
Safety needs 
our Energy!

TenneT Safety Top Onshore Netherlands

Harvest



The 7 topics of our discussion
1.  A safe culture to speak up     

How to create an environment of encouraging 
our colleagues to speak up (share ideas and 
raise concerns). How can we play a corner-
stone role as senior leaders? 

2.  Reaching all employees working in the 
field 
How do we reach all workers on site?  
Safety throughout the chain of contractors 
(Partners!).

3.  Care for our people   
Experienced workload (time pressure) in 
relation to safety and care for our people.   

4.  Adherence to Life-Saving Rules  
How can we improve our employees’ 
compliance with Life-Saving Rules (on site) to 
protect their health?   

5.  Unlock learning potential 
How can we learn from incidents?  

6.   Starting up a project safely 
  How to create mutual expectations before 

work starts?  

7. TenneT as a safety partner 
 A brutally honest conversation.  

1. A safe culture to speak up 
How to create an environment of encoura-
ging our colleagues to speak up (share ideas 
and raise concerns). How can we play a 
cornerstone role as senior leaders?

Context:
How do I demonstrate inviting safety leadership? 
Speaking up isn’t easy - and it can be especially 
daunting to address someone higher in the chain of 
command. We talked about creating a culture and 
preconditions, but above all about own behaviour. 
How inviting am I as a leader, and what (often 
unintentional) barriers do I recognise in myself? And 
what do I do to ensure that those barriers are 
lowered or even broken down?

Key themes and insights:
•  It’s all about people and behaviour. As leaders, 

we need to take responsibility and really engage 
with people in the field. 

•  This not only takes time, but can sometimes be 
a bit scary as well. How are you seen, do you 
know how to strike the right chord? And if there 
seems to be an unsafe situation - am I seeing it 
correctly (after all, I am not the expert)?

•  Example behaviour is a very strong motivator. 
Both by setting a ‘good’ example yourself 

(especially by actively interacting people and 
asking open questions), but also by positively 
reinforcing others who dare to speak up.

•  As managers, we are sometimes seen almost as 
caricatures, rather than human beings. ‘The 
boss is coming, quick! Helmet on!’ You can try 
to break this by having informal conversations, 
but also by simply being present more 
frequently.

•  A risk is that people fill in what they think you as 
a manager think is important. This can lead to 
false loyalty (we have to make haste and focus 
on project completion!). Making important what 
is actually important, and frequently repeating 
this, can reduce this.

•  We often talk about ‘stop the job’, but this is 
perceived as drastic. What is the step before 
(speak up), and how can you make sure there is 
more focus on that too?

•  Taking care of the well-being of your people is 
very important. Paying more attention to days 
off, and being able to advocate this to your 
client, can make a big difference. This asks of 
the leaders to speak up as well towards their 
clients and / or other stakeholders.

•  Awareness of cultural differences is important: in 
some cultures, it is simply not done to address 
someone when hierarchy is involved.



Concrete ideas to improve:
•  Undertaking safety walks (or: safety talks) more 

often. Really start a conversation and above all: 
ask open questions and be willing to learn.

•  Be aware of your own barriers to speaking up 
and recognise them in others. 

•  Follow up when people (dare to) speak up.
•  Know who to approach if there is a safety issue. 

If, as a manager, you experience a lot of 
pressure from your client, know who you can 
and should talk to.

2.  Reaching all employees working in 
the field

How do we reach all workers on site?  
Safety throughout the chain of contractors 
(Partners!).

Context:
•  To consistently work safely, safety must be in the 

genes/DNA. How can we create this in all 
employees.

•  Key challenges.
•  Theory (message) versus practice. And promise 

versus delivery (credibility). Office versus 
construction site/implementation

•  No uniform work systems in the industry

Concrete ideas / suggestions to improve:
•  “Soft start -up”. First make (personal) 

connection and reflect during PFUs and final 
evaluation, among others.  

•  During soft start-up, determine shared safety 
ambition and values (common story).

•  Besides figures, especially share stories, make 
personal and share good examples and 
learnings.

•  Create buddy system/mentoring. Keep each 
other on their toes, reflect and learn.

•  Multi-year contracts and ‘permanent’ teams. 
Then you can stand together for a culture and 
convey desirable behaviour for parties/
employees who are there for a short time.

•  Changes in plan(ning). Taking a step back and 
determining risks & consequences.

•  Certify at project level for VCL-4. So that 
becomes part of project ambition, have 
common story and approach.

•  Equal PPE and where possible standards to 
convey commonality (and inclusiveness).

