

Are there Safety Proverbs?
The dictionary defines a proverb as: a popular saying which contains advice or states a generally accepted truth, or: a short, pithy statement of a general truth, one that condenses common experience into memorable form. Because most proverbs had their origins in oral tradition, they were generally worded in such a way as to be remembered easily and tended to change little from generation to generation, so much so that sometimes their specific meaning today, is no longer relevant. For example, a stich in time saves nine. They can make good trivia questions, but do we want our message to be trivialized?  Perhaps a proverb to define a proverb, as stated by Miguel de Cervantes, will clarify the definition, “a short sentence based on long experience."  Here are some sample safety proverbs I pulled off of the internet.
· Prepare and prevent, don't repair and repent
· Safety doesn't happen by accident

· Know safety, no injury.  No safety, know injury

Is there ancient wisdom in these proverbs? Are they relevant to today’s world? Can we determine their exact meaning? Is that even important or is the universal truth still applicable?  I have seen many times where proverbs were used as slogans. Sometimes there are even contests to foster creative safety proverbs. 
Most of us, I believe, confuse a proverb with a parable, a short story with a moral or valuable lesson. Both have a message, one in story form the other in a one-liner. I suggest that one has to create the missing story behind the slogan or understand that the message is cleverly disguised in the rhyming words to obtain its intended meaning. Do we really want our message to require decoding?
If we are trying to get people to change their behavior from at-risk actions to “Best-Practice” error-free activities, do they gain sufficient insight as to the preferred action from a short one line phrase? Many people use the admonition to be careful, however, I feel this is a worthless, meaningless phrase. We need to tell the individual clearly what actions we want them to perform.   For example, in preparing to climb a ladder, telling the person to use a rag to clean their shoes and to use the 3-points of contact while grasping the ladder is far more beneficial than a “Be-Careful”.
The above cited slogans are memorable; however what is the universal truth?  Is the information conveyed adequate to answer the individuals question; what exactly do I do to keep from getting injured? Safety doesn't happen by accident. What is the truth? Could it be that we need to plan a head and not leave the outcome to chance. That is certainly good advice, but of little value when faced with the immediate challenge of deciding what is the preferred choice or action. It suggests that our failure to plan means that we planned to fail. Not an encouraging message from yet another proverb.
Pithy statements are cute, but I propose we not waste time on them. Tell people exactly what to do, and they will appreciate our message and be able to apply it far better than having to decode it to obtain the “hidden message”. Hidden messages are for treasure maps - not job instructions.
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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