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Forewords 

William D. Magwood, IV 
Director-General, NEA 

Of the many lessons learnt about nuclear safety over the years, among 
the most difficult to address and communicate has been that human and 
organisational aspects of nuclear safety are as important as any technical 
issue. Fortunately, it is now widely accepted by the international 
community that human and organisational aspects, as well as safety 

culture, all require substantial attention. Indeed, the accidents that have occurred in the 
nuclear sector and in other areas over the years remind us of just how important it is to 
take into account the women and men and the organisations in which they work.  

The Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) has carried out significant work and analysis in this 
area over the years and one key conclusion it has reached is that safety culture is influenced 
substantially by national culture. In other words, the manifestation of cultural traits in an 
organisation has a critical impact on its safety culture. 

With this in mind, the NEA, in co-operation with the World Association of Nuclear 
Operators (WANO), developed a framework for advancing dialogue and for offering an 
introspective analysis on this topic. This framework, entitled the Country-Specific Safety 
Culture Forum (CSSCF), had held events so far in Sweden (2018), Finland (2019), Canada 
(2022) and Japan (2023). 

Each CSSCF starts out from the respective country’s cultural realities and involves a 
fulsome and in-depth assessment of its cultural assets and challenges, as well as of the 
measures that may be taken to strengthen the safety culture in the regulatory bodies and 
operators. CSSCF Switzerland provides the opportunity to identify and understand 
elements of the national traits and attributes in the Swiss culture that could either enhance 
safety and day-to-day operations or provide challenges that should be addressed across the 
nuclear community. 

CSSCF Switzerland has been made possible by the commitment of Switzerland’s 
regulatory body, ENSI, and all affiliated Swiss nuclear operators and organisations that 
have joined the NEA and WANO on this journey. We hope that the results of the CSSCF 
presented in this report will stimulate the Swiss nuclear community to explore its national 
context so as to enhance its safety culture and nuclear safety overall. The NEA team, along 
with our colleagues from WANO Paris Centre, have worked intensively to develop, organise 
and co-ordinate the many elements associated with this CSSCF. All should be proud of their 
contributions and of their collective mission of assuring high levels of nuclear safety. 
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Dr Naoki Chigusa 
Chief Executive Officer, WANO 

It was our pleasure for The World Association of Nuclear Operators 
(WANO) to collaborate again with the Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) on 
the Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum (CSSCF).  

This fifth CSSCF, conducted in Switzerland, continued with the useful and 
insightful approach to safety culture analysis that was successfully 

demonstrated in previous forums conducted in Sweden, Finland, Canada and Japan.  

A strong safety culture is essential to the ongoing safe and successful operation of 
nuclear power facilities. Recognising the importance of safety culture to all nuclear facilities, 
WANO acknowledges that local factors and cultural norms may influence individuals’ 
behaviours, particularly in critical situations. It is therefore important to understand and 
appreciate these cultural influences. Through role-playing and related discussions, the 
CSSCF helps participants gain a deeper and broader understanding of how regional and 
national culture influences the way individuals interact in the performance of nuclear 
operations.  

Thank you to all those who organised, conducted and participated in the CSSCF in 
Switzerland. I greatly appreciate the dedicated engagement and commitment to nuclear 
safety culture demonstrated by all the participants.  

WANO continues to value its close collaboration with the Nuclear Energy Agency to 
sponsor the Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum. 
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Prof. Dr Andreas Abegg 
President of the ENSI Board 

Our shared goal is clear: to ensure the highest possible safety of nuclear 
facilities and installations, with a strong safety culture at its core. The key 
question is: How do we attain and sustain a robust safety culture? 

The CSSCF on Safety Culture in the Swiss Context and the resulting 
report sharpen our awareness of the national cultural traits that impact 

our work. They highlight where blind spots may exist and how less conscious aspects of 
our culture influence our actions. Recognising and addressing these aspects are part of a 
healthy safety culture. 

The report confirms that Switzerland enjoys a high level of trust in its institutions, 
which I believe will endure. At the same time, institutions must remain open to constructive 
criticism. True authority rests on demonstrating competence while listening to and 
reflecting on feedback. 

Another recurring theme was the preservation and development of know-how within 
the industry. The Forum and report underscore our commitment to pursue this through 
innovative and collaborative approaches. In particular, it is important to promote the 
appeal of careers linked to safety culture, so that young people perceive them as attractive 
opportunities at nuclear facilities. 

The report also notes Swiss traits such as a certain restraint combined with a desire 
for consensus. At the same time, the CSSCF indicated that constructive engagement across 
diverse perspectives can strengthen mutual understanding. A robust feedback culture is an 
essential counterbalance to our tendency towards harmony. 

I thank all participants for their contributions, and the NEA and ENSI for enabling this 
Forum and report. The findings from the CSSCF will be evaluated to further strengthen the 
safety culture in Switzerland, and I look forward to continuing this work together. 
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Dr Marc Kenzelmann 
Director General, ENSI 

The Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate (ENSI) was honoured to 
host this forum, recognising its significance in enhancing the safety 
culture of our nuclear installations and the oversight culture of our 
regulator. The results from the Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum 
(CSSCF) in Switzerland show that this initiative was a valuable 

opportunity for the Swiss nuclear sector to reflect on its broader cultural context.  

Throughout the framework of the CSSCF, we identified several cultural traits 
representative of Switzerland. For example, we have recognised that we are 
distinguished by characteristics such as consensus building, pragmatism, a tendency to 
avoid conflicts, and a strong sense of personal responsibility. These characteristics are 
firmly anchored in our identity and can be explained, for example, by our historical 
resistance to authoritarian rule, our experience in a participatory democracy, and the 
values embedded in our dual vocational training system. The forum has also made it 
clear that national attributes are neither inherently positive nor negative, and that their 
impact on safety depends on the context. As positive as an attribute may seem to us, as 
it is deeply rooted in our historically shaped self-image, it can nevertheless sometimes 
have a negative impact on nuclear safety culture. It is therefore particularly important to 
question culturally influenced characteristics, as without self-critical examination they 
can also lead to negative behaviours, such as complacency, for example. The forum has 
laid a strong foundation for the exploration of key cultural traits and attributes that 
through further introspective exercises, targeted training, and various initiatives will 
influence and strengthen our approach to nuclear safety. 

The broad participation of the Swiss nuclear sector in this forum underscores our 
collective commitment to continuously enhancing nuclear safety culture and to 
strengthening safety-oriented dialogue among all parties involved. As highlighted in the 
report, the Swiss nuclear community demonstrates a robust understanding of safety 
culture, with a clear commitment to fostering a healthy safety culture evident across all 
sites and within ENSI.  

As you read through the findings and insights from the CSSCF, I encourage you to 
reflect on the collaborative efforts that have emerged and the path forward for our industry. 
Together, we will continue to improve the safety culture of our nuclear sector for the benefit 
of all stakeholders and the public. 

I would like to thank the Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) and the World Association of 
Nuclear Operators (WANO) for creating the CSSCF and supporting us in conducting this 
programme. I would also like to thank the ENSI staff for the professional preparation and 
organisation of the CSSCF. Finally, I want to thank the numerous participants for their 
active involvement and the international panel guests for contributing their valuable 
external perspective. 
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Executive summary 

Background 

Throughout the history of nuclear energy, maintaining high levels of safety has been a 
fundamental objective and a top priority for both nuclear operators and regulatory 
organisations. For decades, a healthy safety culture has been recognised as essential to the 
overall safety performance of any organisation. While countries with nuclear power 
programmes share common goals, their operational realities differ due to various factors, 
including national cultural contexts. These cultural characteristics can both support a robust 
safety culture within nuclear organisations and introduce significant challenges. Therefore, 
it is crucial for the nuclear community to identify the cultural influences within their specific 
contexts and assess how these factors impact overall nuclear safety culture. A clear 
understanding of these influences can help strengthen safety culture by promoting open and 
transparent communication, reinforcing responsibility and accountability, and ensuring that 
safety remains a priority in all decision-making processes.  

The Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum (CSSCF) is a programme established by the 
Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) and the World Association of Nuclear Operators (WANO) to 
support host countries and their key nuclear institutions and organisations in strengthening 
nuclear safety culture. It provides a platform for participants to reflect on national 
characteristics and assess how these cultural factors may influence overall nuclear safety. 
Through targeted exercises and discussions, the forum helps organisations gain deeper 
insights into these influences, fostering continuous improvement in safety culture.  

 

NEA Director-General 
William D. Magwood, IV 
addresses CSSCF 
participants in Switzerland. 
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Since its inaugural event in 2018, the CSSCF has proven to be a valuable tool for raising 
awareness within a country’s nuclear community about the cultural attributes that can 
influence nuclear organisations and the safe operation of nuclear facilities. Rather than 
conducting comparative analyses of national contexts, the CSSCF provides a platform for 
each country to reflect on how their national culture impacts nuclear safety culture and to 
explore context-specific approaches for sustainable safety improvements. By examining 
cultural traits across various nuclear activities, the CSSCF identifies how national 
characteristics shape assumptions, values, beliefs and behaviours within nuclear 
organisations, leading to a deeper understand and appreciation for safety culture in the 
organisations that participate in the exercise. This process follows a structured approach, 
consisting of several key steps: data gathering and analysis, scenario script development, a 
two-day forum, in-depth evaluation, and the creation of a final report. The report presents 
key findings and, most importantly, country-specific recommendations aimed at 
continuously enhancing safety culture across the nuclear community. 

With the conclusion of the CSSCF Switzerland, each participating organisation is 
responsible for determining its next steps by reflecting on the findings of this report. While 
no specific follow-up activities are prescribed, the NEA encourages organisations to use this 
report as a foundation for further exploration of key cultural traits and attributes. This can 
be achieved through introspective exercises, targeted training, and other initiatives aimed 
at strengthening nuclear safety culture. 

Conducting CSSCF Switzerland 

CSSCF Switzerland was launched in late 2023, following an 
agreement between WANO and the Swiss Federal Nuclear 
Safety Inspectorate (ENSI) on the project’s fundamental 
framework and the initial steps for the data-gathering phase. 
All nuclear facilities in Switzerland except for the EPFL 
research reactor (which is located in the French-speaking 
part of Switzerland) are located in the German-speaking 
region of the country. Swiss German is the primary working 
language within the nuclear sector, while standard German 
is also widely used, reflecting the significant presence of 
German workers and other foreign employees, as well as 
French- and Italian-speaking Swiss who are accustomed to 

using standard German. Consequently, CSSCF Switzerland and this report focus specifically 
on the culture of the German-speaking part of Switzerland rather than the culture of the 
country as a whole. Interviews and the main forum event were thus conducted largely in 
German. 

As with previous CSSCF activities, the process began with an extensive data collection 
effort. The NEA visited all Swiss nuclear organisation offices and facilities, where a 
dedicated data collection team conducted 42 individual and group interviews across the 
nuclear operations community, ENSI, and other governmental institutions. In total, 
perspectives and insights were gathered from 172 participants, providing a comprehensive 
foundation for the analysis of Switzerland’s nuclear safety culture. The participants 

This report is based on views of 
representatives of the Swiss 
nuclear community, as 
expressed during interviews, 
and at the 2024 CSSCF held in 
Bern, Switzerland. 
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interviewed were carefully selected from various levels and operational units within the 
organisations, ensuring a diverse representation from CEOs and superintendents to middle 
managers and operational staff. 

The data collected from all activities provided a comprehensive overview of key national 
characteristics, themes, and relevant safety culture concepts within the Swiss nuclear 
context. These insights informed the development of a scenario script, which served as the 
foundation for discussions at a two-day forum held on 19-20 November 2024 in Bern, 
Switzerland. The forum brought together a diverse group of over 50 participants, ranging 
from senior executives to junior professionals from national nuclear organisations involved 
in the data collection exercise, along with international guests. This gathering facilitated an 
in-depth exploration of Swiss national characteristics and themes, examining their 
potential impacts on nuclear safety culture.  

Following four highly successful CSSCFs, in Sweden (2018), Finland (2019), Canada (2022), 
and Japan (2023), CSSCF Switzerland marks the third edition held on the European 
continent. This report outlines the background, methodology, key outcomes, observations 
and self-reflections gathered throughout the process. It also presents the conclusions of the 
two-day forum held on 19-20 November 2024 in Bern, Switzerland.  

Overview of outcomes 

CSSCF Switzerland outlined several noteworthy national characteristics found in the study 
that are reflected in the Swiss nuclear sector. The following eight traits were found to be 
the most significant, based on the discussions and resulting analysis: 

• Consensus-building – is a fundamental cultural characteristic in Switzerland, 
emphasising inclusivity and mutual respect in decision-making. This process, though 
time-intensive, ensures that decisions are supported by the majority and reflects the 
country’s deep-rooted culture of compromise, contributing to long-term stability. 

• Pragmatism – balances costs and objectives, prioritising efficiency and common 
sense in problem solving and decision making. This mindset values informal, direct 
communication and consensus-building, reflecting the country’s horizontal 
organisational structures and tightly connected professional sectors. 

• Solution-oriented mindset – means that long-term economic thinking and 
collaborative consensus-building drive the search for the best solutions, often 
prioritising pragmatism over rigid rules. 

• Strong sense of personal responsibility – is highly valued in Swiss workplaces, 
emphasising individual autonomy and reliability. Employees are trusted to manage 
their tasks independently within clear frameworks, resulting in less oversight and 
a focus on personal accountability. 

• Commitment to accuracy – means the Swiss are committed to excellence and 
precision, embodied in the “Swiss finish”, which ensures high-quality products and 
services, although it may lead to longer production times and a slight resistance to 
change. 
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• Modesty combined with polite restraint – means the Swiss value modesty and 
restraint, often expressing success subtly and preferring indirect, polite 
communication to maintain harmony. While this approach fosters trust, excessive 
politeness can sometimes obscure issues, hindering open discussions and 
constructive dialogue. 

• Tendency to avoid conflict – means the Swiss prioritise harmony and consensus, 
minimising conflict as part of their national identity. This trait stems from the 
country’s history, federal structure and diverse society, reinforcing its long-standing 
commitment to conflict prevention. 

• Pride and less self-criticism – means the Swiss take great pride in their high 
standards and precision, but their modest yet confident attitude can lead to 
complacency and resistance to self-criticism. While their culture values harmony 
and consensus, this can sometimes hinder open discussions about mistakes and 
areas for improvement. 

 

Panel discussion moderated by Director-General William D. Magwood IV with international experts: Michael 
Knochenhauer, Director General of the Swedish Radiation Safety Authority; Walter Glöckle, Deputy Head of the 
Department Nuclear Energy Supervision and Radiation Protection at the Ministry for Environment, Climate and 
Energy, Baden-Württemberg; Ai Asanuma, Technical Officer at the Nuclear Regulation Authority of Japan; Marta 
Barrientos Montero, Senior Advisor at the Spanish Nuclear Safety Council (CSN); Thiagan Pather, Divisional 
Executive at the National Nuclear Regulator of South Africa; and Marie-Aude Tavoso, Technologist III level, National 
Inspectorate for Nuclear Safety and Radiation Protection (ISIN) of Italy. 
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The broad national characteristics outlined above play out in a variety of individual 
and organisational behaviours associated with a healthy safety culture. The discussions 
held during CSSCF Switzerland identified the following safety culture dimensions: 

• accountability and responsibility for safety; 

• balancing rule-based and managed safety; 

• continuous learning and safety improvement; 

• prioritising safety in decision making; 

• human resource allocation, competency development and training for safety; 

• open and transparent safety communication; 

• clear leadership for safety. 

The observations in this report highlight Swiss cultural attributes that participants 
identified as influencing assumptions, values and organisational structures and processes, 
factors that ultimately impact nuclear safety performance. The goal of CSSCF Switzerland 
and this report is to provide the Swiss nuclear community with tools to further strengthen 
safety culture within their organisations and across the national nuclear sector. It serves as 
a resource for reflecting on national characteristics, identifying potential “blind spots” in 
organisational behaviour, and addressing them through further dialogue, training and 
improvements in safety management processes where needed. 

The findings from CSSCF Switzerland demonstrate the strong emphasis that the Swiss 
nuclear community places on safety and to taking human and organisational factors into 
account. The data identify national characteristics of Swiss culture that contribute positively 
to operational safety and promote a strong nuclear safety culture but also reveal areas in 
which the national safety culture could be further strengthened.  

