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Developing Highdmpact Leading Indicators for Safety

By Judy Agnew, Ph.D. and Aubrey Daniels, Ph.D.

THE CASE FOR LEADING INDICATORS

hy do so many organizations continue to take  In truth, it is not what gets
s;s; a reactive approach to safety? Why is it so  measured that gets done; it
. hard to maintain safety as a priority? Why do is what gets consequences

supervisors and managers who truly care about safety
behave in ways that contradict their values? Remark-
ably, how we measure safety is a primary root cause = —Agnew, Daniels
for all of these problems. Incident rate, lost time rate,
severity rate and other lagging indicators are poor

that gets done.



DEVELOPING HIGH-IMPACT LEADING INDICATORS FOR SAFETY

measures of safety. Such measures tell us how
many people got hurt and how badly, but they
do not tell us how well a company is doing at
preventing accidents and incidents.

One of the reasons they are a poor gauge
of prevention is that these numbers have what
statisticians call natural variation. In other
words, it is a statistical fact that if the yearly
number of unsafe conditions and unsafe be-
haviors were held constant, an organization
could experience a different number of inci-
dents during the first half of a year and the
last half (or from one year to the next). Thus,
incident rate can get better or get worse with
absolutely no change in safety conditions or
behaviors. The result is that organizations,
and departments within organizations, can
go for long periods of time without accidents,
despite having an unsafe work environment.
By the very nature of it, this statistical fact
works against keeping safety a priority. Man-
agers and supervisors can do nothing around
safety for a period of time and be reinforced
with a good incident rate. Such is not the case
for other business objectives like productiv-
ity, quality, reliability, etc. Those objectives
tend to have much more sensitive measures
and thus demand more constant manage-
ment attention. In the context of these other
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important busi-
ness objectives
(and their pow-

erful conse-

quences), it is easy for
the wellintended manager or supervi-

sor to put safety on the back burner. When
incident rate is low, one can assume all is well
with safety and, therefore, focus precious
time on other priorities.

While there are many steps to build an
effective safety culture, one where safety is
truly a priority, a first step is to change the
way safety is measured. While incident rate
is a necessary metric, it should be one of
several. The majority of measures should
be leading indicators that focus on proactive
activities on the part of all employees—mea-
sures that track what people are doing daily
to prevent accidents. With such measures in
place, immediate and certain consequences
can be engineered in to ensure those activi-
ties occur. For example, companies that have
a behavior-based safety process in place have
frontline and management-level scorecards
which track daily and weekly behaviors aimed
at improving both safe conditions and safe be-
haviors. Daily and weekly accountabilities will
raise safety to an equal playing field with oth-
er business objectives, thus helping to make
safety a priority for all.

EVALUATING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF
LEADING INDICATORS

The idea that shifting the focus to leading in-
dicators will improve safety management is
not new. Some organizations have made good
strides toward creating leading indicators and
reducing their dependence on lagging indica-
tors. But the quality of the leading indicators
is important. When it comes to measurement,
we often choose the obvious or easy measure.
For example, if we want a measure of safety
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training we track what per-
centage of employees attend-
ed essential training classes.
While attending safety train-
ing is clearly a prerequisite,
just attending training doesn’t
guarantee that workers truly
learned what they need to learn
to work safely on the job. Sadly,
too often safety training be-
comes an opportunity to catch
up on some sleep or day-dream
about more interesting topics.
Tracking attendance at safety
meetings and job briefings suf-
fers the same flaw. How do you
know participants got anything
out of the meeting? Most im-
portantly, how do you know if
they change their behavior on
the job to work more safely?

' e ;

Leading indicators should:

e Allow you to see small improvements in

Even the behavior-based safety measures
performance

that organizations choose to focus on are
often the least meaning-
ful. Tracking number of
observations completed o
provides interesting in-
formation, but if that is
the only measure of your

* Measure the positive: what people are do-
It is a statistical fact ing versus failing to do

that if the yearly
number of unsafe

conditions and

Enable frequent feedback to all stakeholders
* Be credible to performers

* Be predictive

unsafe behaviors
were held constant,
an organization
could experience a
different number of
incidents during the
first half of a year
and the last half.

BBS process then you are
missing the most critical
information. What has im-
proved as a result of your
BBS system?

If we are going to take
the time to create leading
indicators of safety then
we should take the time
to make those metrics
meaningful and impactful.

The following criteria can be helpful in guid-
ing you toward better metrics.

