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Therefore, it is important that organizations 
have an approach to consistently make decisions that 
advance their overarching principles and values. 

This article offers an entry point for discussion 
on the impacts of decision-making and ways to im-
prove the organizational decision-making process. 
This subject is as critical for the health of individuals 
within a company as it is for the organization as 
a whole. When decision-making creates excessive 
risk for people it also creates the potential for ex-
cessive risk in business factors such as profitability, 
quality, productivity and customer satisfaction. 
Symptoms of imbalanced 
decision-making can 
be readily identified in 
the creation of excessive 
OSH risk. The more 
effectively OSH prac-
titioners can leverage 
the connection between 
OSH risk and the organi-
zation’s decision-making 
process, the more valu-
able they will be as busi-
ness partners. 

Fire Service Decision-Making Example
When I started in the fire service in 1980, two 

significant trends were taking place simultane-
ously. Fires were becoming more dangerous and 
our approach to fighting fires had not evolved 
sufficiently to protect our responders. The fire 
service thought leaders demanded a paradigm 
shift in the way we managed firefighter safety. 
During the 1980s, the well-being of responders 
was elevated in the incident decision-making 
process. Responder life safety was brought to the 
same level of consideration as the civilians at risk. 
The result was the following decision-making 
hierarchy that is used to guide decisions at all lev-
els of the fire suppression organization, from the 

chief in the command post to the firefighter on 
the nozzle: 

1) life safety: protecting the safety and health of 
civilians and responders;

2) incident stabilization: controlling the growth 
and impact of the incident;

3) property conservation: stopping the impact 
and loss.

Implementation of this decision-making process 
allows fire departments to create a unified focus of 
effort and risk management. This hierarchy is a bril-
liantly simple process that makes it much easier to 

succeed in dynamic situa-
tions. The process also fits 
well within the healthy 
process criteria (discussed 
in Susca, 2018) because it 
is scalable, practical, user 
friendly, repeatable and 
auditable by everyone in 
the organization. When 
everyone has the capacity 
to judge decisions using 
the same standard of care, 
it creates a common lan-
guage, makes for healthy 

communication and accountability, and establishes a 
powerful learning environment.

Table 1 offers a real-life application of the deci-
sion-making process. At every incident decision 
point, all three factors are evaluated by everyone in 
hierarchical order. A decision cannot move from a 
higher to a lower level without agreement that the 
next highest level is under control. If during the dy-
namic of the incident a risk at the next higher level 
emerges, the focus of all tactical action moves to the 
next higher level until the risk is under control.

Making Balanced Organizational Decisions
Our experience indicates that many organizations 

do not have a formal process for making balanced 
decisions at all levels of the organization. Balanced 
decision-making can be viewed as a way to make 
decisions that equally and appropriately consider the 
expectations of an organization. Many times these 
expectations become memorialized in the form of 
written values and policies. While most organiza-
tions teach employees how to apply policies such as 
quality, ethics or safety while making decisions, they 
typically do not have a process (like the fire service 
process) to apply all of the policies to every decision, 
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Decisions are at the core of success and failure in our personal lives and in business. Not just 
decisions in the moment, but decisions that create the environment in which we operate. Decisions 
have the capacity to create as well as eliminate risk in every aspect of business. 
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When everyone has the capacity 
to judge decisions using the 

same standard of care, it creates 
a common language, makes 

for healthy communication and 
accountability, and establishes a  
powerful learning environment.

Business Class Article Series
This article series chronicles the principles and techniques that readers can apply to 
transition safety and the safety profession closer to the core of what organizational 
leaders value. The foundational philosophy is that safety challenges stem from 
larger organizational issues. By understanding the core business values, OSH pro-
fessionals can begin to work from the inside out to engage business leaders, rather 
than the typical outside-in approach to integrating safety with business. If leaders 
can tap into this information, they can use it to improve the organization as a whole, 
and move safety from a purely moral imperative to an indicator and facilitator of 
organizational health.
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at every level of the organization. The result is often 
unbalanced decisions, favoring one factor so much 
that it causes excessive risk in others. 