The discussions and reflections in this CSSCF, including the findings from the individual 
and collective interviews on national characteristics, as well as insights from the two-day 
forum, generated a substantial body of data, which the NEA team collected and analysed. 
The qualitative and thematic analysis forms the core of this report. The broad participation 
of the Swiss nuclear sector in this process underscores the country’s strong commitment to 
continuously enhancing nuclear safety culture. 

Direct feedback from CSSCF Switzerland participants underscored the positive impact 
of the forum in fostering open and constructive dialogue – both across divisions and 
organisations and between licensees and the regulator. However, some participants, 
particularly from nuclear operators, voiced concerns about the feasibility of fully candid 
discussions with the regulator during the forum, suggesting a somewhat adversarial 
atmosphere between ENSI and its licensees. Despite these reservations, the forum 
succeeded in introducing new perspectives and encouraging stakeholders to continue the 
conversation on how national cultural characteristics shape nuclear safety culture. 

The NEA encourage the Swiss nuclear community to reflect on the findings of CSSCF 
Switzerland and explore how best to integrate them into their respective organisations. To 
support this effort, the report includes a matrix of exploratory questions designed to 
stimulate dialogue and guide potential safety enhancements.  
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Safety culture in a national context 

National culture 

The nuclear sector, led by the NEA, has been examining the connection between national 
culture and safety culture for several years. This inquiry is based on the premise that the 
broader cultural context of a host country inevitably influences the operational culture of 
its nuclear facilities (NEA, 2016). Frank Guldenmund highlights that: “Culture emerges at 
places where people live and work together. Living and working together requires a certain 
degree of shared understanding – e.g. about daily reality, about work and its context, and 
so on – and it is this (shared) understanding that a culture provides” (Guldenmund, 
2018: 21). While the actual essence of national culture is difficult to define precisely, it 
encompasses the norms, behaviours, beliefs, customs and values shared by a population. 
These cultural elements shape individual behaviour and social interactions, helping people 
interpret their society, function with it, and understand other’s behaviours (Hofstede, 2001; 
Guldenmund, 2018). 

Culture emerges spontaneously and often unintentionally, regardless of our 
preferences. Edgar Schein, a pioneering researcher on organisational culture, developed a 
model to help grasp its elusive nature (Schein, 1985). At its deepest level, an organisation’s 
culture consists of implicit, taken-for-granted assumptions – core beliefs, values, norms – 
that shape behaviour. Though not directly visible, these assumptions can be uncovered by 
observing interactions and exploring why certain practices are followed and what is 
considered appropriate in different contexts. Surrounding this inner core are two more 
tangible layers. The outermost layer consists of “observable artifacts”, visible element such 
as symbols, structures, and behaviours that may reflect culture but do not necessarily reveal 
its deeper foundations. Artifacts are easily acquired and can sometimes serve as a façade 
rather than a true expression of culture (Guldenmund, 2018). The second layer, “espoused 
values”, includes publicly stated principles, rituals, behavioural standards, and goals. While 
more tangible than underlying assumptions, these values do not always align with the 
deeper, ingrained cultural beliefs that drive an organisation’s behaviour.  

When analysing the impact of national cultures on safety outcomes, researchers often 
turn to Geert Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to identify potential correlations (Hofstede, 
2001). Hofstede’s research revealed significant differences across five key dimensions: 
power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism-collectivism, masculinity-femininity, 
and short vs. long-term orientation. For instance, the power distance index indicates that 
in high power distance countries, people may struggle to express disagreement with 
superiors. This dynamic can inhibit the development of a questioning attitude, leading 
individuals to conform to group pressure even when it undermines effective teamwork. 
Subsequently, researchers added the dimensions of restraint vs. indulgence. While some 
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studies have examined whether these cultural dimensions contribute to variation in risk 
behaviours and safety performance at the national level, findings suggest that other factors, 
such as management’s perceived commitment to safety and the effectiveness of safety 
measures, have a more significant influence on safety outcomes (Mearns and Yule, 2009). 

Figure 1: Schein’s “onion layer” model of organisational culture 
(adapted from Schein, 1985) 

 

Culture both influences and is shaped by an organisation structure, formal systems and 
the daily execution of its processes. In fact, organisational cultures are deeply tied to the 
structures that organisations establish to achieve their goals. These structures reflect the 
priorities of senior leaders, who are themselves influenced by external factors such as 
regulatory pressure and public opinion (Hopkins, 2016). When safety is a central focus of 
an organisation’s core mission or mandate, the culture that emerged is referred to as 
“safety culture” (Guldenmund, 2018).  

Nuclear safety culture 

Safety culture is one of the most complex aspects of nuclear safety, as it involves enhancing 
human and organisation performance in a highly technical and regulated industry. 
However, it is now widely recognised that nuclear installations can be viewed as systems 
shaped by the interplay of humans, organisations and technology. The relationship 
between the human factor, the technical aspects of nuclear operations and the 
organisational context is crucial for any effort to improve safety (NEA, 2022). Furthermore, 
it is well-established that cultural context influences both the human and organisational 
factors. Therefore, it is essential to consider cultural attributes that may affect the 
conditions for human performance and organisation dynamics, ultimately contributing to 
nuclear operations. 
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The concept of safety culture emerged in the late 1980s after the Chernobyl disaster, 
as discussed in various writings (e.g. Cox and Flin, 1998). Since then, safety culture has 
been recognised as a social construct that is often a root cause of both occupational 
accidents and process-related incidents. It requires continuous attention, evaluation and 
reinforcement (Cooper, 2018). The concept has been extensively explored in numerous 
publications, which have proposed new definitions, methods for evaluating it and strategies 
for enhancing or maintaining it. However, critics have pointed out the vagueness of the 
concept and the oversimplified view of the mechanical inks between management actions 
and culture (Marsden, 2020). Ultimately, there is a consensus that safety culture cannot be 
imposed; rather, it is cultivated, strengthened and tested daily through words and actions. 

Over the past three decades, various organisations and academic institutions have 
developed normative frameworks to support institutions aiming to maintain high safety 
levels and continuously improve their safety culture. These frameworks outline the 
behaviours, attitudes and principles essential for the safe operation of nuclear facilities 
(IAEA, 2006; WANO, 2013; INPO, 2012). Notably, the World Association of Nuclear 
Operators (WANO) has established ten Traits of a Healthy Nuclear Safety Culture, complete 
with corresponding attributes and behavioural examples. Similarly, the International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) released its standards into a framework of five 
characteristics and 37 underlying attributes. Additionally, the Institute of Nuclear Power 
Operations (INPO) released its Traits of a Healthy Nuclear Safety Culture in 2012, 
providing a framework for open discussion and enhancement of safety culture within the 
industry. Countries can leverage these international normative frameworks to build a 
strong foundation for a healthy and effective safety culture.  

Prior to the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant accident, safety culture primarily 
focused on nuclear operators. The investigation of the accident in Japan underscored the 
importance of a robust safety culture within the nuclear safety regulator as well. This 
highlighted the need to better understand the regulator’s role in the safety culture of a 
nuclear community, recognising that it encompasses both the interactions between the 
regulating body and licence holders, and the safety culture within the regulating body itself. 
In response to this increased focus, the NEA published several reports within its series of 
regulatory guidance documents: 

• The Mutual Impact of Nuclear Regulatory Bodies and License Holders from a 
Safety Culture Perspective (NEA, 2024) explores the interactions between nuclear 
regulatory bodies and licensees, and how each influences the other’s safety culture. 

• The Characteristics of an Effective Nuclear Regulator (NEA, 2014) outlines the 
roles, responsibilities, principles and attributes of an effective nuclear safety 
regulator, applicable to both established and new regulators.  

• The Safety Culture of an Effective Nuclear Regulatory Body (NEA, 2016) presents 
five principles and their associated attributes that support the safety culture of an 
effective nuclear regulatory body, emphasising the importance of the national 
context and cultural attributes. 

• Methods for Assessing and Strengthening the Safety Culture of the Regulatory 
Body (NEA, 2021) provides an overview and practical information on methods and 
tools used by regulatory bodies to assess and enhance their safety culture.  
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The NEA’s work has emphasised the significance of the national context in establishing 
an effective safety culture. As highlighted in the NEA report The Safety Culture of an 
Effective Nuclear Regulatory Body (2016), national characteristics can be strengths to 
leverage and develop, rather than barriers to safety culture. In this spirit, the NEA and 
WANO developed the CSSCF process in 2017 to be implemented in countries around the 
world. This methodology helps organisations reflect on their national attributes and identify 
ways to enhance safety culture. The NEA Division of Radiological Protection and Human 
Aspects of Nuclear Safety (RP-HANS) leads this effort.  

Safety culture policy in the Swiss nuclear context 

The Swiss nuclear sector is well-versed in the concept of safety culture and the key 
principles that enable it. Nuclear operators have safety culture and human and 
organisational experts embedded within their teams, while ENSI has a dedicated team to 
oversee this area. Regulatory requirements are established within the nuclear regulatory 
framework, and operators actively implement measures and initiatives to strengthen safety 
culture. 

ENSI defines safety culture as follows: “Safety culture comprises values, world views, 
verbal and non-verbal behaviours and characteristics of the human-made physical 
environment which are shared by the members of the organisation of the operator of a 
nuclear installation. Safety culture includes those values, world views, behaviours and 
environmental features that determine or demonstrate how the members of the 
organisation approach and deal with safety” (ENSI, 2016: 9). The 2016 ENSI report on 
“Oversight of safety culture in nuclear installations” outlines the following principles of a 
good safety culture (ENSI, 2016: 15-18): 

• safety is a clearly recognised value; 

• the management unambiguously backs safety; 

• everyone is aware of his responsibility for safety; 

• all activities are essentially safety-oriented; 

• safety is developed through ongoing learning; 

• considerations of all requirements for the protection of humans and the environment 
are integrated. 

Furthermore, ENSI has emphasised that nuclear facilities must be considered as a 
socio-technical system made up of three elements: people, technology and organisation 
(ENSI, 2016). These concepts and approach are echoed in the NEA publication on Human 
and Organisational Performance in Nuclear Installations (NEA, 2022). 

While safety culture is scarcely referenced in the nuclear law and orders, the latest 
2023 version of the ENSI-G07 guideline, which support formalising the implementation of 
legal requirements and facilitating uniformity of implementation practices, established 
specific requirements related to this topic (ENSI, 2023a). An accompanying ENSI 
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explanatory document (ENSI, 2023b) further clarifies these requirements with the following 
statements: 

• Procedures for monitoring, assessing and continuously developing safety culture 
must be integrated into the management system. 

• Safety culture must be promoted, and safety awareness, a sense of responsibility 
and a professional, questioning and learning attitude among all employees must be 
recognised and strengthened. This includes: 

– Management must foster a working atmosphere that encourages trust, 
co-operation, and open communication. This environment should strengthen 
the perception of responsibility and promote the sharing of information, 
knowledge, suggestions, problems, deviations, concerns, and mistakes. 

– Co-operation within the organisation must be characterised by continuous 
dialogue and the active involvement of all employees.  

– All employees must contribute to the organisation as bearers of responsibility. 

The second point above shows that the principle of responsibility is clearly recognised 
as an important cornerstone of safety culture. To this end, ENSI launched a research project 
in collaboration with the University of Lucerne in 2023, investigating responsible decision 
making in the area of nuclear safety, both at the level of the parties regulated by ENSI and 
in respect of ENSI itself.  

The current edition of the guideline now includes the recent safety culture concept of 
“organisational resilience” (see page 4 of ENSI, 2023).  

Finally, it is important to note that in 2022, the Federal Council published a report on 
error culture, exploring the possibilities and limitations of its legal anchoring in Switzerland 
(BR, 2022). In particular, the report outlines the rationale for incorporating the concept of 
“just culture”1 into regulations, emphasising its importance from a safety perspective. The 
stations have voluntarily established concepts for just culture. 

Since the accident at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant, ENSI has also placed 
increased emphasis on evaluating and strengthening its own safety culture, which is 
referred to as oversight culture. In 2022, ENSI established the position of “delegate for 
oversight culture.” Appointed by the ENSI Executive Board and serving as a member of the 
human and organisational section, the Delegate is responsible for co-ordinating ENSI’s 
activities related to oversight culture and participating in projects and working groups 
aimed at fostering cultural change. Finally, ENSI released a report in 2021 examining the 
impact of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant accident on the Swiss regulatory 
oversight of human and organisational factors (ENSI, 2021). 

 
1. Sidney Dekker’s Just Culture promotes a balance between accountability and learning, ensuring individuals 

are not punished for honest mistakes but are held accountable for reckless actions. By fostering a safe 
reporting environment, it encourages learning, system improvements and enhanced safety (Dekker, 2012). 
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CSSCF framework relating to safety culture in a national context 

The CSSCF framework builds on the frameworks described above, incorporating insights 
from the nuclear community’s evolving understanding of safety culture since the Chernobyl 
accident. In clarifying the concept of “safety culture” or “culture for safety”, these frameworks: 

• recognise that risk management is integrated at all levels of an organisation, 
whereas past approaches primarily focused on workers, often through the lens of 
“human error”; and 

• emphasise the informal aspects of an organisation (e.g. values, habits, professional 
standards and local contexts) alongside the traditionally dominant technological and 
procedural dimensions. 

Safety culture reflects the organisation’s commitment to safety across all decisions, 
departments, professions, and hierarchical levels. It also encompasses an understanding of 
the organisational factor that influences employees’ attitude towards safety, either 
positively or negatively. These factors include the clarity of procedures, communication 
with management, collective vigilance, relationships with subcontractors, reporting and 
handling of safety alerts, and policies on recognition and sanctions. During the CSSCF in 
Switzerland, discussions focused particularly on the following dimensions of safety culture:  

• Accountability and responsibility for safety: In a strong safety culture, every 
individual takes personal accountability for safety, adhering to regulations and 
procedures while maintaining full awareness of the risks and requirements 
associated with their role. They also foster a questioning attitude, actively assessing 
and challenging safety policies, procedures and behaviours to ensure continuous 
improvement. 

• Balancing ruled-based and managed safety: Achieving the right balance between 
rule-based safety and managed safety is crucial for maintaining a robust safety 
culture. Rule-based safety provides a foundation of standardised procedures and 
guidelines that ensure consistency and compliance, while managed safety 
emphasises critical thinking and allows for flexibility and adaptability in dynamic 
situations. Striking this balance enhances resilience, enabling organisations to 
ensure compliance, effectively mitigate risks, respond to unforeseen challenges, and 
continuously improve their safety performance. 

• Continuous learning and safety improvement: A healthy safety culture relies on 
continuous learning, using lessons from both internal and external experiences to 
drive ongoing improvements. Employees are encouraged and recognised for 
reporting concerns, free from fear and reprisal, and confident that their voice is 
heard. Since organisational silence2 is one of the greatest threats to safety, frontline 
observations during routine operations must not remain isolated but should inform 
strategic decision making. 

 
2.  “Organizational silence is a situation where important information, for example regarding safety, is available 

in the field but stays there, and cannot be taken into account in strategic decisions” (Daniellou, 2017). 
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• Prioritising safety in decision-making: Safety must be a fundamental consideration 
in the organisation’s decision-making processes. From leadership to frontline 
workers, all employees should be actively involved in risk assessment and safety-
related decisions, ensuring a comprehensive and inclusive approach to risk 
management. 

• Human resource allocation, competency development, and training for safety: 
Demonstrating a strong commitment to safety requires allocating sufficient human 
resources to maintain safe operations. This includes systematically developing 
individual competencies and utilising diverse training methods to enhance both 
professional and technical skills across the organisation. 

• Open and transparent safety communication: A healthy safety culture relies on 
open and transparent communication, ensuring that safety-related information 
flows freely across all levels of the organisation. Clear, two-way communication 
strengthens trust, enhances situational awareness, and enables timely decision 
making to prevent incidents.  

• Clear leadership for safety: Clear leadership is essential for fostering a robust 
safety culture within any organisation. Effective leaders prioritise safety by setting 
clear expectations, promoting open communication, and ensuring that all team 
members are trained and equipped to perform their tasks safely. By actively 
engaging in safety initiatives and leading by example, leaders empower employees 
to take ownership of safety and contribute to continuous improvement. 
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Swiss cultural context 

The societal context and the history of nuclear development in a country significantly 
influence its nuclear operations. Following an overview of Switzerland’s geography, this 
section offers a broad examination of the societal and historical factors shaping the 
country’s nuclear sector. 

