


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This groundbreaking book is an easy read primer on the crucial principles 

for achieving operational excellence in any work group, large or small. In 

clear, concise and simple language, the reader will gain an understanding 

of how to achieve high levels of, safety, motivation, productivity through 

a focus on people and customers. Contrary to common belief, there are 

new understandings in the fields of physiology, psychology, 

neuroscience, show that the objectives of safety and productivity do not 

conflict with each other.  The concepts and principles revealed in Work 

Smart, Work Safe! are found at the intersection of the leading practices 

of safety and productivity management. For the first time, the 

prescriptions to eliminate the root causes of poor safety performance, 

are linked to some of the same management and leadership principles 

which are effective in producing high levels of motivation and 

productivity. Rushing, Fatigue, Frustration and Complacency are the root 

causes of accidents, and the enemies of Operational Excellence.  Based 

on academic research, and a 35 year career of practical applications, Mike 

Vallez offers some insight into the root cause of root causes – poor 

leadership.   

 

 

Operational Excellence is a philosophy of leadership, teamwork and problem 

solving resulting in continuous improvement throughout the organization by 

focusing on the needs of the customer, empowering employees, and optimizing 

existing activities in the process. 

Operational Excellence stresses the need to continually improve by promoting a 

stronger teamwork atmosphere. Safety and quality improvements for employees 

and customers lead towards becoming a better enterprise. The continuous 

improvement is not only about improving HR quality, but also it is about the 

processes and standards improvement. You cannot improve if you do not 

measure. 
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Preface

It was never my intention to write a book about management. It 
began to take shape one Saturday afternoon a couple of years ago. 
I’d been in the engineering, construction and project develop-

ment fields for 30-plus years, in positions ranging from carpen-
ter and underground miner to company president. More than 500  
people would be involved in the complex industrial project on which 
I was about to start work. With this challenge in front of me, I knew 
that it would demand everything that I had learned about managing 
people to get work done. 

Sitting on my back porch, I began to jot down notes, drawing 
from the many projects I’d been involved in over the course of my 
career: bridges, mines, mills, schools, high-rise hotels, power plants 
and offices. I thought of what I’d learned about leadership, about 
motivation, about how to treat people as people and how to increase 
productivity, improve safety, and what I’d learned NOT to do from 
some of the terrible leaders I’d been exposed to.

As the afternoon wore on, my first rough jottings began to turn 
into a comprehensive list of recommendations and principles. By 



MICHAEL J. VALLEZ, PE

2

the end of the day I had a well-thought-out checklist of concepts 
to apply in my work. One of those principles was to provide train-
ing to people. It occurred to me that there was no training program 
available to teach all of the principles I had learned about from my 
mentors over the years, so I decided to take the leadership prin-
ciples that were just scribbles on a pad of paper, and make a pow-
erpoint presentation that I could share with my team. This, in its 
turn, evolved into a film called Principles of Leadership, which is 
available for viewing at http://vimeo.com/5465826. 

The response from colleagues, family and friends was unani-
mously positive, and I was encouraged to take the project even fur-
ther. Ever since I made the film, I’ve continued to read about, learn 
and apply new lessons in leadership, including some ideas from the 
world of sports coaching. The result is Work Smart, Work Safe!, the 
book you are now reading, finally complete after its genesis on my 
back porch several years ago. 

Although my career has been in the engineering, development, 
construction, mining and energy industries, the principles in this 
book can be applied to any kind of human endeavor. I hope you’ll 
find it to be a book you’ll refer to over and over again, and use the 
leadership principles it contains to improve and enrich your daily 
life, both professionally and personally, as they have mine.

Mike Vallez, Salt Lake City, Utah 2011
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Work Smart
The dynamics of leadership has been a long-standing interest for 
me. Early in my career, while I was studying for my MBA, I chose 
“Develop and Implement a Plan to Create High Levels of Motivation 
and Productivity in the Workplace” as a special school project. At 
the time, I was working full-time for a subsidiary company of Dravo, 
who were paying 80% of my tuition. I felt the least I could do for 
them was to research the factors that I felt would result in a successful 
venture and put what I discovered into action. 

Of course, I learned very quickly that, as a newcomer to the firm, 
I had no influence to implement very much of anything. All I could 
do was do my very best at everything I was assigned and keep my 
eyes and ears open to add to my knowledge. I also learned that one 
semester was not nearly enough time to discover all there was to 
know about that special five-credit project I set myself. 

Instead, it’s taken me a lifetime to amass the knowledge I have 
now. My degree in engineering did little to prepare me for the 
management path I chose, and apart from that MBA thesis, almost  
everything useful I’ve learned has been from my parents, my mentors 
and on-the-job experience. I’ve spent my career searching out and 
applying different concepts of leadership, focusing on improving 
the quality of work life and leading to those high levels of motiva-
tion and productivity I was originally interested in. My 35 years in 
construction have given me a “boots on” opportunity to put that 
thesis into action, experimenting with new ideas as I went along. 
You’ll find many real-life examples in the first part of the book, 
where I deal with the ‘left brain’ nitty-gritty of leading a successful  
project, team or business operation. The basic principles of goal  
setting, planning, organization, team building and scheduling are 
covered in detail.
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Work Safe
Construction has long been considered one of the more dangerous 
occupations in the world. As far back as 400 years BC, Hippocrates, 
the father of contemporary medicine, realized the respiratory prob-
lems of Greek stonecutters were linked to the rock dust that sur-
rounded them. 

A modern building site presents numerous opportunities for 
accidents and injury: heavy machinery, open pits, exposed electrical 
wiring, falling objects, toxic chemicals and ear-shattering noise.

Early attempts at regulation were met with resistance. In 1904, 
Maryland’s attempt to force employers to compensate their employees 
for on-the-job injuries was overturned by the Supreme Court, which 
declared the state’s workers’ compensation law to be unconstitutional. 

As the 20th century progressed, a more humanitarian view began 
to emerge. In 1936, the Secretary of Labor, Frances Perkins, called for 
a federal occupational safety and health law, although it took until 
1970 for President Nixon to sign into law the Occupational Safety 
and Health Act (OSHA). Still, many employers believed that rules and 
regulations would inhibit performance and slow down productivity.

By the time I entered the work force in the Seventies, employers’ 
main concern was how to comply with the new regulations and, 
difficult though it may be to believe now, convey the importance 
of wearing hard hats on the site. An entire new body of knowledge, 
including environmental studies, began to accumulate. There was 
still not much understanding of how occupational health and safety 
meshed with the other priorities of line supervision. 

The prevailing focus in the 1970s was to control unsafe conditions,  
and unsafe acts. Unsafe conditions were primarily defined as those 
which were outside of the OSHA and MSHA (Mine Safety and Health 
Administration) rules and regulations. Unsafe acts included all the 
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“dumb things people did.” During this era, companies responded 
by implementing work area inspections and issuing worker rules. 
Many companies are still stuck in that era—some with a fatalistic 
“accidents happen” mentality.

In the 1980s , occupational safety garnered more attention from 
psychologists, behavioral scientists and neuroscientists to better 
understand why “people do dumb things.” These principles are now 
being applied by leading organizations, with dramatic results. One 
such organization is global mining giant, Rio Tinto, whose work-
place is safer than that of a retail store.

On September 18, 1998, the Austrian government issued a highly 
critical report about a mine disaster at Talc de Luzenac’s Lassing 
mine where ten miners died when the roof collapsed. The report 
found that the disaster was caused by a management focus on profit 
over safety. This was a defining event in the history of Rio Tinto, 
Talc de Luzenac’s parent company, and one of the largest and most 
diversified pure mining companies in the world. Nine years after 
the Lassing disaster, I had the opportunity to work for Rio Tinto  
as the project and engineering manager for their underground 
development at the Bingham Canyon mine in Utah. By that time, 
Rio Tinto and its worldwide subsidiaries had achieved some of the 
highest safety records in the mining industry. Through a concerted 
corporate commitment, Rio Tinto had created a corporate culture 
where safety was the number one priority, and the safety value was 
embedded into every business process. In Work Smart, Work Safe!, we 
will look at some of the things that Rio Tinto and other companies 
do today to maintain their safety focus. 

In April, 2010, the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig exploded in 
the Gulf of Mexico, killing 11 people, injuring 17 others and start-
ing a massive off-shore oil spill. The rig was owned by Transocean 
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and was drilling for BP. Again, as in the case of Rio Tinto at Lass-
ing, critics held top management responsible. The CEO of BP, Tony 
Hayward, lost his job over the disaster, and five new board members  
have been brought in. BP is still working through its internal corporate 
response to the spill. Time will tell whether or not BP gets it right. 

These examples clearly show that the ultimate root cause of  
accidents is poor leadership, from top to the bottom. We have come 
a long way in our understanding of workplace health and safety 
since the construction of the Hoover Dam, Panama Canal and Trans-
continental Railroad. The world has little patience for leaders who  
prevail over teams and organizations which fail to provide a safe and 
healthy work environment for their workers.

Today, most employers have come to realize that safety, produc-
tivity and quality are not mutually exclusive. In fact, productivity 
can be greatly increased if safety rules are adhered to and workers 
are encouraged to protect themselves and those they work with. 

Of course, every construction site has specific safety require-
ments, and this book does not pretend to be a handbook on how to 
create a safety program. Rather, it embodies the common leadership 
principles which can and will reduce the root causes of accidents 
AND poor productivity, when applied within a professional, com-
prehensive safety program. 

Another Dimension
So far I’ve touched only on my professional experience, but there’s 
another aspect of my life I’d like you to know about. In the second 
part of Work Smart, Work Safe! I share with you my personal story, 
and how it took me the hard way through learning forgiveness and 
acceptance, and eventually to spiritual surrender. You’ll find some 
concepts of leadership you might be surprised to see in a book with 
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this name, but which I consider to be just as valuable as those in 
Part One. These aspects of leadership development are more ‘right 
brain,’ and I feel so strongly about them I think I would be doing a 
disservice to you, the reader, if I neglected to include them. 

It is my hope that this book will expand thinking in the industry, 
support all those entrusted to my leadership, and allow me to contin-
ue to engage with my colleagues towards a deeper understanding of 
the dynamics of leadership and the search for operational excellence. 

And if you have a good example or story about a safety plan 
implementation, I would like to hear about it. Please contact me by 
phone or email. 

 Mike Vallez, PE
 Cell: 801-502-0951
 mjvallez@gmail.com
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Set Goals

Goal setting is the most basic leadership principle for success. If you 
haven’t defined what it is you want to do, your chances of achieving 
it are slim. There are five fundamental steps involved, and I use this 
simple device to help me remember them.

Step 1: Define the Task
What exactly do you intend to achieve? What will each individual 

or team you are working with need to do to make it happen?

Step 2: Set the Goal
The goal must be specific: it can be the time necessary to accom-

plish a task, a productivity rate, the amount of work completed in 
a day or whatever else you choose to set. Make it challenging but 
achievable. 
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Remember the acronym SMART. SMART goals are Specific, Mea-
surable, Attainable, Relevant and Time bound. 

Step 3: Obtain Goal Commitment
Have the people who will do the work participate in the goal set-

ting, because self-determined goals are usually higher than those a 
supervisor would assign.

Step 4: Measure Performance
This can take a lot of work, but is crucial for achieving goals. 
Here’s an example from my time at Dravo/Weyher. We had some 

process jobs at Kennecott Utah Copper Company’s smelter. I wanted  
to know how our productivity measured up against established 
standards. To achieve my goal of finding out, I did labor estimates on 
the jobs, using some national piping standards. Then I followed the 
jobs into the field and kept a close watch on labor and production. 
By comparing our actual productivity against the standard rates, I 
was able to calculate a ratio. 

The fancy name for this is benchmarking. If you are dealing with 
a goal setting program in any environment whatsoever, you can use 
benchmarking to see where you stand and track your progress. Using 
standard man-hours estimates, you can calculate man-hours earned 
versus man-hours spent and come up with an efficiency percentage. 
This is then graphed for each crew.

Step 5: Provide Feedback
Feedback, the more specific the better, is essential for goal setting 

to work. Simply telling someone they did a good job is not enough. 
Reward with some positive recognition, and provide graphical feed-
back. 
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Sometimes, feedback alone will have measurable results. Start 
publicly displaying a graph of some operational metric that you 
want to improve, and you will see the results climb. 

One of my first chances to prove the goal setting concept was 
on the construction of the Duke Energy Center in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. 

When I set up the labor codes, I broke out each floor so that I could 
track how much labor it took to complete each operation per floor. 
Every week, I plotted the results graphically on the wall of the job 
trailer so everyone could see the improvement. I was surprised to see 
how interested the foremen and crew became in the numbers. As the  
work progressed, I could see the crews collaborating to find better,  
smarter, safer and faster ways to get the job done. I have used 
this method many times since, and I guarantee you will get 
at least 25-30 percent better results when you do the same. 

Following these five elementary principles will give any endeavor 
you undertake the very best chance of success. 

Duke Energy Center
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Case Example—Safety at Rio Tinto
As mentioned in the introduction, Rio Tinto got a wake up call 

on September 18, 2008, when the Austrian government found the 
company responsible for the death of ten miners at the Lassing 
mine there. What has happened within Rio Tinto since then should 
turn the head of any manager or executive who has the attitude that  
“accidents just happen”. Rio Tinto has turned that notion on its head. 

I joined Kennecott Utah Copper, a unit of Rio Tinto, in February 
2007 as construction project engineer for the Keystone Project, a 
long term vision to develop the deeper ore bodies at the Bingham 
mine. (I later became the engineering manager.) As I was consider-
ing a position with Rio Tinto, I came across their 2006 Sustain-
ability Report that was posted on line, and noticed their report on safety 
statistics. 

Rio Tinto-Kennecott Keystone Project
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Involve Everyone

“Without involvement, there is no commitment. Mark it down,  
asterisk it, circle it, underline it. No involvement, no commitment.”
                                                                                   Stephen Covey

To be successful in any mission, you must involve everyone. In the 
principle Choose the Right Management Style, I mention that par-
ticipative management was a style to use across all types of employ-
ees, regardless of their skill or knowledge level. And in the principle 
of Plant Motivators and Weed Out Demotivators, we have found 
that lack of participation in management decisions was a big demo-
tivator. But this principle is so important to success that it deserves 
its own headline here. 

How do you involve everyone? It depends. Here are some examples 
from my personal experience. 

At McDevitt and Street Company, (absorbed by Bovis after Bob 
Street died of Lou Gehrig’s disease, now absorbed by Lend Lease, 
one of the top ten global general contractors with 2007 revenues at 
$5.7 billion) all two thousand of its 1988 employees were involved 
in the annual strategic planning process. Every September, everyone  
in the company, in all 21 divisions, was asked to complete an inter-
nal survey, including a SWOT analysis. These survey results were 
aggregated by the corporate planning director for each division and 
distributed back to the employees in that division. This was not 
a time-consuming thing to do. It required an hour here, an hour 
there, until the time of the division planning weekend in January. 
The planning weekend was always held in a resort setting, where 
every division employee gathered on a Thursday evening, and met 
all day Friday and Saturday until 2:00 PM, with the rest of the  
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afternoon reserved for golf. There were optional activities planned 
for the spouses during the meeting times. Both the region manager 
and Bob Street attended these meetings, and there was an agenda  
to cover the main issues, challenges, opportunities, clients of the 
division. 

At Adolfson and Peterson (now number 79 on the ENR 400)  
every single employee in the company was invited to participate in an 
“Operational Excellence” campaign. These committees included Hu-
man Resources; Safety; Scheduling; Quality; Sales and Marketing; etc. 
Because the company had multiple offices, there were committees at 
each division office. Each committee determined its own direction. 
The Human Resources Committee I chaired met weekly for a short 
update, and also had a monthly lunch meeting away from the office. 
The committees were given relatively free reign to recommend and 
implement various initiatives. Naturally, there was some peer over-
sight and coordination between committees on a periodic basis. 

James Center



MICHAEL J. VALLEZ, PE

16

These examples, and the remarkable success of these companies, 
illustrate the power of participation. They also illustrate the power 
of leading by example. Every employee at every level saw and felt the 
power of participation, and was able to see the benefits of applying 
the principle at their level of the organization. 

But if you are working at a company where participation is not 
yet the norm, no matter what level you are at in your company, you 
can still use the principle of participation, as the following examples 
show. 

At Al Johnson Construction Company, my first employer out of 
college, every project had a monthly safety breakfast and meeting on 
the second Saturday of the month. If the job was scheduled to work 
that day, it was suspended. 

In 2010 I was charged with managing the construction of a geo-
thermal power plant in Hawaii. (A white paper on this project can be 
found a the end of the book.) One week after the start of the project, 
the owner, Ormat Technologies, shortened the contract schedule by 
two months. I basically had to double the manpower and equipment 
to achieve the completion dates. Being on a remote island in the 
middle of the Pacific made this a real challenge for everyone, particu-
larly as the skilled welders, fitters and ironworkers we needed had to 
be brought over from the mainland. It was a scramble, and I quickly 
saw that the task was above the capabilities of my superintendent  
responsible for field activities. We had a couple of near miss accidents 
and started to run out of critical field parts and supplies. There were 
one or two incidents of insubordination, with the hands becoming in-
creasingly frustrated. Productivity was taking a big hit, and I knew I 
had to act decisively and quickly before things got worse. 

At Rio Tinto, as the engineering manager at their planned un-
derground expansion at Kennecott Utah Copper, I had learned that  
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safety was a driver in every aspect of operational performance. So 
when I faced these problems in Hawaii, I started by addressing the 
safety issues and by utilizing the power of participation. On a Satur-
day morning, I announced to the entire crew that the following week 
was going to be dedicated as “Safety Week,” and outlined to them 
some of the structured activities we would have, which would culmi-
nate with a banquet on Saturday night. 

