



Commitment that goes 
beyond compliance 

When employees, managers and leaders feel 

personally committed to food safety, they 

will do the right thing even when nobody is 

watching, even when it is not the cheapest or 

fastest approach.  A strong organisational 

culture can help create and sustain that 

commitment. Over time, good food safety 

practices become the normal way of doing 

things and a source of personal pride.  

To maintain a strong food safety culture, 

leaders must not only demonstrate their 

commitment with their own words and 

actions, they must also make sure that their 

company’s policies, systems and processes 

incentivise good food safety decisions and 

behaviours at every level of the organisation.

Traditionally, companies and regulators 

have depended on training, inspections, 

audits and testing to ensure compliance with 

food safety regulations and certification 

requirements. Training is a vital part of food 

safety management, but knowledge is not 

always a strong driver of behaviour. 

Inspections, audits and testing are also 

necessary, but they identify problems after 

the fact and depend on fear of detection and 

penalties to incentivise compliance. 

In the long run, companies whose 

management and staff make food safety a 

top priority in their daily operations will 

enhance their profitability by preventing 

accidents that harm consumers, avoiding 

millions in recall expenses and earning 

public trust in their brand. 
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The time for action

Best-in-class companies do not wait for a food safety scandal to improve 

their organisation’s culture. They regularly assess their culture and take 

action to correct deficiencies. 

Their organisational culture objectives are regularly updated to ensure 

alignment with their company’s vision, values and strategy. 



Organisational culture
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Organisational culture is the self-sustaining patterns of feeling, thinking, believing and 

behaving that determine “how things are done around here”. It is both determined 

and characterised by a set of formal and informal elements that we refer to as the 

organisation’s “DNA”. 1

Organisational DNA

Formal Informal

• Standard operating 

procedures

• Governance forums

• Decision processes

Decision 

rights
Norms

• Unwritten rules

• Values & standards 

• Expectations

• Pay 

• Career path

• Talent development Motivators Commitments

• What people really 

care about

• Individual goals & 

aspirations

• Sources of pride

• KPIs 

• Metrics 

• Knowledge

management

Information Mind-sets

• What people 

assume

• Shared identity and 

beliefs

• Common language

• Organisation charts

• Job descriptions

• Business processes
Structure Networks

• How people connect

• Relationships

• Lunch groups, sports 

teams

1. Strategy&, Enabling change with culture 

Sources: PwC, 10 Minutes on organizational DNA; Strategy&, Enabling change with culture 
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The formal DNA elements are the visible and concrete tools for realigning your operating 

model — they can be precisely articulated and codified. 

For each of the formal elements, there exists a corresponding informal DNA element that is 

embedded in the organisation’s culture. Although less tangible and harder to wield than the 

formal elements, an organisation’s informal elements can have an even more profound 

impact on execution because they directly influence workplace habits and relationships. 

Informal elements include the following:2

Norms are the organisation’s unwritten rules and unofficial values, standards and 

expectations. Although not codified, taught or measured, they are firmly established, 

everyone understands them, and they govern the way people experience their work. These 

are very hard to change, but very powerful if you succeed in changing them.

Commitments are the aspirations employees have for themselves and the organisation. 

They are informal complements to motivators and — like motivators — can be both positive 

and negative.

Mindsets are ways of thinking, deeply held beliefs and unspoken assumptions that are 

prevalent in every organisation. They can help people make sense of information, but they can 

also contribute to “group think.”

Networks are webs of direct personal connection, e.g. lunch friends, sports teams, interest 

groups and new-hire cohorts. These can often be more powerful than the lines and boxes of 

the organisation chart.

2. PwC, 10 Minutes on organizational DNA 
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• Easily identifiable markers that may be fleeting in the face of changing environmental 

conditions 

• Externally facing cues that capture the attention of customers 

• Behavioural manifestations of learned responses that are durable but subject to adaptation 

• Patterns of overt behaviours and interactions 

• Ingrained approaches to performing tasks and solving problems both within and beyond 

the organisation

• Thoughts, feelings, and beliefs that are responsive to changes in behaviour but difficult to 

influence directly 

• Defining stories that anchor a sense of collective identity in a common understanding 

Symbols

Thoughts, 

feelings, beliefs

Behaviours

For culture change to endure, these must evolve 

— but this can rarely be done directly. 
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Focus on changing behaviours

Changing symbols alone will not change people's 

beliefs or behaviours. 

Culture change

The more targeted your culture change initiative, the greater your 

likelihood of success will be.

Beliefs, feelings and ways of thinking are powerful and lasting drivers 

of behaviour, but these are difficult to measure and even more difficult 

to change. We recommend that organisations focus on changing 

behaviours; these changes can immediately improve outcomes, and 

can influence beliefs, feelings and thinking over time. 