Geography of Switzerland 

Switzerland has a surface area of 41 285 km² and a population of approximately 8.7 million 
inhabitants. The country can be divided into three main regions: the Alps, which cover 
about 58% of the country, the densely populated Central Plateau, which accounts for 
roughly 31% of the surface area, and the Jura, which constitutes around 11%. Switzerland 
shares borders with five countries: Austria, France, Germany, Italy and the Principality of 
Liechtenstein. Mountains cover approximately 70% of the territory. About 23% of 
Switzerland’s surface lies more than 2 000 metres above sea level. Approximately 30% of 
the country is covered by forests and woodlands, while 36% is used for agriculture, 90% of 
which is dedicated to livestock farming. Additionally, Switzerland holds 6% of all European 
freshwater reserves (Federal Council, n.d.). The climate of Switzerland is moderate (Federal 
Office of Meteorology and Climatology MeteoSwiss, n.d.).  

Populated areas in Switzerland account for only around 8% of the country’s surface. 
The average population density of Switzerland is 215 inhabitants per km², while the Central 
Plateau has much higher density of 400 inhabitants per km². Switzerland has no cities with 
more than one million inhabitants, though some urban agglomerations have metro 
populations above one million, with the largest urban centres being Zurich, Geneva, Basel, 
Bern and Lausanne. 

Swiss historical and societal context 

Switzerland’s territory was once part of the Roman Empire. In the late Middle Ages, the 
foundation of modern Switzerland began to take shape with the formation of the Old Swiss 
Confederation, an alliance forged to resist the rule of the Habsburg dukes on Helvetic 
territory. It was during this period that the legend of Wilhelm Tell, Switzerland’s national 
hero, was born. No one knows if he really existed, but his legend as a freedom fighter has 
been told since the 14th century. The legend of William Tell tells the story of a Swiss 
marksman who defied a tyrannical Austrian bailiff. To punish him for refusing to bow to 
the bailiff’s hat, Tell was forced to shoot an apple off his son’s head with a crossbow, but 
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managed to do so without injuring the child. Later, Tell escaped from captivity, ambushed 
and murdered the bailiff, sparking a rebellion that contributed to Switzerland’s 
independence. The legend of Wilhelm Tell’s quest for freedom emblemises the Swiss 
viewpoint regarding their freedom and independence. 

Over time, the Old Swiss Confederation evolved into the predecessor of today’s 
Switzerland. The Reformation in the 16th century deepened religious divides, particularly 
between Catholics and Protestants, as seen across much of Europe. During the era of the 
“Helvetic Republic” (1798-1803), established through the French occupation, Switzerland’s 
borders were defined, laying the groundwork for its modern cantonal structure (Lerner, 
2011). The adoption of the Swiss Federal Constitution in 1848 then unified the country into 
a federal state. 

Switzerland’s neutrality emerged in the 17th century following the Thirty Years’ War 
and was later internationally recognised during the Napoleonic Wars. In the Treaty of Paris 
of 20 November 1815, the major European powers recognised Switzerland’s perpetual 
neutrality and guaranteed the inviolability of its territory. Neutrality remains a defining 
feature of the country, deeply shaping modern Swiss society. However, Swiss neutrality 
does not imply that the Swiss are inherently more peaceful than others; rather, it reflects 
their commitment to maintaining peace. This principle is firmly enshrined in the Federal 
Constitution of the Swiss Confederation of 18 April 1999 (Federal Constitution of the Swiss 
Confederation, 1999). According to Dreyer and Jesse (2014), Switzerland has been notably 
more successful in upholding its neutrality than other nations due to three key factors: first, 
it has integrated an armed deterrent into its national culture; second, neutrality has become 
a shared societal value; and third, over the last 200 years, Switzerland has embedded its 
unique concept of neutrality into international law and custom. Nevertheless, Switzerland’s 
origins are also tied to the non-neutral policies and warfare of the former Confederates 
(Jorio, 2023).  

Switzerland maintained its neutrality during both world wars. Although the country 
was affected by the conflicts, it largely avoided physical destruction. Switzerland continued 
this neutral stance throughout the Cold War while developing economically in a manner 
similar to other Western European countries. After the Cold War, Switzerland chose not to 
join the European Economic Area (EEA) in 1992. The rejection of the EEA is still considered 
a landmark event in Switzerland's European policy. It is mainly because of this vote that 
Switzerland regulates its relationship with the European Union (EU) via the bilateral 
approach, rather than joining the EU. However, the EU maintains stronger ties with 
Switzerland than with any other country outside the European Economic Area, largely due 
to a series of bilateral agreements. Switzerland’s participation to the Schengen Agreement 
allows approximately two million people to cross the border between Switzerland and the 
EU each day. On the global stage, the EU and Switzerland collaborate on initiatives to 
promote human rights, address climate change and combat poverty (Delegation of the 
European Union to Switzerland and Liechtenstein, n.d.). In 2002, the Swiss voted to join 
the United Nations.  

Switzerland’s federal system consists of three levels of government: the Confederation, 
the Cantons and the Communes. Direct democracy allows citizens to directly influence 
decisions at all political levels. The Federal Council, a seven-member collegial body, forms 
Switzerland’s government, while the annually rotating Federal President, chosen from 
among its members, serves as head of state. Any member of the electorate can influence 
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the process of constitutional change and legislation by submitting a proposal and gathering 
a required number of signatures from fellow voters. To challenge a parliamentary 
resolution through an optional referendum, 50 000 valid signatures must be collected 
within 100 days. Optional referendums can be held at national (federal), cantonal and 
communal level. For a popular initiative to amend the constitution, 100 000 valid 
signatures must be gathered within 18 months. The Swiss constitution recognises four 
national languages: (Swiss) German (61.8%), French (23.4%), Italian (7.8%) and Rhaeto-
Romanic (0.5%) – based on the percentage of the permanent resident population speaking 
the national languages. Switzerland is also home to over 100 regional dialects and idioms, 
all variations of Alemannic German, though not all are equally widespread or popular 
(Sitzler, 2023). For most Swiss people, the mother tongue is Swiss German. “High” or 
“written” German is their first foreign additional language, which they typically begin 
learning in school. 

Switzerland’s neutrality contributed significantly to the political stability that allowed the 
nation to develop a successful market economy, helping it become one of the world’s 
wealthiest countries (Credit Agricole Group, n.d.). Switzerland’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) was USD 818.64 billion as of 2022 and economic growth was projected to be 1.4% in 
2025 (OECD, 2024a). The unemployment rate is 2.2% of the labour force. The European 
Union is Switzerland’s most important trading partner. The country’s economic strength is 
largely driven by the service sector, which accounts for approximately 74% of its GDP. 
Manufacturing and advanced technology products (pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, 
precision engineering, etc.) contribute around 25%, while agriculture represents less than 
1%. The financial sector plays a crucial role in the Swiss economy, accounting for about 10% 
of GDP (Federal Council, n.d.). Switzerland’s banking industry is renowned for attracting 
affluent clients and foreign assets, with major institutions such as UBS being key contributors 
to the development of the financial sector (Haciyeva and Haydarova, 2023).  

With a score of 1.35, Switzerland ranked sixth in the 2024 Global Peace Index 
assessment (Institute for Economics & Peace, 2024). The country also boasts one of the 
highest life expectancies at birth in the world (Federal Statistical Office, n.d.). Switzerland’s 
education system is notably successful. Swiss students outperformed the OECD average in 
mathematics, science and reading on the 2022 PISA assessments (OECD, 2023). 
Additionally, 58% of Swiss citizens believe they can influence government policy through 
their political system – significantly higher than the OECD average of 30%, placing 
Switzerland 28 percentage points above the norm in political trust (OECD, 2024b). Trust in 
public institutions is also strong, with 61.9% of the population expressing high or moderate 
confidence – one of the highest levels of trust among OECD countries, where the average is 
just 39% (OECD, 2024c). In 2023, 81.4% of recent users expressed high or moderate 
satisfaction with administrative services. However, trust in the media and international 
organisations is lower than the OECD average (OECD, 2024b).  

Consensus democracies, such as Switzerland, have traditionally been viewed as having 
a low capacity for innovation, with slow decision-making processes due to the large number 
of veto points. These veto points provide actors who oppose a policy multiple opportunities 
to block future policy changes. However, the assumption that Switzerland lacks innovative 
policymaking has recently been challenged (Fischer, 2015). In fact, Switzerland outperforms 
the OECD average in every category related to making complex policy decisions (OECD, 
2024b). 



SWISS CULTURAL CONTEXT 

THE COUNTRY-SPECIFIC SAFETY CULTURE FORUM: SWITZERLAND, NEA No. 7748, © OECD 2026 27 

Immigration is a key source of uncertainty in Switzerland’s demographic projections. 
The country has an ageing population, which increases age-dependent public spending and 
puts pressure on labour productivity (Lewis and Ollivaud, 2020). However, largely due to 
immigration, Switzerland’s population has more than tripled over the last 150 years (Sitzler, 
2023). At approximately 25%, Switzerland has one of the highest proportions of foreign 
residents in Europe (Federal Council, n.d.). Some 80% of immigrants to Switzerland come 
from Europe, particularly the EU and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) zone 
(Federal Statistical Office, n.d.; Sitzler, 2023). In 2022, Germany was the leading country of 
origin for immigrants, with 24 241 people moving to Switzerland from there. Additionally, 
Switzerland attracted 398 991 cross-border commuters in the first quarter of 2024, the 
majority of whom came from France. 

Switzerland granted women the right to vote and stand for office much later than its 
neighbouring countries, with Swiss male voters finally extending these rights to women on 
7 February 1971 (Federal Assembly, n.d.). Since 1981, the Federal Constitution has 
guaranteed equal rights for men and women (EJPD, n.d.). Notably, Switzerland elected its 
first woman to serve in the Federal Council, Elisabeth Kopp, in 1984, more than a decade 
after women gained the right to vote on the national level. Since then, Switzerland has had 
nine more female Federal Council members (Federal Council, n.d.). In 1991, Appenzell 
Innerrhoden became the last canton to grant women voting rights at the cantonal level, 
following a ruling by the Federal Supreme Court. The delay in granting women the right to 
vote, compared to many other European countries, is often attributed to Switzerland’s 
direct democratic and consensus-based political system, though historical and cultural 
factors should be considered (Studer, 2003). Currently, women’s representation at the 
national, cantonal and municipal levels ranges from 32 to 43% (Federal Statistical Office, 
n.d.). However, the Swiss government acknowledges that women still face inequality in 
many areas (EBG, n.d.). Regarding overall income equality, Switzerland still has room for 
improvement, as its Gini coefficient3 remains above the OECD average (OECD, 2024d). 

History of the Swiss nuclear sector 

During the post-war economic boom, Switzerland experienced rapid industrial growth and 
a sharp increase in electricity consumption. While hydropower had long been the country’s 
primary energy source, by the 1950s and 1960s, most viable hydropower sites were 
already exploited. Nuclear energy emerged as a reliable and scalable alternative to meet 
future electricity needs. Additionally, developing nuclear power was seen as a means to 
reduce dependence on foreign energy sources, particularly oil and gas, and to ensure a 
more stable, self-sufficient electricity supply. 

The Independent Atomic Energy Committee was established by the Swiss government 
in November 1945 to advise on both civilian and military nuclear energy issues. 
Switzerland first regulated the peaceful use of nuclear energy with the Federal Order of 
18 December 1946, which also promoted nuclear energy research. The country ratified the 

 
3.  The Gini coefficient serves as a primiry indicator of income distribution, calculated based on disposable 

equivalised household incomes (OECD, 2024d). 
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IAEA Statute on March 1957 and approved the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons on March 1977. 

In August 1965, Nordostschweizerische Kraftwerke AG (NOK), Brown, Boveri & Cie 
(BBC), and Westinghouse International Atomic Power Company were awarded a turnkey 
contract for the construction of a 350 MW(e) nuclear power plant with two turbo generators 
and a pressurised water reactor (PWR) later known as the Beznau Nuclear Power Plant. 
The same year, Bernische Kraftwerke AG (BKW) commissioned a 306 MW(e) plant 
featuring twin turbo generators and a boiling water reactor (BWR), which became the 
Mühleberg Nuclear Power Plant. In 1973, a group of Swiss utilities signed an agreement 
with Kraftwerk Union (Siemens) for the delivery of a 900 MW(e) PWR, now named the 
Gösgen Nuclear Power Plant. Although construction proceeded smoothly, commissioning 
was delayed by eight months due to the Three Mile Island accident on 28 March 1979. 
Finally, in 1973, a group of Swiss utilities awarded a turnkey contract to BBC and the 
General Electric Technical Services Overseas (GETSCO) for a 940 MW(e) BWR, which 
became the Leibstadt Nuclear Power Plant. The plant was officially put into service in 
December 1984 (Swiss Federal Office of Energy, n.d.). Today, companies involved in the 
nuclear energy sector are BKW Energie AG (Mühleberg, in decommissioning), 
Kernkraftwerk Gösgen-Däniken AG, Kernkraftwerk Leibstadt AG, Axpo Power AG (Beznau 
I and II), and Alpiq AG. Several state entities, including Swiss cantons, hold substantial 
ownership stakes in these companies (IAEA, 2021). 

In 1969, a severe nuclear reactor accident occurred at the Lucens experimental reactor. 
This underground facility, built in 1962, was a 6 MW(e), heavy-water-moderated, carbon 
dioxide-cooled reactor. Even during testing, its cooling system exhibited recurring issues. 
Originally planned to operate until the end of 1969, the reactor suffered a partial core 
meltdown on 21 January 1969, compromising the primary system’s integrity and causing 
a radioactive leak within the underground cavern. As a result, the plant was permanently 
shut down. The accident was later classified as a level 4 or 5 event on the International 
Nuclear and Radiological Event Scale (INES). In recent years, historians have published 
analyses of the accident, with some criticising the authorities’ licensing process. However, 
the emergency response was effective, successfully preventing nuclear radiation from 
escaping the facility (ENSI, 2012a, 2012b, 2014). 

In 1988, the Paul Scherrer Institute (PSI) was established through the merger of two 
predecessor institutes. PSI is Switzerland’s premier multidisciplinary research institution, 
specialising in natural and engineering sciences. It plays a pivotal role in the evaluation and 
development of nuclear technologies and in advancing safe radioactive waste management 
practices. The institute’s Nuclear Energy and Safety Research Department operated the 
Saphir, Diorit and Proteus research reactors for over 40 years, until its decommissioning 
in 2011. Today, the PSI Hot Laboratory stands as Switzerland’s leading research facility, 
remaining the only facility in the country authorised to conduct experiments involving 
significant quantities of radioactive materials. 

Following the Fukushima Daiichi accident in 2011, the Swiss Federal Council decided 
to phase out nuclear power even though new build projects were foreseen (in 2008, 
framework approval applications were filed for two projects with large new reactors). This 
decision was influenced in part by the high investment costs, which, according to the 
Federal Department of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications (DETEC), 
make new nuclear power plants neither profitable nor competitive. In 2013, the University 
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of Basel’s Institute of Physics shut down its small research reactor and defuelled it in 2015. 
Effective 1 January 2018, the issuance of new general licences for nuclear power facilities 
was prohibited. However, the five existing nuclear power plants may continue operating 
until the end of their serviceable lives, provided they meet the Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety 
Inspectorate’s (ENSI) safety standards. As a result of operator decisions, the Mühleberg 
Nuclear Power Plant was shut down at the end of December 2019 (IAEA, 2021; SFOE, n.d.; 
UVEK, n.d.), reducing the number of reactors in operation in Switzerland to four. 

Overview of the Swiss nuclear sector and current developments 

Switzerland’s primary domestic sources of electricity are hydropower and nuclear energy. 
Nuclear energy is only used peacefully in Switzerland, in order to generate electricity and 
for industrial, medical and research purposes. In 2022, nuclear energy constituted 27% of 
Switzerland’s domestic energy production (IEA, n.d.). 

