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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.  Here are some thoughts that may help secure success. 

1. Make it a safe place.  Make it ok to say I don’t know, I don’t understand, or I changed my mind.

2. Acclimate where possible.  Get them used to the tools, the gear, the lingo.  Practice on small stuff before graduating to the more challenging.

3. Show the boundaries.  As long as you work within these, you are protected.

4. Be specific on the sender’s end.  Gain acknowledgement of clarification on the receiver’s end.

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, so even if they fall, it will be negligible.

6. Get them to understand that once they move forward, even into the unfamiliar, there is help and support from their guide and their teammates all along the way.

7. 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.

8. Don’t treat change like business as usual.  Attention should be higher.  Concentration on essential safety elements should never go on autopilot.

9. Focus on the parameter of variables that may impact success.  Monitor them and give a heads-up if caution is needed.

10. Clear communication is established up front.  All words are codes (ready for misinterpretation), so clarity of what words mean is important.  Are we clear on this, are there any questions…  Open honesty is important.

11. Frequent feedbacks on progress, encouragement, cautions, will stretch one’s perceived fear zone.  People will move farther faster if they know they are on track.

12. Allow folks time to move within their perceived physical and mental capacity. The climb on the inside is greater than the one on the outside.  That capacity is challenged under change, but as long as they are allowed to talk or work through their own rough spots, their ascension rate will surprise even themselves.

13. If they feel frozen, see if they can be persuaded try an incremental step.  Little successes help people push beyond the rough spots.

14. Take every opportunity to remove the element of surprise.  Think through the possibilities.  Never abandon a trust.  Safety starts with, ‘Can I trust you’.

Once people know they are safe, they will reach out and do what they thought they could never do.  The difference between perceived danger and real danger becomes smaller.  They ‘safely’ stretch their fear zone to the next level.  The climb up to the unfamiliar goes smoother, faster and freer.  

Whether climbing a mountain, establishing a team, pushing through a great project, these safety measures, if ignored, will stifle progress.  If built into the change process, they will cause folks to soar beyond what they previously thought was possible.







