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LEADING THOUGHTS

SUPPLYING HIGH-LEVEL SAFETY
By Robert Pater
How can leaders make significant performance and cultural leaps in safety, especially 
when operations may be widespread? One crucial answer: It’s important to work on both 
the front and the back end.

In my experience, too many companies are 
front-end loaded; that is, they are much more geared 
toward getting something in place than making sure 
it continues to thrive and grow. This is like selecting 
a vegetable plant seed or start, carefully preparing 
the soil and placing it into the ground, but then 
not tending to its continually changing nutrient, 
water and pest-control needs. This often leads to 
disappointing results, with the harvest not turning 
out nearly as flavorful or bountiful as it should.

Rob Peters knows there are better ways. Rob is 
the senior director of environmental, health and 
safety at HD Supply, a Fortune 500 company that 
distributes, installs and maintains industrial tools 
and products. Whereas Rob has wide responsi-
bilities, two colleagues, Chris Collins and Deidre 
Bennett, are directors of environmental health and 
safety focused on rubber-meets-the-road execution 
of improvement and were instrumental in the safety 
improvement process described in this article.

Rob and Chris explained that, like many compa-
nies, they had instituted changes that initially had 
promising potential, only to yield a more meager 
harvest than they had hoped. So, when it came to 
tackling prevalent soft-tissue injuries in their facili-
ties maintenance division, they knew they needed to 
do something different. 

As anyone who works in distribution operations, 
warehousing and logistics knows, sprains and 
strains can be all too common due to lots of manual 
material handling, picking, retrieving or loading de-
livery trucks. “Soft-tissue injuries were our number 
one focus area; there’s no close number two,” Chris 
says. In addition, turnover can often be an issue 
in these kinds of operations. Not surprisingly, HD 
Supply tried many different approaches to reducing 
these injuries, with less-than-hoped-for results.

The Front End: Deciding Where  
to Drive Energies for Improvement

Working in concert, Rob, Chris and Deidre were 
determined to approach this differently. They knew 
that the most effective approach was to incorporate 
both best upfront and ongoing continuance strate-
gies. After all, if they didn’t have the right (i.e., the 
most useful, targeted, culturally fitting) approach, 
it would be unlikely to take root in the first place, 
so there would be little to sustain it later. First, they 
carefully screened initiatives to meet certain char-
acteristics that fit their culture. “We benchmarked 
with companies we believed most closely mirrored 
our culture and exposures,” Chris says. 

They decided on those criteria most-needed in a 
potentially best approach. This had to be:

•Practical: methods that supported and certainly 
did not get in the way of productivity. Once learned, 
these shouldn’t slow down their associates when 
performing tasks. Methods also had to be easy to 
learn.

•Focused on what they could actually inf lu-
ence. Rob, Chris and Deidre knew that they 
couldn’t design out environmental and other risk 
exposures where their associates were working 
on client companies’ sites, so they aimed to place 
their workers in more control of their own safe-
ty by transferring the skills and expertise they 
needed for safest task completion anywhere and 
everywhere they might be. 

•Realistic to implement. “We have regional 
safety professionals but not enough to be at all of 
our distribution sites all the time,” Chris says. “We 
were intrigued by developing selected associates 
as catalysts who would then pass the baton. It was 
essential that our distribution centers embraced 
ownership of any selected approach so they could 
manage on their own with the support of our safe-
ty professionals.”

•Able to show a range of relatively quick results.
•Exciting and energizing their people. “If our 

senior leaders aren’t talking about something or 
paying active attention, then neither will others 
throughout their organization,” Chris says.

•Applicable to a wide range of tasks, both at work 
and at home (as soft-tissue injuries often have off-
work cumulative trauma contributors).

•Readily measurable. While trailing indicator 
reductions in injuries were the bottom line, this 
team knew that what gets measured gets done, so 
there had to be simple leading indicator metrics they 
could develop to measure progress toward ultimate-
ly improved safety performance.

Reinforce More Than Enforce
The next phase was mapping out a plan to pilot 

their newly selected approach, then getting en-
dorsements from everyone from senior executives 
to middle managers to safety professionals. Rob 
and Chris decided that the Philadelphia facility 
was the best site for piloting because it had the 
most opportunity for improvement combined with 
strong management and a long-tenured staff. At 
the distribution center, the team explained the new 
approach and communicated that, in their minds, 
it was an honor for this site to be selected as a pilot. 
They explained that this would be different from 
what they had done before, now preparing and 
supporting selected associates to be trained as “cat-
alysts” to, in turn, train and reinforce peers. 
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Simultaneously, they were in close contact with 
an outside service provider, asking a range of point-
ed questions, such as “How did this work in other 
similar organizations?” The provider sparked them 
by asking in return, “Give two examples of things 
your company has implemented outside of safety 
that have been successful. Why has this worked? 
How did you approach and modify your plans and 
execution?”