The Federal Constitution’s Articles 90 and 118 specify that all nuclear legislation shall 
be dealt with at the federal level. It is also in the power of the Federal Council to issue 
general licences. Also, the Confederation’s authorities are the only ones with the power to 
enact laws pertaining to nuclear energy and radiation safety, while the Federal Department 
of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications (DETEC) issues construction 
and operating licences. The Swiss Federal Office of Energy (SFOE) co-ordinates the 
licensing process and the issuance of permits for handling radioactive waste and nuclear 
material.   

The Federal Nuclear Safety Commission (KNS) advises the Federal Council, the Federal 
Department of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications (DETEC), and 
nuclear supervisory authorities on issues related to the safety of nuclear facilities. The 
country’s national regulatory body is the Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate (ENSI). 
ENSI is overseen by an independent board (ENSI Board) directly appointed by the Federal 
Council and is responsible for regulating nuclear facilities throughout their entire lifecycle. 
ENSI’s mandate includes public and employee safety, transport of radioactive materials, 
and oversight of deep geological repository investigations. The zero-power experimental 
reactor at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in Lausanne (EPFL) is also under the 
supervision of ENSI. ENSI also grants permits in its role as supervisory authority. 

The Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH) and the Swiss National Accident Insurance Fund 
(SUVA) are responsible for regulating activities related to the industrial, medical and 
research use of radioactive materials. Their oversight includes ensuring safety standards 
in workplaces and public health contexts where radiation is utilised. This delineation of 
responsibilities ensures comprehensive oversight of nuclear safety and radiological 
protection across various sectors in Switzerland. 

The primary legal framework governing nuclear power in Switzerland is the Nuclear 
Energy Act of 21 March 2003. This is supplemented by the Nuclear Energy Ordinance, the 
Radiation Protection Act, the Radiation Protection Ordinance, along with various other 
regulations and ordinances concerning nuclear safety and security. These include 
provisions on personnel training, emergency preparedness, transport of radioactive 
materials, and deep geological disposal, all of which form the legal basis for ENSI in its 
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regulatory oversight (ENSI, 2024). In its capacity as regulatory body or based on explicit 
delegations in ordinances, ENSI issues guidelines that specify legal requirements and 
ensure uniform implementation. They specify the current state of science and technology.  

Switzerland operates three nuclear power plants with a total of four reactors: Beznau I 
and II, Gösgen and Leibstadt. The Mühleberg plant was permanently shut down in 2019. 
Swiss nuclear power plants are primarily operated by joint-stock companies, with 82% of 
shares collectively held by public entities. 

The nuclear installations of the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) 
include the CROCUS research reactor, the CARROUSEL neutron experiment, the LOTUS 
neutron source, and the associated laboratories. These installations are part of the 
Laboratoire de physique des réacteurs et de comportement des systèmes (Laboratory for 
Reactor Physics and Systems Behaviour). In particular, the CROCUS reactor is available for 
teaching purposes to EPFL physics and engineering students and to students of the nuclear 
engineering master’s degree course of ETH Zurich and EPFL. The CARROUSEL experiment 
is used for internships. The LOTUS neutron source has been out of service for several years. 
The installation is currently being used for irradiation experiments. 

The country also has three interim storage facilities for radioactive waste:  

• Zwilag (Zwischenlager Würenlingen AG): Located near the PSI site, Zwilag manages 
waste from nuclear power plants. Established in 1990, it comprises several interim 
storage buildings for all types of radioactive waste and spent fuel assemblies, a 
conditioning plant and an incineration and smelting plant (Zwilag, nd). 

• Federal interim storage facility: Situated on the PSI grounds, this facility handles 
waste from medical, industrial, and research-related activities. 

• At the Beznau Nuclear Power Plant site, there is an additional facility for the dry 
storage of spent fuel elements (ZwiBez). 

Long-term disposal of radioactive waste is managed by the National Cooperative for 
the Disposal of Radioactive Waste (Nagra), which was founded in 1972 in collaboration 
with the Swiss Confederation. As of now, Switzerland does not have any deep geological 
repositories. In April 2008, the Federal Council approved the theoretical phase of the 
Sectoral Plan for Deep Geological Repositories. This plan outlines three stages aimed at 
identifying suitable locations for deep geological repositories. In 2022, Nagra recommended 
the northern region of Switzerland for the potential disposal of radioactive waste. In 2024, 
it submitted a general licence application for a deep geological repository to the Swiss 
Federal Office of Energy (Nagra, nd).  

In response to evolving energy challenges and geopolitical uncertainties, Switzerland 
is reassessing its nuclear energy strategy. In 2017, the nation decided to phase out nuclear 
power without setting definitive shutdown dates for its plants. Currently, operators like 
Axpo Holding AG and Alpiq Holding AG plan to extend the operational lifespans of their 
nuclear facilities to 60 years, aiming for continued operation until around 2040 (Bradley, 
2023; Brunner et al., 2024; Schrämmli, 2024). In August 2024, the Swiss government 
announced plans to lift the ban on constructing new nuclear power stations, a reversal of 
the 2017 decision. In December 2024, Axpo Holding AG announced its intention to close 
Beznau I in 2033 and Beznau II in 2032. Energy Minister Albert Rösti emphasised the 
importance of maintaining the nuclear option for future energy security. However, experts 
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caution that building new nuclear plants could take decades due to legal, financial and 
political challenges. Estimates suggest that bringing new stations online might require at 
least 20 years, considering the processes of changing laws, securing financing, obtaining 
permits, and construction (Farge and Graham, 2024). In summary, Switzerland is currently 
navigating a complex landscape in its nuclear energy policy, balancing the extension of 
current plant operations with deliberations on future nuclear infrastructure. 

Switzerland remains actively engaged in international nuclear research and 
development, even amidst its nuclear phase-out policy. A notable example is the 
collaboration between the PSI and Copenhagen Atomics, a Danish company, initiated on 
1 March 2024. This partnership, known as Project BALDER, aims to construct and operate 
a new nuclear test facility at PSI to evaluate Copenhagen Atomics’ thorium molten salt 
reactor technology. 

Like many other countries, Switzerland faces challenges in managing a skilled nuclear 
workforce, primarily due to a shortage of qualified professionals in the labour market. Since 
all Swiss nuclear power plants are located in the German-speaking region of Switzerland, 
Swiss German is the primary working language. However, due to the significant presence 
of German professionals in the Swiss nuclear sector, “high” German is also commonly used. 
The proportion of German professionals in Swiss nuclear organisations can reach up to 
40%, highlighting the industry’s reliance on cross-border expertise.  
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The methodology of the Country-Specific  
Safety Culture Forum 

Conducting a Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum 

The Country Safety Culture Forum (CSSCF) serves as a structured framework for exploring 
the interplay between national culture and safety culture. Designed to be flexible and 
adaptable to the country’s specific needs and circumstances, the CSSCF encourages 
reflection and open dialogue. It enables licensees and the regulatory body to collaboratively 
examine national characteristics that may influence safety culture. By identifying and 
making explicit the often-implicit cultural influences, the CSSCF promotes awareness as a 
crucial first step towards meaningful transformation in safety culture. 

The general structure of the CSSCF methodology consists of five steps, as displayed in 
Figure 2 and described below. 

The first step involves gathering insightful data about the underlying characteristics of 
the national culture and its influence on safety culture. A study was conducted to explore 
how national attributes shape and interact with safety culture within the Swiss nuclear 
sector. Data were collected in-person from Swiss licensees, ENSI and governmental 
organisations. The collected data were then analysed to identify initial key national culture 
characteristics relevant to nuclear safety culture attributes in the Swiss context.  

As part of step 2, the study results were used to inform the scenario script and guide 
the development of the event’s content and discussion questions for the forum in step 3. 
The observations gathered during the forum serve as the second round of data-gathering 
and analysis validation (step 4). These insights then contribute to the final step, which 
involves developing the CSSCF report, completing the CSSCF structured framework. 

Since national culture and safety culture are inherently qualitative phenomena, the 
CSSCF employs a qualitative data collection methodology. This includes individual and 
collective interviews during the study phase, as well as observations and focus groups at 
the forum. The approach aligns with the recommendations of the NEA and IAEA on 
methodologies for analysing culture and safety culture (NEA, 2021; IAEA, 2016). Notably, 
the chosen methodology allows the Swiss nuclear community to engage in self-reflection, 
provide feedback, and express its perspective on Swiss national cultural characteristics. 
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Figure 2: Structure of the CSSCF methodology (5 steps) 

 

Study 

Data collection methodology 

The nuclear organisations that participated in the study (step 1 of the CSSCF methodology) 
included all the Swiss companies operating nuclear facilities and radioactive waste storage 
facilities, governmental organisations and the nuclear regulatory authority. They are listed 
below: 

• Switzerland operates three pressurised water reactors (PWRs) and one boiling 
water reactor (BWR), with an additional BWR currently being decommissioned, 
bringing the total to five reactors (see Table 1). Representatives from all Swiss 
nuclear power plants took part in the interviews (Beznau, Gösgen, Leibstadt and 
Mühleberg). 
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The interview participants from the licensees listed in Table 1, along with Nagra, were 
selected from a range of different levels within their organisations. This included site 
superintendents, as well as upper and middle managers and workers from the same 
departments. 

The governmental organisations which took part in the study are as follows: 

• the Swiss Federal Nuclear Safety Inspectorate (ENSI), which is Switzerland’s 
regulatory authority for nuclear safety and for the security of nuclear installations; 

• the Federal Nuclear Safety Commission (KNS), which advises the Federal Council, the 
Federal Department of the Environment, Transport, Energy and Communications 
(DETEC) and ENSI. The KNS is a permanent administrative body composed of part-
time members with expertise in scientific and technological fields critical to nuclear 
safety. These members provide specialised guidance and support in nuclear safety 
matters; 

• the DETEC, which is responsible for shaping and implementing Switzerland’s 
energy policy; 

• the Federal Office of Public Health (FOPH), which has responsibilities in radiological 
safety and security with regards to human health and the protection of the 
environment, for instance through the action plan “Radiss”. 

In summary, data collection for the study was carried out through 42 semi-structured 
interviews, comprising 14 individual interviews and 28 group interviews. Participants were 
drawn from all three operating nuclear power plants (Beznau, Gösgen, Leibstadt), the 
nuclear power plant under decommissioning (Mühleberg), as well as key institutions such 
as the SFOE, the FOPH, the KNS, the ENSI, including the ENSI board, the PSI, the Nagra 
and the Zwilag. The study ultimately gathered insights from 172 participants across a range 
of organisational levels, including senior management, managers and staff. 

The purpose of the interviews was to gather information on national cultural aspects 
that are relevant to nuclear safety culture attributes. Semi-structured interviews were 
employed for data collection, which involved asking questions within a predefined thematic 
framework. While the questions followed a general structure, they were not presented in a 
strict order or rigidly phrased. Group interviews followed the same approach as individual 
interviews, with the aim of facilitating collective discussions on cultural topics. In this report, 
the term “interview” refers to both individual interviews and group interviews. 

Based on the questionnaires used for previous CSSCFs – for Sweden, Finland, Canada 
and Japan – a questionnaire was developed for CSSCF Switzerland. The following topics 
were addressed: 

• national cultural characteristics; 

• nuclear community cultural characteristics; 

• organisations’ cultural characteristics (leadership, decision making, leadership, 
learning organisation, and other topics such as just blaming culture). 
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The interviews included questions exploring behaviour, values or assumptions that are 
considered as Swiss culture. The interview team then progressively narrowed the focus 
throughout the discussion, starting from the national industry level, moving to the 
organisational level, and ultimately addressing the individual level within working units. 

The interview team consisted of a lead specialist with expertise in safety culture, and 
human and organisational factors (HOF), supported by a cross-functional team with 
backgrounds in nuclear engineering and data science. All interviews were conducted in 
“high” German by NEA staff, with more than half of them being audio recorded. 
Interviewees were assured that there were no right or wrong answers, as the purpose was 
not to test their knowledge. This report focuses on overall cultural and organisational 
characteristics, rather than individual or organisational-level responses. Additionally, to 
ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all interviews, especially those that were recorded, 
adhered to an ethical framework protecting the privacy of all participants and the 
information provided. 

Data analysis 

The complete data set, encompassing all interviews, underwent thematic analysis to 
identify and reflect on the influence of the national context on safety culture. This means 
that once the data collection for the study was complete, the responses given by participants 
were analysed to identify repeated phrases, similar statements and dominant 
characteristics. Particular attention was paid to examples of behaviours, customs and 
values cited by the participants. Finally, relevant information from a literature review on 
Swiss culture supplemented or clarified the findings from the thematic analysis. 

Forum 

Preparation of the role-play scenario 

The study identified key characteristics from the interviews and explored how these 
characteristics could influence organisational behaviour within the nuclear sector. The 
findings were then, in collaboration with WANO, used to develop a role-play scenario 
designed to simulate a nuclear incident at a commercial nuclear power plant. This event 
scenario is structured in three main acts, with a total of nine scenes. Each act represents a 
sequence of meetings and dialogues, including interactions within the licensee, between 
ENSI and the licensee, as well as within ENSI. While the information gathered during the 
data collection phase helped shape the scenario, it is important to note that the role-plays 
in the scenario were not intended to precisely mirror the real-world dynamic of the Swiss 
nuclear sector. 

Aligning the scenario script with the national context of Switzerland, and tailoring it to 
elicit specific reactions for discussion, fostered engaging and insightful exchanges on the 
safety culture themes that emerged during the role-play. This approach ensured that the 
discussions were both relevant and thought-provoking, deepening participants’ 
understanding of safety culture dynamics.  
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At the end of the forum, participants observed that the break-out sessions encouraged 
open and engaged discussions, while the plenary sessions saw comparatively less 
interaction, possibly due to varying levels of trust among attendees. Additionally, some 
participants found it challenging to step outside their usual professional roles, which may 
have made honest and self-critical exchanges more difficult. As a result, discussions on 
sensitive topics, such as the relationship between ENSI and operators, were approached 
with some caution rather than full openness and transparency. 

Data analysis 

Throughout the two-day forum, note takers were assigned to capture the exchanges and 
reflections shared by participants during both the group sessions and the plenary. The 
collected data were then gathered by the NEA team, which conducted a thorough review 
of the qualitative information to compile the findings for the report. These data, along with 
insights from the study, were used to conduct a comprehensive qualitative thematic 
analysis, as outlined earlier. 

The NEA does not view “culture” as a monolithic and exclusive whole. The results of 
the data analysis presented hereafter aim to avoid, as much as possible, amplification 
(where a single detail or example is generalised), homogenisation (treating a society as 
uniform) or oversimplification. Additionally, the culture within the Swiss nuclear 
community should not be equated with the broader Swiss culture. Similarly, the CSSCF 
acknowledges that Swiss nuclear culture exists both as part of the wider Swiss cultural 
context and as a distinct subset within the global nuclear community, extending beyond 
Switzerland’s borders. 

It is important to note that while the analysis focuses on Swiss culture, a significant 
proportion of the participants in both the study and the forum were not Swiss, but other 
nationalities, in particular German, reflecting the specific nature of the Swiss nuclear 
industry in terms of workforce. This is especially true for interviewees and participants in 
high-responsibility positions. Although many of these individuals have lived in Switzerland 
for several years, their non-Swiss backgrounds inevitably introduce a bias into the data 
collected. 
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Safety culture in the Swiss context:  
Observations from CSSCF Switzerland 

The study and the two-day forum yielded a broad range of 
insights on various facets of Swiss national characteristics. 
These national traits are general themes that may manifest 
through a range of organisational behaviours specific to the 
nuclear sector and its organisations. 

CSSCF Switzerland does not represent a comprehensive 
study of the Swiss culture. The results presented below relate 
primarily to the German-speaking part of Switzerland, and 
discussions during the study and the forum were limited to the 
context of normal operations and incident management and did 
not explicitly cover nuclear emergency management aspects. 

Swiss national cultural characteristics 

Applying a label to a cultural phenomenon means making basic assumptions explicit and 
conscious (cf. Schein [1985], presented previously). To help make this explicit, open 
questions were asked during the study to encourage interviewees to spontaneously express 
their views on the typical behaviours, beliefs, customs and values of Swiss culture. During 
the forum, the same theme was discussed at the first break-out session following the social 
commentator’s speech. These discussions at the forum reinforced and complemented the 
findings from interviews and focus groups conducted as part of the study. 

