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DEVELOPING A SAFETY CULTURE TO INCREASE SUCCESS

The healthcare industry is changing.  Many of these changes result in lower operating margins for nursing homes and assisted living facilities.  Activities to improve safety may come under attack as management looks at ways to cut expenses.  For example, they may decide to cut training or defer the purchase of proper equipment.  This is a mistake.

A “safety culture” describes an institutional mindset that incorporates risk management into the daily activities of the facility.  Accidents happen, but many can be avoided with proper attention paid to safety.

The first step in developing a safety culture is management support.  Safety starts at the top, with responsibilities for a safe workplace cascading down to supervisors as the “eyes and ears” of an effective safety program.  Management may rule that a “wet floor” sign be placed wherever a floor is being mopped or wherever there is a spill, but it is the shift supervisor who can see whether this rule is being followed.  Attention to safety procedures should be a part of a supervisor’s –indeed, every employee’s-- performance review.

A second step in building a safety culture is to thoroughly assess your facility’s work environment.  Many nursing homes and assisted living facilities assess patient safety, yet fail to properly assess risks in the work site itself.  Given the risks inherent in health care facilities, it may be prudent to engage the services of a loss control expert to help with this comprehensive assessment.  Just a few of the questions that need to be answered include: 

· Are there safety procedures in place and are they adhered to?  

· Are there penalties if safety rules are not followed?  

· Are surfaces clean and clear of debris?  

· Is there enough room to perform activities safely?  

· Are employees physically capable of the work they are being asked to do?  

· Is equipment available to more safely perform tasks and are employees trained to operate this equipment?  

· Are workstations, furniture, and equipment ergonomically designed and can they be customized to fit individual employees?  

· Are there plans in place to cover emergencies?

A third step in developing a safety culture is training.  According to the New York State Insurance Fund, injuries to the back and shoulder account for over 42 percent of claims.  These types of injuries could be mitigated with proper training in appropriate lifting techniques and proper use of specialized equipment.  If your facility employs a physical therapist, consider utilizing their talents in on-going employee training on proper lifting techniques.  Post-employment physicals are also prudent, to make sure that the employee is physically capable of doing the tasks required by the job.

Maintaining a safe work environment is a good long-term investment.  Savings in insurance costs alone may help pay for the costs of a comprehensive workplace safety program.