They decided on a “continuous small bites” ap-
proach, employing copious review of new techniques 
to increase the chances that all associates would learn 
and be equipped to apply these methods in a variety of 
tasks. They allocated 2 months for newly certified cat-
alysts to provide the first round of training, then pre-
pared 38 segments for weekly reinforcement (e.g., one 
each on pushing, pulling) to be delivered in huddles 
(i.e., 10- to 15-minute weekly toolbox sessions support-
ed by slides of practical examples showing preferred as 
well as less ideal ways of accomplishing tasks). Cata-
lysts were also released once per week to walk around, 
make contact, answer peer questions, offer suggestions 
and otherwise regularly reinforce the new informa-
tion. They also designated a captain at each site to as-
sist with training and scheduling logistics.

They arrived at a slate of metrics that went 
beyond the bottom line of trailing indicators. 
These included: 

•a number of reinforcing posters hung and 
changed;

•standup huddles (toolbox meetings) led by asso-
ciate catalysts;

•amount of coaching contacts with associates;
•incentives provided.
What did they see? First, there was no pushback, 

according to Chris. He and Deidre traveled to the 
Philadelphia site to support their catalysts and help 
them make small modifications, asking questions 
such as, “What’s working and what’s not?” and 
“What can we do to increase participation even 
more?”

There was significant interest and an upsurge 
in enthusiasm for safety on all levels, from active 
interest among senior managers and site leaders 
to heightened engagement among associates. And, 
while specific data is confidential, Chris indicates 
that their Philadelphia rollout site showed positive 
injury reduction results in a facility where, he says, 
“there wasn’t a lot of low-hanging fruit” (noting that 
moving from an LTIR of 20 to 10 is a lot easier than 
from 2.0 to 1.0, although each is the same statistical 
50% reduction).

Six Keys to Supplying Safety Step Change
Following are the six main points Rob, Chris and 

Deidre shared for safety leaders to consider.

1) Change & Reinforce  
Beliefs, Not Just Actions 

 First, change and reinforce beliefs, not just actions. 
“Creating belief is an evolution, an ongoing process,” 
says Rob. “It starts by believing there is a good direc-

tion both for our business and associates, letting that 
belief shine through by enthusiasm and examples, and 
consistently communicating, ‘We believe in this and 
want to show you so you can consider this as well,’ and 
‘It’s essential to reinforce beliefs, not just actions.’”

According to Rob, a significant emphasis was on 
“getting buy-in throughout the chain and then shar-
ing this with focus on empowering associates, not just 
helping the company. Giving associates the tools to 
self-direct their own safety, and to understand their 
limitations and how they can work within them.”

2) Don’t Reinvent a Square Wheel
Next, don’t reinvent a square wheel. Learn from 

what’s been done in the past, including what didn’t 
work. The team analyzed why previous initiatives did 
not measure up. “We really listened to what previ-
ously worked and what didn’t,” says Chris. “What fits 
our culture and what doesn’t? We were determined to 
find an approved approach that was more grassroots 
oriented by folks doing the work.” 

According to Rob, “It was critical that we solicited 
concerns and potential obstacles from local man-
agers, supervisors and associates, and that we truly 
listened to answers.”

3) Manage Expectations
Take steps to manage expectations. “First those of 

senior leadership,” says Rob. “This includes having 
a budget and setting timelines for expected pay-
back (How much? How long before we see results?). 
Trailing indicators don’t show right away. Do the 
same with the folks making it happen. It’s a process, 
a continuous improvement cycle and a continuous 
reinforcement cycle as well.”

An important element here was envisioning their 
professional safety team to be resources and supporters 
of peer leaders, rather than being the first line of safety 
training and communications. They set the safety pro-
fessionals’ expectation that they are leaders, working 
with and through others, rather than just practitioners. 

Chris and Deidre visited locations and talked 
with associates, asking, “Are you using or not using 
these methods? Why? Why not?”

4) Keep It Fresh 
Keep it fresh. Make it part of the DNA of what-

ever employees do every day. Provide new material 

Learn from what’s been done in the past, 
including what didn’t work.
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that reinforces so it doesn’t die on the vine and isn’t 
a one-off initiative.

5) Supply Your Team
Supply your team. Make it easy for workers to 

reinforce their peers, but don’t over program. This 
team supplied guidelines for 40 weeks of reinforce-
ment in their first phase, but did not send scripts for 
instructor-catalysts to read verbatim. They wanted 
to encourage, not quash, spontaneity and energy, 
balancing supportive structure with peers injecting 
their own experiences and ideas. They provided key 
takeaways so that trained peer leaders knew what to 
aim for in their reinforcement meetings.

Chris explains that they aimed to “encourage ac-
countability, so that people don’t veer off course too 
much.”

6) Build It In 
Finally, build it in. When building a new facility in 

Atlanta, GA, they incorporated what they knew to be 
best safety practices that were aligned with their ini-
tiative, so the physical structure actually was in sync 
with and reinforced their training and work methods.

Rob explains one of their strategic next steps:  “One 
of my goals is to have our CEO get up to our Burling-
ton site where we first started this and have him talk 
with our associates to see for himself why it’s been so 

successful,” says Rob. “I can envision the possibility of 
the floodgates opening to spread this approach.”

Conclusion
HD Supply broke through longstanding safety 

issues by first carefully selecting the best-fitting 
initiative, then planning for maximum embrac-
ing, followed by communicating ongoing sur-
round sound with people about safest practices. 
This can work for almost all organizations. You 
can do this as well.  PSJ
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