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n Mark Manion, executive vice president and chief operating 
officer, encourages the approximately 1,000 NS employees 
attending the 2013 Safety and Service Expo and Awards Ceremony 
to positively influence everyone they meet.  

A year into culture change, operations leaders at Norfolk Southern are heartened by the 
progress they see across the railroad.

“People in a wide variety of areas seem to be more engaged in doing positive things 
to help make a difference,” said Mark Manion, executive vice president and chief 
operating officer, who has led the company’s efforts.

“Our SPIRIT culture seems to be evolving and moving along at a pace that is better than 
even I thought it would be. It’s taking the form of safety improvements, it’s taking the 
form of service improvements, and it’s taking the form of simply finding ways to work 
more efficiently.”

NS has adopted the use of behavioral science to improve the work environment. A focus 
is on building trust and better relationships among supervisors and crafts employees, who 
represent about 24,000 of the railroad’s approximately 30,000 employees.

A major change is the railroad’s emphasis on more 
positive reinforcement and coaching to encourage safe and 
productive work behaviors. In the past, many managers 
encouraged safety primarily by catching and disciplining 
employees who failed to follow operating rules.

EXCLUSIVELY ONLINE: Click the above button for stories and photos  
from the 2013 Safety and Service Expo and Awards Meeting. 
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The vice presidents of NS’ three operating departments said they have been 
impressed by the positive energy unleashed by the culture shift. Terry Evans,  
vice president transportation – at 12,000 employees the largest operating 
department – said it has helped NS find common ground among supervisors  
and agreement employees.

“Over the years, that has been something we’ve not done a good job of identifying,” 
Evans said. “This is allowing us to reach common ground on things like safety, 
efficiency, and eliminating waste. I am extremely excited about the opportunities 
here. When you talk about 12,000 folks working together with one goal in mind,  

the company wins, the customer wins, and I think the country wins, because 
what we do is important to our economy.”

Mike Wheeler, vice president engineering, said he has seen more 
employees getting involved to help improve the company’s performance.

“Our biggest thing with the culture improvement is just continuing to get 
more and more engagement of our employees, getting them involved in 

bringing up ideas on how we do things better,” Wheeler said. “Folks are more 
willing to talk to us, tell us what’s going on, how they think things can be done 
better, what they can do to help improve, and what we can do to help improve.”

Don Graab, vice president mechanical, said the culture effort “has been more 
impactful and further reaching than I would have anticipated. You’re seeing 
managers collaborating across departments, and I think you’re seeing signs of 
increased trust from our craft employees and an interest in projects that they would 
not have had in the past.”

Early on, Graab said he was concerned that employees would resist adding 
service as a focus for local safety committees. His worries quickly faded. “They 
welcomed the change and are now making contributions to service as well as 
safety, and that’s a wonderful good news story,” he said.

Now, mechanical is taking a more balanced approach to safety and work priorities.
“This doesn’t mean we’re emphasizing safety any less,” Graab said. “We just 

have a healthier managerial and employee environment now because we’re 
bringing some balance to it. We had become zealots for safety to the point that I 
think it sometimes deterred us from being successful in the service arena.”

Every month, the company’s Operations Division Safety and Service Committee, 
headed by Manion, visits a different work location on the system. David Julian, 
vice president safety and environmental, said the trips give him a chance to meet 
and talk with many employees about their impressions of culture change.

“This is allowing us 
to reach common 

ground on things like 
safety, efficiency, and 
eliminating waste. I am 

extremely excited about 
the opportunities here.”

— Terry Evans,  
vice president 

transportation 
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“All the evidence and feedback supports that we’re 
going down the right path,” Julian said. “People 
really like the emphasis on positive reinforcement, 
recognizing the things they’re doing well, whether it’s 
around safety or around their productivity and work. 
Our people are the ones who make this company 
work, and everybody likes to be reinforced on things 
they’re doing right.”

