Who Are Your Safety Leaders
Safety leadership in today’s world is a valuable asset to your companies. Managers and Supervision must remember safety leaders do not have classifications. Safety Leadership is an “assumed” authority by an individual employee.  Not the Supervisor, Manager or VP. They are never around to be the Safety Leader. I find that in many companies, the management team doesn’t even understand the rules associated with the tasks. That is not their job. Their job is the “management of the company”. Webster’s dictionary defines “leaders” as “a guiding or directing head of a movement”. Have you identified the strongest and trained employees to be your safety leaders?  Are the employees involved in and “owners” of your safety programs? Just remember that a ground swell of support at lower levels supported by management teams will decrease incidents and reduce injuries. The amount of time or money spent to ensure this safety leadership will more than be worth the investment in decreased accidents and worker’s comp cost. As humans working away in a productive oriented world, safety expectations might be misunderstood. Management teams may unknowingly send “mixed messages” that production “might” be more important. I personally had a Vice President ask me to explain a question an employee asked him one day. The employee asked, “Do you want me to be safe or do you want me to be productive”. The implication being that if he were safe, production would be decreased. The reality is a company can not be a total “production oriented” culture. Culture is an interesting description of how things get accomplished in the work place. Culture is invisible force that dictates the behavior of employees. A “Safety Culture” should be the ultimate desire of companies. Safe behaviors are internalized. All rules are adhered to and followed without exception. Operational Excellence = Safety Excellence. If all employees operated “excellent” by following all the rules, their safety would be “excellent”, also. “Believe it, Expect it and Live it”

If a Production Culture were the rule, a company would sustain increased amounts of injuries. Safety might be discussed, but not part of supervisor’s accountabilities. Employees can be safe and be productive with very little loss of over all production. Work smarter not harder should be the message. Employees must be convinced that working safe is the ultimate goal and be productive while doing so. Working safely should be a condition of employment.  “Bad Habits are like a good comfortable bed, easy to get into and hard to get out of”. Don’t let the employees use bad habits (short cuts) in an effort to be more productive.
Ask yourself, “Who is Responsible for my safety and who is ultimately accountable for all employees’ safety”? I have found and most agree in today’s business environment that employees shall be responsible for their personal safety. Supervisors and managers along with Safety and Training employees are not always around to observe work behaviors and assure acceptable work practices are being followed. All General Industry companies working under OSHA Standards are held to same expectations and standards.  Management teams including supervisors are held accountable for the safety of the employees under their watch. First Line Supervisors ultimately set the work environment. The expectations should be to work safe, follow all work rules and standards applicable to task being performed. So accountability for safety may depend on who you ask. Management teams will be held accountable for allowing unsafe acts and acceptable behaviors that might be harmful to their employees. “Willful Violations” of standards shall be handled by OSHA accordingly. When companies and leadership fail to acknowledge and correct hazards on job, fail to provide adequate training and monitor the work activities, a productive culture exists which usually leads to accidents and injuries, sometime fatal.
Distractions in the work place can cause employees to stray from what is “normal routine” and be unsafe. Military training refers to this as “normalization of deviation”. When the “abnormal becomes normal” because of cultural changes. 

 Colon Powell made a statement in the first Iraqi conflict that, “Never Neglect the Details.  When Everyone’s Mind Is Dulled or Distracted the Leader Must Be Doubly Vigilant.”. General Powell was relating to military strategy, in our case let’s compare to “Safety Leadership”. Employee’s minds become dulled and distracted in the routine work. What was going on when the last accident occurred at your business? Chances are it was “just another day” on the job. Most employees are on top of their game when there is a crisis or some special demand of service or restoration is expected of them. The day in day out routine is when safety leaders need to step up. That is the time employees “fall in to the routine” and not as aware of the surroundings, notice the abnormal, fail to have a Job Briefing as required by OSHA. This results in failure to recognize hazards and mitigate the risks with PPE or safety procedures. In many accident investigations that I participated in, the improper use and failure to use PPE correctly were two factors that increased accidents and injuries. The greatest contributor was the lack of or incomplete Job Briefing.
Changes in the work place can contribute to the lack of safety leadership if not identified and addressed quickly. The very best raining programs can be ineffective because of generational differences, knowledge transfer or the lack of it, or just culture differences. A change in local supervision and management staff or even down to the crew members themselves can cause the change...  Culture can vary at lower levels and employees are responsible for the changes. Contrary to what has been the case in the past, the most senior employees may not be the most knowledgeable and capable of the “on the job” training that refines and compliments the formal training a new and younger employee must have. Occasionally the “bad habits” of the past may be planted in the new employee. Rules and procedures can be changed as time goes along, but employees must be retrained and believe it to be the preferred and expected method. If not, new employees may be negatively influenced by older work practices. “That is the way we have always done that around here” or “we have never done that way around here before” will heard by younger crew members. A diverse work force with non English speaking employees is another challenge. All immigrant workers coming in to the work place today may bring their “values” and “expectations” from a former location in and must be convinced that might no be the expected work habits in your work place.

