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Culture of Safety
Fostering a shared commitment to safety at every level—where proactive risk prevention, open communication, 
and accountability are embedded in daily practices and decision-making—is essential for healthcare 
organizations to reduce medical errors, prevent staff burnout, and promote greater job satisfaction. However, 
persistent challenges continue to hinder effective collaboration, which can undermine these efforts. Establishing 
and adhering to clear quality standards plays a vital role in aligning teams, guiding consistent practices, and 
reinforcing a unified approach to patient safety and care excellence. 

Background

Standards

The Culture of Safety National Performance Goal™, developed with broad healthcare stakeholder input, helps 
leadership foster and maintain a culture of safety that improves patient and workforce safety and quality. 
Specifically, Joint Commission standards require hospital leaders to:  

•	 Regularly measure and evaluate safety culture using valid and reliable tools

•	 Develop and communicate the hospital’s mission, vision, and goals to staff to guide actions 

•	 Ensure the medical staff are represented in the hospital’s governing body

•	 Address conflicts of interest and ethics

•	 Design a comprehensive safety program and work processes to focus individuals on safety and quality issues
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Joint Commission culture of safety 
standards, launched in 2010, aim 
to foster a robust, positive culture 
of safety in healthcare settings. 
Evidence shows that active leadership 
involvement in structured safety 
processes significantly improves both 
patient outcomes and workforce 
well-being. To support this, Joint 
Commission’s standards emphasize 
strong, visible leadership commitment 
as essential to overcoming persistent 
challenges that compromise patient 
care and safety. 



•	 Develop and enforce a code of conduct 
applicable to both patients and staff that 
defines unacceptable behavior, including 
intimidating behaviors, and take actions to 
prevent/mitigate such behaviors

•	 Maintain a workplace violence program 
(see call out box) 

Joint Commission’s Workplace Violence 
Prevention standards,* added in 2022, 
work synergistically with the other 
culture of safety standards and address 
the recent rise of workplace violence.

*requirements outlined in Workplace Violence addendum

Rationale

•	 A poor safety culture in hospitals can create conditions that lead to negative patient outcomes, such as increased 
medical errors, adverse patient events, higher rates of patient injuries, staff burnout, decreased staff morale, 
reduced quality of care, legal issues, and reputational damage that can ultimately risk patient death.i,ii

•	 The Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality’s research demonstrates that organizations with better safety 
cultures significantly improve multiple patient outcomes,iii including fewer hospital-acquired pressure ulcers,iv  
fewer patient falls,v lower surgical infection rates,vi and fewer medication errors.vii

•	 Safety culture also benefits workers, resulting in fewer sharp-related and other injuries, better job satisfaction, 
improved staff retention, better reporting of safety events, and reduced burnoutviii—contributing to greater 
healthcare worker retention and patient well-being.ix 

Related Activities

•	 Joint Commission has partnered with OSHA through the Alliance Program Ambassador relationship since 2004.x 
This collaborative working relationship enables the dissemination of consistent and accurate resources available to 
protect the safety and health of the workforce.xi See: OSHA and Joint Commission Alliance

•	 The 2021 updated Sentinel Event Alert from Joint Commission identifies behaviors that can undermine safety culture, 
such as verbal outbursts, physical threats, refusal to perform assigned tasks, and others.xii 

•	 A workforce safety and well-being resource center by Joint Commission provides curated educational resources  
and specific strategies, tools, and best practices to support healthcare organizations.

•	 Joint Commission’s Chief Medical Officer participates in the national patient safety and harm reduction  
dialogue through her participation in the Institute of Healthcare Improvement (IHI) National Steering Committee  
for Patient Safety.
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*National Patient Safety Goals are now a part of the National Performance Goals.
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