On Monday morning, I again met with the entire team and asked 
for their help. I told them that one of the biggest challenges I always 
faced was how to unite a group of people from different backgrounds  
and experience levels, and create a cohesive safety culture on a project.  
This project brought together an extremely diverse mix. We had 
Navajos, Hispanics, Native Hawaiians, Pacific Islanders, Caucasians, 
men and women, all from different parts of the US. I shared with 
them the values I held, including my belief that the one doing a job 
knew best how to do it. Because of that, I asked them to take on this 
challenge with me—create a project safety culture as quickly as pos-
sible. I called it THE SAFETY CHALLENGE. 

I spoke to the team from my heart. I opened up a direct dialogue 
with them about “Why Safety?”, and came up with the following 
reasons: 

There are loved ones who count on us to come home in the 
same condition that we left home.

Americans place a high value on life and limb. We hear sto-
ries from American battlefields, where soldiers have risked 
their lives to rescue a fallen comrade. 

Working in the trades, we rely on our fingers, arms, legs, 
minds and bodies to earn a living and do the work that we 
love to do.
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It is the law, and our actions are governed by OSHA, MSHA
and other regulatory entities. 

There are people serving time in prison for failure to do all 
that they can do to create a safe work environment. 

Our clients demand safety of us, and if we do not maintain 
safety, we will be excluded from many places to provide con-
tinued employment opportunities.

The financial cost of accidents is severe, and we want to 
maintain our company in good financial health. 

Then, by handing out a couple decks of cards, I broke the entire 
workforce down into groups of four and asked each group to collec-
tively answer a survey with the following questions:  

1. What can we do to bring people together from various 
backgrounds, experience levels and attitudes to create a 
highly committed common safety culture on the job?

2. What are the things that we need to START doing as  
individuals and as a group to make this a safer project?

3. What are the things we need to STOP doing as  
individuals and as a group to make this a safer project?

4. What are you missing?

(Remember—keep it simple) 

The answers the survey elicited were remarkable, so remarkable we 
reproduced them and made large posters that we placed around the 
worksite so the various groups could see how others had responded. 
I recommend you read them for yourself and see what the power of 
participation can produce. 
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Respect others’ background and where they are from. Respect one another in and out 
of the job. Learn from one another because we learn new things every day. Treat people 
how you would like to be treated. Always give a helpful hand when needed. Respect 
their culture, religion and sex. We all come from different backgrounds but we all are 
here for the same reason, to finish this job safely!

It’s important to obtain a very clear understanding of safety procedures on the job site 
and be able to comprehend the job that is being performed. It’s also critical for those 
with a diverse ethnic background to have a translator, if they can’t speak English well, 
among the different crews they are working with so that they can have English language 
translated to have a better understanding of safety protocol and job descriptions. It’s 
also a great asset to the company and employees when highly competent individuals 
are hired to perform a job as these types of people are very aware, alert and enforce 
safety for everyone. Enthusiasm. Teach new employees with diligence, be eager to work 
and learn new tasks each day.

Be willing to have an open mind, willing to change, like to work with others, willing to be 
your brother’s keeper. Share one’s differences and cultures. Be willing to share safety 
information with others.

Keep an open mind to learn new things regarding work and safety regardless of  
background, ethnicity and experience level. Seasoned hands can learn new things every 
day as well as green helpers. Everyone can and must learn and share different things 
to keep the industry alive. Keep open communications. Language barriers can be a 
challenge. Be sure everyone involved in a particular task is clear on what is happening. 
There are usually enough bilingual people to help translate if necessary.

Practice what you preach. Try to learn from other people with more experience.

Communicate the job that’s coming up. Discuss amongst yourselves each person’s part 
and how they’re going to perform it safely. Offer help to one another without having to 
be asked. Remember all of us are important to a task whether person or boss. Be willing 
to listen. Don’t take criticism personally. Make sure you understand what the other guy 
is saying.

Communication, be open minded, respect. Love. Have a safety program so people that 
are not knowledgeable about safety can learn safety.

The whole crew needs to communicate and plan their job. Make sure everyone under-
stands and works together on the plan. Get to know each other. Journeymen should be 
willing to teach the younger guys and help them become better craftsmen.

Safety dinners are good and bring people together to visit outside of the work place. 
Respect others and property on job site. Good communication between all in the  
workplace.

GROUP
‘ACE’

GROUP
2

GROUP
3

GROUP
4
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5
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SAFETY SURVEY RESULTS

First question: What can we do to bring people together from various backgrounds, 
experience levels and attitudes to create a highly committed common safety culture 
on the job?
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Ask questions about traditions and work ethics. Treat co-workers like family. Treat 
people with respect. Don’t make racial comments that might offend others. Keep an 
open mind and open yourself to constructive criticism. Take time to get to know each 
other. Don’t spread rumors about others.

Effective communication. Learn about safety. Follow instructions and safe practices. 
Plan job tasks and look for hazards prior to beginning work. List and respect others’ 
ideas and suggestions. Ask for help if you don’t know.

Change helpers to different welders and fitter groups. In this exchange all different 
crews may have ideas going from one group to another. Show interest in each other’s 
culture.

Have better communication. Have two to three people from various backgrounds walk 
down the job making sure all the co-workers are working safety and properly once a 
week. Report back at Monday’s safety meeting.

GROUP
JACKS

GROUP
QUEENS

GROUP
KINGS

GROUP
10

Second question: What are the things that we need to START doing as individuals and 
as a group to make this a safer project?

Good communications. Plan out task the group will be doing so everyone will be on the 
same page. Get everyone’s input. Speak out if you’re in doubt. Anyone can stop a job 
if he/she thinks it’s not safe. Use the right tools and materials, PPE for the job. Chain of 
Command. Respect barricades and other workers within the area. Job Safety Analysis 
(JSA) is there to do all that. We need everyone’s help to fill it out, even with the operators 
and others working within the area. Take every job seriously even if you’ve done it a 
hundred times. Get your rest so you can be 100% everyday. Good housekeeping. If you 
have a personal problem leave it at the gate ‘cause we need your focus. Treat everyone 
as your family ‘cause we spend more time together than back home. Have a positive  
attitude. Be your brother’s keeper. Check tools and material before using.

Avoid extreme fatigue and get plenty of rest because this really plays a huge role in  
staying focused at work. Take the job extremely seriously and remain professional. Take 
pride in our work. Work as a strong team and communicate about everything. Teach new 
employees hands on what needs to be done with their jobs and make sure they learn 
the right way to do something at the beginning. Take our time when performing a job. 
Eliminate hazards when you see them. Laziness should not be tolerated.

Work this project like it’s your own project and also treat coworkers with dignity and 
respect. Treat co-workers in a professional manner. Challenge yourself to improve  
quality safety work. Treat co-workers as you want to be treated. Take pride in your work 
and the company you are working for. Follow safety JSA roles for every task. Start  
helping co-workers with less experience for less accidents.

An unsafe act may seem like it’s not a big deal, but a serious injury can always result. 
Think about yourself and your family. Lost work from an injury can translate to lost 
wages and permanently compromised health. Do not take shortcuts. Shortcuts have the 
potential to be extremely dangerous. Take the extra time to clean our area and rig prop-
erly. The extra time spent preparing could prevent serious injury to yourself and others.

GROUP
‘ACE’

GROUP
2

GROUP
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Inspect equipment and work area. Pre-task your work. Have a good attitude. Fill out 
your JSA properly. Inspect before you start work. Teach the apprentices the safe and 
right way. Wear PPE at all times. Eliminate all tripping hazards before, during and after 
work.Practice what you preach. Try to learn from other people with more experience.

Discuss your JSAs and have a plan of action. Get with your boss or safety person if you 
have questions. Don’t take short cuts which may lead to injury. If you can’t do the task 
safely with what you have, don’t try it. You have no reason to be rushed even if someone 
is pushing you. If you need help, ask. If you see someone needing help, stop them until 
they have the help they need.

Be open for suggestions. Be willing to let no unsafe act go unnoticed. Attempt to know 
everybody on a personal level. You are your brother’s keeper. Safety incentives. Be  
proactive, not reactive. Start good housekeeping. Use correct tool for the job. Supervi-
sors, know your people and their limitations and their strengths.

Watch out for other crew members. If someone is doing something unsafe, let them 
know and assist them in correcting it, if necessary. Be open minded to their crew  
members’ suggestions. Treat people with respect, as if they were family members. 
Always wear gloves when handling material.

Better communication. More awareness. Use more plant safety rules, less shortcuts. 
Better planning of task. More equipment checks and inspections. Remove equipment 
from service if not in proper working order.

Be more aware of our surroundings. Think before acting. Use proper tools for the job at 
hand. Follow all rules, don’t take short cuts. Make eye contact with drivers. When  
working above use a safety harness. When working with forklifts always have two  
spotters and use tag lines. Inspect all tools. Think of loved ones before performing an 
unsafe act. Leave bad attitudes at home. Come to work with a clear head. Start getting 
enough rest before returning to work.

Ask for help! Have all the materials we need to do a job safely. (Jack stands rigging, 
proper chokers, etc.) Respect and follow red tape areas. Plan tasks prior to beginning 
work. Discuss possible hazards and eliminate them when possible (trip hazards, etc.). 
Look out for each other and help. Share equipment and rigging. Get everything you 
need to do your assigned task safely. Wear earplugs. Rely on more knowledgeable 
people to help plan tasks safely if you don’t know how. Communicate with others in the 
area about your work that may cause them a safety concern.

Be humble and accept other people’s comments and criticism. Communicate with 
everyone on the crew before work starts. Think it through and try to anticipate  
hazards.

Stop unsafe acts and watch out for other people. Use the proper tools. Train green 
hands on proper used of small power tools.once a week. Report back at Monday’s 
safety meeting.
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Third Question: What are the things we need to STOP doing as individuals and as a 
group to make this a safer project? 

No more horseplay. Clean up as you go. Do not interrupt people/workers when they are 
doing their job. Don’t get in a rush or use shortcuts. We need to work together between 
crews. Be your brother’s keeper. Use the right materials for the job. Use the forklift and 
take care. Don’t manhandle it. Take every job seriously. Any job can be done safely. Take 
JSA seriously.

Stop being irresponsible regarding housekeeping and safety. Stop depending on  
someone else to do a job we are capable of doing as well. Stop leaving tools on job site 
and in pipes. Stop running over cords. We need to take good care of equipment & tools 
that are loaned to us.

Stop doing a poor clean-up, stop doing short cuts. Stop losing tools. Stop horseplay. 
Stop using bad language. Stop leaving your work. Stay in your area and ask for more 
work. Stop following unsafe actions.

Be sure to use the proper tools for a particular job. Using underrated lifting and hoisting 
equipment can cause serious injury. Ask for help from someone who has experience 
with the task at hand. Stop seeing the project with blinders on. Be aware of not only the 
task in front of you but everything that is happening. Just as driving a car, you can only 
keep yourself safe by knowing what is going on around you as well as in front of you. 
Do not turn a blind eye to unsafe acts. If you see an unsafe act, approach and advise a 
better way.

Rushing your work. Being complacent about safety. Horseplay. Coming to work not 
rested.

Stop rushing, we’re on time. Stop being complacent. Every day is a new one. Leave 
your personal problems at your house, we need you thinking about the job. Stop using 
the wrong tool. Cut back on horseplay, save it for after work. Stop worrying that the job 
will come to an end. Be happy we’re here now. Stop rushing across location, we’re on 
bad footing.

Stop being reactive. Stop getting hot headed and be willing to listen. Stop taking 
chances thinking it won’t happen to me.

Do not be going in red barricades without asking the person responsible for putting it up 
if it is okay. Stop leaving tools lying around, scattered on the ground. Stop horseplay.

Be more considerate of others and their task at hand. Watch for and respect all . Do not 
remove barricades that you don’t put up. Use barricades tags. Designate flagmen. Stop 
running over cords and leads.

Stop thinking someone else will clean up after you. Stop leaving up useless barricades 
because it can be confusing.

Don’t put work before safety. Always use harness for work above six feet. Use your 
PPE. Follow the safety practices. Don’t ignore them (ear plugs, gloves, harness).  
Hanging pipe without supports. Stop putting productivity before safety. Pushing people 
causes accidents.
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No horseplay. Stop thinking you’re invincible. Stop using improper tools for projects.

Stop and think about what you’re doing. Don’t take short cuts. Talk about what you are 
doing. Be aware of your surroundings. Slow down and think before acting out work.

GROUP
QUEENS

GROUP
KINGS

Fourth Question: What are you missing?

Plywood, grinding disc, jack stands, four leg jack stands, Tiger disc. We need to  
exercise in the morning to loosen our muscles up. Everyone’s leadership. Raincoats.

Tools to work with and equipment to make the job safer and more productive. Eye 
washing station. Hand washing station. Very Necessary! Dust masks. Raincoats.

Jack stands, team effort, improve our communication skills, improve working with one 
another. Raincoats, more guidance towards safety.

The job as a whole is missing some important tools needed for the job that affect safety 
and productivity. Large bore pipe on three-legged jack stands is dangerous. We only 
have so much rigging that can be utilized between everyone. The riggers are short on 
proper rigging.

Never being too safe.

Some minor tools to make things easier, which is safer. Plywood and jack stand.  
Raincoats for some of the people who get cold would be nice.

Tools, rigging, steel choker, jack stands, grinders. Someone to listen—a suggestion box. 
Beer keg. The reality of a safe program.

Four-legged jack stands. Group cooperation. Supervisor cooperation.

“RIGGING” certain tools, four-legged jack stands, wire chokers, beam clamps, chain 
falls, endless chokers. Inspection of tools and rigging. As a group it was agreed that 
most of our rigging come-alongs would not pass inspection if inspected. More  
coordination. Bottle racks. Better housekeeping, instead of just being safe and have a 
good day. Have topic for group safety meetings.

Proper tools for certain tasks. Chairs—not enough seats for everyone. Raincoats.  
Communication with co-worker at times. Stretch and flex before work.

Jack stands, rigging supplies, JLG, rain gear, tools. All the materials we need to  
complete a task. More people. Training for all about safe handling, rigging and  
moving equipment.

Miss family (extended) back home! Tools and general.

Proper tools, proper rigging, bottle carts, four-legged jack stands, wood for jack stands.
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The aftermath of the survey was even more remarkable. There 
was a flurry of activity. We purchased some blank requisition 
books and handed them out to each supervisor and the tool co-
ordinator. I spoke with the team and empowered every single  
person to fill out a requisition through their supervisor or the tool 
coordinator and get it up the line for ordering supplies and needed 
tools which were missing. I committed myself and the line super-
visors and project staff to do whatever was necessary to help each 
person on the job to be successful. 

On days following the survey, I had volunteers read parts of the 
survey results aloud at the morning safety meetings. We decided 
that the crew had grown large enough to warrant a safety director, 
and we hired one. We conducted a Foreman Delay Survey to rid the 
project of frustrations and delays. (See Plant Motivators. Weed Out 
Demotivators) 

We continued to do other activities every day during that safety 
week, and at the end of it, on Saturday night, we had a Hawaiian 
Luau at Uncle Roberts, complete with dancers, live music and local 
foods. Everyone duct taped their playing cards inside their hard hats, 
so they could remember what group they were in and participate in 
safety reward programs and other activities with their group. 

We started doing crew-level three-week look ahead schedules, 
getting everyone involved in scheduling their own work, setting 
their own goals, and daily doing JSAs (Job Safety Analysis) for that 
day’s activities. The overall project priorities came from the top 
down, but the three week detail task plans came from the bottom 
up. We solved our supply and material problems. 

On a weekly basis, sometimes more often, I spoke with the crews 
and provided feedback to the project with a report on safety, produc-
tivity, schedule and other special topics as they arose. I also used these 
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opportunities to share some coaching stories and motivation. Let me 
share with you something that I said at the end of an extremely good 
week, when everything started to click:

“For the last couple of weeks, we have been talking about and 
working on many left brain types of things, like safety, planning, 
schedules, tools, supplies, equipment, productivity. But today I want 
to start to talk about some of the right brain stuff. They say that the 
right brain is more involved in creativity, innovation, and spiritual-
ity. Today, I want to talk to you about the subject of gratitude. 

I came from a large family with nine children. When my father 
died, I was asked to give a eulogy at his funeral, which was a difficult 
thing to do. I decided to acknowledge my father for all that he had 
taught us throughout his life and I would like to share that with you 
today. 

Get a good education.
Pray as though your life depended on God, and work as though 
your life depended all on you. 
If you get knocked down, get yourself right back up. 
Make a difference in the world. 
Never give up. 
Never say never. 
Whenever you have the opportunity, forgive and apologize. 
If you are blessed, never forget the poor. 
Do your best in everything you do. 
Love each other. 

With a family of nine children, that last one was important for 
all of us. 

Your assignment for your time off this weekend is to take some of 
your time and make a list like this for yourself. What lessons did you 
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learn from a parent, teacher, or someone influential in your life? Write 
them down. If they are not alive today, think about that person, and try 
to get some feeling of gratitude in your heart. If they are alive, pick up 
the phone, call them, and thank them for what they have taught you in 
your life. Literally, pick up the phone and make that call. 

This week was a great week. Things were hitting on all cylinders, 
and I will tell you this- it would be difficult for me to put into words 
how grateful I am for each of you and the work you have done to get 
this project moving. I asked for your help, and you have responded 
admirably. I am grateful to you. 

Gratitude is a powerful force when we hold it in our hearts and 
minds. I will promise you something: If you do what I ask this week-
end, make your list, make that call- next week will be an even better 
week than the one we just had!”

A week after I gave this talk to the crew, one of the hands received 
a call from home on the mainland. His father had passed quickly and 
unexpectedly from a stroke. When T.C. came to the job office with a 
couple of his buddies to tell me about it, his head dropped onto my 
shoulder as he nearly collapsed in my arms.

During the course of this project, a top executive from our con-
struction company made a site visit to Hawaii. He commented that 
he did not often see people so involved and happy with the work 
they were doing. Reports of this came back that he repeated this in 
the home office.

A month after the end of the project, I was meeting with Ormat, 
my client on that geothermal project in Hawaii, with a couple of my 
colleagues. The V.P. of global construction thanked me for the work 
we did, and told us that he was extremely happy with our perfor-
mance. Then he looked at me and said: 

“I have been doing this for a long time, and I cannot remember 
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when I have seen such a committed group of people. Thank you for 
a great job.” 

