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ABSTRACT

Workplace safety in small and medium scale raw rubber processing organisations has been a
neglected subject, though this sector is still a major foreign exchange contributor to the national
economy in Sri Lanka. Previous researches have highlighted that these organisations have not
taken substantial efforts in ensuring safety in their workplaces. This negligence has resulted in
numerous safety issues and fatalities, leading the industry to such a point that, ultimately, the
workers have to pay with their lives. Existing literature suggested that strengthening a robust
safety culture as one method of addressing safety related issues since it has the potential to
provide an umbrella for safety issues. However, an in-depth investigation on safety culture
maturity is needed as the first step in the journey to safety culture excellence. Although many
newspaper articles disclosed the current safety issues of raw rubber processing organisations in
Sri Lanka, a holistic understanding on safety culture maturity has not yet been provided. This
is because, first, many of the news articles are based only on a particular incident or accident.
Second and more significantly, maturity of safety culture is generally determined based on the
maturity of safety culture manifestations and the existing situation has not been researched yet.
To address this knowledge gap, this research aims to explore the safety culture maturity of small
and medium scale raw rubber processing enterprises in Sri Lanka.

The study used a qualitative case study methodology underpinned by interpretivist
philosophical assumptions to address to the same. Firstly, an in-depth review of literature was
carried out to conceptualise the safety culture and safety culture maturity for this study. Due to
the lack of literature available in this regard in the raw rubber processing sector, informal
interviews were conducted with experts, owners and workers of the raw rubber processing
sector to ascertain the relevance and applicability of manifestations identified from literature to
the raw rubber processing sector. Findings from the literature review and informal interviews
were used to develop a conceptual framework including four levels that can be used to explore
safety culture maturity. Two cases were selected from leading small and medium scale raw
rubber processing enterprises in Sri Lanka. Data was collected using four techniques (i.e. semi-
structured interviews, focus group discussions, observations and documentation review)
allowing adequate data triangulation followed by ample data saturation during case analysis.
Code based content analysis was used in data analysis. In this study, safety culture was viewed
as “How people feel (psychological)’, ‘What people do (behavioural)’ and ‘What the
organisations has’ (managerial) in relation to safety”. Thus, these safety culture manifestations
were analysed following the three levels of coding as open coding, axial coding and selective
coding, to determine the current behaviour of psychological, behavioural and managerial
manifestations. Abstract findings of the analysis were then mapped with characteristics of each
safety culture maturity level (i.e. Pathological, Reactive, Calculative, Proactive and Generative)
using the developed conceptual framework to determine the level of maturity. The study found
that level of safety culture maturity of the raw rubber processing enterprises mainly fell into the
‘pathological’ level, with only a handful manifestations identified as displaying the
characteristics of ‘reactive’ ‘calculative’, ‘proactive’ levels. This research mainly contributed
to the existing knowledge domain of safety culture in general and safety culture maturity of raw
rubber processing organisations. The knowledge generated through this research can be used
by respective industry practitioners in Sri Lankan rubber industry, owners of raw rubber
processing organisations, research institutes in Sri Lankan rubber industry and relevant
government bodies as a basis to get an understanding on the status of safety culture maturity of
small and medium scale raw rubber processing organisations in Sri Lanka. Also, the findings
of this study facilitate them to focus on improvement efforts that should be taken to move from
current maturity level to next levels of maturity and ultimately to the generative level, in the
journey to a robust safety culture.

Keywords: Safety Culture, Safety Culture Manifestations, Safety Culture Maturity, Small and
Medium Sized Enterprises, Raw Rubber Processing
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