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New Workshops Probe Command Safety Culture

“All members of every command are key to ensuring the Navy gets maximum readiness for its dollars,” said Vice Admiral Michael Malone, Commander, Naval Air Forces, in his “Professional Notes” article in the July, 2004 issue of Proceedings. “From the commander who makes hard decisions on training resources, to the Sailor who uses the best practices in maintaining equipment, all hands must apply rigorous critiques to ‘the way we’ve always done it.’” A proven source for one such rigorous critique is the Naval Safety Center’s Culture Workshop program. 

 

"I would highly recommend every commanding officer do this at least once during their command tour”, said Cdr. Aaron Cudnohufsky, the skipper of VF-31. The squadron had recently completed the workshop. 

“We hear that sentiment at the end of a lot of the Culture Workshops,” said one of the Naval Safety Center’s workshop facilitators, Capt. George Platz, “but the perception at our arrival into the squadron can often be quite different. The words ‘culture workshop’ imply to most naval personnel a ‘touchy-feely’ process with little prospect of improving anything other than putting a training-requirement check in the block. Once squadrons have completed the process, however, they usually come to the same conclusion as Cdr. Cudnohufsky, that the workshop is a valuable use of the squadron’s limited time.”

The facilitators emphasize that the workshop, which is entirely confidential, is not an inspection. Rather, it is an opportunity, through both individual and group discussions within the squadron, for the commanding officer to gain an outside perspective of how their people are operating. “Our job is to paint a picture of the squadron for the C.O., based solely on what his or her people are telling us,” added Capt. Platz. “If the C.O.’s like the picture, then they can proudly hang it up in their wardroom. If there are pieces of the picture that need some touching up, then the workshop is a process they can use to help prioritize potential shortcomings. We feel it is an efficient way for squadrons to carry out the first step in ORM, namely ‘identifying the hazards.’ After we depart the squadron is when the real work starts.”

Timing is an important aspect of the workshops. "The best time to have a workshop would be three to six months into the C.O. tour. This would allow enough time for a skipper to establish themselves in the squadron, and enough time to effect changes based on the workshop results," explained Cdr. Cudnofusky. 

The workshop facilitators briefed several problem areas to Cdr. Cudnofusky (the results are always kept private, but for this article he agreed to share some examples). For one thing, the command had a problem with information flow, and each level of the chain of command had a different perception of whom to blame. With the facilitator’s assistance, the personnel who hampered the information flow were identified. VF-31 was then able to improve communications up and down the chain of command. According to the skipper, "The problem area was identified early, which gave us time to put corrective measures in place before we had a significant problem."   

“Squadrons are doing an outstanding job with oftentimes very limited resources,” says Capt Platz. “The Culture Workshop, combined with the Aviation Safety School’s Maintenance Climate Assessment Survey (MCAS) and Command Safety Assessment (CSA), along with the Naval Safety Center’s safety surveys, are four tools that the C.O. is able to use to ensure continued operational excellence. If you just use one of the tools, you get a single ‘line of sight’ on potential problem areas. When all four tools are used, you get a real fix on your position, the areas that the squadron needs to focus their talents on.”

As Cdr. Cudnofusky pointed out, the workshop discussions were also useful because the topics acted as springboards to discussions on other issues that hadn’t been identified yet. “More times than not, being able to discuss the issue at the different levels within the squadron allowed us to dispel skewed perceptions and to see the issues from different perspectives,” he said.

 “We see that a lot,” added Capt Platz. “With squadrons being as multi-tasked as they are, oftentimes the Culture Workshop is one of the only opportunities a squadron has to take a deep breath and look at things in perspective throughout the entire chain of command. The workshops have identified everything from dictatorial Maintenance Control CPOs whose ‘old school’ leadership techniques hinder communications in the maintenance ranks, to senior aviators knowingly breaking squadron SOP in order to meet operational commitments. Sometimes a squadron gets so wrapped up in meeting its mission requirements that it forgets about the risks that are involved in taking what they consider to be logical shortcuts. We see this a lot in the CDI realm. Probably 80 percent of the squadrons we go to feel that they have to make some sort of compromise in the CDI process in order to meet the flight schedule. This usually occurs without the knowledge and consent of the C.O. Through the Culture Workshop, the C.O. can be advised of these practices and make sure that the Risk Management process is being used to ensure that critical decisions are being made at the appropriate level in the chain of command, and not being carried on the back of the most junior Sailor.”

Does the Culture Workshop process work? Data indicate that the workshops have been successful in helping to maintain operational excellence. During the past two years, Navy and Marine Corps squadrons had 72 Class A flight mishaps. During this period, 99 squadrons (36 percent) had Culture Workshops. Of those units, only five had Class A flight mishaps after a culture workshop, accounting for just seven percent of the total mishaps.   

As has been pointed out in many recent Navy discussion forums, intrusive leadership is the key to an operationally excellent command. Culture Workshops are one supportive tool at the leadership’s disposal that can make a significant impact in helping a command maintain readiness and preserve assets.

Find out more about the workshops at: http://www.safetycenter.navy.mil/culture.
About the Naval Safety Center: Established in 1951, the Naval Safety Center is the Navy’s leading organization that conducts safety investigations, analyzes mishaps, and provides safety information to the Fleet. The Center serves communities in aviation, afloat, shore and recreation/traffic, ground operations, and occupational safety and health. Commander, Naval Safety Center reports directly to the Chief of Naval Operations, provides assistance to the Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Safety, and supports over 4,200 Marine and Navy commands worldwide to promote safety and safety processes and to preserve the lives of our service members. Our web site is at http://safetycenter.navy.mil. Also visit our Navy NewsStand page at http://www.news.navy.mil/local/nsc.

About the 50%-Mishap-Reduction Campaign: On May 19, 2003, the Secretary of Defense challenged DoD to achieve a 50-percent, across-the-board mishap reduction by the end of FY05. In fiscal year 2003, mishaps killed 106 Sailors, and cost the Navy $737 million in equipment damage and lost resources. Of the mishap cost, $694 million was in aviation mishaps. Sixty-six of the deaths were on the highway. The mishap-reduction challenge aims at 10 targets. Four involve Class A mishaps (which cause $1 million or more in damage, destroy an aircraft, kill someone, or leave someone totally disabled): total operational, aviation (which alone accounts for 94 percent of the costs), afloat and ashore. Four other targets involve fatalities: traffic (which accounts for more than half the total deaths), off-duty, afloat and aviation. The other two are the number of destroyed aircraft and civilian lost-time injuries.
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