A pivotal year
This year could prove pivotal to the continued success 
of culture change – equipping agreement employees 
with skills to help them lead the effort in behavior-
based safety performance. 

During the first year of rollout, operations supervisors 
were trained in behavioral science techniques. Starting 
in the second quarter of 2013 and continuing throughout 
the year, training will be expanded to include the 
company’s approximately 24,000 agreement employees. 
Craft employees will receive a half day of training 
that will cover such things as how to use positive 
reinforcement to strengthen on-the-job relationships 
with co-workers. The classes will be taught by pairs 
of nonagreement and agreement employees.

“The workforce training will focus on peer-to-peer 
interaction but also will help them understand how 
their supervisors are using positive reinforcement and 
constructive coaching,” Julian said. “We’re focusing 
on peer-to-peer training because employees can and 
do have a big impact on each other.”

The training classes for agreement employees will 
help speed up the process of culture change, Evans said.

“There are things that some folks maybe don’t fully 
understand about what we’re doing,” he said. “They 
know it’s good, but trying to help them figure out 
what it’s all about is the next step for us.”

Later this year, NS plans to expand the training  
to include supervisors and employees in non-
operating positions.

“Where we ultimately want to get to is people 
reinforcing each other and people talking with each  
other in a way that helps everyone get better,” 
Manion said.

The primary challenge for NS going forward is to 
sustain the positive changes occurring and to continue 
advancing employee engagement, said Judy Agnew, 
senior vice president of safety solutions for Aubrey 
Daniels International, NS’ consultant on behavior-
based safety.

“We have been very impressed with how quickly 
the culture has begun to change, how quickly people 
have begun to use the principles of behavior-based 
safety,” Agnew said. “It’s remarkable, really. The next 
level is to get people reinforced by doing the right things 
because they see the impact of what they’re doing.” 

 

Platform for SPIRIT values
The changes are a platform to bring the company’s 
SPIRIT values to life, Manion said, so that safety, 
performance, integrity, respect, innovation, and 
teamwork aren’t just buzzwords. NS introduced the 
SPIRIT values in 2007.

“We’ve waved them in front of people like a flag,” 
Manion said. “Telling somebody this is what we  
want is not particularly compelling, but it’s motivating 
if people experience positive consequences as a 
result of their involvement with things specific to  
the SPIRIT values.”

For example, if a supervisor or co-worker spots  
an employee doing something to promote teamwork, 
the thing to do is to recognize the person on the spot, 
Manion said. 

“Now that person has received a positive 
consequence of the specific actions taken, and that 
has real meaning,” Manion said. “That is the science 
behind what we’re doing.”  n BizNS

safety  ✚  customer service  ✚  productivity
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Mr. Tolliver goes  
  to Washington
Railroad employees from across the country 
converged on Washington March 14 to let 
members of Congress know how important the 
industry is to the U.S. economy. Matt Tolliver,  
a conductor/engineer from Norfolk Southern’s 
Andover Terminal in Virginia, was among them.

NS provided Tolliver with an all-expenses paid 
trip to the 2013 Railroad Day on Capitol Hill as 
the winner of an employee essay contest on the virtues of freight rail. His essay, titled 
“Common Sense,” won from among 110 entries.

Participants from NS and other railroads met with U.S. senators, representatives,  
and their staffs to discuss the government’s impact on the industry. While there, Tolliver 
expressed concerns about the future of coal and the dangers of raising the weight limit 
for commercial trucks. 

The central message of Tolliver’s essay is that rail offers a practical solution to 
America’s transportation needs because it is safe and efficient, decreases highway 
congestion, and lowers fuel consumption. He also noted that rail supports 1.5 million 
coal-related jobs in the U.S. “We can’t afford to lose the jobs we have due to more  
EPA regulations,” he said. 

The trip included a dinner with select congressional leaders and a tour of Congress. 
“I feel I was given a learning experience that few ever get,” Tolliver said, “and I am 
thankful that I could be a part of it.”  n BizNS
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