I don’t mention this to inflate my own ego, but I want to say that 
employee involvement works. And a focus on safety was the driver. 
When you combine these two factors with the other principles in 
this book, you will have a team that will do somersaults for you. 
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Create a Word Map

As I said, I grew up as one of nine children, and as an adult have 
worked on many different teams. I have noticed that when people 
work together over a period of time, they develop ways of commu-
nicating commonly shared ideas and concepts in quick and simple 
ways with each other in a kind of shorthand. 

As a leader, it’s up to you to jumpstart this process. Recognize 
that each member on your team comes from a completely different 
background. You need to create a word map for them so the same 
words have the same meaning for each person. 

Let me explain word maps with an example from my life: 
In the 1990s, I had a small construction management firm, and 

served an Indian Tribe in South Dakota. I became very familiar with 
the culture and history of the tribe, and I learned that the Dakota 
Language had something like 30 different words for snow. 
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This was puzzling to me until I thought about my own experi-
ence. As a kid, I had one word in my vocabulary for snow: snow. But 
when I learned to ski, I heard the terms ‘powder snow’ and ‘corn 
snow.’ These expressions were new to me. I had never heard them 
before because I had never skied before. As a skier, my vocabulary 
for snow has continued to grow, with words like crud, crust, grunge, 
hard pack, fluff, and others. The Lakota and Dakota Sioux were his-
torically nomadic people, and as they moved from place to place 
there was often snow on the ground. It makes sense that they would 
need more than one word for it.

A word map is to team communication as a road map is to reach-
ing your destination on the highway. As a leader, you are in the 
position of chief communication officer for the group you lead, and 
creating a simple word map can be a key part of communicating 
with your team.
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People are Not Dogs! 

I will never forget the day my parents brought home our first pet, 
a week-old Beagle named Sparky. To house train Sparky, my mother 
taught me to hold his nose close to his mess when he made one, and 
then escort him out the back door while saying “Bad dog.” Many 
supervisors use the same tactic when an employee makes a mistake, 
berating them for their error and holding their nose in it! Some-
times the employee gets fired on the spot! 

Good people are already hard enough on themselves when they 
screw up: they don’t need to be constantly reminded of it or cut 
to pieces for it. It’s hard for me to believe, but some companies  
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have formal processes for putting people’s noses into their messes. 
Some of the most egregious breaches of good management in the 
employee evaluation process are made by people with no profes-
sional training in human resource management. They provide 
check boxes with a list of infractions or shortcomings in the job, 
instead of working on a development plan for that person to find 
ways to enhance their strengths and de-emphasize their weak-
nesses. Personnel reviews are not the time for fault finding. Think 
about this as a manager or leader: the way you treat your people 
might be how they are going to treat their kids when they get 
home from work. 

It may seem like I am too soft by recommending that the repri-
mand when things go wrong should be replaced with praise when 
things go right. There are some sound reasons for this recommen-
dation. Let me explain. 

Human beings are not well equipped to give or receive negative 
feedback. I have been around the mining and construction indus-
tries, and have seen my fair share of yelling and screaming on the 
part of supervisors. We refer to this as the “old school” way. Even 
high level executives, who use a smooth delivery, come across as  
demeaning and condescending. Regardless of the style, reprimands, 
constant corrections and negative feedback are destructive. 

Negative feedback from a superior, much less yelling and scream-
ing, most often creates a “fight or flight” response in the receiver, 
regardless of the skills of the giver of negative feedback. A guy by 
the name of Walter Bradford Cannon, M.D., a physiologist, first 
popularized his ideas about fight or flight in 1932. It rests on the 
understanding of our cave man, hunter-gatherer roots as early hu-
mans. When early man was faced with certain stresses, his body 
was equipped to respond and prepare to either fight, or run away 
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(flight). The physiological responses of fight or flight in the body 
are frightening: 

Acceleration of heart and lung action.
Paling or flushing, or alternating between both.
Inhibition of stomach and upper-intestinal action to the
point where digestion slows down or stops. 
General effect on the sphincters of the body. 
Constriction of blood vessels in many parts of the body. 
Liberation of nutrients (particularly fat and glucose) for
muscular action. 
Dilation of blood vessels for muscles. 
Inhibition of the lacrimal gland (responsible for tear
production) and salivation. 
Dilation of pupils (mydriasis).
Relaxation of the bladder. 
Inhibition of erection.
Auditory exclusion. (loss of hearing)
Tunnel vision (loss of peripheral vision).
Acceleration of instantaneous reflexes. 
Shaking. 

How safe or effective do you think someone is when they are in 
this condition? 

I would say that fewer than ten percent of the people I have 
met in supervision or management have the skills to deliver nega-
tive feedback without causing more harm than good. With these 
odds, I feel comfortable recommending that it be eliminated from 
the workplace. 

But there are rare exceptions. In 1976, Al Johnson Construction 
Company assigned me to a multiple mine shaft sinking project in 
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Alabama at Walter Resources Mine Five and Seven near Tuscaloosa. 
There I encountered a situation where negative feedback was abso-
lutely necessary. As the shaft engineer, one of my responsibilities 
on this project was to be available on 24 hour call to come to the job 
and assure that the shaft forms were properly aligned before concrete 
was placed. After a few weeks of this, I got pretty good at it, and I 
basically ended up becoming the concrete forming foreman on all 
the pours. Because of the multiple crews on rotation and multiple 
shafts, I was involved in nine times as many pours as each of the 
foremen, so it made sense. 

One night, I was at the shaft bottom, aligning the forms, work-
ing under a small flow of water that was leaking into the shaft from 
a water vein. The water splashed on my miner hat and over my slickers, 
where I kept dry. All of a sudden, the water seemed to run warm, 
and had the smell of urine. Yes. One of the miners with the nick-
name “Nasty” was pulling a prank and pissing on me. I shined my 
cap light up to see Nasty on the deck above me with a grin on his 
face. I was not smiling. 

After I finished my job setting the forms, I got in the bucket, 
and rang myself up to the deck where Nasty was. At the time, I 
was pretty “buff ” after four years of lifting weights in college. So I 
grabbed Nasty by the collar and held him against a post, making a 
threat that I am not proud of today. Then I got in the bucket, went 
to the top, and told the project manager that it was either Nasty or 
me, but I could not work in an environment where the workers had 
such hostility without some kind of consequence. 

This was a job being manned by the UMW union, and it was 
during an unusually difficult labor-management period in the coal 
mines. There were strict rules about employee reprimands in the 
labor contract. We used them. And when we contacted the union 
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representative about it, they decided not to defend Nasty against 
our pink slip. 

I use this example to show that yes, there are some times where 
reprimands or corrections are needed, but they are very rare. More 
often than not, they cause more harm than good. Good people will 
clean up their mess without being asked, apologize, and make a com-
mitment to avoid the same mistake in the future. Maybe it is the 
manager’s fault for putting the wrong person in the wrong job in 
the first place, which takes me to . . .
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Don’t Try to Fit Square Pegs  
into Round Holes 

As a leader, you need to take responsibility if you have the person in 
the wrong job, and take steps to fix it. Don’t just blame the employee 
right out of the box. 

In construction we have project estimators. We also have project  
managers. These jobs require totally different personalities. Some 
people would completely stress out if they stepped out from behind 
a desk, and others would go nuts sitting at one. I started my post 
college career as a construction estimator in an office in Minneapo-
lis and I hated it. Some days, I felt like my truck would spin off the 
road while driving home from work. After a year at it, I was ready 
to quit. I was single and wanted to see the world, and had a job of-
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fer in hand to go to Brazil to work for Fiat on power lines for the 
Itaipu Dam. I went into the office one Monday and gave my boss 
two weeks notice. A week later, my boss sent me to Alabama for a 
field engineer’s job building underground coal mine shafts. My boss 
knew what he was doing. I loved my new job in the company! From 
an outside perspective, it did not make sense. Give up a nice office 
job to work down a mineshaft and be covered in coal dust? You bet! 
And I did not have to quit and go to Brazil to find it.

There are all kinds of tests available to help place people correctly. 
Use them.
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Delegate but Don’t Abdicate

Delegation of authority is one of the most crucial aspects of leader-
ship. Philip of Macedonia, the father of Alexander the Great, said, 
“An army of deer led by a lion is more to be feared than an army of 
lions led by a deer.” Delegate effectively, and you will have a moti-
vated and successful team of lions. Delegate ineffectively, or try to 
micromanage, and you will spend your time putting out fires and 
dealing with crises.. 

Here are some basic principles of successful delegation:
Articulate the desired outcome.
Identify constraints and boundaries. 
Where possible, include people in the delegation process. 
Match the amount of responsibility with the amount of authority. 
Delegate to the lowest possible organizational level. 
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Provide adequate support and be available to answer questions. 
Focus on results. 

Avoid “upward delegation.” 
Don’t let your subordinates hand you all of their problems to  
resolve. If you find that things are being handed up to you, 
then you are either not delegating correctly or are micro- 
managing your people. 

Build motivation and commitment. 

Establish and maintain control. 

C.P. Street, founder of McDevitt and Street, used to say: 

“You don’t get what you EXpect, you get what you INspect.” 

This philosophy of management is a valid approach to a whole 
range of industries. In the engineering and construction fields, we 
always have specific inspection and testing requirements for just 
about every component of a project.

During the OSHA safety era of the 1970s, companies focused 
largely on conducting site inspections to make sure that there were 
no jobsite conditions that would draw an OSHA citation. When a 
condition was found on a site which violated any of the OSHA or 
MSHA rules, the “safety dude” for the company pointed it out to 
the site management, corrections were made, and there was usually 
some kind of chastisement involved. The prevalent safety culture 
on sites during this era were generally “dependent” cultures, where 
workers depended on rules, regulations, and company management 
to provide exclusive safety directions. 

Today, we are in the “Human era” of safety, where progressive 
companies are applying the lessons and insights from psychologists 
and behavioral scientists to create “interdependent” safety cultures, 
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where workers rely not only on the rules and regulations, but each 
other, to create and maintain a safe working environment. Creating 
an interdependent culture requires a re-thinking of the top down, 
safety inspection regimen that prevailed in the OSHA era. Although 
internal safety inspections are still an important part of creating 
and maintaining a safe work environment, a strong element of peer 
review and involvement is a hallmark of this new era. 

Again, I will use the example of Rio Tinto and their Kennecott 
Utah Copper group to illustrate how an interdependent culture can 
be achieved by applying smart delegation concepts. 

There’s no doubt that Rio Tinto’s Kennecott Utah Copper (KUC) 
has achieved an admirable record in safety performance against 
its peers and other industry groups. It’s remarkable that a mining 
company has created an environment which is safer than retail! 

I cannot tell you about all of the implementation steps Rio Tin-
to went through to get there, but this was Rio Tinto/Kennecott’s  
safety performance in 2006, seven years after the Lassing mine  
disaster in Austria. We know that the simplest way to achieve any 
change is to start and identify the key behaviors of the leaders in 
any sphere, and follow their example. 

Rio Tinto / Kennecott Safety Statistics
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The key strategy that I can identify from my time working in 
that environment was the implementation of some smart delega-
tion. Rio Tinto/Kennecott inculcated a set of behaviors and prac-
tices into its workforce which has led to their safety achievements. 

Let me recount what those practices and behaviors are, not in 
any particular order: 

They have implemented what they call the TRACK system. From 
their website, here is an outline: 

TRACK
An important safety element is for employees and contractors to 
conduct a pre-task risk assessments. A pre-task risk assessment helps 
identify any hazards or deficiencies, and then allows the correction 
or mitigation of any issues prior to commencement of work. The fol-
lowing ‘TRACK’ system has been developed to assist employees and 
contractors when performing their pre-task risk assessments.

Think Through the Task(s) 
Think about each step in the task(s) 
Permits and authorizations needed to work 
Equipment and tools that are to be used 
Area personnel that need to be notified 

Recognize the Hazards 
Check your work area is safe 
Check equipment and tools are safe 
Check energies and substances isolation 
Check above and below for potential hazards

Assess the Risks 
Could an injury or accident be avoided? 



WORK SMART, WORK SAFE!

41

What equipment/systems could be damaged? 
What are the likelihood and consequences?

Control the Hazards 
Eliminate (Remove the hazard) 
Substitute (less hazardous chemicals) 
Engineering (guards, covers, handrails) 
Administration (JSAs, SOPs , permits, signage) 
Correct PPE (harness, glasses, gloves) 
Keep Safety First in all Tasks 
Check for changes in work conditions (e.g., wind) 
Monitor safety controls for effectiveness 
If the task changes, reassess safety 
Continually reassess work progress 
Look after yourself and others

Safety interactions: Every management employee is expected 
to perform a “safety interaction” at least once per week, with a front 
line worker or workers. This safety interaction is simple. The per-
son conducting the interaction asks a couple of simple questions: 
What are you working on or doing? What are the risks and haz-
ards involved? What are you doing to control the risks and hazards? 
This interaction must be recorded on the company intranet by the 
person conducting the interaction, and then the key to the delega-
tion is this—the system reports back the level of participation and 
compliance with the weekly interaction mandate—the percent par-
ticipation is reported for the area manager. 

Peer reviews: At periodic intervals, groups of individuals are
flown around the world to conduct peer reviews of other operations 
around the company. These operational reviews invariably focus on
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 safety as their number one priority. 
Peer interactions: At one project, we had the hands perform  

interactions three times daily. Each worker had a small green card 
for every day of work that they filled out with a record of their 
interaction, and the signature of the person or persons they inter-
acted with. Daily, these green cards were handed in with the time, 
and participation was monitored. Monthly, those who had perfect 
participation were eligible for a prize drawing. 

Safety training: In addition to special training sessions, every 
employee was expected to complete monthly training refreshers on 
special topics. Front line supervisors received annual certification 
in safety management and supervision. 

Risk analysis: Each program or project or operating group 
participated in the development of detailed risk management plans 
to cover overall project or program risks. Every month, the program 
or project leader was charged with updating the plan, and reviewing 
it with his up-line and project team. These risk management plans 
were “living documents”. 

Peer observations and reporting: In addition to the peer  
interactions, every employee was trained, empowered, and encour-
aged to report on any unsafe acts or conditions when they saw them, 
regardless of whether or not it was in their work area. 

Feedback: At every group and level, there was measurement 
and broad internal reporting of near misses, incidents, accidents 
and lost time accidents.

Safety shares: At the beginning of any and every meeting, some-
one would volunteer to give a “safety share”, which could be anything 
from a personal experience of a safety issue at home, to a safety obser-
vation on the job, or a caution about driving home on a snowy road.

Internal and external benchmarking: Within Rio Tinto glob-
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ally, and within each operating group, the safety performance of each 
unit was monitored, measured, and reported across the organization.

Safety inspections: Each week, every superintendent, project 
or program manager was expected to perform a safety inspection 
and report the results on the intranet.  

These are certainly not all of the safety practices at Rio Tinto/ 
Kennecott, but they illustrate the level of dedication and commitment 
required to achieve world class and award-winning safety results. 

Again, the success of this program relied on a combination of 
good management principles: 

• Delegate but don’t abdicate
• Set goals
• Involve everyone

The key concept to get from this example is that safety manage-
ment has moved into the Human (behavioral) era. The past practices 
of the OSHA, and accountability eras are no longer able to compete 
with the startling results that have been demonstrated by the class 
leaders who use smart delegation, participation and involvement to 
create an interdependent safety culture at every organizational level.

In his management classic book, In Search of Excellence, Tom Peters  
describes what he calls “loose-tight” cultures which exist in excel- 
lent companies. These companies have strict, ironclad internal  
reporting requirements, but give their employees wide freedom 
within their jobs. By identifying safety as a value, and implementing 
a “tight” regimen of behaviors and internal safety reporting, safety 
can become the leading “wedge” or driver in transforming a micro-
managaging culture into a highly successful “loose-tight“ one. Start 
with safety and follow-up with other goal set operational metrics.

• People are not dogs
• Train Constantly 
• Focus
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Choose the Right Management Style

Some managers say they have a fixed management style that they  
believe in. I think that a good leader has to have a flexible style, based 
on the person he or she is managing. The world is not here to adapt 
to you. You need to adapt to the people and world around you.

What helps me is to look at a management style continuum. 
At the left side of this continuum, you will have people with little  
experience in the job at hand. At the right side, high experience. You 
need to be directive with the person with low experience, delegate 
to the person with high experience, and use participative manage-
ment across the whole range in some circumstances.

Safety Consultant Jimmie Hinze says this about management 
style: 

Question: What are some managerial traits that are 
associated with good safety performance?
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Answer: The good managerial traits associated with good 
safety performance can be summarized with the following 
descriptors: leader, planner, organizer, problem solver, approach-
able, down-to-earth, flexible, and good role model.

Question: What are some managerial traits that are 
associated with poor safety performance?

Answer: The managerial traits that have been associated with 
poorer safety performances include the following descrip-
tors: manipulative, aloof, impersonal, insensitive to personal 
problems, autocratic, dogmatic, and in general lacking those 
qualities possessed by good managers.

Management Style Continuum

Low 
Experience EXPERIENCE LEVEL

High
Experience

Directive Participative Delegative

MANAGEMENT STYLE
CONTINUUM
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Decide Democratically,  
Implement Dictatorially

There are times when this one is called for to maintain order and 
eliminate confusion. Let’s look at it. 

When someone can do their assigned job without having to coor-
dinate with anyone, let them do it the way they see fit.

More often, though, a project is a team effort and several people 
are involved. There has to be a common approach to the project, even 
though each member of the team may have a different idea of the 
best way to proceed. As their leader, the team needs you to make a 
call. This is where Decide Democratically, Implement Dictatorially 
comes in. 

Listen intently and get people’s input, individually or as a group. 
Once a plan of action is decided upon, you need to be a dictator in 
implementing the decision. If there is not 100 percent consensus, 
you need to let the team know that even though the final decision 
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may not please everyone, all members are expected to go along with 
it as it is the way you have chosen to go.