One challenge in organizations today is that they 
do not spend enough time developing, teaching 
and practicing a simple and repeatable way to make 
business decisions. Even though many organizations 
have hierarchical decision-making expectations, 
such as “safety first, quality second and delivery 
third,” they often do not have a defined process to 
achieve these expectations. Without this guidance, 
decision-makers must either call on the expertise of 
a functional staff member or make a decision with 
their own calibration of value. Unfortunately, val-
ue-based calibration and decision-making can differ 
significantly within an organization.

Creating Decision-Making Guidance
One way that organizations can create a process 

for balanced decision-making is to create basic 
guidance that is simple to use at all levels of the or-
ganization. Similar to the fire service process, this 
guidance must aid decision-making in a way that 
allows everyone to equally evaluate and apply the 
logic. Essentially, creating an educated gut check for 
decision-makers at all levels, in the office and in the 
field. Consistency using the process across a diverse 
set of decision-makers and applications is the first 
milestone, not necessarily perfect decisions. An 
organization must buy into the process and the de-
cision-making criteria before it can judge decisions. 
This is similar to OSH risk assessment. If workers 
do not buy into the protocol for evaluating risk, they 
typically will not buy into the risk or the control. 

The decision-making process should consist of 1) 
simple guidance to aid in value categorization; and 2) 
a way to represent the categories so the impact levels 
of the values are comparable (e.g., a positive impact 
for safety should be as clear and valuable as a positive 
impact in quality). The process must be scalable to 
every level of decision-making in an organization.

Following is an example of safety decision-
making criteria:
Positive impact   

Eliminates a hazard

Eliminates an exposure

Elevates a control

Neutral impact
No changes in hazards

No changes in exposure

No changes in control levels

Negative impact
Adds hazard(s)

Increases exposure(s)

Reduces control level(s)

These criteria offer both a hierarchy and an im-
pact value. The impact value can also be enhanced 
by adding a significance modifier such as plus signs 
representing degrees of impact. For example: 

Eliminates a hazard +++

Indicates an elimination of hazards with fatal con-
sequence. 

Eliminates a hazard ++

Indicates an elimination of hazards with a serious 
injury consequence. 

Eliminates a hazard +

Indicates an elimination of hazards with an OSHA- 
recordable consequence.

The criteria and guidance herein are used to illus-
trate the process. An organization’s criteria and guid-
ance must be calibrated to its standards of care. The 
development of this approach allows the OSH func-
tion to blaze a trail toward a healthier organizational 
decision-making process. There is no better way to 
show your value than to make the job of leadership 
easier and more productive. If the OSH function can 
condense the key safety and health decision-making 
factors into simple decision-making guidance, the 
other functions should be able to follow suit. 

Guidance Application & Value
Table 2 (p. 18) depicts the result of using the ex-

ample process to make a bidding decision between 

Initial incident description: The fire department is called to a car fire. Upon arrival, 
the first arriving unit discovers a burning vehicle with an individual lying on the 
street next to the car.

TABLE 1
FIRE SERVICE DECISION-MAKING EXAMPLE
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two construction methods. The standard method re-
quires raising a structural element to its installation 
height of 30 ft, then completing the assembly with 
three workers. Another option was for workers to 
perform the assembly on the ground. The completed 
element would then be raised, requiring no work 
to be performed at height. Table 2 represents the 
worksheet for the assembly-prior-to-lifting option 
as compared to the standard 
method. The color-coded results 
paint a clear picture of the best 
business decision. This data will 
most likely lead to the approval 
of the assembly-prior-to-lift-
ing method since it offers a 
significant reduction in safety 
risk along with a financial and 
customer satisfaction (schedule) 
benefit, with no clear business 
disadvantage.

Table 3 shows the process 
applied to a business acquisition 
decision. A management team 
members set out to acquire another company to 
grow their business. To balance the impacts of each 
value in the decision, the management team applied 
the process to compare the results from the due 
diligence team. Each team member added data to 
the worksheet and qualified the significance of each 
element. The results show that this acquisition offers 
a significant revenue and profit upside to the busi-
ness if the cost to correct the red areas (efficiency, 
safety and legal/ethics) can be appropriately figured 
into the deal. The process worksheet also reveals the 

synergistic opportunity to improve machine safety, 
process improvement, acquisition cost burden and 
employee engagement with an integrated strategy 
and budget. 

