
Evolution of a 

Safety Management System 

in Healthcare
Tony Johnston

Program Manager

Organisational Health, Department of Health



Overview

• What is a Safety Management System

• Barriers and issues

• Lessons learnt



Patient Handling: Through the ages…

Now

Training

Equipment

Systems

BC



Systems in Healthcare

Financial Management 

System

• Patient safety

• Project management

• Document management

• Risk Management

• Environment

• Assets 

• Occupational Health and Safety



Systems in Healthcare





Objectives Outcome

Management System

Key Points:

1.  Intent and Purpose 2. Design: elements and activities



OHS Management System … 

Purpose

• Systematic management approach

• Meet 

– legal requirements

– Business objectives

• Lead to

– Sustained improvement

– OHS performance



OHS Management System… 
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OHS Management System

OHS Policy

Planning

ImplementationMeasurement 
& Evaluation

Management 
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So how have 

management systems in 

healthcare performed?

Barriers and issues



Mid Staffordshire Foundation Trust 

NHS (2005 - 2013)

• Significant patient care issues and high mortality rate

• Findings

– Insidious negative culture

– Tolerance of poor standards

– Disengagement from management and leadership 

responsibilities

– Assumption that it is someone else’s responsibility

• Due to

– Focusing national targets

– achieving financial balance

– Seeking Foundation Trust Status

• Warning signs were ignored



Victorian Public Hospitals (2013)

• Insufficient priority and accountability

• Breakdown in chain of accountability 

below Board

• Culture of accepting risks

• Inconsistent follow-up and investigation

• Resources not always available to 

perform job safely

• Ownership of risk 

• Management not fully informed of OHS 

risks



Key points

• Risk acceptance

• tolerance of poor standards

• Risk ownership 

• Someone else’s job

Culture

Accountability

Measurement • Warning signs ignored

• Management not fully 

informed

1.  Intent and Purpose of system 2. Design: elements and activities



Safety Culture Ladder



Implementation

Common Elements … 

Patient Handling Management System

Planning
Risk Assessment Risk Controls

Evaluation:

Monitor & 

Review

Organisational 

Policy

Hazard Id
-Task level

-Facility level

-Prioritisation

Risk Assessment
-Direct Risk factors

- Contributory risk 

factors

- Hierarchy of Control

Compliance 

monitoring

Systems Audit

Industry 

Benchmarking

Work design:

Area & Practices 

Equipment

Safe Work 

Procedures

Local 

procedures

Legislative 

Requirements
Investigations

Pt Risk 

Assessment

Training / 

Supervision



Where to Start!!!



Critical Success Factors

• Management Commitment

• Coordinator/Champion

• Committee/Team

• Peer Leaders

– Coach, Train-the-trainer, Ergo Nurse, Back care advisor.

• Risk Management Model

– Facility risk assessment or Ergonomic Evaluation

– Individual Patient Handling Risk Assessment

• Equipment (higher order controls)

• Staff training

• Clear policy and communication



Design

• Needs

– Client 

– Staff

– Services 

• Elements

– Work area design

– Equipment

– Assistive devices

– Risk assessment

– Client assessment

– Procedures

– Training model

– Maintenance

– Coordination

Gap Analysis

Plan

Schedule
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Culture

Accountability Measurement

Pathological
Organised / 

Reactive

Credible / 

Calculative

Trusting / 

Proactive



Implementation

Patient Handling Management System …

Success

Planning
Risk Assessment Risk Controls

Evaluation:
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