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OBEY THE UNENFORCEABLE

Lord John Fletcher Moulton once said, 
“The real greatness of a nation, its true civ-
ilization, is measured by the extent of its 
obedience to the unenforceable.” 

Extending this thinking to the prevention 
of accidents, we could easily say, “The de-
gree to which accident prevention will be 
successful is contingent upon the degree 
to which each individual obeys the unen-
forceable”.

Right now is an ideal time for us to exam-
ine our personal attitude toward the “un-
enforceable”. The “unenforceable” means 
things such as our attitudes and unseen ac-
tions that cannot be enforced by supervi-
sors or other personnel. 

If your examination shows a complacent or 
unsatisfactory attitude toward safety, then 
you must correct it before it can contami-
nate the attitudes of coworkers. 
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Attitudes change all the time – they aren’t 
static. They often change as a result of new 
experiences or knowledge. Think about it – 
when you first meet a person, you may have 
a bad impression. 

He doesn’t like to talk and seems stuck up 
and snotty. As you get to know your co-
worker, however, you realize that he’s actu-
ally pretty funny and was just nervous the 
first few days.

Safety attitudes can also change. Some-
times we believe that safety rules are just 
handed down from the bean-counters 
on high to make our lives miserable and 
make them look like they’re actually doing 
something. 

Once we realize and understand the rea-
sons behind the rules, however, our atti-
tudes frequently change. We begin to real-
ize that safety rules don’t exist only to “save 
the company money” or “keep OSHA off 
their back”, but to protect individuals from 
harm – whether physical, emotional, or fi-
nancial. 
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If you don’t have a good attitude toward 
safety, it’s probably because you either don’t 
have the right information or you don’t have 
the information at all. If you only know the 
rule, and not the rationale behind the rule, 
then you don’t have the information that 
you need to mentally analyze if the rules 
make sense. 

Each conversation that you have about 
safety with a coworker is further influenc-
ing your safety attitude. Since that’s the 
case, you should be sure that any discus-
sions include the facts and are presented in 
a reasoned, believable manner. You should 
try and avoid conversations which label 
safety as “stupid rules” or “a waste of time”. 

A person who has been injured on the job 
knows that safety is serious business and 
shouldn’t be taken lightly. Encourage oth-
ers to have the same mind-set.

Take a quick look around. Do you see emp-
ty soda or water bottles on counters, win-
dow sills, shelves, or floors? It’s hard to take 
safety seriously when we can’t even follow 
the simplest rule of good housekeeping.

Safety begins with all of us. Although am-
ple safety rules exist to prevent injury, it’s 
compliance with the “unenforceable” that 
will truly make a difference.
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