Analysis through the quantitative lens 

Eight national cultural characteristics emerged that are important not necessarily to Swiss 
culture as a whole, but in the context of the Swiss nuclear community which exists mainly 
in German-speaking Switzerland. These traits are repeated in the data from the study and 
from the discussion that took place during the first break-out session at the forum, as 
presented in Table 2. 

Some characteristics emerged consistently in both the study and the forum, while 
others gained prominence specifically during the study (for example, solution-oriented 
mindset) or during the forum (for example, pride with a low profile). This suggests that the 
event’s discussions played a key role in bringing some aspects to light, facilitating their 
acknowledgement and recognition. Initially, certain cultural aspects of role-playing were 

CSSCF Switzerland should 
be viewed as a catalyst for 
further reflection and 
subsequent actions, rather 
than as a set of definitive 
conclusions 
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met with scepticism. However, as group discussions progressed, participants gradually 
recognised that behaviours similar to those in the scenario do occur in practice. It is worth 
mentioning that this realisation seemed to resonate more readily with Swiss participants 
than with some of their German counterparts. 

Table 2: Number of times each national cultural characteristic was expressed 
during the study and the first break-out session at the forum 

National cultural 
characteristics 
expressed by the 
interviewees and 
participants 

Study 
(Number of times according to individual and collective interviews) 

Forum (Number of 
times according to 
discussion groups) 

License holders 
(+ Nagra) 

ENSI 
(including 

board) 

Gov. organisations 
(SFOPH, SFOE, 

UVEK, KNS, DETEC) 
Total: 

42 Total: 7 

Total: 27 (100%) Total: 10 (100%) Total: 5 (100%) 

Consensus-
building 25 (92.5%) 10 (100%) 3 (60%) 

38 
(90%) 5 

Pragmatism 14 (52%) 7 (70%) 2 (40%) 
23 

(55%) 6 

Solution-oriented 
mindset 11 (41%) 5 (50%) 2 (40%) 

18 
(43%) 0 

Strong sense of 
personal 
responsibility 

19 (70%) 3 (30%) 2 (40%) 
24 

(57%) 1 

Commitment to 
accuracy 19 (70%) 6 (60%) 3 (60%) 

28 
(67%) 4 

Modesty combined 
with polite restraint 18 (67%) 9 (90%) 1 (20%) 

28 
(67%) 7 

Tendency to avoid 
conflict 16 (60%) 5 (50%) 2 (40%) 

23 
(55%) 2 

Pride with less self-
criticism 12 (44%) 1 (10%) 2 (40%) 

15 
(36%) 5 

No statistical treatment has been applied to these figures; nevertheless, a descriptive 
analysis shows that: 

• The cultural characteristics of consensus-building is highly valued, with 90% of total 
mentions in the study and 5 mentions in the forum. 

• The relatively high mention rate of the cultural trait of pragmatism suggests it is 
valued but not universally emphasised. ENSI participants show a higher tendency 
(70%) compared to Licence holders (52%). 

• ENSI interviews show a higher tendency (70%) to identify solution-oriented mindset 
as a Swiss cultural trait compared to licence holders (52%). The fact that it was not 
mentioned at all in the forum discussions suggests that either it was taken for 
granted or not a major focus of the discussions. 
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• Strong sense of personal responsibility is mentioned by 57% of interviews in the 
study and once in the forum. Licence holders show a strong emphasis (70%). 

• Commitment to accuracy is clearly an important trait across all groups, supporting 
the idea that precision is a widely accepted Swiss value (67% of mentions in the 
study and 4 mentions in the forum). 

• Modesty combined with polite restraint is also important as it was mentioned in 
67% of interviews in the study and 7 times in the forum. 

• The relatively even distribution suggests that conflict avoidance is common and 
perceived as a defining trait in 55% of interviews in the study. 

• Pride with less self-criticism was mentioned in 36% of interviews in the study and 
5 times in the forum. It was less emphasised compared to other traits, particularly 
by ENSI participants (10%). 

The table highlights the importance of consensus-building, commitment to accuracy, 
and modesty combined with polite restraint in the cultural context of the participants. There 
is a notable emphasis on personal responsibility and pragmatism, while traits like pride, 
less criticism and conflict avoidance are less prominent.  

Description of the national cultural traits 

In the study and the forum, based upon the interviews and discussions with the involved 
stakeholders, the following cultural traits were found. 

Consensus-building 

Consensus emerged as a dominant cultural characteristic, highlighted in nearly all 
interviews and discussions at the forum, underscoring its significance in Switzerland. This 
deep-rooted culture of compromise, reflected in Switzerland’s political decision-making 
system, plays a crucial role in maintaining the long-term stability and durability of 
decisions. 

The consensus-building process is deliberate and time-intensive, requiring all parties 
to express their expectations clearly in a spirit of mutual respect. Inclusivity is key, ensuring 
that every voice is heard and no one is excluded. This approach often results in a decision 
supported by the broadest agreement rather than an optimal compromise or perfect 
solution. Consensus decision making involves navigating opposing viewpoints to achieve a 
balanced outcome, while also requiring individuals to yield once the majority has spoken.  

Pragmatism 

Swiss pragmatism is about finding a balance between costs and objectives, ensuring that 
effort is proportionate to the goal while identifying the most effective solutions. Closely tied 
to efficiency, this mindset shapes Swiss approaches to problem-solving and decision 
making. 

Pragmatism seems to be reflected in the Swiss relationship with rules. While 
acknowledging that not everything can be strictly regulated, it is common for Swiss people 
to place great value on common sense and thoughtful interpretation of rules. In situations 



SAFETY CULTURE IN THE SWISS CONTEXT: OBSERVATIONS FROM CSSCF SWIZERLAND 

44 THE COUNTRY-SPECIFIC SAFETY CULTURE FORUM: SWITZERLAND, NEA No. 7748, © OECD 2026 

where predefined regulations do not exist, people in Switzerland usually rely on analogy 
and experience to apply their expertise in a practical manner. This pragmatic approach 
aligns with Switzerland’s tradition of consensus-building. It also fosters informal, direct 
communication, known as “Der kleine Dienstweg” (“the short official channel” or “the 
informal way.”), where quick clarifications are often sought through a direct phone call 
rather than formal written exchanges. This efficiency-driven approach is supported by 
Switzerland’s horizontal organisational structures and the close-knit nature of the country 
and its professional sectors, where most people are well-connected. 

Solution-oriented mindset 

In Switzerland, people usually have a long-term vision, particularly related to economic 
benefit, which is a guiding principle for working methods and decision making. The work 
is done in collaboration, by consensus, as seen earlier. The solution is hereby always kept 
in mind. This cultural trait also interacts with that of pragmatism, as Swiss people tend to 
apply certain rules with practical judgement within the given framework when these are 
perceived as not entirely logical, in order to find an appropriate solution.  

Strong sense of personal responsibility 

Many people in Switzerland tend to approach work with a deep sense of seriousness, where 
individual responsibility is highly valued. They seem to take pride in their work, high 
personal standards, and strong professionalism. Swiss organisations are structured to 
grant employees the autonomy to plan, execute and manage their daily tasks within their 
area of expertise. Reliability is an often-cited hallmark of Swiss professionals: When given 
a mandate or task, they follow through. As a result, colleagues and managers generally 
trust employees to fulfil their responsibilities, often leading to less oversight compared to 
other cultures. Employees, in turn, tend to expect clear frameworks rather than 
micromanagement, allowing them the freedom to tackle challenges independently based 
on their skills and expertise. 

Commitment to accuracy 

Closely tied to the strong sense of personal responsibility, the interviews indicated that 
Swiss people have a deep commitment to excellence, paired with exceptionally high 
standards. They are generally meticulous and perfectionist, working thoroughly to ensure 
that no technical errors occur within their area of responsibility. However, this dedication 
to precision can sometimes result in a slight resistance to change. 

The term “Swiss finish”, widely mentioned in interviews and at the forum, is often 
associated with the high level of precision, craftsmanship and attention to detail that Swiss 
professionals, artisans and industries are renowned for. This commitment to excellence 
ensures superior quality and accuracy in products and services. Nevertheless, the 
meticulous standards and thoroughness involved in achieving a Swiss finish can also result 
in longer production times, as nothing is rushed or left to chance. 
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Modesty combined with polite restraint 

The Swiss people are known for their modesty and may find it challenging to openly 
celebrate success. For them, a phrase like: “It wasn’t so bad” is often a very positive way 
of acknowledging achievement. This humility reflects a broader cultural tendency towards 
restraint: Swiss communication is typically measured, discreet and at times hesitant or 
indirect. This approach stems from a deep-seated value of giving others space, allowing 
them to shine rather than seeking the spotlight.  

Politeness and tone are especially important, particularly when offering criticism. 
Direct feedback may be perceived as too harsh, so a more subtle approach is preferred. 
While this indirect communication can foster harmony and trust, it also has its downsides. 
Excessive politeness can sometimes obscure underlying issues, preventing open discussion 
and resolution. If taken too far, restraint risks stifling important conversations rather than 
encouraging constructive dialogue. 

Tendency to avoid conflict 

Based on the interviews and discussions, it was highlighted that the Swiss tend to prioritise 
harmony and minimise disagreements, often seeking to avoid conflict when possible or 
address issues in a more indirect manner. Direct criticism is typically reserved for situations 
of significant concern, and even then, the tone of communication remains especially 
important. This cultural trait is deeply rooted in the country’s history, influenced by its 
geopolitical position as a small, federal state with a diverse society (Lanz, 2021). Over time, 
Switzerland’s strong commitment to conflict prevention has become a core aspect of its 
national identity, reinforcing a tendency to favour consensus over confrontation. 

Pride with less self-criticism 

The assessments highlight that the Swiss take great pride in their high standards, personal 
responsibility and commitment to precision – often believing they perform exceptionally 
well. However, their modest yet confident attitude can sometimes lead to complacency and 
a reluctance to engage in self-criticism, as criticism is often perceived as disruptive in a 
culture that values harmony and consensus. While rarely mentioned in interviews, forum 
discussions highlighted a tendency towards subtle resistance to admitting mistakes. This 
mindset reinforces Swiss excellence but can also hinder the ability to recognise areas for 
improvement and address problematic behaviours. 

“Bünzli” (conformist) 

Although the concept of the Bünzli has not been classified as a distinct character trait, it is 
worth mentioning it as it came up frequently in interviews. While somewhat stereotypical, 
interviewees felt that this portrayal of German-speaking Swiss still holds a certain degree 
of truth. Perceptions of the Bünzli vary: Some see it as a negative label, while others view 
it as neutral or even positive. On the one hand, the Bünzli is seen as reliable, meticulous 
and serious. On the other hand, they are often described as fussy, egocentric, conservative, 
closed-minded, boring and withdrawn. A defining characteristic is their tendency to keep 
a close eye on their neighbours, contributing to a subtle culture of social surveillance. 
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National culture as an influence on safety culture in the Swiss 
nuclear community 

Building on the previously presented CSSCF framework, the following section explores how 
national characteristics influence individual and organisational behaviours. While these 
characteristics retain their nuances, they are grouped into thematic narratives to illustrate 
their role in shaping safety culture within the Swiss context. National attributes are neither 
inherently positive nor negative; their impact depends on the context. A given attribute can 
strengthen safety culture through constructive organisational behaviour but also carries the 
potential to weaken it if not properly managed. 

The following safety culture dimensions in particular were discussed:  

• accountability and responsibility for safety; 

• balancing rule-based and managed safety; 

• continuous learning and safety improvement; 

• prioritising safety in decision making; 

• human resource allocation, competency development and training for safety; 

• open and transparent safety communication; 

• clear leadership for safety. 

Before delving into the detailed results of these dimensions, it is important to note that 
the Swiss nuclear community has a strong understanding of safety culture. The 
commitment to fostering a healthy safety culture is evident across all sites and within ENSI. 

Accountability and responsibility for safety 

The safety culture dimension “accountability and responsibility for safety” is shaped by 
several national cultural traits, including a strong sense of personal responsibility; a 
solution-oriented mindset; a commitment to accuracy; and pride with less self-criticism. 

In the following analysis, responsibility refers to obligations, whether individual, 
collective or organisational, that require action or response. However, accountability 
extends beyond legal requirements; it involves a voluntary commitment to ownership, 
where individuals proactively take charge of their responsibilities and become the “go-to” 
person ensuring safety. While responsibility can be shared, accountability is personal. 
Safety should be viewed as a collective responsibility, with each individual fully accountable 
for their actions. True accountability also means taking personal ownership of safety by 
adopting a questioning attitude, that is, continuously assessing a challenging safety policy, 
procedures, behaviour and norms to drive improvement.  

Based on the interviews conducted, there is a widespread view that people in 
Switzerland work hard, at least partially because they feel a strong sense of personal 
responsibility for their actions and duties. Discussions during the study revealed that 
responsibility in the Swiss nuclear community is regarded as essential, not only towards 
oneself but also towards colleagues, illustrating an individualistic approach to 
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responsibility. Swiss professionals approach their tasks with a problem-solving mindset 
and a drive for perfection and accuracy, fostering a culture of high accountability. Since 
expertise and individual responsibility are deeply valued, employees are granted a 
significant degree of freedom in how they work, with the expectation that they will perform 
well and own the consequences of their actions. A well-trained employee is presumed to be 
capable of making independent decisions within their area of competence, without the need 
for perceived excessive oversight. Swiss organisations reflect this trust-based approach by 
granting staff autonomy to plan, execute and manage their work with less supervision 
compared to other cultures. This system is predicated on Swiss employees being highly 
trained and confident in their abilities without being micromanaged or excessively directed. 
However, despite their preference for autonomy, Swiss professionals value recognition 
from management: they are humble but take pride in their achievements. 

Swiss direct democracy, particularly through referendums, has taught citizens from an 
early age to form their own opinions, take responsibility for their choices and engage in 
decision making. As a result, many Swiss tend to have opinions on a wide range of topics 
and are usually not afraid to express them. This critical and questioning mindset plays a 
positive role in safety culture, as it helps prevent groupthink and encourages continuous 
improvement. Several interviewees explained that employees generally do not hesitate to 
question rules or processes that do not apply or that they do not understand. However, while 
the Swiss value independent thinking, they do not always respond well to external criticism, 
particularly from outsiders, whether at the organisation or national level. Interviews 
highlighted a quiet yet firm national pride, with the Swiss professionals acknowledging their 
country’s global success despite its small size. While they present themselves as modest and 
unassuming, Swiss in the nuclear sector are well aware of their strengths. This self-
confidence was evident during the forum and above all during the study: when asked what 
could be improved in terms of safety culture in their organisations, responses often included 
“no idea” or “nothing, we are already very good!”. This might be considered as complacency, 
which poses a risk to safety culture, as it can hinder ongoing improvement. 

Table 3 summarises the link between key Swiss cultural traits, the safety culture 
dimension of responsibility and accountability, and their impact on individual and 
organisational behaviours. 

Table 3: Link between Swiss national cultural characteristics, 
responsibility/accountability as a safety culture  

dimension, and individual and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
characteristics 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Individual and organisational  
behaviours 

Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 

Solution-oriented mindset 

Commitment to accuracy 

Pride and less self-criticism  

Responsibility  
and accountability 

Strong accountability and 
individual responsibility 

Critical thinking that allows 
questioning of processes and rules 

Potential for complacency 
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Balancing rule-based and managed safety  

The safety culture dimension of “balancing rule-based and managed safety” is influenced 
by key national cultural traits including consensus-building; pragmatism; a solution-
oriented mindset; a strong sense of personal responsibility; and a commitment to accuracy. 

In the following analysis, safety is built on two complementary approaches: rule-based 
safety and managed safety. Rule-based safety focuses on the best possible anticipation of 
potential situations, ensuring compliance with established safety barriers, work rules and 
procedures. Managed safety, on the other hand, relies on the expertise of workers to assess 
real-time situations and respond appropriately through proactive individual or collective 
actions (ICSI, 2017) 6 . These two elements are not mutually exclusive. For example, 
managed safety includes employees’ adoption of rules, while rule-based safety evolves as 
procedures are refined based on real-world experience. A strong and integrated safety 
culture harmonises both approaches: ensuring that all foreseeable situations are addressed 
through scientific and engineering-based procedures, while also fostering the adaptability 
needed to handle unexpected challenges effectively, thanks to the skills of individuals and 
the dynamics of work groups and organisations.  

