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SAFETY EXCELLENCE:
NOBODY SAID IT WOULD COME EASY!

Safety Excellence

What is it?

Safety Excellence

What is it?

• No Injuries?
• Fewer Injuries?
• Fewer Incidents?
• Improved Performance?
• Below Goal Performance?
• No OSHA Citations (regulatory based)?
• Elimination of All “At-risk” Behaviors?
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Safety Excellence

Who defines it?

U.S. Department of Labor
Bureau of Labor Statistics

Safety Excellence

Is it really important?

YES
• Enhanced Productivity
• Reputation
• Employee Morale
• Reduced Liability Exposure
• Reduced Workers’ Compensation Costs
• Client Satisfaction
• Corporate Citizenship
• Reduced Incidents / Accidents
• Enhanced Profits / Cost Avoidance
• Enhanced Regulatory Compliance
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Safety Excellence

Who cares?

• Worker’s Care
• Client’s Care
• Communities Care
• Families Care
• Companies Looking For a Competitive Advantage Care
• Companies Who Truly Care About Their Employees

Commitment Required

Excellence requires commitment by all of 
those who are part of the endeavor

• Executive Management
• Project Management
• Supervisors
• Employees
• Owners and Clients

Safety excellence is like business 
success, it does not occur naturally
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Things That Limit or Derail Safety 
Cultures
Obstacles that exist

• Personal Paradigms
• Cultural Differences
• Social Challenges
• Legacy Issues

Things That Limit or Derail Safety 
Cultures
Obstacles that are created

• Business Priorities
• Schedule Pressures
• Inadequate Leadership
• Poor Planning
• Client Constraints
• Inadequate Budget
• Labor Issues
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Safety Excellence Has Many 
Challenges

The better you know the challenge, the 
better your ability to find the solution or 
develop an effective strategy

• Time
• Money
• Resource
• Change
• Human Factors
• Motivation
• Passion for Success

The Critical Few

The “must have” ingredients for safety 
excellence

• Leadership
• Management Sincerity and Believability
• Investigate the Things That Go Wrong
• The Discipline to Learn From Mistakes
• Sound Decision Making
• A Focus On Prevention
• Regular Self Assessments
• Effective Communication
• Performance Measurement and Goals
• Employee Involvement



12

Lessons Learned
Space Shuttle Columbia
Disaster in spite of rigor, process, and warnings

• Space Shuttle Columbia flew from April 1981 – February 2003
• Columbia – First Shuttle to reach earth orbit
• 28 flights for Columbia – 113 NASA Shuttle flights in total
• Columbia experienced no “mishaps”
• One mission cut short due to a “mission anomaly”

Lessons Learned
Space Shuttle Columbia
Key Lessons

1. Well-intentioned people and high risk organizations can become 
desensitized to deviations from the norm

2. Past successes may be the first step toward future failure
3. Organizations, like people, must always be learning, especially 

from past mistakes
4. Poor organizational structure can be just as dangerous to a 

system as technical, logistical, or operational factors
5. Leadership training and system safety training are wise 

investments in an organization’s current and future health
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Lessons Learned
Space Shuttle Columbia
Key Lessons

6. Stick with the basics
7. High-risk safety programs cannot remain silent or on the 

sidelines, they must be visible, critical, empowered, and fully 
engaged

8. Leaders must demand minority opinions and healthy pessimism
9. Leaders must ensure external influences do not result in 

unsound program decisions
10. Safety efforts must focus on the “front end” of mishaps 

(prevention), not the “back end” (investigations)

Performance Indicators

• Trailing
• Leading
• Result
• Early Warning
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Trailing Indicators

• Measurement of failure – accidents / incidents / 
defects

• “Rear-view” in perspective
• Must not be over-emphasized or under-

emphasized, trailing indicators are part of “the 
mix”

• These reflect the outcome!

Performance Indicators

Performance Indicators

Leading Indicators

• May include “trailing indicators”
• Will not predict the future but do provide a 

better gauge for what is likely to happen
• Measure potential – not result
• Measure actions that drive a desired result
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Performance Indicators
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Performance Indicators

Selecting Leading Indicators

• Measures of Discipline (work process / planning)

• Measures of Potential (near miss / first aid)

• Measures of Background Noise (non-injury events)

• Indicators of Employee Morale / Satisfaction / Concern

• Prevention Activities (inspections / assessments)

• Level of Effort (time / money devoted to safety and health 
activities)

• Management Visibility
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Early Warning

• Changes in the “weather” – what is different?
• Recurring issues / complaints / failure
• Deadline and schedule challenges
• Collective significance 
• Negative morale
• Trends

Performance Indicators

Early Warning / Leading Indicators
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Changing Direction

To change location requires a change in 
course (this is the hard part!)

• The person with the steering wheel controls the course – all 
others are passengers (along for the ride)

Changing Direction

To change location requires a change in 
course (this is the hard part!)

• Sometimes the passengers know the driver is going the 
wrong way before the driver knows or accepts it – they are 
able to see more than the driver can see (because they can 
look in all directions!)
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Changing Direction

Change Has To Occur Along the Way

• Learn from failure – make a change
• When the chance for failure is indicated – make a change
• Warnings are sometimes very subtle – Seek them / Heed 

them
• Effective change requires effective leadership
• Minority opinions and healthy pessimism must be heard

What did it take for NASA to change their level of 
concern about the significance of “foam strikes”?

Safety Excellence 
Nobody Said It Would Come Easy
It does not have to be incredibly difficult

• Leadership and Vision
• Attention to Detail
• Discipline and Rigor
• Change When Change is Necessary
• Effective Communication
• Passion for Excellence

The ingredients for safety excellence and business success 
are basically “ the same stuff”.
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Safety Excellence 
Nobody Said It Would Come Easy
It is Not Impossible

• How Many Individual Tasks Have We and Our Workers 
Completed Without Incident?

• How Many Times Have We and Our Workers Performed an 
Entire Day Without Incident?

The Attitude of Excellence
Be excellent today and repeat it tomorrow

Zero Incidents Occurs One Task at a Time, Time 
After Time