Completing the process as depicted in Tables 2 
and 3 provides an organization with added value in 
several ways. It:

•brings functional groups together to interpret 
their policies into user-friendly 
guidance;

•develops common value lan-
guage and decision points;

•creates a visual aid for 
weighing decision criteria;

•supports organizational 
goals and no-go thresholds (e.g., 
eliminating the use of portable 
ladders);

•creates an equally applicable 
decision process for executives 
and field workers (it is scalable);

•moves decision-making 
from perception and opinion to 

defined criteria (it narrows variation);
•provides the opportunity to more readily identify 

value integration opportunities.
Basic guidance and training should be created 

to support these criteria in a manner that consid-
ers the user as a decision-maker, not a technical 
expert. The most important aspects in the success 
of this process will be realistic practice, thoughtful 
post-implementation review and the commitment to 
continual improvement. Enhancement should focus 
on simplification and consistency of application. The 

During the bid phase of a commercial construction project, a decision was needed regarding the assembly of an elevated structural element. The options 
considered were to assemble the component prior to lifting it or while it was at height. Assembling at height (about 30 ft) was the traditional method. The 
two options were evaluated using the company decision-making guidance. The resulting impact for the assembly prior to lifting option is reflected in the 
impact evaluation summary.

TABLE 2
CONSTRUCTION EXAMPLE

Note. Red (negative impact); white (neutral impact); green (positive impact); equal sign (neutral); additional plus signs are used to indicate significance.

If leadership values quality 
decision-making, then 
these principles should 

offer a better way to meet 
their expectations and 
hopefully inspire other 
functional leaders to 

follow the lead of OSH.

BUSINESS CLASS
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organization must resist efforts to make this process 
overcomplicated and burdensome.

Measuring the Health of Decision-Making
The quality of a decision cannot be measured 

solely by results, such as “We made our production 
goals and no one got hurt last quarter.” Although 
this may be a fact, it is not a good measure of de-
cision-making quality. Outcomes like this can 
be achieved even when operational decisions are 
creating an excessive amount of risk. Organiza-
tions that are concerned with decision-making 
quality and the resulting business risk must eval-
uate their decision-making to a defined process. 
Sampling points such as debriefs after significant 
decisions (e.g., completed bids, projects, acqui-
sitions, product launches) and when unplanned 
risks or outcomes are discovered offer valuable 
information. Decision-making quality is a leading 
indicator of risk, and risk is a leading indicator of 
outcomes. Data from applying and auditing the 
decision-making process can provide predictive 
indicators of risk creation in all functional areas. 

Conclusion
Decisions are the fulcrum between risk and ben-

efit in all areas of a business. Therefore, it is crucial 
that an organization develops a process to make 

decisions in a manner that best serves its principles 
and values. 

OSH practitioners have a unique opportunity to 
condense the key safety and health decision-mak-
ing factors into simple guidance. This alone will 
facilitate improved decision-making when OSH 
staff are not included in business decision-mak-
ing processes. If leadership values quality deci-
sion-making, then these principles should offer a 
better way to meet their expectations and hopefully 
inspire other functional leaders to follow the lead 
of OSH. Be sure to apply these principles as you 
move forward:

•Leaders must see this process as helpful, not bur-
densome. After explaining the principle and values, 
ask them if this approach makes sense.

•If so, build a simple guide for safety evaluation 
and field test.

•Assess ease of use and consistency of application 
with a variety of decision-makers. Improve where 
necessary. Keep it simple.

•Gather support, finalize the process and edu-
cate.  PSJ
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The company is seeking to acquire Business X and its assets, which consist of one facility and property, and 100 full-time employees. An acquisition team 
is formed to review documentation and the operation. The due diligence protocol and management of change processes were used as guidance. The 
assessment data and values are represented visually in the following table.

TABLE 3
ACQUISITION EXAMPLE

Note. Red (negative impact); white (neutral impact); green (positive impact); equal sign (neutral); additional plus signs are used to indicate significance.