Some people think that simply being ‘the boss’ makes you a good 
leader. That’s not true. There are some bosses who seem to suck the 
oxygen out of the air with their egos. That’s weakness disguised as 
strength. Some of the best leaders I have been around were very 
quiet and unassuming people. 

Doug Johnson, of the Al Johnson Construction Company, was 
one such person I met early in my career. I was working for the 
company on the mine shafts in Alabama. The United Mine Workers 
(UMW) Union was staging wildcat strikes; the shaft machines were 
constantly breaking down; production was down 50 percent.

Doug showed up one day from home office and brainstormed ways 
to improve the situation with my team. At the end of the meeting, 
Doug simply said he would be back in a week to see what we could 
come up with as a fix. 

Walter Resources Mine
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That week was a flurry of activity. I did time and motion studies; 
we met with the UMW to settle disputes and researched different 
operating procedures and equipment. When Doug came back a week 
later, we reviewed our findings with him. He listened quietly and 
when we were done, he asked the project manager what we wanted 
to do. After listening, all Doug said was, “Sounds good to me.” He 
showed incredible strength as a leader, holding himself back from 
trying to solve the problems himself, while empowering and moti-
vating us to come with our own solutions as lions. 
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Boy, if you ever wanted to see a company where every employee 
went to the mat and worked as hard as they could, McDevitt and 
Street was it! By having access to financial information and the inner-
most company meetings, every employee felt and acted like an owner! 
Revenues grew from $40 million to $850 million in ten years, prof-
itable every step of the way. The employee parking lot was always 
full of cars way past 7:00 at night. Keep your team informed with 
open communication, and they will do their very best for you. 
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Build a Superteam

A group in itself does not automatically constitute a team. The group 
needs a common purpose to be a team. A well-functioning team 
needs members with complementary skills who generate synergy 
through a coordinated effort. This way each member can maximize 
his or her strengths and minimize his or her weaknesses. Teams are 
especially appropriate for conducting tasks that are high in complex-
ity and have many interdependent subtasks. A workable team size in 
a business environment is usually between five and ten people. 

A good analogy for a super-team is a supercomputer. 

MPP (massively parallel processing) is the coordinated process-
ing of a program by multiple processors that work on different parts 
of the program, with each processor using its own operating system 
and memory. Typically, MPP processors communicate using messag-
ing interface. In some implementations, up to 200 or more proces-
sors can work on the same application.

A well-functioning team will produce results that are far greater 
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than the sum of its parts. This is the definition of synergy: the whole 
is greater than the sum of its parts. This graphic of supercomputer 
nodes somewhat captures the concept. 

When you group your teams up, make sure that you arrange 
them together in logical groups. You want the dynamics to create 
open communication, by having the right people on the team.

Building a team also involves you becoming a coach=leader. You 
have to speak to people’s higher aspirations as human beings. You 
have to lead with your heart.
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One Bad Apple Can Spoil the Bunch 

You as a leader most definitely cannot indulge in whining and hope 
to be effective. But because one bad apple can spoil the bunch, you 
cannot tolerate whining by any members of your team. I am not 
talking about legitimate concerns by an employee. I am talking 
about pure whining. 

A whiner or complainer on your team can drag down the other 
members. It’s said that 80 percent of your human resource problems 
will be caused by 20 percent of your people. Whether the attention 
they get is negative or positive does not matter to the whiners. If 
they get negative attention, it gives them all the more reason to 
whine. 

You need to establish a team culture that is not going to pay any 
attention to whiners. Effective teams police themselves to keep out 
or shut up the whiners. 

I cannot tell you what to do with a bad apple because each case 
is going to be different. But you do need to recognize that one bad 
apple really can spoil the bunch!
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Plan Your Work and Work Your Plan

The project work that I do can involve thousands of activities and 
requires extensive planning by individuals and teams. This level of 
planning results in what is known as a ‘critical path method’ (CPM) 
schedule.

When I learned how to scuba dive, there was a saying: “Plan your  
dive, and dive your plan.” I now say, “Plan your work and work your 
plan.”

Get everyone involved in the planning process. It’s a lot of work 
but it pays off in spades. 

Best practice is for foremen to develop two or three week look-
ahead schedules in work areas, identifying the people, materials, 
tools and equipment they need. This information gets passed up 
the line for action when needed.

In detailed task planning, the foremen, sometimes with the  
involvement of the workers, identify the tools, materials, equipment, 
information and other things needed to perform each task. Task 
planning and look-ahead scheduling are cornerstones to successful 
field operations. Planning is part of the job of succeeding, not just a 
sideline. Get good at planning, and you’ll fly with the eagles. 
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Make Your Company or Team
a Learning Organization

My first job after graduating from engineering school was with 
Al Johnson Construction. I was impressed by the two large bound 
notebooks I was given when I started that contained job cost histo-
ries. There was a full set of narrative reports of their major projects 
over the prior 25 years, complete with labor and equipment rates. 
These records were used for budgeting and goal setting for new 
projects, and the results from those projects become the records for 
the future. Nowadays, of course, records are stored electronically on 
computers.

Al Johnson Construction was a learning organization. It used its 
successful projects from the past as models for those in the future 
and was in a constant state of transformation for the better. Using the  
timeless leadership principles in this book, your company will become 
a learning organization and you will be competitive in business.
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Identify Your Values

Organizational values form the foundation for setting goals, strate-
gies and tactics. 

On December 10, 1948, the General Assembly of the United  
Nations adopted and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. 

For the first time in human history, the nations of the world 
have embarked on an ambitious project based on the concepts of 
goal setting. 

At the turn of the millennium, the Community of Nations set a 
goal to end poverty by the year 2015, and laid out eight major goals. 
They are SMART goals, and a system is in place and operating to track 
progress and provide feedback to all the stakeholders in these goals. I 
believe that every human being on the planet is a stakeholder in this, 
but unfortunately it does not get much press. 

The Millennium Development Goals were no different. In August 
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2000, a gathering of 1,000 religious leaders representing every major 
world religion issued an 11-point declaration of their own, helping 
to form the basis of common values to underpin the UN’s Millen-
nium Development Goals. 

When setting organizational goals, values matter. So if your orga-
nization has not yet identified its values, you have some work to do.

If you are leading a project or team, you do not need to wait  
for top management of your organization to identify its values. 
At the Puna Geothermal Project in Hawaii, we established a set of  
values and communicated them to the team in various ways. Here 
they are: 

Puna Geothermal Project Values Statement

Everyone on the project is responsible for their own safety and  
implementing the management principles identified in the safety 
challenge, written by the workers. This is our ultimate and primary 
responsibilty.

Our number one goal on this project is to please our client, Ormat 
Technologies. Our second priority is to create an enriching and  
gratifying work experience for everyone on the team. If we focus on 
these two things, our shareholders will be rewarded as a byproduct. 

No one knows how to do a job better than the one already doing it. 
The job of a supervisor is not to tell people what to do or to punish 
them, but to lead. Leading consists of helping people do a better job 
and of learning by objective methods who is in need of individual 
help. 

People are eager to do a good job and distressed when they can’t. Too 
often, misguided supervisors, faulty equipment and tools, shortages 
of critical supplies and defective materials stand in the way. These 
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barriers must be removed. It is management’s responsibility to remove 
these barriers, and therefore management is ultimately responsible for 
a safe and productive project. 

A worker’s life does not begin or end at the project gate. Every day 
on a construction project is filled with incident, and what happens 
on the job affects every aspect of our team members’ lives. We talk 
openly about things like teamwork, trust, gratitude, forgiveness and 
love. 

Our work plays a vital role in making a better world and what we do 
makes a difference. Sustainable power for Hawaii is a laudable goal, 
and what we do to make this a more sustainable world is of lasting 
importance. 

Fear has no place in this workplace. We foster involvement of  
everyone in decisions which affect their lives, on and off the job.  
We encourage people to speak up without fear of recrimination. It is 
necessary for better safety, quality and productivity that people feel 
secure.

Quality has a moral element to it. No one should be bulldozed by a 
supervisor to overlook inferior work.
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Get in the Flow 

“Flow is the mental state of operation in which a person in an  
activity is fully immersed in a feeling of energized focus, full  
involvement, and success in the process of the activity. Proposed by 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi the positive psychology concept has been 
widely referenced across a variety of fields.”—Wikipedia

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi was a youth in Europe during World 
War II, and he noticed that adults had varying degrees of capacity 
to deal with the stresses of war. Later, at the University of Chicago, 
he led research on discovering what made people happy by placing  
beepers on 200 subjects in the Chicago area, and calling them ran-
domly during the day, asking a couple of simple questions: 

What are you doing right now? 

What is your mental and emotional state? (How do you feel?) 
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From these original field studies, he and others around the world 
have expanded their sample to include over 30,000 people on sev-
eral continents and many countries. His work has expanded to the 
realm of work life, and being in a state of flow has been identified as 
having a strong influence on self fulfillment and performance. 

One of the things Csikszentmihalyi has found is that a small 
group of people working together to make a worthwhile contribu-
tion, where the flow factors are present, are the most happy. Whether 
it is engaging in a community improvement activity or work team, 
this is where the greatest fulfillment is found.

This new knowledge has been applied to the workplace, with re-
markable results. In any industry, management has both the responsi-
bility and opportunity to serve the employees under their leadership 
by creating the conditions of flow. By following the principles in this 
book, you will have a highly motivated, committed, safe and productive 
team. 

Nine Flow Factors

•  Clear goals
•  Concentrating and focusing
•  A loss of the feeling of self consciousness
•  Distorted sense of time
•  Direct and immediate feedback
•  Balance between ability level and challenge
•  A sense of personal control
•  The activity is intrinsically rewarding
•  People become absorbed in their activity
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Focus

In his best-selling book Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen 
Covey presents a model to understand the principle of focus. It’s worth 
paying attention to this proactive focus model. As you see, tasks can 
be split into four segments. 

Quadrant One, the important and urgent, includes putting out fires,  
managing crises and daily emergencies. Some managers and leaders 
thrive on putting out fires and consider it a great skill. In my opinion, 
keeping fires from starting in the first place is a far greater skill. 

In Quadrant Two are the not urgent but important things like 
planning, prevention, values clarification, relationship building, 
empowerment and recreation. 

Quadrant Three, the urgent but not important items, includes 
interruptions and some meetings, mundane items and some reports. 

Items in Quadrant Four, neither urgent nor important things, 
are a complete waste of time.

As leaders, we want to focus our teams on Quadrant Two. The 
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Pareto Principle, sometimes referred to as the 80/20 rule, suggests 
that 20 percent of our efforts contribute to 80 percent of our results. 
Your role is to identify where your teams’ efforts will have the most 
impact. Combine focus with a super-team and once again you will 
get super performance.

A number of years ago, a guy by the name of George Odiorne de-
veloped the concept of the “Activity Trap.” The activity trap is a pit-
fall too many teams and companies fall into. What happens is that 
certain activities become institutionalized because they were once 
beneficial to the desired outcome and their use has been mandated. 
Time passes, circumstances change, and whatever it was that once 
enhanced results no longer works as well. New theories of leader-
ship come into play, technology takes great leaps forward, the world 
changes at a pace no one could ever have anticipated, yet still some 
of the old ways remain in place.

I have seen this happen first-hand and witnessed how badly it can 
clog the works and impede progress. The principle of focus demands 
that we scrutinize every aspect of the way business is being conducted 
and eliminate whatever activities are no longer useful. That way, we 
can refine and build on the remaining actions that promote results, 
We are left with only the actions that promote results. 

Odiorne identified “the six most efficacious factors in overcom-
ing the activity trap, thereby revitalizing organizations.” These are:

Setting worthy goals at all levels 
Getting commitment from people 
Accepting responsibility for the results of one’s own (and, as 
leaders, others’) behaviors
Supporting and assisting one’s subordinates 
Imparting a sense of mastery and satisfactory self-image to those 
who have acted responsibly and met their commitments 



WORK SMART, WORK SAFE!

65

Relieving employees from goal pressures by making provision for 
what, in today’s management lexicon, would be referred to 
as “employee wellbeing” and “work-life balance” 

If we lose focus on what is important, it is easy to fall into the 
trap of spending our time on the 80 percent of things which have 
little or no impact on results. By focusing your time and your team 
on the 20 percent, your effectiveness can skyrocket. More work will 
get done by fewer people, and they won’t have to rush or work harder, 
because they will be working smarter.

Stephen Covey and George Odiorne have made some valuable 
contributions to the principle of focus. Use their wisdom.
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Demotivators: 
Disrespectful treatment 
Lack of material and tool availability 
Having to do work over 
Crew discontinuity
Project confusion
Lack of recognition
Ineffective utilization of skills 
Incompetent personnel
Lack of cooperation among crafts
Overcrowding 
Poor inspection programs 
Communication breakdowns 
Unsafe conditions 
Lack of participation in decision making 

In the construction industry, the foreman delay survey is a 
way to identify and eliminate obstructive factors and demotivators. 
These are the steps. 



MICHAEL J. VALLEZ, PE

68

First, the foreman completes a daily survey of project delays for 
a week, to identify what is causing the holdups. 

Second, the delays are evaluated, solutions brainstormed and 
improved methods of working are implemented. 

Finally, the results of the new ways are analyzed and the cycle 
starts again, if necessary. 

You might think that a good supervisor does not need to do this, 
but I have applied these principles to projects thought to be go-
ing smoothly and have always found that the foreman delay survey 
makes a difference. Even the front line foremen are surprised when 
they quantify their delays. 

For example, on a recent project, I had a superintendent who, for 
some reason, did not want to hear about problems from the hands 
or the foreman. People were pulling me aside to tell me, the project 
manager, about problems they were having in the field. I noticed the 
superintendent’s behavior whenever a problem was raised by some-
one under his command. He took it as a personal attack, instead 
of a call for help. This was an ideal situation for the foreman delay 
survey. 

Here are the results from that first week of the delay survey. The 
total delay was at 9 percent of the time, and we know that these frus-
tration causing delays have a negative multiplier effect on a labor  
motivation.
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 Delay Description       Man-Hours Delay

1. Waiting for Materials  21 

2. Waiting for Tools  21

3. Rework from Design Errors  18

4. Rework from Field Errors  34

5. Waiting for Instructions  6

6. Waiting for Inspection  0

7. Work Area Not Ready  0

8. Work Area Over-Crowded  4

9. Waiting for Equipment  91

10. Equipment Breakdown  10

11. Delayed by Owner Change  26

12. Interference with  Another Crew  39

Total  270

Hours Worked  2923

Delay Percent  9%

As people become more frustrated, they lose focus on safety and 
their jobs, leading to more frustration and more delays. Most delays 
are management controlled, so it is absolutely critical that manage-
ment uses this technique as a listening tool to dig out problems 
from the root. 

Having used this process on multiple projects, I have found that 
it takes about three weeks to achieve the organizational alignment 
necessary to eliminate most of the delays. But it should be used  
frequently as a project moves through various stages. 
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History
Frederick Irving Herzberg was an American psychologist who 

became one of the most recognized and influential names in busi-
ness management. He developed what he called the Motivation- 
Hygiene Theory of human motivation, or the “Dual Structure  
Theory.” According to this theory, people are motivated by two sets 
of factors—Motivators and Hygienes (Demotivators) 

Herzberg conducted workplace surveys to identify the factors 
which resulted in increased or decreased motivation. The survey 
responses identified the factors, how frequently they appeared in 
the workplace and the strength of their impact on motivation or 
“demotivation.” As it turned out, the factors leading to motivation 
are not the same as those leading to demotivation, as noted in the 
following tables.

 Motivator Factors Percent of events leading 
  to extreme satisfaction

Achievement  40% 

Recognition  30%

Work itself  21%

Responsibility  10%

Promotion / Advancement  10%

Growth  8%
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 Hygiene Factors Percent of events leading 
  to extreme dissatisfaction

Company Policy and Administration  35% 

Supervision  20%

Relationship with Supervisor  10%

Working Conditions  10%

Salary  8%

Relationship with co-workers  6%

Personal Life  4%

Status  3%

Job Security  2%

 Principle  Motivators involved

A- Removing some controls while  Responsibility and personal  
retaining accountability.   achievement

B—Increasing the accountability of  Responsibility and recognition 
individuals for own work. 

C—Giving a person a complete  Responsibility, achievement, and 
natural unit of work. (Module, division,  recognition 
area, and so on)

D- Granting additional authority to Responsibility, achievement, and  
employees in their activity; job freedom. recognition

E-Making periodic reports directly  Internal recognition 
available to the workers themselves  
rather than to supervisors.

F-Introducing new and more difficult  Growth and learning 
tasks not previously handled.

G-Assigning individuals specific or  Responsibility, growth and 
specialized tasks, enabling them to advancement  
become experts. 

One way to apply the findings of the Motivation-Hygiene Theory 
in practice is through vertical job loading. Here is a summary table 
of the steps that Herzberg identified in that concept: 
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The Business Roundtable
Following the methodology of Herzberg’s work, in 1982 the Busi-

ness Roundtable Construction Industry Cost Effectiveness Project 
cited studies where this methodology was applied to the construc-
tion environment, as cited on the previous pages in the survey of 12 
construction sites. 

Plant Motivators, Weed Out Demotivators: This is my word map 
for the application of the Motivation Hygiene Theory in the work-
place. 

When combined with goal setting and the other principles of 
Work Smart, Work Safe!, the foreman delay survey is the most simple  
level and effective application of the principle in construction. It 
helps remove the problems which lead to frustration and low morale, 
consequently eliminating one of the root causes of accidents.
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Be Generous with 
Praise and Recognition

In Plant Motivators, Weed-Out Demotivators, we saw that recogni-
tion and achievement were the two top motivators in Frederic Her-
zberg’s studies (see page 70.) But recognition is such an important 
principle in good leadership—including safety leadership—that it 
deserves its own special treatment with its own principle.

To be effective, I believe that praise and recognition requires that 
it be given out of true generosity and respect from a leader before it 
will have a positive effect on safety and motivation.  This aspect of 
mutual respect was studied by Latham in his work on goal setting 
when he found that the “credibility of the source” of feedback on 
goals was a factor on whether or not the goal performance feedback 
was effective in motivation.  It has been my personal experience that 
the credibility of the source is enhanced by mutual respect and the 
generosity of the leader giving the feedback. 

