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Lee Shelby knows a thing or two about workplace safety.

On August 12, 1991, when working as a lineman for a utility company in Memphis, Tennessee, he set
out to work on a power distribution system while wearing the wrong kind of gloves.

A line he cut with a pair of metal bolt cutters made contact with his body, causing 13,200 volts of
electricity to shoot through his upper torso. Miraculously, Shelby survived the accident, but his poorly
protected hands were lost. A decision to ignore safety procedures by not wearing the appropriate
rubber gloves had changed his life forever.



Lee Shelby

“Can you imagine going to work one morning and the next thing you know you’re staring straight up at
a ceiling, and that ceiling is a hospital ceiling, and suspended over your head is what’s left of your
arms?” Shelby asks.

After six surgeries in five days, and several months in physical therapy, Shelby returned to work at the
same utility company in a managerial role. Now a bilateral, below-the-elbow amputee, he’s a leading
advocate for workplace safety, an author and motivational speaker.

Better MRO recently spoke with Shelby about how to inspire a culture of safety in the workplace, and
what workers can do to manage through the challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Q: What specific challenges do you think manufacturing workers face when it comes to
safety?

One issue is complacency. The “I’ve done this a thousand times, so I’ll take a shortcut” approach.

When I had my accident, I was in the proximity of an energized conductor and I was wearing a pair of
leather work gloves, which was not the correct personal protective equipment for that scenario. The
safety rules for the task I was performing were very specific: If you’re within reaching distance of a
primary conductor, you must wear your thick rubber primary voltage gloves. I should have had those
gloves on, but I didn’t. So that was one of the contributing factors to my accident: complacency. I didn’t
take my gloves that day. I didn’t think I needed them. And the result was a catastrophic injury.

Repetitive work can make you complacent. I was at an automotive plant recently where workers do the
same function sometimes hundreds of times a day. There are ways to combat it, but if you do the exact
same thing every day, you’re going to get very complacent very quickly.



Read more: Coronavirus and Workplace Safety: How to Manage Employees During a Pandemic

Q: What tips do you recommend for avoiding complacency on the job?

You can always make sure that each person on your team is looking out for someone else, making sure
he or she is following the rules and staying safe. That will put it in your head that you need to look out
for yourself as well. If you're looking out for someone else, making sure that the person isn’t taking
unnecessary risks, you’re probably not putting yourself at risk either.
 

“If you’re looking out for someone else, making sure that the person isn’t
taking unnecessary risks, you’re probably not putting yourself at risk either.”
Lee Shelby
Motivational Safety Speaker

You find that a lot of people don’t pay attention during their pre-job briefings, but they need to go
through what they’re going to do each day, step by step, even if they’ve done the task for 20 years. It’s
easy to think you can skip a step because you’ve done something for so many years. But you may have
eliminated a step that could keep you alive or could keep someone else alive.

Someone I met worked as a helicopter lineman—an extremely dangerous job—and before he went up
on the platform to work would look at a picture of his family to remind him why he wanted to be safe.

Q: What does it take to inspire a culture of safety at work?

You can’t leave this to the individual. You almost need accountability partners, because this is a team
effort. Everybody works together. Everybody checks each other. And everybody knows their work mates
well enough so that if someone is being lax and not really engaged, they can call them on it.

If you’re running a press or a drill, or something that could stab or burn you, or cut you in half, if you’re
not engaged in your work there’s a potential for an injury or death, so you can’t become complacent.

Whenever people ask me about safety culture, I tell them you have to be accountable to each other. All
of you should look out for each other if you’re on a shift, if you’re on a crew or on a team. You don't let
your guard down and think well, you know, I don’t need to worry about it today, because that could be
the day you get seriously injured.

Sometimes you might want to just back up and act like today's your first day at work. And I know that
is not the thing that a line production manager wants to hear, because they’ve got to have so much
production done in a day, and workers are going to work slower, but stepping back and thinking for a
second can save your life.

Q: The COVID-19 pandemic has heightened concerns about workplace safety. What are
your recommendations for handling it?

People are sheltering in place, their kids are at home, and nothing is familiar or normal anymore. You
may be wondering about your job, about paying the bills, about protecting your family from getting
sick. You’ve got a million questions running through your head at one time. It’s a major distraction.

To get past all that is hard to do, but at work safety has to come first. Otherwise, every time you drive
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to work or start a shift, you’re going to be thinking about it and you won’t be focused on the task at
hand; you won’t be fully engaged. Every bit of it has to stay outside of the job, and that’s very hard to
do.

I recommend thinking about what’s important: your family and your safety. Tell yourself if you want to
get back home to them safely every day, you need to follow all the safety rules. Don’t lose your focus on
the job at hand. And if you do, if your mind wanders for a second, back up, back away from what you’re
doing for a moment and just do whatever you have to do to get your head back into it.

You just need to take it a day at a time, and you’ve got to find the positive in each day. Remember each
morning to be grateful for being alive, for having a roof over your head. Go through a checklist of
positives in your head instead of, “Oh my gosh, the virus can get me, what am I going to do, how am I
going to make money?” We are human, so we worry, but we also have the ability to try to reason
through things.

After my accident I decided I wasn’t going to be controlled by what happened to me. I was not going to
spend my life being supported by the government. I was going to go back to work. I was going to be a
functioning part of society. I was going to do whatever it took. That journey has led to where I am today
speaking to thousands of people across the United States and I never envisioned that. I had no idea any
of that would happen when I was lying in that hospital bed.

Q: How do you see workplace safety developing in the future?

We need to celebrate safety at work with positive reinforcement. When employees feel their efforts to
keep others safe are recognized, a positive safety culture can grow.

Every day we make progress toward that goal. I’ve told people a thousand times how I wish no one ever
had to ask me to do another presentation because we have reached that point, but until then we’re
going to keep working at it. We’re going to keep innovating, and we’re going to keep doing the things
we need to do to build safer workplaces.

To learn more about Lee Shelby visit leeshelby.com.
 

What steps have you taken to promote a culture of safety in your workplace? What challenges have you
faced?
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