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Background: Our refreshed approach to safety  
 

This document provides useful background / pre-read for team engagements on learner mindset in the context of Safety.  
 Intent: Context for our journey to refresh our approach to safety, the relevance of Learner Mindset and Human 

Performance. Useful as a pre-read for team engagements. 
 Outcomes: Consistent understanding of the case for change and relevance to safety performance improvement. 

 

  

Cautionary Note 

The companies in which Royal Dutch Shell plc directly and indirectly owns investments are separate legal entities. In this document “Shell”, 

“Shell Group” and “Royal Dutch Shell” are sometimes used for convenience where references are made to Royal Dutch Shell plc and its 

subsidiaries in general. Likewise, the words “we”, “us” and “our” are also used to refer to Royal Dutch Shell plc and its subsidiaries in 

general or to those who work for them. These terms are also used where no useful purpose is served by identifying the particular entity or 

entities. ‘‘Subsidiaries’’, “Shell subsidiaries” and “Shell companies” as used in this document refer to entities over which Royal Dutch Shell 

plc either directly or indirectly has control. Entities and unincorporated arrangements over which Shell has joint control are generally 

referred to as “joint ventures” and “joint operations”, respectively.  Entities over which Shell has significant influence but neither control 

nor joint control are referred to as “associates”. The term “Shell interest” is used for convenience to indicate the direct and/or indirect 

ownership interest held by Shell in an entity or unincorporated joint arrangement, after exclusion of all third-party interest.  

This document contains forward-looking statements (within the meaning of the U.S. Private Securities Litigation Reform Act of 1995) 

concerning the financial condition, results of operations and businesses of Royal Dutch Shell. All statements other than statements of 

historical fact are, or may be deemed to be, forward-looking statements. Forward-looking statements are statements of future 

expectations that are based on management’s current expectations and assumptions and involve known and unknown risks and 

uncertainties that could cause actual results, performance or events to differ materially from those expressed or implied in these 

statements. Forward-looking statements include, among other things, statements concerning the potential exposure of Royal Dutch Shell 

to market risks and statements expressing management’s expectations, beliefs, estimates, forecasts, projections and assumptions. These 

forward-looking statements are identified by their use of terms and phrases such as “aim”, “ambition”, ‘‘anticipate’’, ‘‘believe’’, ‘‘could’’, 

‘‘estimate’’, ‘‘expect’’, ‘‘goals’’, ‘‘intend’’, ‘‘may’’, ‘‘objectives’’, ‘‘outlook’’, ‘‘plan’’, ‘‘probably’’, ‘‘project’’, ‘‘risks’’, “schedule”, ‘‘seek’’, 

‘‘should’’, ‘‘target’’, ‘‘will’’ and similar terms and phrases. There are a number of factors that could affect the future operations of Royal 

Dutch Shell and could cause those results to differ materially from those expressed in the forward-looking statements included in this 

document, including (without limitation): (a) price fluctuations in crude oil and natural gas; (b) changes in demand for Shell’s products; (c) 

currency fluctuations; (d) drilling and production results; (e) reserves estimates; (f) loss of market share and industry competition; (g) 

environmental and physical risks; (h) risks associated with the identification of suitable potential acquisition properties and targets, and 

successful negotiation and completion of such transactions; (i) the risk of doing business in developing countries and countries subject to 

international sanctions; (j) legislative, fiscal and regulatory developments including regulatory measures addressing climate change; (k) 

economic and financial market conditions in various countries and regions; (l) political risks, including the risks of expropriation and 

renegotiation of the terms of contracts with governmental entities, delays or advancements in the approval of projects and delays in the 

reimbursement for shared costs; (m) risks associated with the impact of pandemics, such as the COVID-19 (coronavirus) outbreak; and (n) 

changes in trading conditions. No assurance is provided that future dividend payments will match or exceed previous dividend payments. 

All forward-looking statements contained in this document are expressly qualified in their entirety by the cautionary statements contained 

or referred to in this section. Readers should not place undue reliance on forward-looking statements. Additional risk factors that may 

affect future results are contained in Royal Dutch Shell’s Form 20-F for the year ended December 31, 2019 (available at 

www.shell.com/investor and www.sec.gov). These risk factors also expressly qualify all forward-looking statements contained in this 

document and should be considered by the reader.  Each forward-looking statement speaks only as of the date of this document, 8th 

October 2020. Neither Royal Dutch Shell plc nor any of its subsidiaries undertake any obligation to publicly update or revise any forward-

looking statement as a result of new information, future events or other information. In light of these risks, results could differ materially 

from those stated, implied or inferred from the forward-looking statements contained in this document. 

We may have used certain terms, such as resources, in this document that the United States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 

strictly prohibits us from including in our filings with the SEC.  Investors are urged to consider closely the disclosure in our Form 20-F, File 

No 1-32575, available on the SEC website www.sec.gov. 
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SAFETY REFRESH BACKGROUND AND JOURNEY 

 

In Shell we care deeply about people and Safety is the overriding priority. Since 2007 we have 

seen significant improvements on personal and process Safety. Our current Safety approach, 

including Life-Saving Rules and Process Safety Fundamentals, helped us save many lives. 

