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Today’s Speakers

▪ Epidemiologist and Foodborne Outbreak Investigation

▪ Led State of MN Human and Animal Food Regulatory Programs

▪ Served on the FDA’s IFT Task Order 6 - Pilot Projects for Improving Product Tracing along the Food Supply System

▪ Ph.D. Thesis - The use of critical tracking events and key data elements to improve the traceability of food 
throughout the supply chain to reduce the burden of foodborne illnesses
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▪ Leads compliance and food protection efforts for almost 500 Hy-Vee locations across eight states

▪ Vice Chair of Minnesota’s Food Safety & Defense Task Force

▪ Served as Chair of Food Marketing Institute’s Food Protection Committee

▪ Collaborated on the FDA’s IFT Task Order 6 - Pilot Projects for Improving Product Tracing along the Food Supply System



What is Food 
Safety Culture?

• Several definitions from the literature

• Two most commonly cited definitions:
1. Griffith, et al. (2010) – “The aggregation and 

prevailing, relatively constant, learned, shared 
attitudes, values and beliefs contributing to the 
hygiene behaviors used within a particular food 
handling environment.”

2. GFSI whitepaper (2018) – “In contrast to the rule 
of law, culture draws its power from the 
unspoken and intuitive, from simple observation, 
and from beliefs as fundamental as ‘This is the 
right thing to do’ and ‘We would never do this.’  
Rules state facts; culture lives through the 
human experience.” 



Is there a 
difference 
between culture 
and climate?

De Boeck, et al. (2015) - Food Safety Culture Conceptual Model
• Climate is associated with attitudes and perceptions of individuals 

at a point in time.
• Food Safety Management Systems (FSMS) are a part of culture 

(considered Techno-managerial)



Is there a 
standard way to 
classify or 
measure Food 
Safety Culture? 

• No standard or consistent classification system in 
literature or industry practice

• Examples:

• Positive to negative (Griffith, et al. – 2010)

• Reactive, active, or proactive (Nyarugwe, 
et al. – 2018)

• Maturity – doubt, react to, know of, 
predict, internalize (Jespersen et al. – 
2017)

• Food Safety Culture Maturity Models are 
derived from literature on worker safety and 
organizational development



How is Food 
Safety Culture 
created?

Generally recognized key elements:

1. Leadership

2. Communication

3. Commitment to food safety

4. Risk awareness

5. Environment

6. Accountability

7. Employee knowledge, attitudes, behaviors 
and values



What are some 
challenges to 
developing a 
strong Food 
Safety Culture?

Overreliance on Food Safety Management Systems
• Well written programs may miss hazards if employees don’t 

understand the “why” behind food safety risks

Prioritization of cost-savings or production
• Prevention constantly completes with production for limited 

resources

Organization size
• Small orgs may have limited space and resources
• Larger orgs may have a variety of cultures across/within multiple 

locations

Staff turnover
• Continuous turnover can be detrimental to risk awareness and 

accountability
• Hard to create a healthy culture if no one is there long enough to 

embody it

Optimistic bias
• We’ve never had a problem before!
• We’re the best in the industry…

How strong is your company’s 
Food Safety Culture?



What can be 
done to 
promote a 
strong Food 
Safety Culture?

▪ FSC should be promoted as a necessary and critical business issue for 
all employees

▪ Organizations should brand their commitment to FSC and promote it 
everywhere

• To be effective, messaging should be simple, communicate the 
desired behavior, be placed where the behavior should occur, and 
changed often

▪ Promote the “owner mentality” concept

• Built on a concept of “we” and inspire to problem solve and 
assume ownership of their role in food safety and brand 
protection

• Need to speak the language of their employee

▪ Also includes promotion in the supply chain

• Open communication and expectation around food safety

• Better buy in when customers can help suppliers improve their 
FSC and overall performance



How is Food 
Safety Culture 
Assessed?

Multimodal assessment tools:

• Survey instruments
• Align with the ”key areas” of FSC already discussed
• Designed to help organizations understand why 

employees may or may not perform safe food handling 
practices

• Survey personnel at different levels in the organization
• Upper management, middle management, and 

food handlers

• Third party audits

• Verifications of certain kinds of data

• Focus groups

• Observations of employee behavior

How do you measure Food 
Safety Culture inside of your 
organization today?



What is an example of a “Maturity Model”?

This table represents a partial example of the TAG Maturity Model. Levels of maturity have been defined 
for each of the GFSI dimensions (Vision and Mission, People, Adaptability, Consistency, and Risk and 

Hazard Awareness).



How has 
developing a 
stronger Food 
Safety Culture 
affected food 
safety?

• Currently, fewer than 10 peer-reviewed papers that 
measure outcomes associated with having a strong 
FSC

• However, case studies of large foodborne outbreaks 
have identified a weak FSC as the primary cause 
(including Peanut Corporation of America)

• Some outcomes that have been studied:

• Pathogen presence on food/equipment

• Handwashing

• Violations of food safety regulations

• Economic impacts



• These studies were conducted in delis, 
restaurants, food manufacturers and processors

• Outcomes associated with a strong FSC:

• Managerial commitment increased employee 
handwashing

• Positive changes in FSC maturity could lead to 
potential economic gains

• Positive climate assessments directly and 
indirectly affect food safety behaviors

• Mixed data on the relationship between FSC 
and microbiological hygiene

• Fewer food safety violations

How has 
developing a 
stronger Food 
Safety Culture 
affected food 
safety?
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