The Top 10 Safety Lessons in Change



We don’t think much about it, but safety directs so much of what we will and won’t do. Great projects go south, people resist to the death, communication is masked or avoided, actions involuntarily move to protect self-interests, all because people don’t feel safe. It is the unknown that grows into great fear and keeps people from pushing forward. Instead of climbing and experiencing, they dig their heels in and freeze until their internal survival wiring says it is ok to proceed. In mountain climbing, change making, mind growing, whatever… establishing a safe environment is essential if individuals are to freely participate. Remember, there is real danger and perceived danger. To the one climbing through new territory, their perception is their reality. 

1. Make it a safe place. 
Have you ever been afraid to suggest something or provide potentially helpful input because you felt at risk being ridiculed? In healthcare, we need all eyes, all ears focused on success. Without the freedom to alter your input, some of the best input may never be offered. Make it OK to say, “I don’t know”, “I don’t understand”, or “I changed my mind”. 

2. Acclimate where possible. 
Get the team used to the tools, the gear, the lingo. Practice on small stuff before graduating to the more challenging. A common error on expeditions such as Everest is to begin climbing too soon. The body, the mind, the heart need to absorb the elements of the climb before pressing on. To often, project teams have pressed on to the tougher elements of teamwork without acclimating and building trusts. Preparation and warning of what is to come is essential for team members to endure great change.

3. Show the boundaries. 
As long as you work within these, you are protected. In healthcare, an environment where there can be great cost for making a mistake, change and risk don’t come natural. Every organization should be great at defining what is reasonable risk, so its people can responsibly explore and find new ways to please customers, improve processes, build profits.

4. Be specific on the sender’s end. 
There are two elements to communication: Need to know and need to share. To the degree there is clarity between these two, there is understanding. A climbing guide is responsible for the lives of others, so assurance that the receiver understands is essential. Gain acknowledgement of clarification on the receiver’s end before proceeding on a project. 

5. Show and explain the safety tools and how they will hold regardless of what it looks or feels like. 
Show how the individual is tethered in to the mountain, so even if they fall, it will be negligible. In the business world, climbing into uncharted territory amplifies the fear of failure. The mere fact you are climbing cross grain with the inertia of a culture can bring in doubt and distrust. The project leader must gain assurances from the organization for the climbers, before putting them at risk, that the culture will not let go of the rope. The climbers must know, that if they follow the guidelines, there is safety regardless of how the it “feels”. Even if they slip, they will not be placed in harms way.

6. For those actions that require fail-safing, where a fall would be critical, be sure there is an ample back-up process in place and that it is strictly followed. 
In climbing, you are continually tethered to the rock. In projects, those high risk elements must be identified and countermeasures taken to insure no harm can be done. Once there is full assurance that true threats are eliminated, team members can devote a total effort.

7. Don’t treat change like business as usual. 
Attention should be higher. Concentration on safety should never go on autopilot. Be deliberate as you work with those critical elements. A missed cue or overlooked point during crucial points will submarine the entire effort. Don’t assume. Know.

8. Focus on those variables that will impact success. 
You have finite resources; use them wisely. Not all actions or lack of actions will have the same impact. In project management, determine which elements are the show-stoppers. Monitor them and give a heads-up when caution is needed.

9. Frequent feedback on progress, encouragement and cautions, will stretch one’s fear zone. 
When traveling through unfamiliar territory, a cadence of feedback is needed. Even a reduction of frequency will feel like support is being withdrawn. People will move farther faster if they know they are on track.

10. If they feel frozen, see if they can be persuaded try just an incremental step. 
Big complex projects seem overwhelming, for it looks like you must tackle the entire mountain at once. When this happens, paralysis can take over. To help others push past it, ask them if they can proceed just a little bit further. Then see where they go from there. Things in motion tend to stay in motion; things at rest tend to stay at rest. Little successes help people push beyond the rough spots.