What does this require:
•  Taking a stand together and getting your 

message out together consistently.
•  Investing in long-term relationships.
•  Inviting dialogue on the basis of equality, 

encouraging openness and reporting and 
discussing issues early.

•  Also organise Safety joint meetings for 
Operational level. Connect, reflect and learn.

•  Countervailing power; express appreciation, 
positive aspects more explicitly.

3. Care for our people 
Experienced workload (time pressure) in 
relation to safety and care for our people.

Context:
The time pressure and deadlines associated with 
the (opex and capex) energy transition projects will 
not be temporary.
As leaders we have a key role in supporting our 
teams to stay mentally and physically safe despite 
this pressure (regardless whether true or perceived)

Key themes and insights:
•  Our influence is highest at the front-end of the 

projects, building trust between project partners 
during the pre-award phase including a 2-way 
conversation about realistic planning, risks, and 
the human resources needed to deliver the 
schedule both in terms of expertise and quality.

•  Our behaviour as leaders influence the teams 
both positively and negatively.

Dominant factors that contribute to time 
pressure:
•  Lack of truly open communication on realistic 

scheduling; disbalance between contractor’s 
opportunism to win the work and client’s 
(Tennet) desire to meet deadlines.

•  Pre-award processes taking long, reducing time 
for execution period.

•  Insufficient preparation, not enough expertise 
brought in at the early stage causing changes 
later.



Ideas to influence those factors positively:
•  Invest in true partnerships and building trust, 

have an honest conversation on realistic 
planning, risks and manpower requirements. Do 
not unduly penalize the contractor who dares to 
say no.

•  Bring in relevant expertise from both parties at 
the front end, when schedules are becoming 
fixed.

•  Ensure a high-quality project kick-off, build trust 
and create awareness with all team members.

•  Standardize building blocks and components to 
improve predictability of the schedule outcome.

•  Be mindful of our own behavior: do we take time 
ourselves, do we actively engage, listen, and are 
we aware of non-verbal communication? Do we 
recognize and celebrate successes and are we 
conscious of the risk to overreact (with more 
rules) when setbacks occur?

4. Adherence to Life-Saving Rules
How can we improve our employees’  
compliance with Life-Saving Rules (on site)  
to protect their health?

Context:
Compliance and leadership are closely connected. 
Leadership is only effective if others want to follow. 
What strategies can be effective to increase the 
embracement of LSR? 

Key themes and insights:
•  Rules (and procedures) are necessary but also 

complimentary to leadership and values. Be 
flexible in the style to impose these. 

How to increase adherence?
•  Shape the ‘why’ of the rules. Have an inspiring 

picture of the wanted future. 
•  Be clear on expectations and expected 

behavior. 
•  Walk your talk. Say no when needed. Lead by 

example.
•  Training and doing!
•  Also give compliments on positive / good 

behavior. 
•  Discuss the topic daily (have daily safety 

routine). Keep reminding. 

•  Implement a clear process of reporting (near 
misses etc.) and provide feedback on 
outcomes. Learn from errors / failures. 

•  Take time for reflections together, make it 
personal. 

•  Clear roles, responsibilities, interfaces and 
scope. 

Make it a team effort. Invest in connections and 
care. 

What negatively impacts adherence?
•  Unfair penalties. Punishing bad behavior without 

learning. 
•  Unclear communication. Ambiguity and 

interpretation. Incoherent orders. Fussy 
management.

•  Tolerating deviation (without explanation). 
•  Blame culture, shoot the messenger. 
•  Silo mentality when having mutual 

dependencies. 
•  Only ‘informal’ processes and feedback.
•  Only call-outs from the top. 
•  Hiding incidents. 
•  Limitation of budget.
•  Ignoring that some people need and want rules 

and procedures. 

5. Unlock learning potential
How can we learn more from each other’s 
practices and failures?

Context:
A dialogue between safety leaders within TenneT 
and their contractors (partners). To gain insight in 
best practices and learning from mistakes by 
nurturing social safety.

Key themes and insights:
•  Social safety, I do not only say that I’m open for 

feedback, but I also actively share my own 
struggles (the key here is vulnerability and 
openness). By doing this, I invite others to share 
more as well.

•  How to connect with partners in the chain of 
contractors: take time to check-in. By slowing 
down, we are able to talk about the 
undercurrent. By doing this we built trust. Trust 
facilitates and accelerates cooperation.



•  How to attract young potentials and millennials 
with different work life balance expectations?