As I am using the term, generosity means giving freely with no 
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expectation of receiving anything back. As a leader, if you are giving 
praise and recognition only as a tactic to gain something in return, 
whether it be motivation, higher productivity or lower cost, then I 
believe that you will be disappointed. People can see through fakes 
and recognize gimmicks for what they are.  

When you find yourself in a leadership position, you must rec-
ognize that whether or not you asked for it, you have a unique role 
to play. You have to be willing to give of yourself, without asking for 
anything in return. If you love the people you are leading (see Part 
Two), and you recognize that you have an important role in your 
leadership position, you know that your behavior can have an im-
pact on the self-worth and esteem of the people on your team. Your 
generosity can come only  from a feeling of inner abundance—a 
belief that you have a bottomless well of gratitude and love for self 
and others upon which to draw.

Armed with a heart and mind full of selfless generosity, there are 
just a couple more things you need to be able to give the most effec-
tive praise and recognition.  You need the right setting, and something 
specific to give praise and recognition for. Here are some examples: 

At the 1988 McDevitt and Street Christmas Party, Bob addressed 
the entire company. This is an example of giving praise to an entire 
group, team or organization. Here is a paraphrased version of that 
talk: 

“Thank you for coming to celebrate Christmas with me and your
fellow employees here tonight. I do not have time to thank 
eachand every one of you personally for your hard work and commit-
ment, so I have a few comments for all of you. There is great cause for 
celebration because of what you all have been doing, and what you  
have achieved with our Company. (Notice he said “our”) Despite our
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 large size, you are growing our company at a 35 percent compounded  
annual growth rate, and maintaining one of the highest profit margins 
in the industry at the same time. You are doing it safely, and main-
taining excellent control of the work. Our client satisfaction is lead-
ing to an 80 percent repeat business level. Our strategy of hiring the 
right people is really paying off, and it shows in your results. You are 
winning so big that the entire construction industry is standing up 
and taking note of what you are doing. I also want to recognize the 
spouses of those of you who are married. Whether you know it or 
not, you are a direct part of the celebration here this evening.” 

Recognition does not have to be complicated, nor does the accom-
plishment you are recognizing have to be front page news. While 
directing construction on the geothermal power plant I talk about 
on page 16, I had the opportunity to recognize one of my employees 
at an all team safety meeting one morning. Here is a paraphrase of 
my comments: 

“Every now and then, and probably not often enough, I like to 
recognize people for their outstanding contributions and accom-
plishments.  Now, I realize that there is always a risk in singling 
out someone to recognize, because there is always the chance that 
someone else has done something which is more worthy of praise. 
You might think in your mind: “Why is she being singled out, when 
I know that I have done something even more important.” Despite 
that risk, we should not let that stop us from recognizing someone.
 And because of that risk, I want to tell you all how proud I am to be 
your project director. You can think of this recognition as something 
for each and every one of you, because of what you are accomplishing. 
I am sad to say that Tamara is leaving us tomorrow to get back to her
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 family in the Navajo Nation. So before she leaves, I want to give her the 
“Service with a Smile” award. (By this time, everyone on the team was 
smiling too.)  You all know as well as I do that she deserves this award 
for her positive attitude as the tool and supply coordinator. But what 
you may not know is how Tamara has really been a partner with me in 
keeping this job flowing, by making sure that you have the tools and 
supplies to be successful in your work. She has truly made a mark on 
this project, and on me. So, without any more talking—Tamara, this 
is a very small token of my appreciation to you for your outstanding  
work on the project. It is not much, but I hope that you will hang this 
photo of your smiling self someplace in your home, and remember us 
here from the Puna project. I am sure that everyone here agrees that 
it is an award that you deserve.” 

Presenting the “Service with a Smile” award to Tamara Benally
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As you can see, recognizing Tamara did not require a big trophy 
—just a simple photo of herself at her work station. Before the day 
was out, people on the team had signed and noted Tamara’s photo 
frame, as they would a high school yearbook.

Praise and recognition is most effective when given for a specific  
outcome or accomplishment. When combined with a goal setting 
process and with specific feedback on performance, productivity im-
provements averaging 25-30 percent have been documented. Some 
companies are not willing to go through the trouble of measuring 
performance accurately, but this is penny wise and pound foolish. 
In my experience, the cost of good production control and measure-
ment can run between 0.5–2 percent of direct labor cost. When you 
weight this against the improvements in safety and productivity, it 
is a no-brainer. 

The Research
If you are not sure of the benefit of praise and recognition, con-

sider the research of the Gallup organization. They have surveyed 
over four million employees worldwide including 10,000 business 
units and 30 different industries.  They found that employees who 
receive regular recognition and praise: 

Increase their individual productivity
Increase engagement among their colleagues
Are more likely to stay with their organization
Receive higher loyalty and satisfaction scores from customers
Have better safety records and fewer accidents on the job!

In their 2007 best selling management book The Carrot Culture—
How the Best Managers Use Recognition to Engage Their Employees, Retain
Talent, and Drive Performance, Adrian Gostick and Chester Elton agree 
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that recognition is a vital part of organizational success. Here is a 
summary of what they preach: 

A solid leadership foundation is essential including: 
Goal Setting
Communication
Trust
Accountability
The general circumstances for giving recognition include: 
Above and beyond performance
Career recognition (Years of service anniversaries) 
Celebration events (Project kick-offs, completions, holidays) 
Day to day recognition (pat on the back, team lunches, small
gifts) Must be frequent, specific, and timely 

Other findings: 

65% of Americans were not recognized even once last year
75% of high performers who quit their jobs do so because of
lack of recognition
Gostick and Elton cite a study by Healthstream Research which
found that companies who effectively recognize their employees
are three times more profitable than those who don’t. The key 
word is effectively. 

Note how the leadership principles of Work Smart, Work Safe!  
begin to interact with each other. The five steps to goal setting include 
regular feedback. When the desired performance metrics of safety, 
productivity, quality and others are measured, and timely feedback 
is given on a weekly basis, the opportunities for effective praise and 
recognition are in place. These same concepts appear in the prin-
ciple Get in the Flow on page 60. 
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Impediments
In my experience, there are several impediments to creating a 

high performance culture with the use of praise, recognition and 
positive feedback. These are: 

Attitude. Some people fear that if they give too much praise, their 
people will stop trying hard enough to please the boss. Nothing 
could be further from the truth.

Misplaced focus. Some leaders put their focus on “watching cost” 
instead of how to create a high performance culture. This results 
in penny pinching when it comes to even the smallest recognition. 
When I first read the studies about the performance improvement 
with goal setting and praise which suggested that performance could 
be raised by 25-30 percent consistently with goal setting, praise and  
recognition, I was a skeptic. But after applying this stuff for 30 
years, I am a believer. Watching cost has the opposite of the desired 
effect. When you watch costs by pinching pennies on tools, supplies, 
equipment, safety luncheons, recognitions and awards, your costs 
actually go up instead of down while frustration rises and demoti-
vators take effect. Instead, focus on people and creating a high per-
formance team or organization, and the dollars will appear where 
you once looked for pennies in the bottom line. If it costs you an 
amount equal to 2 percent of direct labor cost to measure and pro-
vide feedback on performance, who cares about the small cost of 
doing production measurement when the result is a 25-30 percent 
increase in productivity? 
Inadequate managerial accounting and performance mea-
surement systems. To improve anything, you need to measure 
it. Many organizations have not established the necessary internal 
discipline to measure performance and provide positive feedback. 
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Some are unwilling to make the necessary investment in time and 
attention because, I believe, they are not aware of the benefits.

Short sightedness. Some leaders lack the dedication or foresight 
to make commitments in the short term which will have both short 
term and long term benefits. It requires dedication to build a set of 
internal disciplines whose payback will be measured over years, not 
the next seven days. While I have been able to design and implement 
customized project specific systems, this can be a chore when the 
entire group and chain of command are not aligned. 

Earned Value Accounting
In the 1970s the US auto manufacturing industry found itself 

trailing behind the Japanese in quality, innovation and produc-
tivity. Much of the credit for the Japanese manufacturing miracle 
has been given to William Edwards Deming, who, from the 1950s  
onward, consulted with top management in Japan to help improve 
performance, quality, and productivity—largely with the use of sta-
tistical measurement and application of the principles of scientific 
management as developed by Frederick Taylor at the turn of the last 
century. It is ironic that American production ideas were exported 
to Japan, improved and modified, and then used to capture market 
share from the American auto manufacturers.  

The productivity measurement techniques adopted by the Japanese 
utilized an “efficiency” model, where all production could be measured  
and reported as a percentage of a standard, stated as a percentage 
efficiency. As performance improved in any process, the reported effi-
ciency percentage rose. A rising graph of efficiency indicated improv-
ing performance. Put simply: “up is better than down.” 

This concept has been adapted to the construction industry in a
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After I collected the production information and saw the im-
provement, I met with the crew again and showed them the results. 
We discussed the changes which had been made to improve the job 
flow. I thanked them as a group and individually. I praised them for 
their innovation and commitment.  I then followed up on a weekly 
basis with similar feedback and discussion. 

We know that rushing, frustration, fatigue, and complacency are 
root causes of accidents and poor motivation. 

By planting the motivators of praise, recognition, involvement, 
goal setting and feedback, and by weeding out the demotivators, all 
measures of performance improve, including safety performance.  
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Give your people a chance to put their best foot forward, have 
some fun, get some recognition and drive constant improvement 
within the company. Believe me, if you do not have the best indus-
try practices in house yet, people will find them themselves if you 
motivate them like this. 

Training and advancement is a strong motivation and it improves 
operational results. Using a progressive approach like the Training 
Pyramid below is a way to organize it.

There are many ways to implement employee training. Explore 
and discover what works best for your team and just do it. 

Leadership Training
Advanced Planning and Scheduling
Earned Value Concepts
Project Reporting
Construction Accounting Concepts

Delay Surveys, Production Control
Crew Based Look Ahead Planning
Procedures Manual
Safety Manual
Advanced OSHA rules and regulations
Goal Setting
Labor Motivation and Productivity Concepts
Management Style
Supervision Basics

Job Specific JSA
Trade Mentoring
Basic Task Training (For trades)
JSA Training
Basic OSHA Rules and Regulations

Entry Level

Project Manager

TRAINING PYRAMID
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Treat Quality as a Virtue

As a leader, it’s up to you to instill quality as a core value and a virtue 
in your team and organization. 

In the engineering and construction field, we use quality control 
and quality assurance. Per Wikipedia:

 “Quality assurance, or QA for short, is the systematic mon-
itoring and evaluation of the various aspects of a project, service 
or facility to maximize the probability that minimum standards of 
quality are being attained by the production process. QA cannot 
absolutely guarantee the production of quality products.” 

“Quality control is a process by which entities review the 
quality of all factors involved in production. This approach places 
an emphasis on three aspects: 

Elements such as controls, job management, defined and well 
managed processes, performance and integrity criteria, and 
identification of records  are components of quality control
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Competence, such as knowledge, skills, experience and  
qualifications

Soft elements, such as personnel integrity, confidence,  
organizational culture, motivation, team spirit and quality 
relationships 

The quality of the outputs is at risk if any of these three aspects 
is deficient in any way.”

I first learned about quality assurance in my civil engineer-
ing courses at Michigan Technological University, where we used 
standard industry tests to measure the strength and durability of 
concrete, steel, soil and other construction materials. In our design 
courses, I came to understand how the properties of these materi-
als impacted the design performance of engineered structures. As a 
result, the importance of maintaining quality assurance is a crucial 
part of my mental model when I carry out my roles in the engineer-
ing and construction industry. These quality assurance procedures 
are well known and used throughout the engineering and construc-
tion fields. 

On the other hand, quality control requires more of the “soft 
management skills,” and as a leader in any field, it’s worth your 
while to look into this aspect of management. 

Some of the many books I have read about quality control were 
written by Philip B. Crosby, author of Quality Without Tears—The Art 
of Hassle Free Management, and Quality is Free. If you are serious about 
your role as a leader in any industry, I think that Crosby’s work, 
including his 14-step quality improvement process, should be part 
of your knowledge base. Crosby provided me with material for one 
of the coaching talks that I give to members of new project teams I 
have led. I will share it with you as I tell it to my people: 
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“In Quality Without Tears, Crosby tells the story of a fictitious char-
acter; I will call him John. John worked his whole life on the assembly line of a 
luggage manufacturer, making suitcases. In the course of John’s working life, he 
was constantly being hurried up to get more suitcases past his station on the line. 
John complied and rushed, and as a result, many defects passed by his inspection 
station without being fixed. John’s life was changed forever by a vivid dream. 

In this dream, he was walking through an airport and saw dozens of trav-
elers struggling with defective and broken luggage. Again, in his dream, he 
went to sleep that night, and died in his sleep. When he appeared at Heaven’s 
gate, Saint Peter told him that before he could get into heaven he would have 
to go back and fix all the defective suitcases which were waiting for him in 
purgatory. 

When John walked through the doors of that warehouse in purgatory, he 
saw stacks and stacks of defective suitcases that he had let go by him on the  
assembly line. It was going to take John years to fix all of those suitcases. 

Now, this is just a fable. But let me tell you my story. As I look back over 
my career in this industry, I can vividly recall the few times that I let poor 
quality pass me by for various reasons. None of them could have any life or 
death implications, but the quality was not there. In fact, I could hop on a 
plane today, and fly and drive to three places in the United States and walk 
right up to places where I left poor quality behind. In one case, I was a young 
engineer responsible for inspections, and an older superintendent, who out-
ranked me, bulldozed over my decision and I gave in. 

So, I want you to know today, that there will be some instances where you 
alone will know about the quality of work you leave behind. And there will be 
times when someone with a higer rank than you will try to make you do shoddy 
work and rush. If this happens, I want you to contact me immediately at the 
phone number on my hardhat, or come and see me. 

And, if you alone are in a position to decide to do a quality job, or rush 
through things, I want you to choose to do a quality job. Because our client 
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deserves it, and I do not want to see you in purgatory alongside me, fixing the 
things I did wrong.”  

Quality assurance is almost 100 percent technique. Quality  
control is 20 percent technique, and 80 percent attitude and values. 
When quality decisions need to be made, you need to be consistent. 
Somehow, as a leader, you need to instill a culture of quality in your 
team or organization. 

The next principle illustrates a sobering case where quality was 
not treated as a virtue.
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Have Impeccable Integrity

In July 1981, two crowded overhead walkways at the Kansas City 
Hyatt Regency collapsed without warning and crashed down to the 
atrium, killing 114 people and injuring 200. 

In the forensic investigations of the collapse, the technical cause 
of the failure was determined to be faulty detailing and construc-
tion of the hanging rods for the platforms. The detail on the left here 
was the original design, but in the course of executing the design the 
connection was built as shown on the right instead. This changed 
the loading on the walkway beams, which failed under the stress, as 
shown in the photo. 
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The detailer, architect, fabricator, and technician all testified that 
during construction they had contacted the project engineer regard-
ing the structural integrity of the connection detail. He assured each 
of them that the connection was sound, claiming to have checked 
the detail. In reality he had never performed any calculations for the  
design at all, showing his complete disregard for the public welfare. 

The other thing which came to light in the investigation of the 
disaster was the problem with compartmentalization in the design 
and construction process. In his book To Engineer is Human, Henry  
Petroski examines the role of failure in successful design. In Why 
Buildings Fall Down, Matthys Levy and Mario Salvadore explore some of 
the other more famous engineering failures and why they happen. 

If you are in the engineering design and construction industry, 
these books contain timeless and invaluable lessons. 

Most projects, programs, or company initiatives which fail do 
not receive the kind of investigation given the engineering failures 
in these books, and the consequences to the public are not so evident. 
But I believe that there is a common theme among them, which leads 
me to the next leadership principle.
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Break Down Barriers

Within larger organizations one of the biggest obstacles to innovation 
is poor internal communication. A silo mentality develops so that  
departments guard information and ideas rather than share them. 
People work hard, but in isolated groups. Internal politics can com-
pound the problem with rivalry and turf wars. Sometimes the enemy 
is seen as an internal department, rather than outside competitors.

Every organization has to find ways to promote internal com-
munication and collaboration and to fight internal division and 
competition.

The corporate or project leader has to tear down internal fences, 
punish internal politics and reward cooperation. This sometimes 
calls for drastic and innovative action.

Let me tell you about a case where I was involved in an engineer-
ing accident waiting to happen as a result of compartmentalization. 
I was directly responsible for the design, development and construc-
tion of a condominium project: on this chart, I was in the white box. 

Owner/Contractor

City
Watershed
Engineer

Architect Civil Engineer Site 
Contractor

Geotechnical
Engineer

Structural
Engineer

Retaining Wall
Contractor
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The lot for the project was flat, but it sloped off to the north into 
a wetland, as shown in the illustration.

While my company was conducting due diligence prior to closing 
on the property, our land manager hired a geotechnical engineering 
firm to do a conventional survey and give recommendations for foun-
dation design and construction. 

As usual, the structural engineer took the report from the geo-
technical engineer and designed the footings according to the recom-
mendations in the report. 

The design of the project was completed, but before we could 
get a building permit, the City required that we get a release from 
the watershed district’s engineer, because the lot encroached onto a 
wetland. The watershed engineer objected to the plan as it did not 
offer the wetland protection that he felt was mandated. 

From there, the ball was passed on to the site contractor, who 
then contacted a retaining wall specialist to put in a proprietary 
ReCon wall system. 

A

A

STEIGER LAKE CONDOMINIUMS

WETLAND
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This scenario was an accident waiting to happen, as it set up 
the potential for a classic slope failure under the building footings  
because it was a clay soil and could not absorb much water. 

We no longer had a slope away from the building to carry the rain 
water down into the wetland. The way the site was now sloped and 
graded, standing water in the wetland had a path to seep into the 
clay under the footing and retaining wall, causing further instabil-
ity. Another cause for instability was the potential influx of water 
from the gutters and downspouts in heavy rain, which would con-
tribute to saturation of the clay and a classic slope failure under 
the foundation. Have you ever seen a $15 million building slide off  
a hill? 