Source: Strategy&, A perspective on organizational culture 



Formal levers for culture change

Vision, values, and strategy Signal the organisation’s core commitments and align actions with a common view of the future 

Capability system Defines core knowledge, tools, and processes and the corresponding behaviours that are 

crucial for execution 

Reporting structure Enable and constrain particular ways of working within the ‘lines and boxes’ 

Decision rights Shape feelings of accountability and ownership and perceptions of organisational cohesion 

and bureaucracy 

Business processes and metrics Determine the operating behaviours and outcomes that are most important and should be 

attended to 

Recruitment and selection programmes Convey aspects of organisation’s ‘personality’ and signal individual attributes that are valued 

Training and LD/OD programmes Impart skills and ideas that enable behaviours and help determine feelings of reciprocal 

commitment

Performance management Communicates what is valued in terms of individual contributions, exerting a strong influence 

on behaviour 

Compensation Reinforces behaviours that are rewarded and shapes perceptions of fairness and levels of 

commitment 

Internal communications Call attention to events, priorities, etc., sending key messages through content and delivery choices 

Policies Do’s and don’ts’ that formally guide how people are expected to operate

Identify which groups are the most relevant to 

your targeted behaviours. Work with the 

individuals who will be the best ‘carriers’ of 

your of your cultural priorities, as reflected in 

their behaviours, feelings, beliefs and thinking. 

We also recommend focusing on the 

“moments that matter,” the specific 

interactions and decision points that have a 

disproportionate effect on outcomes.  PwC 

has identified more than 15 of these 

activities that the largest potential impact on 

food safety. 

When planning a culture change initiative, 

one must select the most appropriate formal 

levers of change. These are relatively easy to 

change as they are visible and documented, 

although implementing and cascading these 

changes through a large organisation can 

be complex.  

Examples of using formal levers include the 

following: articulating the value and priority 

of food safety in the company’s strategy, 

value statements and training content; 

ensuring that employees at every level are 

empowered to stop a shipment or a process 

in order to address food safety issues; using 

compensation and other performance 

management means to incentivise good food 

safety decisions and behaviours. 
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Source: Strategy&, A perspective on organizational culture 



Tone set by senior leaders Establish a ‘drum beat’ and shape perceptions about espoused behavioural priorities

Behaviour change proof points Provide evidence that change is possible and/or gaining traction in the organisation 

Meaningful manager-employee 

connections 

Foster personal, credible relationships that can align cultural perceptions up and down 

the organisation 

Knowledge transfer Transmit key culture messages within and beyond silos, spreading perceptions across 

the organisation 

Informal networks Sustain flows of trust, energy, and information that strongly shape cultural beliefs and behaviours 

Peer-to-peer interactions Influence perceptions and behaviours through informal dialogue and collaboration 

Communities of common interest Reinforce common identity and shape members’ perceptions about the larger culture 

Pride builder initiatives Engage front-line leaders in efforts to define, support, and drive cultural priorities/key 

behaviours

‘Culture Carriers’ and change agents Signal behaviours and ways of working that the organisation values, and help spread them locally 

Artifacts Basic layout, resources, and aesthetics that subtly communicate the values of an organisation

Choosing informal levers for culture change 

will require more creative thinking and 

thoughtful implementation. These could 

involve targeted events, team building 

activities, contests, awards, music, videos, 

interactive social media content, etc. that 

foster the values and behaviours that are 

being promoted. 

Be sure to make both rational and emotional 

appeals, as feelings, beliefs and thinking can 

have more influence on behaviour than rules 

or procedures.  Rational appeals build 

understanding of why change is needed, 

while emotional appeals foster acceptance 

and support.  For example, a rational appeal 

might explain how better food safety 

practices protect consumer health and 

reduce recall costs. An emotional appeal 

might involve employees sharing their own 

feelings about the importance of providing 

their family members with safe, trusted food. 

Companies should identify their key 

influencers, i.e. those whose behaviour and 

demonstrated values are aligned with those 

to which the organisation aspires. Culture 

change efforts should work through those 

influencers who are in a position to make the 

largest impact on the targeted behaviours.   
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Informal levers for culture change

Source: Strategy&, A perspective on organizational culture 



Six elements of the PwC Food Safety Culture Framework

PwC has identified six organisational elements and several additional sub-elements that 

have the greatest impact on food safety culture. Each of these can either facilitate or hinder 

the development of a mature food safety culture and the achievement of food safety 

objectives.   

Food Safety Culture Framework 

and Assessment Tools
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Leadership

Corporate 
strategy & 
reputation

People 
capabilities

Organisation

Information

Processes & 
policies

Food safety 
culture
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Examples of formal elements, organisational behaviours and traits associated with  mature 

food safety cultures

• Food safety is clearly defined in the corporate strategy with tangible measures. 

