


Are you a Safety advocate?

First what is an advocate?  Merriam–Webster defines the term as: a person who publicly supports or recommends a particular cause or policy on someone else's behalf. So why do I ask? Let’s diagram the above definition.
· Publicly supports: Do you or I stand up for safety? Do we take a supportive position even when it is unpopular?

· Particular cause: Safety is a cause worthy of our support. Safety needs an advocate, it is under attack. Some people say it costs too much or takes too much time. Others think it is nothing more than “Common Sense”

· Someone else’s behalf: Safety is needed by everyone and everyone deserves to feel safe.

In Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs the base is safety.  Without a sense of personal security and safety it is impossible to rise above that level. We cannot be self-actualized while mired in Maslow’s basement.
To truly be a leader one must be out front. Leaders develop a mission and strive to not only articulate it, but to apply significant energy to bring it about. Most everyone will readily acknowledge that “safety” is important; up until the point that they are asked to modify their behavior, or shell out resources.  Leaders demonstrate the strength of their convictions, and are not sidetracked by unwarranted criticism, first failures or “smoke and mirror” solutions.

While “safety” is a laudable goal, how is that desire to avoid injury, translated into definitive action?  Practitioners in our field talk about reducing “at-risk behaviors”.  Oftentimes however, poor facility design sets up users to decide to violate proper practice. For example, an improperly installed handrail that has pinch points encourages people to let go of the handrail.  After a few painful pinches we become programmed to descend stairs without using the handrail. Clearly this at-risk behavior can contribute to a fall. Chastising the injured party is not constructive.  Good design rewards compliance and encourages repetitive proper behavior.

Practitioners must challenge the status quo.  We must identify the hazards, quantify the risks and then develop real, implementable solutions. Talk is cheap; taking action takes fortitude, or guts! Once we see the potential for harm; the advocate will step forward and propose a management solution, not blame the injured victim. The advocate will publicly demonstrate support for the other’s benefit, and push for the cause of correction. Engineering fixes are the top priority; don’t try to train the person in a complicated work around. Humans cannot consistently perform flawlessly!

Our challenge as SHE practitioners is to be advocates for our universally beneficial cause. Imagine the impact on our GNP if we were able to able to halve the pain and economic impact of workplace accidents. Let’s get off of the sidelines and into the game.   Victory will be ours if we rise to the challenge of safety advocacy.  Are you with me?

These talks are distributed with the hope that they spark some dialog. Feel free to use them as the basis for a tool box talk with your colleagues, clients, safety committee members or employees.
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