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Right first time - guaranteed! 

Last month, BBC2's Horizon screened a programme about 
how to avoid mistakes in surgery.  A&E doctor Kevin Fong 
investigated how doctors can avoid making mistakes in the 
high-pressure, high-stakes world of the operating theatre. 

The answer, it turned out, was the humble checklist.  Now, 
being a Myers Briggs ISTJ personality type, this came as no 
surprise to me and, with my Continuous Improvement hat on, it 
also made a lot of sense.  I have lists for (almost) everything, 
but I don't quite have a list of lists, yet. 

One of the references in the programme was to Atul 
Gawande’s book about checklists, The Checklist 
Manifesto.  The book’s main point is simple: no matter how 
expert you may be, well-designed checklists can improve 
outcomes (even for Gawande’s own surgical team). The best-
known use of checklists is by airplane pilots. 

In surgery, the evidence seems dramatic, with errors and 
patient complications reduced by factors of 30-50%. 

Interestingly, one of the reasons for checklists being so 
valuable is that they force people in teams to talk to each 
other.  Making sure everybody knew each other's name in the 
operating theatre before starting a procedure produced what 
they called an activation phenomenon.  Each person in the 
team, having had a chance to voice their name, was much 
more likely to speak up later if they saw a problem.  This 
simple act, in one hospital, resulted in the average number of 
complications and deaths dropping by 35 per cent. 

One of the other things that was discussed in the Horizon 
programme was the fact that people, when faced with a crisis, 
often end-up taking a very narrow view of the options they 
have.  They fail to see the bigger picture.  The use of 
checklists, reduces this risk. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Gawande's website even has 
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Employee Engagement 
– nailing the evidence 
Here’s a great presentation 
from Marks & Spencer’s HR 
Director, just in case you (or 
your colleagues) still need the 
proof that engaged employees 
lead to better performance.  
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a checklist for checklists. 

All this seemed to fit quite neatly with some Lean work I’m 
doing with clients at the moment.  In particular, we’re looking at 
the use of the 5S technique and visual management systems 
to ensure the workplace is tidy, safe and enables people to 
perform “right the first time”. 

I've previously published 5S information for implementation in 
an office and blogged about 5S for your computer.  You can 
also view my Office 5S slides on Slideshare.net. 

 

5 lessons for public sector projects 

According to a recent report in the Guardian, the Institute for 
Government's Making the Games report identified a series of 
simple lessons that could improve public sector projects (and 
no doubt also have some relevance in the private sector). 

Five tips summarised by the Guardian are: 

 Get a realistic budget in place and manage it 
transparently 

 Quangos do work – if they are clear about roles and 
have the right powers 

 Bring together the best people, in mixed teams 

 Get the politics right 

 Stability matters 

It's interesting to me that four of the five are about people and 
relationships.  They're not about project processes and 
methodologies.  Not once does the report mention "Managing 
Successful Programmes" or "PRINCE2". 

The report concludes: 

There are clear lessons from the Olympics that can be 
transferred directly to other major sporting projects. The 
question is whether they have more general applicability. 
There is undoubtedly a certain amount of Olympic 
exceptionalism in this project: the external commitments; the 
hardness of the deadline; and the pulling power of the 
Olympics themselves and the degree of political consensus. 
But we believe many of the lessons we draw out above can 
and should be applied to future projects. 

It's worth reading the full report (or at least the Exec Summary) 
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which you can download here. 

You may also be interested in my free (pdf) e-book “Project 
Management for real people”. 
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Recommend to a colleague: 

My e-Newsletter is published monthly 
(except August) and is another way to 
keep in touch with topics of relevance to 
Continuous Improvement. Sometimes 
it’s a round-up of what I’ve been writing 
on my Blog in the previous month; 
sometimes it’s a new article. If I’m 
running public workshop events, those 
details will also be included.  Sign-up to 
receive my monthly e-Newsletter. 

 You won’t get spammed 

 Your contact details won’t get 
passed on to anyone else 

 You can unsubscribe at any time 
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