PRACTICAL EXCELLENCE

The Only Way Safety

Will Continuously Improve

Sometimes to make progress, the right
question isn't “What do we need to do?”
The question is often “What do we need to
stop doing?” or “What are we doing that is
sending the wrong message?”

Il progress begins by thinking differently. If we seek dif-

ferent results, we must ask more intelligent questions

and realize today’s answers will be antiquated tomorrow.

What questions are you asking? Do you allow the status
quo to remain unchallenged?

When the first skyscraper, the Tacoma Building, was con-
structed in Chicago in 1889, walking on steel beams high in the air
without any protection from falling was the only way to complete
the work. Performing such dangerous work, fatalities became so
common in the construction of multi-level buildings that insur-
ance adjustors would anticipate one death per floor constructed.

In 1927, the inventors of the bulletproof vest would demon-
strate the quality and assurances of their work by firing live rounds,
not at a mannequin, but at a live person. Confidence in product to
secure sales took precedence over safety. This was viewed not only
as acceptable, but impressive, and it built a community of customer
confidence in the manufacturer’s brand.

In March of 1923, a patent was granted to Emma Read of Spo-
kane, Wash., for a cage to hold a baby that could be, according to
the patent, “suspended upon the exterior of a building adjacent an
open window, wherein the baby or young child may be placed”
Finally getting traction in 1937 as more and more individuals left
rural areas and moved into cities, one group in London, the Chel-
sea Baby Club, also saw the health risk the patented device could
overcome and issued its members these cages.

With the change from farmhouse living to city dwellings, this
group of well-intending individuals were concerned that infants
and toddlers were not getting adequate oxygen and sun exposure,
so open-air steel cages were built and affixed to the exterior of
buildings, often several floors above street level, for the children
to “play” in. Again, with good intentions, this was viewed not only
as acceptable, but was perceived to contribute to a healthier child.

Since their inception, personnel working for electric and gas
distribution companies were often required to climb over fences
in order to access meters for billing purposes. Dog bites and con-
frontations with angry customers became common. Many of these
companies are now installing automated meter reading (AMRs)
devices to negate the need to access a backyard. Moreover, these
organizations are working to change the perceptions of these hard-
working meter readers to believe it is no longer necessary or ac-
ceptable to “hop the fence” It is now considered an unnecessary
risk by leadership.

What are the employee-perceived acceptable and unacceptable
risks in your organization? How well do they align with manage-
ment’s perception of acceptable and unacceptable risks? Where
does the documentation of this great insight exist in your organiza-
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tion? How regularly is it updated and
improved? What experiences are hin-
dering or progressing the lowering of
risk tolerance?

An energy exploration client,
working aggressively to control and
influence the behaviors (mandatory
and discretionary) of its drilling con-
tractors, engaged us over several years
to help align its primary contractor
cult.ures with it.s own. As we visited the align with manage-
various operating areas, all of the lead , .
people on site could share an experi- ment's perception?
ence they had with the visiting executive vice president. When time
pressure situations were discussed, they all heard him state, “The
oil has been in the ground for millions of years; it can wait another
day. We don’t need to go so fast that it compromises safety”
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While this was admirable and attempted to reinforce safety val-
ues, several times that same day, engineering would call these same
on-site leaders who had heard the EVP’s message to see how much
progress had been made (how many stages had been completed).
Sometimes to make progress, the right question isn't “What do we
need to do?” The question is often “What do we need to stop do-
ing?” or “What are we doing that is sending the wrong message?”

We have come a long way in safety and will continue to make
strides when executive leaders are aligned with the importance of
integrating safety thinking into business decisions. Now, more than
ever before, if we want everyone to be on the same page regarding
the direction of the organization and the role safety plays, we need
to discuss and document what is acceptable and unacceptable risk
and close the gaps that might exist. OHS
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