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Are you a windsock?

That may seem like a strange question but, please read on, so I can explain.  A little history may help; several years ago I worked at the Atlantic City Airport as a consultant to the FAA.  Every day I drove along the side of the airport and saw a windsock blowing in the wind.  I learned that a windsock serves a very important safety function. It is positioned so that it is visible to all pilots taxiing on the ground and those in the air, as well as anyone in the control tower.  A wind sock shows both the wind direction and gives an indication of wind speed by its position. This is vital information to pilots and those responsible for giving safety information to pilots.  Later a good friend of mine; Dr. James Kaufman, Director of the Lab Safety Institute, demonstrated the answer to the above question. 

Pilots are taught that they should land into the wind and take off with the wind behind them so that they do not run off the runway.  A cross wind can cause a plane to be blown off the side of the runway causing an accident.  The most important thing for us to remember in this analogy is that the windsock simply conveys information; it does not control the actions of the pilots.  A wise pilot who understands the effects of wind on his craft, (hazard recognition) will comprehend what information the windsock conveys (hazard communication) and use it to direct his actions, (hazard control).  But, what is going on in the pilot’s brain?  What information do I need to safely handle this task?  Where do I get this information? Is it trustworthy information? Can I apply this information to the task at hand?  What may be the consequences, if I ignore this information?
Now, we are ready to discuss the question at the top of this article.  Safety professionals are often asked to develop the content or provide safety training. If we hold the class, hopefully the needed information is clearly presented. If we do the job well the information is sufficient to guide the student’s behavior. However, the student can still reject our information and choose to act according to his own desires, much like a rogue pilot.  Are we a credible source of information?  If our words and actions appear congruent the students may respect our information.  For our ideas to be accepted we have to first sell ourselves. Our audience must believe that we believe what we are sharing. We need to talk the talk but also walk the walk?  For our message to be accepted we must be a credible role model.  We must not only know our topic and be able to present it in a clear and easily understood manner but most importantly; we must convince our audience of the value of the information to them.  Every student comes into our presence tuned into their internal radio station WIIFM.  (What’s in it for me?)   We must break into their mental world, get and hold their attention, and then convince them of the value of the information. This is one of the greatest challenges of our profession.
All presenters are windsocks. They give information and hopefully, how to interpret and use it. It is the student however, who determines its correctness and decides how and if they will use it. Windsocks present a verifiable truth, does your training?