The Solution
Based on teamwork and design integration, the solution was to 

lower the depth of the foundation, and design it as a hybrid founda-
tion/retaining wall as shown. In other words, the foundation for 

Owner/Contractor

City
Watershed
Engineer

Architect Civil Engineer Site 
Contractor

Geotechnical
Engineer

Structural
Engineer

Retaining Wall
Contractor

WETLAND

SECTION A–A
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leave the same kind of forensic evidence, because the human com-
munication and interface points are not visible. 

I am convinced that many failures in organizations, projects,  
designs, programs and initiatives occur because of compartmental-
ization and limitations to our field of vision. So one of your jobs as 
a leader is to break down barriers. Get people out of their boxes and 
silos to work together in super-teams. Don’t let poor communica-
tion lead to operational failures. As a leader, you need to keep your 
radar up for the details which can derail your organization, team, 
program or project. Read the foundation design example I just gave 
you again. 
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Practice, Drill, Rehearse

Can you imagine the U.S. military going into battle without practice? 
Early in my career, I was placed in charge of a three day mine 

shut-down during which we had to equip the production shaft with 
hoist ropes and ore-conveying equipment. I first met with the mine 
superintendent one-on-one to discuss an overall approach. Then 
the two of us met with the foremen to work out other details. 

Finally, we met with the men who were going to be using tools 
and equipment to make this difficult project happen and developed a 
detailed game plan. We did a lot of white-boarding which we turned 
into detailed charts and diagrams of how we would proceed. 

We continued to meet for two weeks before the actual shut-down, 
as the men assembled the necessary materials, tools, and equipment on 
the checklists we had made and reviewed the communications plan. 

When the shut-down finally came, the new equipment was installed 
without a hitch because we had practiced, drilled and rehearsed. 

Anaconda Carr Fork Mine, Utah
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You have to get out from behind your desk and get involved . 
Armchair leadership doesn’t work. 

Shell Oil is well-known for its adherence to a discipline of  
scenario analysis. They are corporately ready to act decisively on 
short notice when and if an anticipated scenario plays out. 

Keep your team or organization fit for duty through practice, 
drill and rehearse, and by examining “what if ” scenarios.

To create a world class safety and operational excellence culture, 
a few critical behaviors need to be adopted by managers and em-
ployees. These behaviors are essential to make the shift from a “de-
pendent” safety culture to an “interdependent” one, as discussed on 
page 39 . Implementing a behavior change may seem simple enough 
to do, but it turns out that there are a host of reasons why chang-
ing human behavior is not as easy as it may appear. Some behaviors 
are perceived as unpleasant or uncomfortable. And unless there is a 
connection made between the desired behavior and something plea-
surable and good, people are reluctant to adopt behaviors which are 
not part of their normal way of operating. 

One of the behaviors adopted within highly effective safety cul-
tures involves the active intervention by employees when they see a 
fellow employee enter a hazardous situation or engage in an act which 
is unsafe. This kind of intervention behavior is not very easy to em-
bed in a workforce, because neither the intervener nor intervenee are 
very skilled or experienced in this kind of interaction. Construction 
workers on the receiving end of this kind of peer intervention of-
ten have the initial reaction “Get out of my face” or “Mind your own 
business.” Very often, construction teams are ad-hoc organizations, 
brought together on a project by project basis. Trade workers are of-
ten working alongside people with whom they have had little time to 
build a relationship of trust. They each have different backgrounds 
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and experiences with respect to safety culture and practices. Many 
different ethnic cultures are also represented in today’s workforce. 
To create a team atmosphere with a common culture—one which en-
gages in this vital behavior on a regular basis—requires that manage-
ment quickly implement a step-by-step strategy from the first day of 
project mobilization. A management edict telling employees to adopt 
this interdependent behavior is not enough. Education and training 
alone will not be effective in causing employees to adopt this behav-
ior either. But education and training, coupled with Practice, Drill, 
and Rehearse, will provide the skills and experience needed by the 
giver and receiver to put this peer intervention into place. 

Another practice which helps facilitate the adoption of this cul-
ture is the implementation of regular “safety interactions” between 
peers and between managers and employees, as described on page 
42. Participating in safety interactions on a regular basis, even when 
there is not an imminent threat of an unsafe act or hazard, gives 
people the opportunity to further develop the requisite skills needed 
for safety excellence. Implementing the practice of non-threatening 
“safety interactions” is the ideal first step in this process, followed 
by peer employee interventions with the use of report cards to vali-
date the findings of employees in the field. 

One company I worked with gave every employee hard hat stick-
ers which said: “I am Responsible for Safety”, but never conducted 
anything more than a conventional safety orientation for new hires. 
There was no follow-up training to give employees the opportunity 
to practice this new paradigm of interdependence, so no one actually 
did it. Alone, empty platitudes like “Safety First” or “I am responsible 
for safety” have little impact on behavior or results. You have to have a 
concrete plan of action that will alter behavior. And the critical behav-
ior to achieve safety excellence is the active and frequent occurrence 
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of peer to peer safety interventions and interactions, with manage-
ment participation, tracking and monitoring. Safety can and should 
be delegated to the line organization from top to bottom. But you 
must follow the proper delegation practices described in the prin-
ciple Delegate, But Don’t Abdicate to make that delegation effective. 

On many work sites, the safety advisors have become viewed as 
the “safety cops”. This is a hold-over from the rule-driven OSHA 
era of safety. But what if every employee were willing to provide 
management with reports of unsafe behaviors observed in others, 
making every single employee a safety inspector? One major east 
coast coal mining company has installed a system of using field re-
port cards filled out by the employees to do just that. There are no 
“quotas” of cards to be submitted by employees, but on average, the 
company receives one card per employee per week. The cards are 
designed to be used by employees to report unsafe behavior, good 
behavior, or unsafe conditions. The management commitment is to 
never use the report cards to take disciplinary action against any 
employee who is reported. Each day, a safety advisor and manage-
ment review the contents of the cards, and if there is an urgent need 
to address an unsafe condition, action is taken. On a monthly basis, a 
safety review committee made up of employees and managers meets 
and discusses the information submitted on the anonymous cards. 
Results are then shared with all employees. The willingness to “rat” 
on a fellow employee is a behavior which is seldom condoned in our 
culture and workplace – unless it is perceived as something which 
is good for the person being reported. 

Using the principle of Practice, Drill and Rehearse is not only 
for gaining operational preparedness. It is also a powerful tool in 
facilitating the rapid adoption of a culture change and new and vital 
behaviors. 
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Hire Slow, Fire Fast

Don’t take this one the wrong way. Hire slow means to take your 
time and find the right person for the right job. Don’t jump at the 
first person who walks through the door. You want to hire the best, 
and you will be living with the decision for a long time to come. 
Don’t be hasty. Recruit constantly, and keep the names of people 
who want to work for you in your pocket. Then, when you have an 
unexpected hole to fill and need to hire fast, that list will help you be 
prepared! Just like a sports team, you need some bench strength. 

Fire fast means this: don’t agonize over letting someone go. It 
doesn’t mean that if someone is not working out then you pull 
the trigger without consideration. Maybe the person is just in the 
wrong job. Of course, if it’s a problem with character, attitude or 
ethics, then that person needs to go, but some companies drag out 
the decision to fire for months or years. Holding on to people who 
are not going to work out does them an injustice. Let them go and 
move on somewhere else where they can succeed. 
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Value Your Clients (or Customers)

Of all the things I have learned in my business career, I put this one 
near the top of the list. At McDevitt and Street Company, there was 
a poster which read:

“Without Our Clients, We Would Not Be Here”
This simple statement summarized a complex subject.
There’s a difference between a client and a customer. A customer 

is someone who makes a purchase from you at retail. A client is 
someone with whom you have a professional relationship and to 
whom you provide a service.  In engineering and construction, the 
best companies treat their work as a service to their clients. And the 
contractors and engineers who treat what they do as a service do the 
best in business.

I have spent four years out of my career in business develop-
ment for engineering and construction companies. It was a great 
lesson because I learned directly how important word of mouth from  
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clients was in building a successful business
In every organization, there are also internal client relation-

ships. At any one time, the people working in one department may 
have another department as their internal client. If you are a client- 
driven company, the people who are most in contact with the client 
become the internal clients within the organization. If the needs of 
your client service people are met, then it stands to reason that the 
clients’ needs will be met.

Regardless of the business you are in, it’s important to make 
your clients’ needs a very high priority. And sometimes you need 
to look beyond the particular service you are offering to understand 
what those needs really are. Owners and clients are people, just like  
everyone else. Sure, they want a facility that gets built on time, safety, 
and under budget with quality materials. Those are givens. But they 
have affiliation needs and relationship needs. They have image and 
esteem needs within their organizations.

Often, the technical types who are best at producing the product 
or service are not those with the best people skills. Some companies 
recognize this and structure their client service and project teams 
accordingly. They will match a technical person, often an introvert, 
with an extroverted ‘people person’ to help deal with the client  
relationship.

To deliver the best of what your client needs, surround yourself 
with people who have complementary skills and aptitudes.   

By placing a high organizational value on client service, you are 
creating a motivating ‘battle cry’ for your team to rally around. People 
want to make a difference in service, and are drawn to corporate 
cultures where client loyalty is rewarded, which leads to another 
point . . .
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Happy Employees
Make Happy Clients

Yes, when you have created a dynamic culture where employees feel 
as though they are a valued part of the team, where they have a hand 
in the direction of the company they work for and are motivated 
to do their best, their positive vibes rub off on the client and how 
the client feels about your company. You want people in your ranks 
to sing your company’s praises, and they will if you value each of 
them as an individual and as a valuable part of the enterprise. You 
can judge the leadership of a company by the demeanor of its lowest 
level employees.

If you follow the principles in this book, you can create the kind 
of culture where all the people under your leadership give off posi-
tive vibes. As a result, you’ll have happy clients.  

If you really want to please your clients, set up your internal  
system to reward your client champions who are able to create repeat 
customers. When your line people are motivated to gain customers, 
you have really created a client-focused organization.
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The Buck Stops Here

When everyone is passing the buck, it has to stop on the desk of 
the leader at the top. Harry Truman had a sign on his desk that said 
“The Buck Stops Here.” The sign became famous, ending up in his 
presidential library. 

I think that Colin Powell said it best: 
“Harry Truman was right. Whether you’re a CEO or the tempo-

rary head of a project team, the buck stops here. You can encourage 
participative management and bottom-up employee involvement 
but ultimately, the essence of leadership is the willingness to make 
the tough, unambiguous choices that will have an impact on the fate 
of the organization. I’ve seen too many non-leaders flinch from this 
responsibility.”
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Before I get to the leadership principles in part two of WSWS 
I want to share my personal story with you. I am the product 
of a Judeo-Christian upbringing, so I will be using this frame-

work to explain the experiences I went through and how they’ve given 
me a new understanding of what it means to be a leader. (I understand 
that Christianity is only one of the major religions in the world, but 
the principles I’m going to talk about are universal.) My path to where 
I am today has led me though compassion, forgiveness and acceptance 
to, finally, spiritual surrender. This is how it happened:

First, a powerful lesson in forgiveness: 
In 1985, someone I considered a friend breached my trust in him 

and embezzled money from me. I tried hard, but I couldn’t forgive 
him because I was holding on to so much anger. One day, a year 
later, while I was praying, I felt a tug on me, calling me to forgive 
this man. Two days later I called his home. His wife answered and 
told me that just two days before, on the very day I felt that tug, my  
former friend had been in a terrible accident and was now in a hos-
pital bed, paralyzed for life from the waist down. I was horrified. 



MICHAEL J. VALLEZ, PE

110

In my anger at his betrayal I had wished all manner of horrendous 
things on that guy, and being in a car crash was the least of them. 
Visiting him and talking with him later that day was a transforma-
tional experience for me, and changed forever the way I feel about 
holding grudges and how I handle forgiveness. 

Some people would say that there are no coincidences. But, do I 
believe that something unseen prompted me to call this guy on the 
day of his accident? I will never know.

Second, for the lesson of acceptance: 
Not long after that, my wife and I found out that our one-year-

old son, David, was permanently and severely mentally handicapped. 
I will never forget that day at the University of Virginia Hospital 
when we watched David completely fail the IQ test with the little 
bell, mirror, piece of glass and other props. My wife and I were con-
vinced any kids we had were going to excel in whatever they chose 
to do, be it academics or athletics. I was a take-charge guy managing 
a complex construction project with 500 workers. I thought that my 
personal power and problem solving abilities were boundless. 

Surely, I thought, there had to be some kind of treatment, medicine, 
vitamin or enzyme that would fix David. We just had to find the right 
doctor to help us. Of course, one of my biggest concerns was what would 
happen to David when I was no longer in the world to care for him.

One day, I took David up to New York City on Amtrak from 
Richmond, Virginia, where we lived at the time. I will never forget  
walking through Grand Central Station with David on my back, 
then catching a taxi through Manhattan to meet the doctor. We took  
David to Johns Hopkins Hospital, the University of Minnesota  
Medical Clinic, The Mayo Clinic in Rochester—always with the same 
prognosis for his future. I loved David dearly then, and I still do. I 
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had no problems accepting him, but I could not accept my power-
lessness to do anything about his condition. 

For eleven years, my wife and I loved and cared for this special-
needs child. Finally, as is the case with 80 percent of families in this 
circumstance, our marriage could not take the strain. Yet, sometime 
along the way in those difficult years, I learned to accept the reality that 
David would never be able to leave the nest and fly as my three other 
kids would. He still requires full time care but now lives in a group 
home which takes care of all his needs. David is now 21 years old, and I 
consider him my spiritual mentor when it comes to acceptance. 

After the foundations of forgiveness and acceptance were laid, a 
near death experience in February, 2005, took me to the intensive 
care unit at Fairview Ridges Hospital and gave me a powerful lesson 
in spiritual surrender. 

My doctor thought I had pneumonia, but my body did not respond 
to the prescribed medication. I took it for a month but was unable to 
walk from my office to my car without resting to catch my breath. 
Something was drastically wrong and my doctor scheduled me for a 
treadmill stress test. The ultrasound technician preparing me for the 
test could not believe that I was still on my feet. I was wheeled straight 
to intensive care. 

I was suffering from an enlarged heart, pumping at only a quarter  
of normal capacity. The doctors speculated that a virus had entered 
my heart. As I lay there in intensive care, my life hanging by a thread, 
I felt at peace and accepted that whether I lived or died at this point 
was something I could accept. I had reached a level of acceptance that 
Mother Theresa called for in a 1997 address to the United Nations: 

“If you go to the cupboard for food, and find it empty, accept. If you 
go to the well for water and find it dry, accept.”
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Pursue Self Mastery  
and Transformation

This may seem to have nothing to do with being a leader, but Paul 
Jerard, a certified Master Yoga teacher, explains it this way: 

“Self mastery, alone, sounds like a selfish term; but if you cannot help 
yourself, you will have limited ability to help others. Self mastery is 
the ability to make the most out of your physical, mental, and spiritual 
health. In other words, to be the best you can be.

As a result of your efforts, you will be able to help everyone around 
you. In order for you to change the world around you, for the better, 
you have to change yourself for the better, along the way.”

I am in better shape now than I have been in years. My heart 
works at full capacity and I swim, hike the mountains, snow ski, and 
enjoy good health to the utmost. I still make mistakes, and I don’t 
do the right thing one hundred percent of the time. But now that 
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I have surrendered I feel more alive today than I ever have been. I 
don’t get too concerned about my own ego centered self interest–I 
know that the Universe will take care of that so long as I stay on 
purpose.

It’s my belief that spiritual surrender is one of the most power-
ful things you can do to become an effective leader in the world. 
Through surrender, you can open yourself up to an infinite power  
and ability to transform yourself and to become a channel for  
accomplishing some extraordinary things. 

Here’s an example of what I mean: I am from Minneapolis, where 
Mary Jo Copeland started out with nothing but surrender in her 
heart and a wish to help the homeless poor. Twice a day, at Sharing 
and Caring Hands, the wash bowls come out and Mary and her staff 
wash the feet of the homeless, who suffer from more problems with 
their feet than people with a roof over their heads. I’m not saying 
that you need to get down and wash the feet of the people you lead. 
Service is a frame of mind and a way of being. Penniless when she 
began, Mary has created a service with assets of 19 million dollars, 
and annual revenues of six million. To this day, she accepts no salary 
from her work with Sharing and Caring Hands. 

Stay aware of opportunities to practice compassion, forgiveness, 
acceptance, and surrender in your life. 

Here’s Paul Gerard again:

“Where do we start learning the secrets of self mastery? If you accept 
things around you, without attempting to change them, you already 
have taken the first step.”

1. Once you accept people and situations for what they are, you won’t 
waste time and energy with frustration. This causes inner frustration, 
emotional turmoil, worries, and depression.
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2. Once you change yourself, through positive self mastery, the world 
around you will change for the better, without much effort on your 
part.”

There is a big difference between acceptance and resignation. 
When I found that my son David was severely mentally handi-
capped, there truly was not much I could do about that reality, yet 
it was difficult for me to accept. But today, rather than enter a state 
of resignation when I see a challenge or problem that seems insur-
mountable, my range of options, desire, and motivation to change 
them for the better has grown laterally. 

I have experienced a number of cultures around the world, and in 
some of them, there exists a sense of fatalism bordering on resigna-
tion. I often hear the attitude about safety expressed as: “Accidents 
will happen”. 

This attitude is poison on any team, and must be challenged 
at every opportunity. I know that every accident is avoidable. With  
focused action, accidents can be virtually eliminated from the work-
place. It is a challenge that we all must accept with courage, for the 
benefit of ourselves, and all who we come in contact with on a daily 
basis. 