Like the majority of other countries, Switzerland does not strive for zero risk, as it 
recognises that such a goal is unrealistic. Instead, the Swiss mindset is risk management, 
ensuring that risks are understood, mitigated and controlled rather than eliminated 
entirely. In this context, the Swiss prefer in general to follow a small set of essential rules 
that apply to everyone, unless those rules are perceived as too restrictive. Compared to 
other countries, the Swiss nuclear sector operates with fewer regulations, relying instead 
on trust in expertise and professional responsibility. The regulators interpret their 
supervisory role as one of oversight through insight. This means that licensees must 
demonstrate to the regulators that they comply with regulations and how they do so. The 
regulators are increasingly demanding proof of the effectiveness of the measures 
implemented. Unlike some nations, Switzerland has not developed its own comprehensive 
system of technical regulations; instead, it adopts rules from international standards, 
including American, German, and some French regulations. Ultimately, Switzerland adds 
what interviewees referred to as the “Swiss finish”, an additional layer of fine-tuned rules 
that often goes beyond the international standards. 

According to this study, generally speaking, the Swiss sense of personal responsibility, 
and commitment to accuracy strongly influences their approach to rules. The Swiss people 
are highly committed to following rules, yet they also interpret them flexibly, adapting them 
to specific situations using common sense. Unlike in some cultures where rules are 
sometimes strictly adhered to regardless of context, the Swiss believe in adjusting rules 
pragmatically. This ties into another key cultural trait: pragmatism. Rather than requiring 
a rule for every possible scenario, the Swiss emphasise intelligence, experience and 
problem-solving skills to analyse situations and make decisions. A prime example of this is 
helmet usage in Swiss nuclear power plants. Until very recently, wearing a helmet was not 
mandatory in all areas. Instead, skilled, responsible and accountable workers are trusted 

 
6.  Several authors have conceptualised this duality in terms of the approach to safety, Hollnagel with his safety I 

and safety II approach being another (Hollnagel, 2014). 
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to assess when a helmet is necessary, demonstrating the Swiss preference for situational 
judgement over rigid enforcement. 

Most of the Swiss usually do not hesitate to challenge or refine regulations when they 
are outdated or inefficient. The Swiss pragmatism and their participatory democracy foster 
a culture of questioning and process optimisation, leading to higher acceptance and 
compliance with rules, especially when individuals understand their purpose. The Swiss 
have a harder time accepting rules they perceive as unjustified or arbitrary. Interviewees 
generally agreed that Switzerland maintains a balance between pragmatism and formalism. 
However, in both society and the nuclear sector, there seems to be a noticeable shift towards 
greater formalism over the last decade according to the interviews in the study. Increasingly, 
more is codified within a framework of rules, which reduces autonomy and individual 
responsibility. The balance between formalism and pragmatism aligns with the broader 
distinction in human and social sciences between “rule-based safety” and “managed safety”. 
Many interviewees expressed concern that formalism is starting to overshadow pragmatism, 
which could pose risks to safety culture. They described this transition as a sudden cultural 
shift, characterised by: 

• stricter rules and increased traceability requirements; 

• more detailed procedural demonstrations; 

• a growing loss of simplicity in decision making; 

• a reduction of autonomy for workers at both ENSI and nuclear operators. 

Several factors were identified by the interviewees as driving this trend towards greater 
formalism: 

• Influence of German culture: Switzerland, particularly in the nuclear sector, is 
adopting elements of Germany’s more prescriptive regulatory approach. 

• Integration into international work processes: As Switzerland becomes more 
embedded in global frameworks, formalised procedures are increasingly required 
to align with international standards. 

• Apprehension about the law on transparency: The Federal Act on Public Access to 
Government Documents (Öffentlichkeitsgesetz, BGÖ) requires ENSI to respond to 
public information requests, meaning that decisions and meetings must be 
documented. This has led to a culture of more record keeping, extending to nuclear 
operators. 

• Skills renewal and inexperience: Newcomers in the industry and at ENSI may rely 
more on formal rules as they build expertise, using regulations as a safety net rather 
than exercising independent judgement. 

While unnecessarily excessive formalism ensures traceability and regulatory alignment, 
it also risks eroding autonomy, adaptability and the Swiss tradition of responsible decision 
making. The challenge for Switzerland moving forward is to maintain a balance between 
structured rule compliance (rule-based safety) and the pragmatic, solution-oriented mindset 
(managed safety) that has long been a strength of its workforce. 
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Table 4 summarises the link between key Swiss cultural traits, the safety culture 
dimension of rule-based safety and managed safety, and their impact on individual and 
organisational behaviours. 

Table 4: Link between Swiss national cultural characteristics, rules-based 
and managed safety as a safety culture dimension,  

and individual and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
characteristics 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Individual and organisational  
behaviours 

Consensus building 

Pragmatism 

Solution-oriented mindset 

Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 

Commitment to accuracy 

Ruled-based and  
managed safety 

Efficient and informal problem 
solving among experts 

Adhering to rules while allowing 
for context-based interpretation 

Enhanced tendency to increase 
the amount of formal rules 

Continuous learning and safety improvement 

The safety culture dimension “Continuous learning and safety improvement” is shaped by 
key national cultural traits, including pragmatism, a solution-oriented mindset, a strong 
sense of personal responsibility, modesty combined with polite restraint, a tendency to 
avoid conflict, and pride with less self-criticism. 

In the following analysis, a healthy safety culture is characterised by employees taking 
a proactive approach, by identifying hazards and proposing technical or organisational 
improvements to management. Lessons learnt, both internal and external, from successes 
and challenges, serve as a foundation for continuous improvement. Robust processes are 
in place to identify and address issues promptly, ensuring that corrective and preventive 
actions are effectively implemented and assessed. Employees are encouraged and 
recognised for reporting concerns and suspicions, free from fear of reprisal and confident 
that their voice is heard. When individuals are held responsible, especially after admitting 
to an honest mistake, it should be done fairly, with transparent and just processes. 
A healthy safety culture eliminates the fear of blame by clearly defining the boundary 
between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour (Dekker, 2012). Finally, the nuclear 
community fosters a positive attitude towards innovation, values diverse perspectives and 
actively promotes open dialogue, ensuring continuous learning and adaptation. 

All interviews, from workers to managers, stated that their workplace does not foster 
a culture of blame. This reflects a healthy safety culture, where employees are encouraged 
and recognised for reporting concerns without fear of reprisal. Most managers emphasised 
their commitment to a no-blame policy, ensuring that mistakes or issues raised by 
employees are handled constructively. The Swiss cultural traits of modesty combined with 
polite restraint and maintaining harmony further support this tendency. Directly blaming 
colleagues is uncommon, as preserving group cohesion is valued. This aligns with nuclear 
operators’ safety culture policies, which are reinforced by ENSI (ENSI, 2016). However, this 
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approach exists in tension with the Swiss nuclear law. Article 88 of the Nuclear Energy Act 
published in 2003 stipulates that individuals who negligently or wilfully fail to comply with 
safety measures can be personally prosecuted, with penalties varying based on intent and 
consequences. Article 100 stipulates, among others, that the prosecution and adjudication 
of felonies and misdemeanours in accordance with Articles 88 to 92 of the Nuclear Energy 
Act are subject to the jurisdiction of the Federal Criminal Court. This legal framework, 
requiring licensing and supervisory authorities to report both wilful and negligent non-
compliance, may create hesitation in self-disclosing mistakes, as several interviewees from 
licensees and ENSI pointed out. Concerns over judicial discretion in defining negligence 
could further impact safety culture by discouraging transparency. This issue was 
highlighted during the IAEA Integrated Regulatory Review Service (IRRS) mission in 2021. 
One of the key suggestions was for the Federal Government to establish a legal framework 
that allows the prosecution of a license holder rather than an individual.  

Although the Swiss nuclear sector is generally tolerant of errors, the demand for high 
reliability and individual responsibility means that mistakes are still undesirable. The Swiss 
are known for their perfectionism and take rules very seriously. They may experience 
discomfort or even anxiety when errors occur, whether those errors are their own or those 
of a colleague. While mistakes are handled in a way that allows individuals to save face, 
they are not ignored. Managers typically address them in subtle, positive language, though 
in reality everyone is aware of the issue. If an error gains public attention, for example in 
newspapers like Blick in Switzerland or Bild in Germany, reactions within the organisation 
may shift, with a greater tendency to assign blame. Public scrutiny plays a role, since 
100 000 valid signatures allow for a national initiative for a partial constitutional revision, 
providing a formal mechanism through which nuclear power policy may be reconsidered. 

Some interviewees noted that problems are not always openly discussed, as the Swiss 
can tend not to accept criticism. Swiss professionals hold themselves to high standards and 
mistakes may evoke feelings of shame or defensiveness. This is why criticism is often 
softened to the point of appearing neutral. However, Swiss professionals are more likely to 
discuss issues within small expert groups rather than address them more broadly. 
Additionally, the Swiss tend to be reserved, often expressing their thoughts and opinions 
with restraint. Rather than openly voicing concerns or emotions, they rely on subtle cues – 
small gestures, tone shifts or unspoken signals – to convey their stance. This ability to read 
between the lines is essential in understanding how employees truly feel, as direct 
expressions may be rare. 

Continuous learning and improvement involve not just learning from mistakes but also 
proactively optimising the socio-technical system. Interviewees frequently mentioned Swiss 
innovation and a drive for improvement. However, addressing negative aspects within an 
organisation can be challenging due to a cultural preference for harmony and avoiding 
offence. Open conflict is rare in Swiss workplaces; some interviewees even suggested that 
conflict exists only in indirect forms. Experts in particular were sometimes perceived as 
“resistant” to criticism. In addition, the Swiss tendency towards independence and 
autonomy means they are not always receptive to external input, especially when it involves 
sudden changes. This can lead to a mindset of “Why change if we’re already doing things 
well?” which may also limit openness to necessary improvements. 
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Table 5 summarises the link between key Swiss cultural traits, the safety culture 
dimension of continuous learning and improvement, and their impact on organisational 
behaviours.  

Table 5: Link between Swiss national cultural traits, continuous learning and 
improvement as a safety culture dimension, and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
characteristics 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Organisational  
behaviours 

Pragmatism 

Solution-oriented mindset 

Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 

Modesty and polite restraint 

Tendency to avoid conflict 

Pride and less self-criticism 

Continuous learning  
and improvement 

Hesitance to implement changes 
based on learning experiences 

Hesitance to accept need for 
improvement  

Straining for excellence 

Prioritising safety in decision making 

The safety culture dimension “prioritising safety in decision making” is shaped by key 
national cultural traits, including consensus-building; pragmatism; a solution-oriented 
mindset; a strong sense of personal responsibility, modesty and polite restraint; a 
commitment to accuracy; and a tendency to avoid conflict. 

In the following analysis, a healthy safety culture is characterised by giving clear and 
visible priority to safety in both strategic and operational decisions, carrying significant 
weight in the decision-making process. Leaders support conservative decision making and 
foster resilience by ensuring the organisation can quickly recover from unforeseen 
circumstances. Additionally, decision-making responsibilities are clearly defined, and all 
workers, including frontline employees, actively participate in risk assessment and safety-
related decisions.  

All interviewees, whether from the operators or the ENSI, agreed that safety is granted 
significant weight in decision making. As with all other issues, decisions related to safety 
are taken by consensus, except in abnormal or emergency situations, when management 
adopts a more directive approach. In Switzerland, unilateral decision making does not 
exist. Instead, decision making follows a collective, consensus-driven process that reflects 
the country’s mix of pyramidal and horizontal organisational structure. Decisions are not 
solely made at the highest levels of the hierarchy; rather, input is sought from multiple 
levels, reinforcing a healthy safety culture. Even when roles and responsibilities are clearly 
defined, those responsible for a particular issue typically seek informal advice from a wide 
range of colleagues before making a decision. This means decisions are rarely made by an 
individual alone but rather by a collective. In some cases, individuals may even consult 
their superiors beforehand to ensure the decision has tacit approval from higher levels of 
management, further reinforcing the collective nature of decision making. If there is no 
consensus, the decision may be postponed. 



SAFETY CULTURE IN THE SWISS CONTEXT: OBSERVATIONS FROM CSSCF SWIZERLAND 

THE COUNTRY-SPECIFIC SAFETY CULTURE FORUM: SWITZERLAND, NEA No. 7748, © OECD 2026 53 

Consensus-based decision making in Switzerland operates under the principle that a 
decision must be acceptable to all stakeholders. While unanimity is the goal, in committee 
work majority voting is used as a last resort when full agreement cannot be reached. 
Regardless of hierarchy, everyone is expected, and even required, to voice their opinions. 
This approach is deeply rooted in Switzerland’s long tradition of participatory democracy, 
where citizens are accustomed to expressing their views, notably through referendums. 
The Swiss also tend to be extremely well-trained and competent, and their expertise is 
recognised, so they appreciate understanding the reasons behind every decision. Given 
their high level of education and expertise, Swiss professionals expect to understand the 
reasoning behind decisions. As a result, they are comfortable questioning the decisions of 
superiors and colleagues and frequently challenge past decisions rather than accepting 
them at face value. In other words, nothing is considered set in stone. These political and 
cultural habits are mirrored in the corporate world, including the nuclear sector. However, 
some organisations that participated in the study indicated a growing desire to move away 
from always striving for unanimity. 

According to several interviewees, the consensus-driven decision-making process often 
results in lengthy discussions, requiring extensive input from multiple layers of the 
organisation. While this process ensures that all perspectives are considered, it can be time 
consuming. However, once a consensus is reached, the decision is final: there is no 
prolonged debate or reconsideration, and implementation proceeds smoothly. While this 
approach has benefits, it can also present challenges, as reversing a decision later can be 
difficult. Additionally, the reluctance to reopen discussions may be linked to the Swiss 
tendency to avoid conflict. One reason cited for this aversion to conflict is the country’s 
small size. Given the close-knit nature of Swiss society, particularly within the nuclear 
sector, which consists of a limited number of experts and professionals, people frequently 
cross paths in both professional and personal contexts. This familiarity discourages open 
confrontations. Another challenge raised in interviews is the notion that “democracy is 
always right.” Once a majority consensus is reached, there is a tendency to assume the 
decision is inherently the best one. At that point, dissenting voices often fall silent, as 
individuals may prefer to avoid conflict or causing others to lose face. Some interviewees 
described this phenomenon using the phrase “die Faust im Sack” (clenching your fist in 
your pocket), illustrating how people may suppress disagreement rather than openly 
challenge the majority. This avoidance of overt disagreement may be viewed by some as a 
reflection of Switzerland’s strong emphasis on social harmony and consideration for others. 
It contrasts with cultures where polarised debates are seen as a natural and constructive 
part of decision making rather than a source of tension. In Switzerland, where personal 
and professional networks are closely intertwined, burning bridges is not an option. This 
contributes to a general reluctance to engage in confrontational discussions, both in 
decision making and in broader workplace dynamics. In Swiss organisations, there is 
generally the possibility to question and revise decisions, which serves the improvement 
process. According to the FORDEC method the structured decision-making process enables 
members to take back an incorrectly made decision without losing face. 

However, there is a risk of a “pseudo-consensus”. Taking into account the tendency to 
be cautious and to not express criticism clearly, a more authoritarian participant could 
possibly cause friction within the group. There seem to be a discomfort about deciding 
something yourself without anchoring it with others – one tends to increase the level of 
comfort by first reaching a consensus. 
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In this context, in the Swiss culture, if someone agrees, they say so quickly and, if they 
do not, they remain quiet. As silence can mean that the interlocutor does not agree, it is 
highly important to have preliminary discussions in order to have further clarity of opinions. 

This entails numerous pre-meetings which serve the purpose of deciding everything in 
advance. The following official meetings then have a more performative nature. In the case 
of a more dominant person being present, others do not tend to speak up or disagree. 
Leaders should be expected to ask everybody for their opinions. The Swiss tend to be 
hesitant to expose themselves. Speaking up requires courage and an organisation would 
need to apply measures to enable people to speak up. Once one person starts to speak up 
critically, or issues have begun to pile up, others will speak up. Perhaps this might entail 
the need to have a moderator, whose role is to manage meetings and ensure everyone has 
the opportunity and is directly invited to share their opinion.  