However, from 2014 onwards our Safety performance has plateaued, and in 2019 it was 

particularly regrettable when we unfortunately lost seven colleagues and there were a high 

number of life changing injuries.  

 

One fatality since 2014 has a clear link to Life-Saving Rules violation, whereas almost half of our 

fatalities over the last five years were related to the complex interactions between people, 

equipment, systems and processes. Peer connects with other oil and gas majors as well as 

industry discussions with aviation and nuclear has helped identify ways in which we can continue 

to build upon our strong foundations to make a step change in our safety performance.   

Externally there has been an increased focus on Human Performance, which starts with a 

simple truth – we are all human and as humans we can and do make mistakes.  This doesn’t 

mean that lower standards of performance are acceptable, rather we need to learn quickly from 

mistakes and design into the way work gets planned and done how to prevent mistakes leading 

to life changing injuries. It also acknowledges the complexity of the overall system (people, 

culture, hardware, processes) which we operate within.  Embedding this concept in 

organizational culture and operational practices has been one of the key reasons behind the 95% 

reduction in fatal accident rate achieved by the commercial aviation industry in the last 20 years 

(whilst the industry more than doubled in size). 

 
We already have many areas of good practice within Shell.  These include work in Moerdijk and 

another example is ‘Assist and Assure’ which is a site-based safety leadership program developed 

in Wells and applied across multiple Lines of Business.   

 

Based on the internal and external reviews the Executive Committee concluded that Group-wide 

consistent approach that reframes leadership beliefs on safety, work planning/execution and our 

response to incidents is required to break through the Safety performance plateau. To realise our 

ambition of Goal Zero, people need to be able to “fail safely” to avoid life-changing injuries.  
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See Appendix 1 for Shell’s Human Performance Principles. 

Think about:  

1. In your view, what needs to stay the same about the way we talk about and manage safety? 
2. In your view, what needs to change about the way we talk about and manage safety? 

 
LEARNER MINDSET 

To bring the Human Performance principles to life, we are going to need to adjust a range of 
systems, processes, hardware as well as beliefs.  Core to these beliefs is the concept of Learner 
Mindset.  Learner Mindset incorporates the components of psychological safety, learning from 
mistakes and moving along a mindset continuum from ‘fixed’ to ‘learner’.  
 
We define Learner Mindset as: “A shared belief that everyone can grow their ability, learn from mistakes & 
successes and speak up openly in a safe environment”.  It means that we are attuned to ways to improve 
ourselves and the environment (the mindset and belief part) and that people feel supported and 
respected to offer up the resulting ideas and observations (the psychological safety part).  It 
requires leaders to be curious, humble, willing to listen and to welcome opportunities to learn 
from failure to drive subsequent improvements.  In the context of Safety, Learner Mindset 
should enable us to learn from how work actually gets done and enable people to “fail safely” 
across the company.   
 
Embracing a learner mindset, means you: 

• Role model curiosity and reflection; encourage people to learn from mistakes and successes. 

• Be inclusive and foster the psychological safety for everyone to speak up.  

• Encourage intelligent risk taking and experimentation to create value. 

• Be nimble, adapt, embrace change, replicate, transform and innovate.  

• Make timely judgement calls under uncertainty and complexity 

In practice this means creating the conditions that empower and compel people to share what is 
on their minds, what could go wrong before commencing work and be convinced in advance 
that they will be safe even when it does go wrong.  
 
A Learner Mindset does not mean that we will accept lower performance standards, or that 

people should get along but without interpersonal challenge.  Rather we need all need to 

understand the performance expectations and why our work matters and we need to be able to 

with candor, challenge and encourage each other. 

Learner Mindset was an important topic offered for teams to discuss during Safety Day 10th 

June 2020. Teams are encouraged to keep discussing how learner mindset is relevant to the way 

we work together and create Safety together.  This is important not only to help our safety 

journey but to help guide our response to operational challenges, to show care and strengthen 

inclusion within our teams. 

Fully embedding Learner Mindset will be a multiyear journey.  We will need to accept a certain 

level of learning as we go and to role model as leaders the essence of the change we are driving.  
Each of us can do things to adopt a Learner Mindset within ourselves and our teams, as leaders 

we can: 

1. Frame the work to set expectations 
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2. Ask explicitly for active participation 

3. Respond positively to ideas and concerns raised 

As team members we can ensure we clarify expectations, participate, speak up and identify when 

our own and other people’s behaviour is not in line with these beliefs. Appendix 2 has more 

details on these three actions.  

There are also circumstances where we are more likely to be ‘triggered’ and not show up with a 

Learner Mindset and we need to be aware of this in ourselves and in others.  These four triggers 

are: 

1. Evaluative situations are ones where we are judged by others, e.g. giving status updates 

or making presentations. 