* Increase constructive problem solving
around safety

* Make it clear what needs to be done to get
better

* Track Impact versus Intention

The last criterion is important. Always ask
yourself: what are we trying to accomplish
with this component of our safety system?
Then ask if your metric is assessing whether
you accomplish what you set out to do. Are
you measuring the impact or just the good in-
tention?
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FINDING THE PERFECT MEASURES

There is no such thing as a perfect measure,
so don’t waste time trying to find or create
one. Our advice is to use good criteria (like
the ones above) to create some measures
and then start using those measures. Over
time you can improve them to best meet your
needs. To get you started, here are some ex-
amples of better leading metrics. While not
perfect, they do focus more on impact than
their more traditional counter-parts.

Safety Training. A better measure than
attendance is the number of people that can
perform tasks they have been trained in on
the job with some level of fluency.

Safety Audits. Rather than just measuring
that audits are done, track the percent of cor-
rective action items (coming out of the audits)
that have been completed.

Behavior-Based Safety. In addition to the
number of observations, track the percent of
safe behavior, number of safe habits, and im-
provements in leadership behaviors. In our
BBS process leading indicators include the
number of safe habits developed and the num-
ber of hazards identified and remediated as
part of the observation process.

Safety Meetings. The effectiveness of safe-
ty meetings can be evaluated by establishing
3-5 criteria for effective meetings (what does
a good safety meeting look like?) and peri-
odically having meeting participants rate the
meeting against those criteria. The criteria
should include participation in some way.

Impact-orientated leading indicators like
these may take more time to create, however
they will ultimately drive more of the desired
behavior. We all know too well that poor mea-
sures can drive undesired behavior. Under-
reporting to achieve a better recordable rate
and pencil whipping audits or observations to
increase number completed are just two examples.

;ompliance

Straight Ahead I I
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MAKING LEADING INDICATORS WORK

A familiar saying is: “what gets measured gets
done”. As we have just argued, what we mea-
sure is important because it sets the stage for
what people do. However, it is not completely
true to say what gets measured gets done.
Many of us routinely measure our weight
and don’t do anything to improve it. Similarly
many of us measure our speed (with our car
speedometer) and don’t drive the speed limit.
In truth, it is not what gets measured that
gets done; it is what gets consequences that
gets done. Proactive safety activities must be
reinforced if they are to persist. A positive
accountability system that holds people ac-
countable for the leading indicators will en-
sure safety targets are met.

Accountability is about consequences.
The default form of accountability is negative
reinforcement. People do what they need to
do to meet the targets and avoid the bad con-
sequences that might happen if they don’t,
such as the boss being upset, peers being
disappointed, and/or looking like you aren’t
doing your job. Positive accountability is
about ensuring that desired behavior receives
positive reinforcement. No workplace will be
completely devoid of negative reinforcement,
nor should it be. However, the balance of
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behavioral consequences should be heavily
skewed in favor of positive ones, because that
is the only way to create a workplace where
discretionary effort characterizes the entire
culture.

Accountability does require measurement,
and the metrics we use help shape what hap-
pens. But keep in mind, the measures are less
important than the discussion around what
was done to achieve the measures (i.e., the
behaviors) and on-going assessment of im-
pact. Frequent, brief conversations about the
leading indicators at all levels of the organiza-
tion are a key to improvement.

Frequent conversations establish the safe-
ty activities as priorities and allow real-time
coaching for improving performance. The
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focus on impact ensures the activities are
truly driving safety results and are therefore
worth the time and effort. The focus on im-
pact also helps performers see the small im-
provements they might otherwise not attend
to; thereby helping them come into contact
with the natural reinforcers of their efforts.

Many positive accountability methodolo-
gies are available. The point is to make sure
you have an effective process that supports
ongoing improvement.

Sound like a lot of work? It is initially, but
like anything else it becomes habitual over
time. No one said safety was easy, but who
could argue it’s not worth it?

[About ADI]

Regardless of your industry or expertise,
one thing remains constant: People power
your business. Since 1978 Aubrey Dan-
iels International (ADI) has been dedicat-
ed to accelerating the business and safety
performance of companies worldwide
by using positive, practical approaches
grounded in the science of behavior and
engineered to ensure long-term sustain-
ability. ADI provides clients with the tools
and methodologies to help move people
toward positive, results-driven accom-
plishments. Our clients accelerate strat-
egy execution while fostering employee
engagement and positive accountability
at all levels of their organization.

CONNECT WITH US

aubreydaniels.com/stay-connected
web: aubreydaniels.com

blog: aubreydanielsblog.com
twitter: twitter.com/aubreydaniels
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