• The financial benefits of food safety have been defined in the corporate strategy . 

• Food safety is a core organisation value.

Corporate 
strategy & 
reputation

• Food safety accountability is clearly assigned for each stage of the production and supply chain. 

• Staff have the right equipment to fulfil all food safety requirements. 

• The organisation only works with suppliers that comply with food safety legislation and standards.

Organisation

• Leadership behaviours inspire the actions of others to drive better food safety performance. 

• Managers encourage and motivate personnel to support each other in complying with food 

safety policies and procedures. 

• There are open communication channels for personnel to escalate issues to leadership.

Leadership

• Clearly defined food safety policies and procedures have been established and communicated.

• These policies and procedures are in alignment with food safety legislation and standards.

• Routine food safety checks are conducted to ensure compliance. 

Processes 
& policies

• All personnel have access to real-time food safety performance data. 

• Food Safety KPIs are established, simple to understand and relate specifically to food safety 

objectives. 

• KPIS are measured and reported on a regular basis.

Information

• Employees have the right competencies and training to be fully competent at implementing 

and upholding food safety. 

• Employee  contribution to food safety is recognised through the performance management process. 

• There is no 'peer pressure' to cut corners or forego food safety policies and procedures.

People 
capabilities

Based on analysis and benchmarking of each these elements, we have identified more than 50 organisational behaviours and 

traits that are found in companies with a mature food safety culture.  The table below contains several examples. 
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Specificity and targeting are keys to 

successful culture change.  PwC’s Food 

Safety Culture Assessment tools help to 

identify the specific areas that can be 

improved for the best possible impact. 

The Cultural Maturity Assessment surveys 

managers with 56 question-statements across 

the six operating elements and 

sub-elements.  It measures alignment of the 

organisation’s food safety culture with 

overall food safety objectives. The survey 

produces two indices:  one is a measure of 

the organisation’s current food safety culture 

maturity, and a second that measures 

managers’ food safety culture aspirations. 

Respondents are also given the opportunity 

and encouraged to provide free text answers 

to enhance the qualitative assessment. 

The Organisational and Personal Behaviours 

Assessment Survey measures the perception 

of organisational behaviours, personal 

behaviours and attitudes across all levels of 

management and staff. It consists of 64 

question-statements across the six operating 

model elements and sub-elements. In 

addition to multiple choice inputs, 

respondents can also provide free text 

answers. Each respondent is asked to voice 

their biggest concerns regarding the 

organisation’s food safety culture. 

Examples of assessment results can be seen 

in the Appendix. 

Organisational culture assessments and 

initiatives are often triggered by certain 

events:3

• Reputation damage caused by poor 

conduct or behaviours

• Regulatory change and scrutiny

• Industry or competitor events

• Internal audit findings that suggest 

behavioural issues

• Major organisation events, such as 

acquisitions, reorganisations or new 

operating models

• New senior management appointments

Best-in-class companies do not wait for a 

crisis to improve their organisation’s 

culture. They regularly measure their 

culture through, e.g. annual staff surveys.

Their organisational culture objectives, 

stated vision and espoused values are 

closely linked to their overall strategic 

objectives, and are regularly updated to 

ensure alignment.   

The time for action is now

How can PwC help?

• PwC’s Food Safety Culture Assessment tools help to identify the specific 
areas that can be improved for the best possible impact.

• We can help design and implement highly focused culture change 
initiatives to achieve specific strategic objectives and to address any 
weaknesses identified in the assessment.  

• After implementation begins, PwC can help measure progress and plan 
reinforcement mechanisms to ensure that changes are lasting and 
resilient. 

3. PwC, Culture, conduct and behaviours
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Workforce & talent Rewards Culture & behaviours

Managers General staff

Food Safety Culture Behavioural Index

As rated by managers and staff, with selected sub-elements and demographics 

5

3.13 / 5

4321

Not at all 

aligned

Neutral Very well 

aligned 

People capabilities sub-elements

1

2

3

4

5

Trained Untrained
1

2

3

4

5

Certified Uncertified

Trained vs untrained 

personnel

Certified vs uncertified 

personnel
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Appendix: Selected examples of food safety culture assessment results

Food Safety Culture Maturity Indices:

Current and aspirational indices based on survey of managers

Overall Food Safety Culture Behavioural Index

Overall Food Safety Culture Maturity Index Overall Food Safety Culture Maturity Index

For each organisational element

Target

74 / 100

Current 

48 / 100

0 20 40 60 80 100

Current Maturity

Target Maturity

Corporate Strategy & Reputation

Leadership

Organisation

Information

政策与

People Capabilities

1
2

3
4

5

Processes & Policies
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