On a different note, the Swiss tend to be unbureaucratic, with their organisations 
exhibiting flat hierarchies. Flat hierarchies are seen as promoting a good safety culture, 
reporting, seeking dialogue and learning from others’ opinions. However, eloquence is 
frequently viewed as a decision-making criterion in Switzerland. This can introduce 
hierarchies in discussions where more eloquent speakers can tend to be listened to more, 
even though they might not necessarily be right. This is also highly relevant in the context 
of cultural contact between Swiss and German employees within the organisations. This is 
because Germans are often perceived to be more eloquent and, hence, more linguistically 
confident, by their Swiss colleagues.  

Another highlighted characteristic of the Swiss decision-making process is that of the 
“Swiss finish”. This characteristic ensures high-quality products and services, although it 
may lead to longer production times and a slight resistance to change. In the decision-
making process, this can lead to lengthy discussions on improving minor details, which can 
entail losing sight of the most important topics. 

As mentioned before, a central characteristic of the Swiss culture is pragmatism. This 
characteristic has clear impacts on the decision-making processes. While it can facilitate 
faster actions, individuals can also hide behind pragmatism when they do not dare to make 
clear statements or give clear orders. Pragmatism is seen to have been increasingly lost in 
Switzerland in recent years. In order to enable pragmatism, the organisational culture 
needs to ensure the necessary degree of freedom for employees to be pragmatic. Here, it is 
important that people still have a certain amount of room for independence in actions when 
they are taking decisions. 

Another characteristic that can have positive and negative impacts on the decision-
making process is that of the Swiss “we are one family” attitude. The Swiss nuclear sector 
is small, and people tend to cross paths multiple times and get to know each other well. 
However, in this organisational attitude, it can be difficult to clearly establish who must bear 
responsibilities. While close relationships can facilitate a warm organisational culture, 
criticising a “family member” can be difficult. While a controversial discussion needs to be 
factual and appreciative, it should not spark conflict avoidance. This separation of personal 
and professional response to criticism does not tend to be easy in the Swiss culture. 

On a different note, in the past expressing a gut feeling was generally not taken 
seriously. To enable people to speak up about their instinctive perception, psychological 
safety is required. 
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Table 6 summarises the link between some of the Swiss cultural traits, the safety 
culture dimension of decision making, and some organisational behaviours. 

Table 6: Link between Swiss national cultural traits, decision making as a 
safety culture dimension, and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
traits 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Organisational  
behaviours 

Consensus 

Pragmatism 

Solution-oriented 

Personal responsibility 

Politeness 

Penchant for accuracy 

Decision making 
Lengthy decision-making processes 

Risk of false consensus 

Human resource allocation, competency development, and training for 
safety 

The safety culture dimension of “Resources allocation, effective competencies and training 
management” is shaped by key national cultural traits, including a strong sense of personal 
responsibility and a commitment to accuracy.  

In the following analysis, a healthy safety culture is characterised by the strategic 
allocation of human resources to uphold safety, the systematic development of individual 
competencies, and the use of diverse training methods to continuously enhance the 
professional and technical expertise of those responsible for safety.  

Switzerland’s strong financial position is widely recognised, and the nuclear sector is 
no exception. While financial scrutiny has increased in recent years, interviews confirmed 
that investment in human resources has remained unaffected. Swiss nuclear operators 
have consistently anticipated staff departures and proactively recruited new personnel to 
ensure a seamless transition between outgoing and incoming employees. Regarding 
staffing levels for safety-related activities, interviewees reported that the balance between 
workload and human resources is optimal. 

Despite financial resources not being mentioned as a constraint, recruiting skilled 
nuclear personnel in Switzerland remains a challenge. The country struggles to find 
qualified professionals domestically and often looks abroad for talent. As a result, the Swiss 
nuclear sector has a high proportion of foreign workers, predominantly from Germany. 
Since Germany phased out its nuclear energy programme, many German professionals 
have migrated to Switzerland to fill positions in both operational and regulatory roles. Given 
that most nuclear facilities are located in the German-speaking region of Switzerland, the 
primary working language is Swiss German. However, with German nationals comprising 
up to 40% of the workforce in some organisations, high German has become the dominant 
language in these workplaces. Interviews revealed that the high proportion of Germans in 
organisations can sometimes create frictions, as cultural differences influence 
communication styles and attitudes towards rules. 
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The study’s findings indicate that Swiss culture significantly influences how 
competence is acquired, developed and managed within organisations. The national traits 
of a strong sense of personal responsibility and clearly defined roles extend to professional 
expertise, with individual competencies being well-structured and highly valued. The Swiss 
take great pride in their professional skills, a sentiment rooted in the excellence of their 
dual Vocational Education and Training (VET) system, which they regard as among the 
best in the world. The VET plays a crucial role in shaping Switzerland’s skilled workforce. 
This system integrates academic education with hands-on apprenticeships, providing 
diverse training opportunities across various sectors, from technical trades to white-collar 
professions. Approximately 70% of Swiss students pursue this pathway after high school, 
which is widely credited for the country’s economic success. Many employees begin as 
apprentices and later progress into higher education or leadership positions. 

Additionally, Swiss training programmes emphasise safety from an early stage, 
ensuring that rigorous safety standards are deeply ingrained in professional development. 
The cultural emphasis on commitment to accuracy further influences training, as Swiss 
professionals are expected to strive for excellence and precision in their fields. The high 
level of professionalisation makes it all the more important to strike the right balance 
between following the rules and making the most of people’s abilities. 

Table 7 summarises the link between key Swiss cultural traits, the safety culture 
dimension of resource allocation, competencies and training management, and their 
impact on organisational behaviours. 

Table 7: Link between Swiss national cultural traits, human resource 
allocation and competency development, and training for  
safety culture dimension, and organisational behaviours 

National  
cultural traits 

Safety  
culture trait 

Organisational  
behaviours 

Personal responsibility 
Commitment to accuracy 

Human resource, 
competency 
development and 
training 

Valuing and recognising  
specialised skills 
Establishing clear and well-defined 
individual competencies 
Investing in structured and effective 
training management 

Open and transparent safety communication 

The safety culture dimension of “open and transparent communication on safety” is shaped 
by key national cultural traits, including a strong sense of personal responsibility, modesty 
and polite restraint, and tendency to avoid conflict. 

In the following analysis, a healthy safety culture is characterised by an open and 
transparent safety communication, flowing through both official channels and respectful, 
candid dialogue among individuals. Various mechanisms are used to consistently reinforce 
the importance of safety within the organisation. Clear expectations and policies supporting 
open communication are conveyed to all workers, and managers actively communicate 
performance expectations in all areas that impact safety.  
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Interviewees described the Swiss as reserved and indirect in communication – an 
attitude influenced by their mountain heritage according to some interviewees. While they 
are open to discussing any topic, they tend to “wrap things up” rather than express their 
thoughts in a direct and straightforward manner, especially when delivering criticism. 
German interviewees noted that the Swiss often communicate in a roundabout way, often 
requiring others to read between the lines. This difference in communication style can 
sometimes lead to misunderstandings with German colleagues. 

As previously mentioned, individual responsibility is deeply ingrained in Swiss culture 
and following both formal and unwritten social rules comes naturally. However, when 
someone fails to follow these rules, interviews suggest that disapproval is often conveyed 
non-verbally rather than through direct verbal correction. For a typical Swiss, something 
being “not quite perfect” is already a strong critique. This aligns with the Swiss expression 
“die Faust im Sack” (clenching one’s fist in one’s pocket), meaning that dissatisfaction is 
often kept silent rather than openly expressed. When it comes to communicating safety 
culture within organisations, several interviewees pointed out that the Swiss are highly 
sensitive to the tone of messages conveyed by management. Intonation plays a crucial role 
in Swiss communication, as it helps gauge the speaker’s emotions. The phrase “Der Ton 
macht die Musik” (“The tone makes the music”) reflects this cultural nuance: if the tone is 
off, the message will not be well received. Politeness is paramount; even directives are often 
phrased as polite requests: “Would you please…?” A positive and courteous tone enhances 
the impact of safety messages. The Swiss strive to create an atmosphere where everyone 
can express their opinions, but they also carefully separate emotions from discussions, 
particularly in the workplace. Open displays of strong emotions, especially negative ones, 
are generally discouraged in Swiss culture. Instead, the Swiss people emphasise self-control, 
leading some interviewees to suggest that silence often signals dissatisfaction (cf. “die Faust 
im Sack”). 

Language plays a key role in workplace dynamics. Differences between Swiss and 
German communication styles were mentioned in almost every interview, by both Swiss 
and German participants. Germans were perceived as more precise, eloquent, and direct 
(sometimes to the point of bluntness) while Swiss communication was said to be more 
nuanced. This contrast can influence discussions, which may give Germans more influence 
in conversations and could leave Swiss participants feeling overshadowed. One interviewee 
even remarked that Swiss employees are sometimes “overrun” by Germans in discussions. 
However, Swiss German fosters social cohesion and group belonging, aiding integration 
into the team. Small cultural differences, such as different hallway greeting habits, can also 
lead to friction, making the Swiss feel underappreciated. Some organisations have 
implemented coaching programmes to help bridge these communication gaps. 

The Swiss preference for rational, task-focused communication over emotional 
expression is another notable trait. Workplace interactions tend to prioritise work itself 
rather than interpersonal relationships. For instance, a simple “How are you?” might not 
carry the same emotional weight as in other cultures. According to some interviewees, this 
reluctance to openly discuss emotions can create tension, particularly regarding frustrations 
at work – such as those linked to the nuclear phase-out – yet these feelings are not always 
fully acknowledged.  
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Finally, the cultural tendency to avoid conflict, combined with the strong sense of 
camaraderie and a “family feeling” within teams in the nuclear sector, could sometimes 
hinder open and constructive criticism. Close relationships may lead to challenges to openly 
challenge colleagues. This could potentially limit the thorough examination of important 
topics. 

Table 8 summarises the link between some of the Swiss cultural traits, the safety 
culture dimension of open and transparent communication, and some individual and 
organisational behaviours. 

Table 8: Link between Swiss national cultural traits, open  
and transparent communication as a safety culture dimension,  

and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
traits 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Organisational  
behaviours 

Modesty and polite  
restraint 

Strong sense  
of personal responsibility 

Tendency to avoid conflict 

Communication 

Indirect and politeness-oriented communication 

Non-verbal disapproval and emotional restraint 

Tendency to soften critical messages rather than 
express them directly 

“The tone makes the music” – the way 
something is said matters as much as what is said 

Conflict avoidance and its impact on critical 
discussions 

Clear leadership for safety 

The safety culture dimension of “clear leadership for safety” is shaped by key national 
cultural traits, including consensus-building, pragmatism, a solution-oriented mindset, and 
modesty combined with polite restraint. 

In the following analysis, a healthy safety culture is characterised by senior leaders 
consistently communicating the importance of safety with clarity, frequency and alignment 
across all levels of the organisation. Their actions visibly reflect their commitment to safety, 
reinforcing the message through their behaviour. They actively encourage and remain open 
to employee feedback and ideas, fostering a culture of trust and continuous improvement 
in safety.  

The Swiss people highly value freedom and autonomy, resisting authority or excessive 
power. They take pride in self-sufficiency and do not appreciate being micromanaged. 
Centralised power is viewed with suspicion, reflecting the Swiss political system, where 
leadership is shared among seven Federal Council members with equal authority and a 
rotating presidency. Similarly, they are wary of individuals who seek to stand out as 
“heroes” or claim superiority. The Swiss people usually prefer to work discreetly, avoiding 
the spotlight, and expect the same humility from their leaders. 
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According to interviewees, an effective Swiss leader should be a good listener, foster 
autonomy, welcome input from employees, demonstrate trust while setting clear boundaries, 
show appreciation, and provide support. Leadership should create favourable working 
conditions and base decisions on technical expertise. A good leader must clearly explain their 
decisions, as failing to do so may impact how they are perceived. While Swiss leaders 
prioritise inclusivity by ensuring all opinions are heard and considered, they ultimately make 
the final decision to maintain progress. However, interviewees acknowledged that the 
collegial nature of Swiss organisations presents challenges for leadership. Depending on the 
subject and time constraints, considering the input of a large number of people may not 
always be practical or desirable. Additionally, in Switzerland’s close-knit work environment, 
managers are expected to persuade and guide rather than issue direct orders. While this 
approach requires strong leadership skills, it can also be time-consuming. 

Table 9 summarises the link between key Swiss cultural traits, the safety culture 
dimension of clear leadership for safety, and their impact on individual and organisational 
behaviours. 

Table 9: Link between Swiss national cultural traits,  
clear leadership for safety as a safety culture dimension,  

and individual and organisational behaviours 

National cultural  
traits 

Safety culture  
dimension 

Individual and organisational 
behaviours 

Consensus building 

Pragmatism 

Solution-oriented mindset 

Modesty and polite restraint 

Leadership 

Collaborative and trust-based 
leadership 

Difficulty to establish fast and 
clear leadership when needed 

National culture as an influence on the relationship between the 
ENSI and the licensees 

The relationship between licensees and ENSI is influenced by various factors, with national 
culture being one of them, though likely not the most significant. The following analysis 
examines the relationship between license holders and the regulator through the lens of 
national culture, drawing on insights from interviews and discussions held during the 
forum. 

Overall, the relationship between ENSI and nuclear operators is generally positive, 
though some exceptions exist, with tensions becoming more pronounced at higher levels of 
the hierarchy. Mutual respect and a calm, consensus-driven communication style are 
widely recognised, as all parties strive to understand each other’s perspectives and work 
towards solutions. However, this approach does not eliminate differences in position 
between operators and ENSI, which remain clearly acknowledged and upheld. 
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Reflections on safety culture  
in the Swiss context and paths forward 

Summary of Swiss national attributes and their potential influence 
on safety culture 

As outlined in the previous section, the national context shapes key principles that are 
fundamental to safety culture in various ways. Table 11 summarises how national cultural 
characteristics influence individual and organisational behaviour related to safety culture. 

Table 11: List of the eight Swiss national cultural characteristics  
according to their positive or negative influence illustrated through 

individual and organisation behaviours related to safety culture 

Swiss national cultural 
characteristics Positive influence Challenge requiring attention 

Consensus-building Once consensus is reached, a 
decision is final without 
prolonged debate or 
reconsideration, favouring 
smooth implementation. 

Inputs are sought and valued 
from multiple levels, reinforcing 
inclusivity during discussions and 
contributing to a healthy safety 
culture. 

 

 

The decision-making process requires extensive 
input from multiple layers of the organisation 
and often results in lengthy and time-
consuming discussions. 

Majority consensus is often assumed to 
represent the best decision, although it is not 
necessarily the optimum one. In addition, 
avoiding conflict discourages revisiting or 
reversing previous decisions. 

The tendency to be cautious and not to express 
criticism clearly enough, or the presence of 
dominant participants in discussions, may 
generate a pseudo-consensus and bring friction 
or discomfort. 

A culture of consensus may challenge clear 
leadership for safety during some time-
constrained situations in which a large number 
of people may not always be practical or 
desirable. 
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Table 11: List of the eight Swiss national cultural characteristics  
according to their positive or negative influence illustrated through 

individual and organisation behaviours (cont’d) 

Swiss national cultural 
characteristics Positive influence Challenge requiring attention 

Pragmatism Workers expect to understand 
the reasoning and rationale 
behind decisions, which 
contributes to positively 
challenge then adhere to 
decisions. 

A balanced approach is favoured, 
rather than targeting unrealistic 
objectives, which allows cost-
benefit optimisation of solutions. 

 

 

Workers tend to be less formal about following 
a few rules which are perceived as nonsensical; 
they also interpret them flexibly, which may 
challenge adherence.  

Increasing formalism may overshadow 
pragmatism, which could pose risks to safety 
culture by eroding autonomy, adaptability and 
responsible decision making. 

Implementing improvements towards 
excellence may find resistance when existing 
practices provide sufficient results. “Why 
change if we’re already doing things well?”. This 
may also limit openness to necessary 
improvements. 

Solution-oriented 
mindset 

Objectives and solutions are 
shared and kept in mind, 
favouring alignment and 
effectiveness. 

