Impacting Safety

Safety is the buzz word of the day:  Patient Safety,  Driver Safety, or “Pick Your Profession” Safety.  Each profession seems to have a menu of Safety Tools and Techniques that those who are responsible for corporate safety lament: “I can’t get through to our workers, and improve our safety climate.”  These Safety Tools and Techniques remind me of the old adage:  “you can give a man a fish and he will have food for a day, or you can teach a man to fish and he will have food for a lifetime.”  How does this apply to safety?  Giving a team safety tools such as clothing, banners, pep talks or even checklists are the equivalent of giving a man a fish: maybe it will make a difference for a day.  However,  giving a team the tools of Flawless Execution:  Plan, Brief, Execute and Debrief in a common structure known and practiced by all; this will improve the teamwork, communication and collaboration of the group.  The National Institue of Health has pointed to breakdowns in teamwork, communication and collaboration as the root cause of safety failures in the healtcare environment.  I suspect that most industry safety reports would say a similar thing:  failures are not a function of poor training, fundamental incompetence or lack of motivation, they are however directly related to failures in teamwork communication and collaboration.  
Now for the great news:  the activities that improve teamwork, communication and collaboration and impact safety; are the same tools that will increase productivity and effeciency.  I recently worked with a maufacturing team that was suffering through a long term challenge to meet effeciency challenges.  In a 3 day program we taught them the tools of Flawless Execution and focused on implementation in their manufacturing environment.  The team returned to work and in a weekly measurement began to improve their effeciency as a direct result of increased teamwork, communication and collaboration. However, a major surprise to the team leaders, was that over the 3 month reporting period not only had efficiency improved but the safety statistics were significantly improved as well.  
In a similar case I worked with a hospital and trained medical workers in the same tools.  At the six month review the impact was measurable.  However, the anecdotal comments were even more salient.  Team leaders noted that the teams that had implemented Flawlesss Execution were working more effectively.  Team members who were uninvolved or disinterested in the teams performance were now speaking up in the planning sessions.  Additionally team members were more likely to see a problem and determine to fix the problem than previous to the training.  
Safety success is dependent upon creating a culture that connects team performance to the underlying recognition that unsafe operations impact the efficiency of the entire team. This point was brought home to me in the shortest, but most effective aviation safety briefing I ever witnessed.  A Marine fighter pilot stood before a crowd of fighter pilots and simply pointed out that if we crash our aircraft we can’t accomplish our mission.  If we can’t accomplish our mission then our families are not safe, our friends and co-pilots must put themselves at more risk and it is ultimately a losing spiral resulting in a waste of human and material capital.  In the 70’s the Air Force had a poor culture of team that resulted in dismal safety statistics and declining mission performance.  In the years following both mission accomplishment and safety continually improved.  The ultimate reason for both improvements can be attributed to improvements in teamwork, communication and collaboration.  As pilots worked together both with other pilots and the other functions involved in the mission both mission performance and safety improved.  The team demanded and led the way in these improvements.
If you are seeking real and lasting safety improvement then teach your team to fish and they will, as a team, bring the individual tools that will improve safety.  The team will demand it!  And along the way,  your team will also benefit from improved efficency and execution results.