There are 4 crucial safety beliefs that should be taught and expected by all employees. Employee safety is the most important asset the company has and can’t be compromised for any reason. No customer, event or schedule constitutes violating safety rules to satisfy an expectation. Employee safety should be valued as that of their family. Safety is not a program, procedure, goal or even a priority. Programs and procedures change over time with new equipment or leadership. Goals can be made, exceeded, or failed. Then goals change. Priorities are relative to only a time and place and one’s opinion. My priorities today have changed tremendously in the last 25 years. If employees value safety as their families value them and they their families. Safety will never have a lesser value and importance in the employee’s life. Controlling hazards is the third of the crucial beliefs. Before an employee can control the hazard, they must recognize that it is in fact a hazard. Training, Job Safety Briefings and constant proficiency demonstrations through documented observations are steps that ensure employees can identify the hazard and mitigate the risks with safe work practices and procedures. The fourth crucial safety belief is that safety is a never ending culture.  Safety is 24 hours a day and 7 days per week, not just “on the clock”.  I don’t put my “safety hat” on when I walk through the door that morning and take it off when I leave for home at the end of my shift. Take safety home and practice it with the family. National Safety Council figures indicate that employees are 10,000 more times more likely to be injured at home than at work. Also, the majority of accidents, 85%-90 % are a result of human error, our own fault, by a failure to identify hazards or mitigate the risk with proper PPE or procedures. That is on and off the job, as well.
At this point, you may have already decided that the employee is the “Safety Leader”. Employees are on the job sites, make the decisions responsible for the safe productive outcomes that management expects. Employees can monitor the safety performance of others, “I am my Brother’s Keeper” belief widely held by employees in high risk positions. I find that management and employees fail to reward what they want repeated. If the job or task was completed without incident and successful, let all know. A pat on the back, a small word of recognition in a meeting is all that it takes to show appreciation for a job well done. There is no way of knowing how many caps, “T” shirts, knives and such have been given out at meetings for completion of a project “without incident” and never knowing “how” it was completed. Was unsafe or undesirable work practices used? If so, unsafe work was just rewarded and will be repeated. In the electric utility world that I was raised in, this happened many times in my career. It was a “mixed message” sent innocently by management attempting to reward employees positively, but for the wrong reasons. Safety Leaders must be “empowered” by management to take control when unsafe behaviors are witnessed. Correct when needed without fear of negative reactions. Management must send the correct messages; Management requires a safe working environment.  Supervisors should  “model” Safety.  All employees should follow that lead. Safety leaders do not send “Mixed” Messages. “I “hear what your saying”, but, I can’t “see it” audio versus video.  Employees will behave in accordance with their perceptions about what management and leadership wants. 
Safety leadership starts at the beginning of the day, not the shift. As soon as a safety leader’s feet hit the floor, begins a day long process of making the correct safest decisions based on training and experience to be as safe as possible.  A safety leader can’t “talk his or her way out of a situation they behaved their self in to”. Safety leaders shall take responsibility and accountability for their actions and the actions of other around them. A safety leader’s prime responsibility is to locate underlying reason why unsafe acts occur and correct immediately. Just remember, if an unsafe act is committed and others see it and don’t correct immediately, all that witnessed the action have endorsed it. Accountability is the key to safety management. 
The philosophy of managing safety has finally changed. There was a time in corporate safety when safety “goals” would be set for the upcoming year. For example, if a company had 100 OSHA recordable accidents the previous year, safety management would set a new goal that the company would have at least a 10% reduction in OSHA recordable accidents to “meet your goal”. What is truth was just said, it is OK to have 90 injuries and still “meet the goal”. No it is not OK to hurt 90 employees to get the job done. The Safety “Goal” is now “0” accident and injuries for the year. The negative message is now being addressed and “0” is the Safety Leaders goal. It is not OK to have employee injuries to get the job completed. All employees should believe that tasks can be completed without injuries. Incident Rates and severity rates are continually dropping. They do so with the help of OSHA training and better safety management. There where in access of 12, 000 to 15,000 fatalities in the work place in the 60’s prior to the birth of Occupational Safety and Health Administration on December 20th, 1971. Sadly there were 5488 fatalities in the work place in 2007. Down considerably, but unacceptable. Safety Leaders in the work place can reduce this disturbing statistic even further.  Ultimate OSHA compliance is not the goal. If your company is working “just by the OSHA standards”, you are fairly close to working unsafe. The standards in most cases are the “minimum” safety rules the government allows a company to work by.
Safety Leadership is not a commodity that you can run down to the corner store and purchase. Safety Leaders must assume the “authority” that is supported by management teams in order to make the necessary changes in the workforce.  Safety Leader’s expectation should be: All accidents are preventable. Every task will be done safely. No one will be injured just to do a job. Safety is everyone’s responsibility. Everyone will be involved in safety. Safe behavior is a condition of employment. The “new” safety leaders must step forward. Take ownership of safety programs and make a change.

It is time now to stop the tragic loss in the work place. The only way this can happen is for the “Safety Leaders” to step and take control. Don’t wait for any one else to ask you to. In the military as well as the business world, it is taught that only 10 % of humans are “leaders” and the remainder either follows or falls behind. Management must utilize the safety leaders in order to decrease injuries and fatalities in the work place.