Long-term vision is a guiding 
principle for working methods 
and decision making. 

Workers tend to be less formal about following 
a few rules which are perceived as nonsensical 
or as too restrictive, which may challenge 
adherence.  

The need for more formalism and traceability 
may reduce autonomy and the current 
application of “managed safety”. 

Strong sense of 
personal 
responsibility 

Workers are given autonomy to 
plan, execute and manage tasks 
within their expertise, fostering 
both engagement and 
accountability. 

 

External criticism is not always well received by 
workers, which may impede both individual 
and organisational change. 

In a context of skills scarcity, the quality of 
acculturation and training programmes is 
crucial to sustaining work with limited oversight 
based on trust and personal responsibility. 

Commitment to 
accuracy 

The problem-solving 
mindset, combined with a 
drive for perfection, fosters a 
culture of quality and 
reliability. 

A strong sense of personal 
responsibility and 
commitment to accuracy 
shapes the Swiss approach 
to rules, fostering high 
adherence.  

An unclear framework may hinder workers’ 
ability to address challenges autonomously, 
even when drawing on their skills and expertise. 

Commitment to accuracy may result in longer 
production times and a certain resistance to 
change. In decision making, it can also lead to 
protracted discussions over minor details, at the 
risk of overlooking the most critical issues. 
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Table 11: List of the eight Swiss national cultural characteristics  
according to their positive or negative influence illustrated through 

individual and organisation behaviours (cont’d) 

Swiss national cultural 
characteristics Positive influence Challenge requiring attention 

Modesty and polite 
restraint 

Commitment to a no-blame 
policy ensures that mistakes or 
issues raised by employees are 
handled constructively. 

 

 

Employees often express themselves with 
restraint, relying on subtle cues rather than 
direct statements. This makes attentive 
interpretation essential or concerns may go 
unnoticed. 

A tendency among employees to be cautious 
and express criticism indirectly can generate 
tension, especially when interacting with 
cultures that favour more direct 
communication styles, limiting teamwork. 

Tendency to avoid 
conflict 

Directly blaming colleagues is 
uncommon, as preserving group 
cohesion is valued, favouring 
teamwork. 

Politeness is paramount, with 
even directives often framed as 
courteous requests, which 
strengthens the effectiveness of 
safety messages. 

 

A general reluctance to engage in 
confrontational discussions – whether in 
decision making or broader workplace 
interactions – can result in a “pseudo-
consensus,” undermining engagement and 
accountability. 

When combined with a strong sense of 
camaraderie and a “family feeling” within 
nuclear sector teams, this can impede open and 
constructive criticism, potentially limiting 
continuous learning, feedback and 
organisational improvement. 

Pride and less  
self-criticism 

Employees are confident in their 
strengths and in their ability to 
plan, execute and manage their 
work with minimal supervision, 
favouring initiative and 
accountability. 

Excessive self-confidence could dampen the 
questioning attitude necessary for safety 
culture improvement and to foster a sense of 
complacency. 

 

 

Positive influence of Swiss national attributes on nuclear safety 

National attributes are neither good nor bad but could have positive or less positive 
implications depending on the context. An attribute has the potential to manifest itself in 
an organisational behaviour in a way that in itself leads to a stronger safety culture but that 
can also work in a different direction. The results of the study and the forum show that all 
national attributes generate organisational behaviours that can be positive or less positive 
if there is not sufficient awareness of their potential impacts when put into the context of 
safety culture. 
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The attributes of consensus building, strong sense of personal responsibility and 
modesty and polite restraint are signs of a culture where decisions are supported by a 
majority of the persons involved. This is an excellent example of an inclusive decision-
making process, which is an efficient way of taking decisions that are easily implementable 
and well understood once the decision is made. The politeness in interactions in the 
everyday work life strongly contributes to a mutual feeling of respect and motivation to 
contribute to the overall objectives of the organisation.  

Furthermore, the attributes of pragmatism, a solutions-oriented mindset and a 
commitment to accuracy enable strong long-term thinking and allow for a constructive 
balance between the three factors: costs, attaining objectives and efficiency in producing 
the high-quality products and services that the Swiss are so famous for.  

Potential challenges to enhancing safety culture 

The challenge of examining characteristics in a specific cultural context is to be aware of 
and highlight those that might challenge a healthy safety culture, while at the same time 
preserving and encouraging those that benefit safety. 

In the Swiss context, the same cultural attributes that would be beneficial may also lead 
to a lengthier decision-making process and longer production times before a consensus is 
reached on the way forward. The pragmatism and solutions orientation could also lead to 
a willingness to pay less attention to rules that are not perceived as equally important as 
the objective to be attained. A different perspective of risks could thereby be missed.  

The tendency to avoid conflict in combination with pride in the acquired competence 
could also have an impact on the willingness to raise safety concerns that have not already 
been voiced. In the long run this may also manifest itself as complacency if leaders don’t 
actively encourage staff to voice their opinions or concerns. 

Further considerations 

Relationship between licensees and the regulator 

The relationship between the operators and regulator was discussed during the study and 
the forum by design via the questionnaire and the scenario.  

This relationship is shaped by cultural factors that influence communication, trust and 
expectations. Historically characterised by dialogue and compromise, interactions have 
become more formalised and cautious, driven partly by increasing public scrutiny, political 
expectations and the legal obligation to justify decisions in more detail.  

Operators often perceive the regulator’s communication style as overly meticulous, 
with a stronger emphasis on procedures and documentation than on broader objectives. 
While this approach is driven by legal requirements, it can create frustration when 
requirements appear inapplicable or excessively detailed. The increasing proportion of 
German workers within regulatory bodies was mentioned during interviews as influencing 
this formalism.  
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Gender balance 

The question of gender balance, and its potential impact on organisational culture, was 
raised both during the study and in the forum. Discussions revealed a variety of 
perspectives on the current situation, confirming the importance of continued dialogue on 
this subject. 

Some differences in views between male and female participants were noted. These 
differences were also reflected, to some extent, in the role-play exercise, where 
representation was not entirely balanced. In this context, female participants were 
sometimes less visible, while male participants tended to be more vocal. 

At one point, contrasting opinions were expressed regarding the gender balance in the 
organisations. While one vocal (male) perspective denied that there were any gender 
imbalances, others (particularly women) pointedly disagreed and stressed that it remains 
a matter deserving attention. This exchange underscored that the topic evokes strong views 
and should be addressed with care and respect. 

It is important to note that these dynamics differed from those observed in similar 
CSSCF exercises conducted in other countries, where gender balance has often been 
discussed in a more open and inclusive manner. This suggests that local organisational and 
cultural contexts play a significant role in shaping how the issue is approached. 

Overall, the forum demonstrated that gender balance remains a sensitive but important 
theme. Creating space for constructive dialogue will be essential to ensure that the topic is 
addressed in a way that supports inclusiveness and strengthens organisational culture. 

Suggestions for paths forward 

There is an opportunity for all the stakeholders to reflect further around the findings from 
the CSSCF Switzerland in their own organisations and at various levels. An enhanced 
informal and open dialogue would also be advantageous between the regulator and the 
operators in order to facilitate a deeper understanding of the different roles and 
perspectives and thus further manage the mutual expectations. A dialogue could also be 
held within organisations on the topic of balance in the workforce and possible further 
measures that could be taken to create a more inclusive work environment. 

A set of exploratory questions is proposed in Table 12 to inspire the Swiss nuclear 
community to further reflect, discuss and employ engagement activities. These could be 
evaluated during field visits, group discussions, peer reviews, etc., and serve as a basis for 
further alignment between teams and organisations. 
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Table 12: Exploratory questions 

Accountability and responsibility for safety 

Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 
Solution-oriented mindset 
Commitment to accuracy 
Pride and less self-criticism 

Are staff encouraged to proactively propose improvements even when current results 
appear satisfactory? How does it translate into actions and ultimately improvements?  

How are signs of overconfidence identified that may compromise safety vigilance? Are 
there “blind spots” leading to events or near-misses? 

Do employees take personal ownership for reporting safety issues, even if they 
themselves made the mistake? How is it valued (e.g. positive reinforcement)? 

How do events or near-miss analyses identify, investigate and address human-related 
causes and other individual aspects? 

How do leaders ensure that workers remain critical enough and remain within the area 
of “healthy unease”? How is this measured? 

Balancing rule-based and managed safety 

Consensus building 
Pragmatism 
Solution-oriented mindset 
Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 
Commitment to accuracy 

How effective are channels to challenge or propose revisions to procedures that may 
hinder effective work? How often does a challenge takes place? How are frontline 
workers involved? 

When rules are perceived as restrictive, how is compliance ensured while capturing 
improvement suggestions? 

How is it ensured that “managed safety” is upheld when employees adapt procedures? 
How are external stakeholders (e.g. supply chain) included? 

Is flexibility applied consistently across teams, or does interpretation vary widely? How 
is alignment ensured? 

How do leaders prevent formalism from discouraging initiative and responsible 
decision making? How do they set expectations related to the boundaries between 
rule-based and managed safety? 

Continuous learning and safety improvement 

Pragmatism 
Solution-oriented mindset 
Strong sense of personal 
responsibility 
Modesty and polite 
restraint 
Tendency to avoid conflict 
Pride and less self-criticism 

Are mechanisms in place to revisit or reverse decisions when new safety concerns 
emerge? Are there effectiveness measures following the implementation of actions?   

What incentives exist for continuous improvement beyond simply “meeting 
requirements”? What is the management challenge to “green indicators” and setting 
higher requirements? 

How effective are the mechanisms for seeking external evaluation (benchmark, peer 
review…)? How does it translate into improvement actions?  

How are leaders modelling a mindset of “solve the issue within the rules” rather than 
“solve the issue despite the rules”?  

Is feedback on rules seen as constructive input or as resistance to compliance? How do 
organisations promote a constructive approach? 
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Table 12: Exploratory questions (cont’d) 

Prioritising safety in decision-making 

Consensus 
Pragmatism 
Solution-oriented 
Personal responsibility 
Politeness 
Penchant for accuracy 

Do decision-making and performance improvement processes allow for timely resolution 
without unnecessary delays? How often are events or near misses linked with untimely 
implementation of actions? 
How are pseudo-consensual situations identified and mitigated? How is the context for a 
decision (e.g. urgency in decision making) considered? 
Are dissenting opinions actively encouraged, documented and considered in decision 
making? How are leaders ensuring extensive inputs for decision making? How is this 
evaluated? 
Do employees voice safety concerns directly, or do they rely on subtle/indirect 
communication that leaders may miss? Do cultural norms of harmony discourage 
employees from challenging decisions that compromise safety? How is this measured? 
Are staff trained or aware of potential cultural bias in discussions related to decision 
making? What is their feedback about it? What are the visible evolutions and 
improvements related to decision making?  

Human resource allocation, competency development, and training for safety 

Personal responsibility 
Commitment to 
accuracy 

Are there events or near-miss analyses identifying human resource management shortfalls 
(planning, recruitment, training, coaching…)? Are the subsequent actions fully 
implemented and effective? 
How are the acculturation and training of new staff ensured and measured (including 
potential supply chain) in the context of skills scarcity and reliance on foreign 
organisations? 

How are the cultural differences addressed in organisations (or stakeholders) with a high 
proportion of foreign workers? How is the effectiveness of such programmes ensured? 

Are leaders trained to handle cultural differences and/or to manage potential frictions?  

Open and transparent safety communication 

Modesty and polite 
restraint 
Strong sense of 
personal responsibility 
Tendency to avoid 
conflict 

How is constructive disagreement encouraged without creating interpersonal conflicts? 
Are leaders and teams seeking feedback during discussions and/or decision making? 

Are quieter voices and minority opinions actively invited and respected during 
discussions? How is respectful communication differentiated from silence that conceals 
critical input?  

Do workers under-report concerns because they don’t want to appear critical? Are there 
differences between field visit findings and reports from workers?  

How is feedback on raised safety concerns communicated back in a timely and respectful 
manner? How do leaders promote such feedback? 

Clear leadership for safety 

Consensus building 
Pragmatism 
Solution-oriented 
mindset 
Modesty and polite 
restraint 

How is it ensured that consensus is based on sound technical arguments rather than 
convenience or majority opinion? Is this considered in events or near-misses analysis? 

Do leaders provide clear direction during safety-critical situations, even when consensus 
has not been reached? Do leaders provide a rationale to their decisions? How is this 
measured? 

Do leaders and supervisors set an example by following both critical and “minor” rules 
consistently? 

Do leaders model humility by acknowledging mistakes and lessons learnt? How is this 
promoted? 

Do dominant personalities influence decisions disproportionately, and how is this 
managed? How is it evaluated? 
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Conclusion 

Hosting the two-day Country-Specific Safety Culture Forum (CSSCF) in Switzerland offered 
a valuable platform for the Swiss nuclear community to engage in open discussions about 
critical aspects of safety culture. It also provided an opportunity to reflect on how Swiss 
cultural characteristics influence the national safety culture. The forum, organised by the 
Nuclear Energy Agency (NEA) and the World Association of Nuclear Operators (WANO), 
received positive feedback from a diverse and broad spectrum of relevant stakeholders who 
actively participated in the event. 

The outcomes of CSSCF Switzerland found eight key traits to be characteristic of Swiss 
culture: consensus-building, pragmatism, a solution-oriented mindset, a strong sense of 
personal responsibility, commitment to accuracy, modesty combined with polite restraint, a 
tendency to avoid conflict and pride with less self-criticism. These national characteristics 
play out in a variety of safety culture dimensions and contribute to the climate of safety 
culture in the Swiss nuclear community. The safety culture dimensions that were particularly 
discussed during CSSCF Switzerland were: accountability and responsibility for safety, 
balancing rule-based and managed safety, continuous learning and safety improvement, 
prioritising safety in decision making, human resource allocation, competency development, 
and training for safety, open and transparent safety communication, and clear leadership 
for safety. 

The Swiss nuclear community places a strong emphasis on nuclear safety and, as such, 
already manifests many attributes conducive to a healthy safety culture. Notably, the Swiss 
nuclear community benefits from a high degree of professionalism and accuracy. Questions 
that arose during the forum concern the tendency to avoid conflict and the threats of 
complacency. Additionally, many Swiss people tend to be polite and exhibit a high level of 
personal responsibility. 

Ongoing reflection within nuclear organisations, focusing on their unique challenges 
and deeply rooted assumptions, is essential for advancing towards a robust and healthy 
safety culture. Regular group discussions and fostering direct communication between 
departments, as well as between licensees and the regulatory body, would be effective 
strategies to drive this progress. 

Enhancing safety culture within organisations is an ongoing and evolving process. 
Instead of offering a definitive portrayal of Swiss culture or its nuclear safety culture, this 
report aims to contribute to and support the continuous improvement of safety culture. 

As highlighted by the CSSCFs conducted in Sweden (2018), Finland (2019), Canada 
(2022), Japan (2023), and now Switzerland (2024), the influence of the national cultural 
context on nuclear safety culture is undeniable. In light of this, the NEA and WANO 
encourage other nations to reflect on how their unique cultural characteristics shape the 
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nuclear safety culture within their institutions and across their broader nuclear community. 
To this end, all organisations involved in nuclear activities should take tangible steps to 
raise awareness and deepen understanding of how national traits affect day-to-day 
communication and operational practices. Recognising that enhancing nuclear safety is a 
continuous journey, the authors of this report hope that the processes and tools presented 
will support ongoing self-assessment and foster institutional growth in the years to come. 

 

 

 
Left to right: Michael Knochenhauer, Director General of the Swedish Radiation Safety Authority; Ai Asanuma, 
Technical Officer at the Nuclear Regulation Authority of Japan; Marta Barrientos Montero, Senior Advisor at the 
Spanish Nuclear Safety Council (CSN); NEA Director-General William D. Magwood, IV; Walter Glöckle, Deputy Head 
of the Department Nuclear Energy Supervision and Radiation Protection at the Ministry for Environment, Climate 
and Energy, Baden-Württemberg; Thiagan Pather, Divisional Executive at the National Nuclear Regulator of South 
Africa; Marie-Aude Tavoso, Technologist III level, National Inspectorate for Nuclear Safety and Radiation Protection 
(ISIN) of Italy; and Satu Katajala, WANO Paris Centre Director 
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