Speak Clearly, Please

Rules convey expectations for behavior. To the extent that they are easy to understand, reflect a true picture of reality and are in agreement with the non-verbal communications of the organization, they may be followed.  The goal is to positively influence behavior.  

What is the suggested action?  Tell me exactly what to do. What is the outcome if the rule is violated? Not the punitive action, but what will happen, a fire, an explosion?  The reason for compliance becomes a motivator; if the outcome is sufficiently undesirable.  You may have heard; “when opening and closing electrical disconnects, use the left-hand”, (stand to the right of the equipment and operate the breaker with the left hand). Why? To ensure your body is out of line if a flash explosion occurs.
Psychologists tell us that positive statements are more readily accepted than negative ones.  How many of our rules are just a list of DON'T'S.  It takes effort to reword rule statements in the positive. How about the number of rules?  I have trouble remembering a long list. Moses a great leader in his time was given ten rules; these were later summarized in two.   Star Trek has a Prime Directive.  One carefully worded statement that has meaning and is reinforced; can be remembered.

Do your rules ask the reader to make a judgment?  The rule writer assumed, and we know how dangerous that is, that the reader knows what the decision criterion is and is sufficiently knowledgeable to make correct choices.  How do I know what "appropriate" PPE is? How about, avoid "excessive" exposure, what is excessive?  Do chemical users know how to determine "adequate" ventilation?  What are "proper" procedures?  Would you ever recommend improper procedures, so why add the modifier? There is only one way to do a task the safe way!

If you want the reader to remember a rule a mnemonic is useful, such as an Acronym, especially if it involves a sequence of steps and the order is important.  For example most of us know the acronym PASS (Point, Aim, Squeeze and Sweep) for how to use a portable fire extinguisher.  

Are there distinguishable levels of care?  I once reviewed rules that used no fewer than 7 modifiers for care.  I do not understand the increasing precautions needed when the rules say, use great care, extreme care, especial care, particular care, special care, more-than-normal care or greatest care!  Worse is the admonition, be careful.  In truth, to play with the words, I am "full of care" when I see that phrase. Don’t admonish – tell me how.  Rules are signposts at the fork in the road; they call our attention to an opportunity to make a choice.  The greatest rule may be. "Keep Right"!  Here are my
Rules on Safety Rules;

1. Write only LOGICAL and ENFORCABLE rules.

2. Use ACTION WORDS without modifiers that require the reader to make JUDGEMENTS.
3. State all rules as POSITIVE statements,

4. State clearly what ACTION is required?

5. Give the CONSEQUENCE of non-compliance,

6. Use a MNEMONIC device to foster retention.