In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins examined a number of ‘no-
better-than-average’ companies that seemed to make the leap to great-
ness overnight. As it turned out, each of the good-to-great companies 
had had for years what Collins called ‘Level 5’ leadership. The Level 5 
executives had several traits in common. They shared a humility with 
regard to their personal accomplishments and were concerned only 
with the success of the enterprises they led. They sought no fame for 
themselves but worked steadily for years to transform for the better  
the companies they led. The sudden leap to greatness that the 
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outside world saw was the result of many years of dedicated  
service on the part of the CEOs, who worked diligently for the 
good of their companies and had no desire for recognition for their  
accomplishments. Collins could not give a formula for becom-
ing a Level 5 leader, but noted that several of the executives had 
been through some kind of transformational experience like active  
service in war, overcoming cancer or a spiritual rebirth. As Collins 
puts it: 

“Whether you prevail or fail depends more on what you do to yourself 
than on what the world does to you.” 

The serenity prayer hung on the kitchen wall in the house where 
I grew up. As I read it again today, I see the wisdom and truth that 
it contains. 

God grant me the serenity 
to accept the things I cannot change; 
courage to change the things I can;
and wisdom to know the difference. 
Living one day at a time; 
Enjoying one moment at a time; 
Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace; 
Taking, as He did, this sinful world
as it is, not as I would have it; 
Trusting that He will make all things right
if I surrender to His Will;
That I may be reasonably happy in this life 
and supremely happy with Him
Forever in the next.
Amen
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Again, acceptance and spiritual surrender are not the same as 
resignation. As you can see from my story, nothing comes easy, and 
I’m not even sure that I could have planned my ongoing path toward 
self mastery. It is a life long quest worth taking, and those who you 
lead and love will benefit the most from it.

Here is another way to look at it. When airline flight attendants 
give instructions for using the oxygen masks, they always tell you 
to put the oxygen mask on yourself before you put it on a child who 
might be traveling with you. This makes perfect sense, because if 
you pass out from lack of oxygen while trying to take care of the 
child, you are not much good to the child, are you?

Self-mastery is to leadership as oxygen is to breathing. Pursue 
self-mastery as a lifelong journey.
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Be in Service

Dr. Martin Luther King often talked about the principle of service: 

“We can all be great, because we can all serve and we can all love. 
You don’t have to have a college degree to serve.  You don’t  
have to make your subject and your verb agree to serve. You don’t 
have to know the second theory of thermodynamics in physics to 
serve. You only need a heart full of grace. A soul generated by love.” 

Being a servant leader involves much more than going through a 
certain set of motions. I think that once you have surrendered, you 
can fully be in service in a transformed way. Why are you here? 
What is the purpose of your life? Being in service means that your 
ego has moved out of the way, and you are no longer worried about 
your own petty concerns. 
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Jesus Christ was one of best examples of a servant leader the 
world has ever known. He stooped to wash the feet of his disciples. 
He surrendered to His Father’s will, and sacrificed His life. 

To be a great leader, be in service. 
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researcher who carried out the studies. He theorized that the teachers’  
subconscious behavior toward the students would impact their  
actual performance so that they met the expectations of the teachers.  

In management practice, Douglas McGregor at the MIT Sloan 
School of Management created the Theory X and Theory Y suppo-
sitions of human motivation to guide managers in the use of the 
Rosenthal Effect. In Theory X, management sees employees as basi-
cally lazy and incompetent, needing structure and direction imposed 
upon them by the use of fear-based threats. In Theory Y, employees 
are seen as competent, motivated, trustworthy, creative and interested 
in making a difference.

Theory X has been found ineffective in application, while Theory 
Y results in higher team and organizational performance.

To apply these concepts to your calling as a leader, you have  
to start inside your head.  As Rosenthal found, the teachers’ 
subconscious behavior toward the students was what impacted the 
performance of the students, not the teachers’ conscious behavior.  
If you see people as lazy or incompetent to start with, it will be dif-
ficult for you to use conscious strategies to overcome this. But if 
you have done the internal work and can see the magnificence in all 
people, then you have already accomplished the heavy lifting. The 
rest will fall into place almost automatically.

I consider it a privilege to have a son with severe mental handi-
caps. David has shaped my attitudes on many things in life. Until 
he was twelve months old, he was not too unlike his healthy older 
brother and sister during their first year. He played, laughed, ate 
and slept. I could see the gift of life and spirit that was within him, 
and I loved him dearly. I could also sense that he had a soul, just like 
our other children. His behavior on the day after I learned of his 
handicap was no different than the day before. He expressed feelings 
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of joy and sadness when he laughed and cried. He liked playing with 
cars. Regardless of his handicaps, he was still a child of God.      

Do you fully comprehend how magnificent we human beings 
are? Do you appreciate the individual differences between people? 
Do you view everyone on your team or organization as a winner? 
How about your spouse, children and family members? Do you view 
them in a positive light? When you can say yes to these questions, 
you are on the road to becoming all that you can be as a leader.

I am not saying that you need to throw away common sense 
and disregard the need to place the right person in the right job, 
and match their skills with the demands of their position. But look  
beyond the outer impressions you have of people and try to see 
their inside beauty. Look beyond skin color and gender. Unfortu-
nately, our schools and workplaces are full of people who are not 
living up to their full potential because they are not being held up 
to high expectations.

It may be difficult for you to see the greatness in your team 
members, associates and family members. The only thing I can sug-
gest is to pray for it. Contemplate the mystery of human life and 
how truly awesome it is. Pray for the wisdom and understanding to 
be grateful for every breath you take, and appreciate everyone who 
crosses your path in life.

To get the best out of your team or organization, see the great-
ness in them!
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Love

Yes, they say that love makes the world go around. But too often 
we are afraid to talk about love in the workplace or boardroom.

Vince Lombardi, one of the most successful coaches in football 
history, had no problem using the word.

“Mental toughness is Spartanism with its qualities of sacrifice, self-
denial, dedication. It is fearlessness, and it is love.”
                                                                        Vince Lombardi

He transformed the Green Bay Packers into a dominating force 
in the National Football League in the 1960s, winning five NFL titles  
and the first two Super Bowl crowns. Off the field, Lombardi  
became known for his coaching philosophy and motivational skills, 
demanding dedication and obedience from his team and promising 
championships in return.
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In a statement about the essence of teamwork Lombardi said, 
“Teamwork is what the Green Bay Packers were all about. They 
didn’t do it for individual glory. They did it because they loved one  
another.” 

Being in service is closely linked to being in love with the world. 
Agape is the word for spiritual love as revealed in Jesus, selfless and 
a model for humanity. The love of all others is inclusive love, and 
carried in the hearts of the world servers, the great leaders. 

Albert Einstein had this to say: 

“A human being is a part of a whole, called by us universe, a part  
limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feel-
ings as something separated from the rest…a kind of optical delusion 
of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting 
us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest to 
us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our 
circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of 
nature in its beauty.” 
                                                                           Albert Einstein

The best way I know of to open your heart to this kind of uni-
versal love is to go on a volunteer mission somewhere. Rick Warren, 
author of The Purpose Driven Life, says to “just do it”: 

“I urge you to save and do whatever it takes to participate in a 
short-term mission trip overseas as soon as possible. Nearly every  
mission agency can help you do this. It will enlarge your heart,  
expand your vision, stretch your faith, deepen your compassion, and 
fill you with the kind of joy you have never experienced. It could be 
the turning point in your life.” 

When I was sixteen years old, I had the rare opportunity to go 
work for a summer in the rain forest of Venezuela. Living in a mud 
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hut with two Venezuelan boys my age, in the middle of the jungle, 
with no electricity or running water, I came to understand how the 
other half lives. 

More recently, I took a month’s leave and spent the time travel-
ing the dirt roads of Africa visiting clinics, orphanages, schools, and 
churches making contacts for a mission organization. I agree with  
Rick Warren—go on a mission trip to deepen your leadership vision. 
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Share Your Story

As you can tell from what you’ve read so far, I’m a strong believer 
in the value of sharing our stories. I first learned that it might be 
important from a work project. In the 1990s I served the Yankton 
Sioux Tribe in South Dakota, developing and constructing a school 
on their reservation. Their four primary traditional virtues were 
wisdom, generosity, courage and respect. Generosity, I learned, did 
not refer to material goods, but rather to oneself and sharing your-
self with your community.

My father showed me the value of sharing stories when, near the 
end of his life, he put together The Territory, a collection of personal 
photographs and family anecdotes. It’s been passed around by family 
members and friends and has given immense pleasure to all who’ve 
read it. And Rick Warren, in his book The Purpose Driven Life, urges 
his readers to share their testimony. As he puts it, to pass on your 
individual story is “an essential part of your mission on earth be-
cause it is unique.” 
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Throughout Work Smart, Work Safe!, I have shared with you ex-
amples of how I share my own stories with the teams I lead. This 
may seem uncomfortable for you at first until you try it a few times. 
When I started doing this, there were times when I could almost feel 
a lump in my throat. This may not be your style, but it is worth a try 
because it has helped me build relationships of trust with my people–
an essential element of leadership for operational excellence.

It seems there is a universal calling for us to share our story and 
share ourselves. You don’t have to be a Nobel Prize winner or movie 
star: no one else has exactly the same story as you, and if you don’t 
share it with others it will be lost forever. If my father were alive 
today, he would use the Internet, with its blogs, personal web pages 
and YouTube. It’s easier than ever for someone to share their story 
now. Why not do it? I just did. 
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Conclusion

Leadership for Operational Excellence is something that can be 
learned, and personal transformation is an integral part of becom-
ing a great leader. 

The strategies for removing the root causes of accidents are some of 
the same strategies used to achieve high motivation and productivity.

Corporate leaders at all levels can focus on safety as a key driver 
of operational excellence and expect to see dramatic improvements 
in all measures of performance. 

Regardless of your rank in your organization, you can put most 
of the principles in this book to work for the people you lead and 
the customers you serve, which leads me to my closing comments 
about purpose. 

Over my 35 year career and 57 years of living on this planet, 
I have come to some clear conclusions about the purpose of good 

 ROOT CAUSE OF ACCIDENTS  SOLUTION

Multi level planning 
Eliminate delays with the Delay Survey 
Supervisory training

Empower workers 
Support workers to be successful 
Servant leader model 
Eliminate delays with the Delay Survey 
Organize work into work packages

Minimize the use of scheduled overtime

Engage workers in planning, safety 
Good leadership 
Team building 
Provide feedback on performance 
Workers set their own high goals

Rushing

Frustration

Fatigue

Complacency
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leadership in the world of work and business. What a leader focuses 
his or her attention on has a direct link to the success of an organi-
zation. But how do you define success? Is it measured in financial 
performance? Customer satisfaction? Market share? 

In 1976, when I took up tennis, I read Timothy Gallwey’s Inner 
Tennis—Playing the Game. One of Gallwey’s contributions to the game 
of tennis, and, by extension, to life, is the importance of keeping 
your eye on the ball—the most important object in the game—and 
letting your mind and body take over to accomplish what’s neces-
sary. 

I’ve made use of this concept many times in my working life. 
As a leader, I constantly ask myself what “ball” I need to focus on 
most—quality, safety, economy, speed or profit. They are all funda-
mentally critical to the success of any mission. But when leadership 
focuses only on them, and ignores the human aspect of the employees 
expected to achieve the desired results, the motivation to compel 
their improvement is missing. And in the same way, focusing solely 
on profit becomes counter-productive, as operational performance 
will suffer and profits will fall. 

In my experience, when leadership shifts its focus to supporting 
the success, satisfaction and fulfillment of its employees, the satis-
faction of its customers and improvement of the environment of  
which it is a part, then all of the fundamental measurements of  
organizational performance are enhanced. 

This is the ultimate foundation of Operational Excellence—a  
focus on people and clients.

Keep your eye on the ball!
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Epilogue

Being a leader in any role can be much more than just a job or a 
paycheck. It is a true calling. If you do it right, the rewards of good 
leadership can be extraordinary. The lives you can touch and influ-
ence for the better can reach far beyond your immediate circle. 

Let me share a letter with you that I recently received from the 
wife of a worker on a project I recently led. Their young grandson, 
Kendon, was struggling with childhood leukemia: 

Mike Vallez

Dear Mike, 

I don’t quite know where to begin. It is with sincerest Aloha that this letter 
of love and thanks is being written. Our ‘ohana (family) can’t describe in any 
language the gratitude and love we feel for the team and employees. 

Fist of all, we thank you for hiring Ken. It was a miracle we had been  
awaiting for 8 long months. To be amongst Godly men was just what God 
had intended. He has become a new man with enthusiasm, excitement, and 
a renewed spirit of self worth. He beams with the spirit and had forged life-
long family relationships. To be part of a company that promotes people first 
and allows individuals to share their life and faith, as you have done is more 
than we could have ever asked for. My husband is a man of honor, integrity, 
and faith and I thank God he was placed here with you all. When Kendon 
relapsed and was medivac’d to Oahu, I know Ken wanted and needed to be 
there. The honor he possesses kept him here at the job when his heart was 
with Kendon. 

Again words cannot describe how much we thank you for supporting him, 
praying with him, and ultimately your giving hearts when asked to help  
Kendon financially. To say we have cried with thankfulness is an  
understatement. I can honestly say, I personally have never met or been in 
the company of more loving and gracious people. 

The project team has indeed succeeded in allowing our family to breathe 
during this time of trauma and trial. Your support both spiritually and  
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financially have allowed us to focus on the MIRACLES that have manifested 
through faith and prayer for Kendon. We are praying that he is able to come 
home for a brief time this month before he is prepared for his transplant as 
we would love to bring him to meet the people that kept his “Papa” safe and 
sound while he was away. 

Please know that if there is anything our family can do to assist or make 
someone else’s life a little easier while here in Pahoa or on the Big Island, 
you can count on us. We have already made lifelong family relationships  
and thank God for bringinig you all into our lives.

Me Ke Aloha Pumehana, 

Donna Walker

The many leadership principles of Work Smart, Work Safe! cannot 
be treated like a menu of options to choose from if you are trying 
to build a high performance team or organization. You could never 
have a symphony orchestra with just a violin section. These prin-
ciples are meant to work in unison and interact with each other.

Being part of a high functioning team or organization is a mag-
nificent experience which fulfills our higher aspirations as human 
beings. When you apply these principles at your level and within 
your sphere of influence, large or small, you are truly an instrument 
in making the world a better place.



Appendix

White Paper on Puna Geothermal Project  
described on page 16.
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Recent field experience with construction of the Puna Geothermal Project in Hawaii demonstrated that 
the objectives of safety and productivity do not conflict with each other.  

 
Root Causes of Accidents 

The top root causes of accidents can be summarized in the following broad categories:  

Rushing 
Frustration 
Fatigue 

Complacency 
 

Analysis of the best methods of eliminating these root causes of accidents showed that most of those 
effective methods also contribute to high motivation and productivity. This case study should help dispel 
the myth that safety and productivity do not go hand in hand. 

Operational Excellence is a philosophy of leadership, teamwork and problem solving 
resulting in continuous improvement throughout the organization by focusing on the needs of 
the customer, empowering employees, and optimizing existing activities in the process. 

Operational Excellence stresses the need to continually improve by promoting a stronger 
teamwork atmosphere. Safety and quality improvements for employees and customers lead 
towards becoming a better enterprise. The continuous improvement is not only about 
improving HR quality, but also it is about the processes and standards improvement. You 
cannot improve if you do not measure. 

Wikipedia 
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The Safety Culture Challenge 

The Puna Geothermal Project presented unique challenges, most especially  its  remote  island  location 
and  fast  track  schedule.  (Two  months  were  cut  from  the  schedule  after  mobilization,  requiring  a 
doubling of the work force and additional equipment and materials.)  

The project drew highly skilled specialized workers  from diverse cultural backgrounds. The work  force 
included Hawaiians, Navajos, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, Caucasians from the mainland and Hawaiian 
Islands  and,  [UNUSALLY  THEN?],    some women. Most  complex  construction  projects  face  the  same 
challenge—how to bring people with different  backgrounds, levels of experience and attitudes together 
to create a highly committed common safety culture on the  job. Management consulting practitioners 
suggest that the time required to  implement a culture change  in an organization  is about seven years. 
But in this case, a NEW and effective safety culture had to be created immediately.  

The least effective safety culture is a “dependent” one, emphasizing only rules and regulations imposed 
from  above.  As  a  safety  culture  matures,  management  effort  needs  to  focus  on  creating  an 
“interdependent” safety culture, where rules and regulations form a solid foundation, but where people 
work in high‐functioning teams looking out for each other, and where “you are your brother’s keeper.” 

Ever  since  learning about  the work  culture aspects of  safety,  I have been  searching  for methods and 
tools to use to help foster a strong interdependent safety culture – quickly – on a new construction site. 
Sometimes good leadership is about knowing the right questions to ask, instead of assuming you know 
all the answers. So at the Puna Geothermal Project we asked the workers some simple questions to get 
them  involved  in  the  safety  program,  build  some  ownership,  and  start  fostering  an  interdependent 
safety  culture,  in which  all  employees  are  responsible  for  safety  and  the  safety  of  all  employees  is 
considered equally important. This results in the highest possible safety and productivity performance. 

Safety Culture Matters 

To begin the process of building an interdependent safety culture on the project, we knew that we had 
to  get  people  involved  in  a  variety  of  ways,  and  fast.  The  first  thing  we  did  was  create  a  “safety 
awareness” week  at  the  beginning  of  the  project.  It  included  structured  discussion,  learning,  and  a 
banquet at the end of the week.  

For  the  structured discussion, we broke  the whole project  force down  into groups of  four by using a 
deck of playing cards. Coincidentally, there were fifty two workers on the project that week, and a deck 
has fifty two cards. I think the first time I was part of a large group that was broken down into smaller 
groups was in high school, where our gym teacher had us each count out 1,2,3,4 ‐ 1,2,3,4 – 1,2,3,4 and 
so forth. But  in this case, we used playing cards to make  it easier for people to remember what group 
they were  in. We ended up with 13 groups of 4. This  seemed  to be a good  small  size  to assure  that 
everyone, even the shyer ones, would have some input. (Remember, we had Hispanics, Navajos, Cajuns, 
cowboys and Hawaiians, men and women.) It worked great!  
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Here are the questions we asked and the answers, just as they were given by the employees, from the 
Safety Challenge Survey. 