Concrete ideas to improve:
•  Take time to check-in with colleagues and 

partners (sometimes this takes persistence, the 
first time people may feel hesitant to really share)

•  When issues arise, let the project managers 
(using common sense) step in instead of 
contract managers (they have a different task). 
Contract managers (from their role) may stomp 
open and honest dialogue.

•  Before working together, invest in creating a 
match between colleagues/ project teams. Ask 
whether they feel good about the collaboration. 
People know whether something works or not 
intuitively.

•  Equality between partners is reached by 
investing in the relationship (slow down to speed 
up).

6. Starting up a project safely
How to create mutual expectations before 
work starts?  
A reflection on our current way of starting  
up work safely. What themes need to be 
addressed before work starts to create safe 
working conditions? How do we create a 
shared view on expectations on these  
themes?

Context:
The participants were a very diverse group with a 
lot of non-Dutch contractors. This made the 
conversations diverse and with different 
perspectives. Some contractors were in the early 
phases of starting a partnership with TenneT, others 
have been partners for years. The cultural 
differences and corresponding approaches were 
mentioned; every country (sometimes even region) 
has it own way of working.

Key themes and insights:
•  Fair contracts are necessary to create good 

partnerships and are an important condition to 
work safely (stop with double penalties - time 
pressure).

•  Clarity – although we often think that the rules 
on safety are clear before we start the work, 
reality shows that there is room for different 
interpretations (more focus needed on details 
and explaining at all levels). Do we really 
understand each other, do we speak the same 
language?!

•  Cultural background / behaviour should be 
considered more frequently, investing in really 
getting to know each other and being 
openminded to each other.

What is the status quo?
•  The group graded the current way of 

investments to create mutual understanding at 
the start of a project between a 6 and an 8 (on a 
scale of 1-10). Overall not bad, but certainly 
room for improvement. 

What themes need to be addressed?
•  Responsibility – who is responsible for what 

when it comes to setting a safe environment. 
And what exactly do we expect from each other.

•  Partnership and perceived hierarchy – if 
contracts are perceived as unfair, can we expect 
from each other that we have an open culture 
where safety is top priority?

•  In tenders, address risk analysis more often.
•  How to create shared expectations on these 

themes?
•  Bring together a coordinator on contractor’s and 

TenneT’s side to address the safety themes, and 
invest in a kick-off process where responsibility, 
clarity of rules and risks are addressed.

•  Constructive feedback and making it personal; 
would you let your child/loved one work on this 
project?!

7. TenneT as a safety partner
A brutally honest conversation.

Context
We saw interactive conversations with lots of open 
responses where mainly contractors shared their 
thoughts. Due to lively discussions, three 
statements were discussed over the course of two 
break-out moments.



Key themes and insights:
•  The central word was partnership. We explored 

how to give meaning to this in cooperation. 
•  Key issues: talking to each other, making use of 

each other’s knowledge and experience, going 
beyond the chain so that the consequences are 
properly mapped out while using rules in such a 
way that they are functional and not obstructive 
(i.e. also clear and uniform).

Ideas / thoughts / suggestions for  
“It is clear that planning or budget will never 
overrule safety”
•  Thorough planning (also) provides guidance and 

insight to get the work done and allows for 
conversations. Important here is managing the 
workload so that the work can in fact be done 
safely (within e.g. labour law). Taking each other 
along in this and finetuning as you go is crucial. 

•  Safety throughout the value chain, what do we 
do so that the work outside can be done safely? 
Participants mentioned the importance of 
organizing the work safely, and what that 
requires in e.g. design. Advice here is to explore 
the risks together at an early stage and act 
accordingly (meening that we organize sufficient 
capacity). 

•  The suggestion was made to not only train the 
contractors but to also include TenneT 
colleagues in this so that it becomes a joint 
effort (example: rescue work at height).

 Ideas / thoughts / suggestions for  
“TenneT stimulates the market to develop 
continuously to improve safety in the whole supply 
chain”
•  A participant noticed during a site visit that there 

are many different rules and clothing choices. 
The suggestion is to introduce more uniformity 
in this so that it is clear what is expected and so 
that we promote partnership more.

•  When discussing contracting and security, the 
suggestion was made to leave safety out of the 
contract negotiations so that it does not come 
under pressure. 

 Ideas / thoughts / suggestions for  
“If I voice concerns about safety, TenneT will take 
them seriously no matter what”
•  In general, contractors are listened to and see 

that TenneT acts. It’s good to have the 
conversation together and determine what is 
needed to work safely (instead of imposing 
things). Suggestion was made to learn from how 
safety is handled in other fields, like the police 
force. This way, our dominant view can be 
refreshed and ideas can be gained. 


