Interpreting the HRO Audit and Using the Results

An audit usually stirs up a system. When you ask questions such as those presented in a HRO Audit, people begin to pay attention to the issues implied by the questions. They talk about these topics. They refine their answers. They find themselves saying, “I wish I’d said…” It’s pretty hard not to have these extended reactions when your attention has been drawn to a topic.

By their very nature, then, audits help create readiness. But readiness for what?  In our case, there are several answers. First, the audit should help you get more comfortable with the unexpected because it has become increasingly common. Second, it should provide a motive to benchmark on an unfamiliar organization, the high reliability organization (HRO), which relies heavily on mindfulness to manage the unexpected and maintain relatively error-free performance. And finally, it should help you increase your capability for mindfulness as a means to manage the unexpected. If we embedded our discussion in the current “hot topics” of business, we would simply note that those consultants who go on and on about speed as the new imperative in organizations are really talking about a special case of the unexpected. In our view, if you increase your capability for mindfulness, speed will take care of itself. So we want you to feel more willing to grapple with the unexpected rather than avoid it, more willing to grapple with the unexpected mindfully rather than mindlessly, and more willing to benchmark on HROs as the teachers of how to deal mindfully with the unexpected. By undertaking the audit, particularly if many people are part of the process, you can help enlarge your organization’s mindfulness about its mindful qualities. 
We encourage you to answer the questions posed in the audit and then ask others in your company to do the same. But before you talk to people at different hierarchical levels, functions, specialties, and locations within your organization about the results, we want you to go one step further. We encourage you to estimate in advance answers for the other units, functions, specialties, and locations within your organization (ask them to do the same for you) and then compare your answers with theirs. When you exchange your observations, you will generate a richer picture of your system as you seek to understand the reasons for differences in your observations. How did you answer the questions posed in the audit? How did others answer the questions posed in the audit? To what extent did your assessment of other units match their assessment and vice versa?  What did you not find that you expected to find? What did you find that you did not expect to find? What surprised you? Remember the importance of surprise. Feelings of surprise are diagnostic because they are a solid cue that one’s model of the world is flawed. 
When you evaluate the responses to the audit items, look at four issues. First, to what extent do people’s assessments match across your organization? In the best case, similarities in response across hierarchical levels, units, and functions will give you an integrated big picture similar to that found in the best-prepared HROs; in the worst case, the emerging picture will be fragmented, with people at certain levels, in particular functions or units giving answers that suggest they have a rich set of mindful processes in place and others giving answers that suggest mindlessness is more the norm. You probably show tendencies toward mindlessness and toward mindfulness. Now, do you exhibit them at the “right” places? Are you mindless toward environments that are stable and predictable, and mindful in environments that are dynamic and unpredictable?
Look for items with high variation of the scores. This means people do not agree on that characteristic of the work unit, department, or organization. Where answers differ, consider the reasons for these differences and their implications. Disagreement often is a signal that something is being overlooked. So it is worthwhile to air the reasons for these differences in opinion because those with different ideas may have insights that no one else has. What is important is to get these differences into the open, especially if people provide credible evidence in support of their assessment. That clears the air of wishful thinking. 

Second, what are you good at? Are you consistently better at anticipation (the first three processes of mindfulness) than containment (the last two processes)? You would expect that to occur in rational organizations, obsessed with planning. And because the value of building resilience and developing flexible decision processes is often underestimated in most organizations, it is natural to expect the latter two processes to be your poorest. Are they? If not, you’re on your way to being a more mindful organization.  Rank order the five processes according to what you are best and worst at doing. Is your culture what is holding that rank ordering in place? Compare the rankings written by the top-most persons in the hierarchy with those written by the bottom-most persons in the hierarchy. Does the top see what the bottom sees? Is bad news reaching the top? Is there unexpected good news? Is the organization actually more mindful than the top believes?  Tell them.

Which unit, function, or department appears to be higher performing on each of the five processes? Pay particular attention to units that seem to have scored well, since this can signal a unit or department that has learned some important lessons about how to achieve mindfulness – lessons that can be shared with the rest of the organization.

Third, what is dismaying? Ask your coworkers what dismayed and alarmed them when they saw the results. If nothing is dismaying or alarming, ask yourself why not?  The lack of dismay could be a sign of deadly complacency with the status quo and could represent a major barrier to enacting a more mindful infrastructure. 
Finally, look carefully at the specific items that indicate your work unit, department, or organization is not as mindful as it could be. Use the survey results to diagnose areas that need specific attention and formulate an action plan. As a group, decide what you can do to improve the capacity for mindfulness. Look to other groups or units that appear to have mastered the process for help in deciding on a course of action (we will introduce specific remedies in the following two chapters from which you can choose). Assign a champion for the process. Once you decide what you want to change, you also need to determine how progress on these fronts will be measured – change in what? What is a significant time interval in which to see some change? Make sure that someone is appointed to monitor and report progress on accomplishing any change to your mindful infrastructure. 
When should people in your group repeat the audit? You can use the items included in the audit as part of an ongoing monitoring process and of course should add additional items as your experience and understanding of your system grows. For example, pick a failure-of –the-month to scrutinize. Assess where you stand on the processes as you work your way through your analysis. What happens next month as a consequence of treating the first failure more mindfully? Slippage (which occurs as scores start to change in the untoward direction) can indicate a drift away from mindfulness and can signal areas that may need attention and reinforcement.
People in HROs spend the bulk of their time re-accomplishing and reinforcing efforts to build a mindful infrastructure. They understand that mindful processes unravel pretty fast. The uncertain technology and environment warrants nothing less than an ongoing effort. We believe that the same holds true for you. In today’s context it makes sense for any organization to become more like an HRO. Today’s business conditions involve increased competition, higher customer expectations, reduced cycle time, and tight interdependencies. These changes produce environments that are almost as harsh, risky, and unforgiving as those that HROs confront. That being the case, organizations that confront an HRO-like environment with HRO-like processes should have more success at learning and adaptation than those who don’t. 

Summary
In this document we have converted the lessons learned from the study of high reliability organizations into two sets of questions to help you assess your organization’s mindfulness, tendencies toward mindlessness, and current infrastructure to combat mindlessness. We suggest that you customize the audit for your unique context and administer it widely. The information you gain from administering the audit across hierarchies, specialties, and functions is a prime source of information about what people know about their system, the ways in which it can fail, and the defenses in place to prevent surprises from getting out of hand. 

Implicit in this discussion were some suggestions for how you can begin to institutionalize mindfulness and the set of processes that contribute to it. Of course, there are many techniques that relate directly or indirectly to managing unexpected events, such as effective people-management practices, selection, training, skill checks, design of procedures, and administrative mechanisms. It is not within the scope of this book to review all possible techniques. Rather, our focus is on operating practices that relate directly to the five elements that create a mindful infrastructure and enable HROs to be more aware of their own capabilities, what they face, and what that might mean. 
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This document and other assessment tools for High Reliability Organizing can be found at:

http://www.wildfirelessons.net/OrgLearning.aspx 