 

First question: What can we do to bring people together from various backgrounds, experience 
levels and attitudes to create a highly committed common safety culture on the job?  

GROUP  
'ACE' 

Respect others’ background and where they are from. Respect one another in and out of the 
job. Learn from one another because we learn new things every day. Treat people how you 
would like to be treated. Always give a helpful hand when needed. Respect their culture, 
religion and sex. We all come from different backgrounds but we all are here for the same 
reason, to finish this job safely! 

GROUP  
2

It's important to obtain a very clear understanding of safety procedures on the job site and be 
able to comprehend the job that is being performed. It's also critical for those with a diverse 
ethic background to have a translator, if they can't speak English well, among the different 
crews they are working with so that they can have English language translated to have a 
better understanding of safety protocol and job descriptions. It's also a great asset to the 
company and employees when highly competent individuals are hired to perform a job as 
these types of people are very aware, alert and enforce safety for everyone. Enthusiasm. XX 
teaches new employees with diligence, be eager to work and learn new tasks each day. 

GROUP 
3

Be willing to have an open mind, willing to change, like to work with others, willing to be your 
brother’s keeper. Share one’s differences and cultures. Be willing to share safety information 
with others. 

GROUP 
4

Keep an open mind to learn new things regarding work and safety regardless of background, 
ethnicity and experience level. Seasoned hands can learn new things every day as well as 
green helpers. Everyone can and must learn and share different things to keep the industry 
alive. Keep open communications. Language barriers can be a challenge. Be sure everyone 
involved in a particular task is clear on what is happening. There are usually enough bilingual 
people to help translate if necessary. 

GROUP 
5

Practice what you preach. Try to learn from other people with more experience. 

GROUP 
6

Communicate the job that's coming up. Discuss amongst yourselves each person’s part and 
how they're going to perform it safely. Offer help to one another without having to be asked. 
Remember all of us are important to a task whether person or boss. Be willing to listen. Don't 
take criticism personally. Make sure you understand what the other guy is saying. 

GROUP 
7

Communication, be open minded, respect. Love. Have a safety program so people that are 
not knowledgeable about safety can learn safety. 

GROUP 
8

The whole crew needs to communicate and plan their job. Make sure everyone understands 
and works together on the plan. Get to know each other. Journeymen should be willing to 
teach the younger guys and help them become better craftsmen. 

GROUP 
9

Safety dinners are good and bring people together to visit outside of the work place. Respect 
others and property on job site. Good communication between all in the workplace. 

GROUP 
10 

Ask questions about traditions and work ethics. Treat co-workers like family. Treat people 
with respect. Don't make racial comments that might offend others. Keep an open mind and 
open yourself to constructive criticism. Take time to get to know each other. Don't spread 
rumors about others. 

GROUP 
JACKS 

Effective communication. Learn about safety. Follow instructions and safe practices. Plan job 
tasks and look for hazards prior to beginning work. List and respect others’ ideas and 
suggestions. Ask for help if you don't know. 
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GROUP 
QUEENS 

Change helpers to different welders and fitter groups. In this exchange all different crews 
may have ideas going from one group to another. Show interest in each other’s culture. 

GROUP 
KINGS

Have better communication. Have two to three people from various backgrounds walk down 
the job making sure all the co-workers are working safety and properly once a week. Report 
back at Monday’s safety meeting. 

 

Second question: What are the things that we need to START doing as individuals and as a group to 
make this a safer project?  

GROUP  
'ACE' 

Good communications. Plan out task the group will be doing so everyone will be on the 
same page. Get everyone's input. Speak out if you’re in doubt. Anyone can stop a job if 
he/she thinks it's not safe. Use the right tools and materials, PPE for the job. Chain of 
Command. Respect barricades and other workers within the area. Job Safety Analysis  (JSA) 
is there to do all that. We need everyone's help to fill it out, even with the operators and 
others working within the area. Take every job seriously even if you've done it a hundred 
times. Get your rest so you can be 100% everyday. Good housekeeping. If you have a 
personal problem leave it at the gate ‘cause we need your focus. Treat everyone as your 
family ‘cause we spend more time together than back home. Have a positive attitude. Be 
your brother’s keeper. Check tools and material before using. 

GROUP  
2

Avoid extreme fatigue and get plenty of rest because this really plays a huge role in staying 
focused at work. Take the job extremely seriously and  remain professional.  Take pride in 
our work. Work as a strong team and communicate about everything. Teach new 
employees hands on what needs to be done with their jobs and make sure they learn the 
right way to do something at the beginning. Take our time when performing a job. Eliminate 
hazards when you see them. Laziness should not be tolerated.  

GROUP 
3

Work this project like it’s your own project and also treat coworkers with dignity and 
respect. Treat co‐workers in a professional manner. Challenge yourself to improve quality 
safety work. Treat co‐workers as you want to be treated. Take pride in your work and the 
company you are working for. Follow safety JSA roles for every task. Start helping co‐
workers with less experience for less accidents. 

GROUP 
4

An unsafe act may seem like it's not a big deal, but a serious injury can always result. Think 
about yourself and your family. Lost work from an injury can translate to lost wages and 
permanently compromised health.  Do not take shortcuts. Shortcuts have the potential to 
be extremely dangerous. Take the extra time to clean our area and rig properly. The extra 
time spend preparing could prevent serious injury to yourself and others. 

GROUP 
5

Inspect equipment and work area. Pre‐task your work. Have a good attitude. Fill out your 
JSA properly. Inspect before you start work. Teach the apprentices the safe and right way. 
Wear PPE at all times.  Eliminate all tripping hazards before, during and after work. 

GROUP 
6

Discuss your JSAs and have a plan of action. Get with your boss or safety person if you have 
questions. Don't take short cuts which may lead to injury. If you can't do the task safely with 
what you have, don't try it. You have no reason to be rushed even if someone is pushing 
you. If you need help, ask. If you see someone needing help, stop them until they have the 
help they need. 
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GROUP 
7

Be open for suggestions. Be willing to let no unsafe act go unnoticed. Attempt to know 
everybody on a personal level. You are your brother's keeper. Safety incentives. Be 
proactive, not reactive. Start good housekeeping. Use correct tool for the job. Supervisors, 
know your people and their limitations and their strengths. 

GROUP 
8

Watch out for other crew members. If someone is doing something unsafe, let them know 
and assist them in correcting it, if necessary. Be open minded to their crew members’ 
suggestions. Treat people with respect, as if they were family members. Always wear gloves 
when handling material. 

GROUP 
9

Better communication. More awareness. Use more plant safety rules, less shortcuts. Better 
planning of task. More equipment checks and inspections. Remove equipment from service 
if not in proper working order. 

GROUP 
10 

Be more aware of our surroundings. Think before acting. Use proper tools for the job at 
hand. Follow all rules, don't take short cuts. Make eye contact with drivers. When working 
above use a safety harness. When working with forklifts always have two spotters and use 
tag lines. Inspect all tools. Think of loved ones before performing an unsafe act. Leave bad 
attitudes at home. Come to work with a clear head. Start getting enough rest before 
returning to work. 

GROUP 
JACKS 

Ask for help! Have all the materials we need to do a job safely. (Jack stands rigging, proper 
chokers, etc.) Respect and follow red tape areas. Plan tasks prior to beginning work. Discuss 
possible hazards and eliminate them when possible (trip hazards, etc.). Look out for each 
other and help. Share equipment and rigging. Get everything you need to do your assigned 
task safely. Wear earplugs. Rely on more knowledgeable people to help plan tasks safely if 
you don't know how. Communicate with others in the area about your work that may cause 
them a safety concern. 

GROUP 
QUEENS 

Be humble and accept other people’s comments and criticism. Communicate with everyone 
on the crew before work starts. Think it through and try to anticipate hazards. 

GROUP 
KINGS

Stop unsafe acts and watch out for other people.  Use the proper tools.  Train green hands 
on proper used of small power tools. 

 

Third Question: What are the things we need to STOP doing as individuals and as a group 
to make this a safer project?

GROUP  
'ACE' 

No more  horseplay. Clean up as you go. Do not interrupt people/workers when they are 
doing their job. Don't get in a rush or use shortcuts. We need to work together between 
crews. Be your brother’s keeper. Use the right materials for the job. Use the forklift and 
take care. Don't manhandle it.  Take every job seriously. Any job can be done safely. Take 
JSA seriously. 

GROUP  
2

Stop being irresponsible regarding housekeeping and safety. Stop depending on someone 
else to do a job we are capable of doing as well. Stop leaving tools on job site and in pipes. 
Stop running over cords. We need to take good care of equipment & tools that are loaned 
to us. 
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GROUP 
3

Stop doing a poor clean‐up, stop doing short cuts. Stop losing ________. Stop horseplay. 
Stop using bad language. Stop leaving your work. Stay in your area and ask for more work. 
Stop following unsafe actions. 

GROUP 
4

Be sure to use the proper tools for a particular job. Using underrated lifting and hoisting 
equipment can cause serious injury. Ask for help from someone who has experience with 
the task at hand. Stop seeing the project with blinders on. Be aware of not only the task in 
front of you but everything that is happening. Just as driving a car, you can only keep 
yourself safe by knowing what is going on around you as well as in front of you.  Do not turn 
a blind eye to unsafe acts. If you see an unsafe act, approach and advise a better way. 

GROUP 
5

Rushing your work. Being complacent about safety. Horseplay. Coming to work not rested. 

GROUP 
6

Stop rushing, we're on time. Stop being complacent. Every day is a new one. Leave your 
personal problems at your house, we need you thinking about the job. Stop using the wrong 
tool. Cut back on horseplay, save it for after work. Stop worrying that the job will come to 
an end. Be happy we're here now. Stop rushing across location, we're on bad footing. 

GROUP 
7

Stop being reactive. Stop getting hot headed and be willing to listen. Stop taking chances 
thinking it won't happen to me. 

GROUP 
8

Do not be going in red barricades without asking the person responsible for putting it up if it 
is okay. Stop leaving tools lying around, scattered on the ground. Stop horseplay. 

GROUP 
9

Be more considerate of others and their task at hand. Watch for and respect all . Do not 
remove barricades that you don't put up. Use barricades tags. Designate flagmen. Stop 
running over cords and leads. 

GROUP 
10 

Stop thinking someone else will clean up after you. Stop leaving up useless barricades 
because it can be confusing. 

GROUP 
JACKS 

Don't put work before safety. Always use harness for work above six feet. Use your PPE. 
Follow the safety practices. Don’t ignore them (ear plugs, gloves, harness). Hanging pipe 
without supports. Stop putting productivity before safety. Pushing people causes accidents. 

GROUP 
QUEENS 

No horseplay. Stop thinking you’re invincible. Stop using improper tools for projects.  

GROUP 
KINGS

Stop and think about what you’ re doing. Don't take short cuts. Talk about what you are 
doing. Be aware of your surroundings. Slow down and think before acting out work. 

 

Fourth Question: What are you missing? 

GROUP  
'ACE' 

Plywood, grinding disc, jack stands, four leg jack stands, Tiger disc.  We need to exercise in 
the morning to loosen our muscles up. Everyone's leadership. Raincoats. 

GROUP  
2

Tools to work with and equipment to make the job safer and more productive. Eye washing 
station. Hand washing station. Very Necessary! Dust masks. Raincoats 

GROUP 
3

Jack stands, team effort, improve our communication skills, improve working with one 
another. Raincoats, more guidance towards safety. 
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GROUP 
4

The job as a whole is missing some important tools needed for the job that affect safety and 
productivity. Large bore pipe on three‐legged jack stands is dangerous. We only have so 
much rigging that can be utilized between everyone. The riggers are short on proper rigging.

GROUP 
5

Never being too safe. 

GROUP 
6

Some minor tools to make things easier, which is safer. Plywood and jack stand. Raincoats 
for some of the people who get cold would be nice. 

GROUP 
7

Tools, rigging, steel choker, jack stands, grinders. Someone to listen ‐ a suggestion box. Beer 
keg.  The reality of a safe program. 

GROUP 
8

Four‐legged jack stands. Group cooperation. Supervisor cooperation. 

GROUP 
9

"RIGGING" certain tools, four‐legged jack stands, wire chokers, beam clamps, chain falls, 
endless chokers. Inspection of tools and rigging. As a group it was agreed that most of our 
rigging come‐alongs would not pass inspection if inspected. More coordination. Bottle 
racks. Better housekeeping, instead of just being safe and have a good day. Have topic for 
group safety meetings. 

GROUP 
10 

Proper tools for certain tasks. Chairs ‐ not enough seats for everyone. Raincoats. 
Communication with co‐worker at times. Stretch and flex before work. 

GROUP 
JACKS 

Jack stands, rigging supplies, JLG, rain gear, tools. All the materials we need to complete a 
task. More people. Training for all about safe handling, rigging and moving equipment. 

GROUP 
QUEENS 

Miss family (extended) back home! Tools and general. 

GROUP 
KINGS

Proper tools, proper rigging, bottle carts, four‐legged jack stands, wood for jack stands. 

 

Follow Up 

The Safety Challenge Survey was followed up by a flurry of actions to demonstrate management’s 
commitment to the employee’s concerns.  

The Saturday evening after the survey, a safety dinner was held for all employees and their guests. It 
was an opportunity for everyone to come together in a social setting and get to know each other.  

The survey results were made  into a poster and placed around  the project  in prominent  locations  for 
everyone to see.  

The results were discussed in large and small groups. At random, and with volunteers, the survey results 
were read aloud by crew members to the entire team to emphasize the work that they had all done.  

Other  actions  were  taken  to  address  all  issues  mentioned  in  the  survey.  Some  of  them  directly 
supported higher productivity, and all related to safety in some way.  

Safety Coordinator 
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Each  crew  member  is  empowered  to  requisition  the  equipment,  tools,  materials  and  information 
needed  to  accomplish  the  task effectively,  to participate  in  the  JSA development  and  to  lift plans  as 
needed. This information then travels from the bottom up to the management levels where these needs 
can be filled.  

Good  organization  and  communication  are  critical  to  success  in  construction.  It  is  important  to 
remember  that  construction management  is about getting  the  right people at  the  right place, at  the 
right  time, with  the  right  tools—information, materials and equipment—with  the  right motivation  for 
safety. By  implementing a cyclical  information flow on the project as depicted below, the objectives of 
safety and productivity are both met. 
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True Empowerment 

Empowerment is a buzzword which too often gets thrown around like a basketball without ever making 
it  into  the hoop! True empowerment means  that you have  to  trust people  to do  the  right  thing, and 
then give them the freedom to succeed. When we saw how much time was being lost due to the lack of 
tools  and  supplies,  we  empowered  each  employee  by  giving  them  the  authority  to  write  field 
requisitions  for  the  stuff  they  needed  to  be  successful. One  Thursday morning,  after  compiling  the 
results of the Foreman Delay Survey,  I met with every worker on the project after the morning safety 
meeting and laid out the new procedure. While holding up a copy of the new material requisition book, I 
explained to everyone that they were now empowered to take their success  into their own hands. As 
part of  their  look‐ahead  task planning,  they were  to  identify  the  tools, materials, and equipment  that 
they would need to perform their assigned tasks and fill out a requisition for it.  

The results were remarkable! There was such pent up frustration over lack of supplies that the onrush of 
requests was like opening the floodgates. The requests kept me and the rest of the management team 
busy, but we quickly saw the success of our plan as delays were virtually eliminated.   

Of course, before the material or tool was purchased,  it had to get final review and approval from the 
superintendent or me to avoid duplication and excess. 

Feedback 

It is widely recognized that specific feedback on performance can have a dramatic effect on motivation 
and productivity. It also helps eliminate complacency and frustration.   

 

Where possible, we provided the crews with specific feedback on their performance, using earned value 
management methods to calculate crew efficiency. The above chart is a sample of the kind of feedback 
which was given directly to the crews.  
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 No one knows how to do a job better than the one doing the job. The job of a supervisor is not 
to tell people what to do or to punish them but to lead. Leading consists of helping people do a 
better job and of learning by objective methods who is in need of individual help.  

 People  are  eager  to  do  a  good  job  and  distressed  when  they  can’t.  Too  often, misguided 
supervisors,  faulty equipment and  tools,  shortages of  critical  supplies and defective materials 
stand in the way. These barriers must be removed. It is management’s responsibility to remove 
these barriers, and  therefore management  is ultimately  responsible  for a  safe and productive 
project.  

 A worker’s life does not begin or end at the project gate. Every day on a construction project is 
filled with  incident, and what happens on  the  job affects every aspect of our  team members’ 
lives. We talk openly about things like teamwork, trust, gratitude, forgiveness and love.  

 Our work  plays  a  vital  role  in making  a  better world  and what we  do makes  a  difference. 
Sustainable  power  for  Hawaii  is  a  laudable  goal,  and  what  we  do  to  make  this  a  more 
sustainable world is of lasting importance.  

 Fear has no place in this workplace. We foster involvement of everyone in decisions which affect 
their  lives. We encourage people to speak up without fear of recrimination.  It  is necessary for 
better safety, quality and productivity that people feel secure. 

 Quality  has  a moral  element  to  it. No  one  should  be  bulldozed  by  a  supervisor  to  overlook 
inferior work. 

 Everyone on the project is responsible for their own safety, and implementing the management 
principles identified in the safety challenge, written by the workers.  

Conclusion 

The strategies of removing the root causes of accidents are the same strategies used to achieve high 
motivation and productivity.  

ROOT CAUSE OF ACCIDENTS SOLUTION 

 
Rushing 

Multi level planning 
Eliminate delays with the Delay Survey 
Supervisory training 

 
 

Frustration 

Empower workers 
Support workers to be successful 
Servant leader model 
Eliminate delays with the Delay Survey 
Organize work into work packages 

Fatigue  Minimize the use of scheduled overtime 

 
 

Complacency 

Engage workers in planning, safety 
Good leadership 
Team building 
Provide feedback on performance 
Workers set their own high goals 
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Work Smart, Work Safe! is a proactive safety plan that works!  

*************************** 
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