2. High effort situations are ones where we encounter new challenges or obstacles. 

3. Critical feedback is when we receive development suggestions or criticism.   

4. Success of  others is when peers receive praise or promotion. 

Appendix 3 has more details on these four triggers.  

Think about:  

1.  In the last 3-6 months: 

a. When did you last find yourself significantly outside your comfort zone?  How did 
you show up?  What would other people say?  

b. What did you learn from the last mistake or mis-judgment you made?  Did you share 
your learning with anyone? What was the result?  

c. When was the last time someone else opened-up to you and shared their thoughts, a 
mistake they made, or a misjudgement?  How frequently do people do this with you, 
and how could you make these conversations more possible? 

2. In your opinion, why do people avoid admitting mistakes or sharing dilemmas they face? 

3. How do you encourage people to admit mistakes and share dilemmas they face? 
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MORE BACKGROUND 

 

Subject Content 

Amy Edmondson, The relationship between learner mindset 
and psychological safety 

Video (link) 

Amy Edmondson, Stanford Medical Conference 2017, 
Making it Safe to Team 

Video (link) 

Energy Institute – Being Human Video (link) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bttQ2Dzc-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NPKYwc_MICs
https://heartsandminds.energyinst.org/__data/assets/video_file/0006/737367/Being-Human-1.mp4
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APPENDIX 1: SHELL HUMAN PERFORMANCE PRINCIPLES 
 
Human Performance Principles 
  
1. We all make mistakes 
2. Organizations influence their systems and people, the context drives behavior 
3. Actions are rarely malicious, but well-meaning behaviors intended to get the job done 
4. Majority of errors associated with incidents stem from latent conditions 
5. Understanding how and why errors occur can help us prevent them 
6. We can predict or prevent, and always have to manage error-likely situations 
7. How leaders respond to failure matters; we need to learn from mistakes 
8. People who feel valued are more engaged 
9. Our people are the masters of their job and the key to solutions 
 

APPENDIX 2: LEARNER MINDSET: CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT WHERE 

EVERYONE FEELS SAFE AND RESPONSIBLE TO SPEAK UP 

 

• Frame the work to set expectations: 

o Talk about why the team’s work matters, what is at stake and how this creates a 

need for everyone to speak up.  

o Make explicit the uncertainty ahead and that while we strive for excellence, 

learning from failure is key to subsequent improvements.  

o Emphasise that it is rarely possible to get new things right first time, and so we 

need to learn fast and adapt.  

• Ask explicitly for active participation: 

o  Share that you do not personally have all the answers and that we can always 

learn and improve.  

o Create specific moments, e.g. in team conversations, for people to offer up ideas, 

concerns, risks, and share mistakes.  

o Appreciate bad news, ask good questions and listen intently.  

• Respond positively to idea and concerns raised: 

o Thank and acknowledge people for speaking up 

o Offer support or guide next steps  

o Have feedback loops on how any ideas are taken forward or why they are not.  

o Visibly celebrate moments when the team learns from mistakes.  

 

Adapted from Amy Edmondson, The Fearless Organisation 
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APPENDIX 3: LEARNER MINDSET: THE FOUR “TRIGGERS” 
 

There are four main situational triggers to watch out for that can cause us to show up with a 

‘fixed’ rather than ‘learner’ mindset: 

1. Evaluative situations are ones where we are judged by others, e.g. giving status updates or 

making presentations. 

a. If operating from a fixed mindset, our goal is to look smart at all costs. This leads 

to a focus on positive facts and avoiding sharing mistakes or challenges.  

b. If we operate from a learner mindset, then our goal is to learn at all costs. We 

share a balance of positive and negative information and seek input to learn. 

 

2. High effort situations are ones where we encounter new challenges or obstacles.  

a. If working from a fixed mindset, we think that our ability should come naturally. 

So when we struggle, we tell ourselves that we will never be any good, worry that 

others will not be impressed if we have to try hard, and so give up more quickly.   

b. Those with a learner mindset assume others will see extra effort as positive, will 

try new things, seek help and preserve against challenge or setbacks.  

 

3. Critical feedback is when we receive development suggestions or criticism.   

a. If  we come from a fixed mindset then we aim to always be regarded as a top 

performer. We then respond defensively to criticism or hide mistakes to avoid 

getting critical feedback.  

b. If  we apply a learner mindset then feedback is seen as a chance to lean. We share 

mistakes and process any feedback more deeply so that we can improve going 

forward.  

 

4. Success of  others is when peers receive praise or promotion.   

a. If  operating from a fixed mindset then we feel threatened and will do anything to 

outperform, such as hold back information, take shortcuts.   

b. If  operating from a learner mindset then we are inspired by the success of  others 

and seek to learn from the strategies that others have used. 

   

Adapted from Mary Murphy and the Growth Mindset Institute  

https://www.growthmindsetinstitute.org/growth-mindset/growth-mindset-for-business/mindset-assessment/ 

 


