How To Present Toolbox Talks
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What is a Toolbox Talk
A Toolbox Talk is a communication session between the Supervisor and his crew.

Toolbox Talks are an effective means of increasing the safety awareness of employees.  They can be used to:

· provide safety information; and

· remind employees of company rules and procedures.

To be effective a Toolbox Talk must be:

· brief,

· informative,

· well presented, and

· interesting.

It must also have:

· a specific topic, subject or theme; and

· a reason for discussing the topic.

The major reason why Supervisors fail to deliver effective Toolbox Talks is because they don’t:

· select relevant topics;

· plan what information to give in the toolbox talk; and

· think about how to present the information.

Selecting a Topic
Preparation is the key to successful Toolbox Talks and the first step is to select a relevant topic.

Unfortunately Supervisors can fall into the trap of selecting topics based upon:

· what personally interests them;

· what appears to be easy to present; or

· what pops into their head five minutes prior to meeting with the crew.

Toolbox Talks must be selected on the basis of what people need to know to do their job safely.

Select your topic with a specific aim in mind.  A Toolbox Talk is not just a matter of giving information - your crew needs to use this information so they can do their work safely.  You must decide what information your crew needs.

When deciding what information your crew needs ask yourself the following questions:

· What types of injuries have occurred lately?

· What types of near misses have happened in the last three months?

· What unsafe conditions have been observed in the past month’s housekeeping inspections?

· Have I noticed any particular unsafe behaviours or actions occurring on the crew?

· Have I had to speak to anyone on the crew about their attitude to safety?

Asking yourself these questions will help you to:

· select a relevant topic; and

· identify what sort of information the crew needs.

For example, if you have recently noticed the compressed gas cylinder storage areas littered with paper and other combustibles, you might consider discussing compressed gas cylinder storage as your next Toolbox Talk.

Once you have selected the topic you need to plan:

· what you are going to say in your talk; and

· how you are going to say it.

Planning What to Say
Even if your organisation has ready made Toolbox Talk packages it is still important to understand how to prepare a Toolbox Talk.

This is because, no matter how well written your Company’s Toolbox Talks are, you will still be required to do some preparation prior to delivering them.  Each crew is different, and it is important that you deliver Toolbox Talks which are relevant to your crew.  You may still have to slightly modify your Company Toolbox Talks to suit your delivery style and the needs of your crew.

There could also be situations when your Company does not have a ready made Toolbox Talk which covers the issue you want to address with your crew.

The first stage of preparing a toolbox talk is deciding what information needs to be included.  There are no “hard and fast” rules for preparing Toolbox Talks but here are some useful guidelines which you should follow.

· Always make notes when planning your talk.  Very few people can plan an effective talk without jotting down their ideas onto paper.  This can be a detailed plan or a series of bullet points and key words.

· Only include information which is essential to the message you want to give to the crew. 
· Keep the information as simple and possible.  It is easy to make the mistake of trying to cover too much ground in one toolbox talk.

· Keep the length of the talk to no more than 20 minutes.  If the information is going to take more than 20 minutes you are either going into too much detail; or covering too wide an area.

· Use a minimum of words and sentences to keep your talk short, sharp and “punchy”.

At this stage only concentrate on listing what information you want to cover in your talk.  The next stage is to sketch out your plan on how to say it.

Planning How to Say It
After you have decided what you are going to say you must think, plan and write down how you are going to say it.  Unfortunately, this is where many speakers fail to plan.

The information in your talk may not have the impact if it is not delivered in the correct sequence.

There are also some basic guidelines that you can use to help you present your talk.  This means taking your initial notes and “fleshing them out” into a simple plan consisting of an introduction, a body and a summary.

The Introduction
How you introduce your Toolbox Talk is important.  A good introduction will quickly gain the crews attention and “set the scene” for the remainder of the talk.

In your introduction you should state:

· the topic you will be discussing;

· why the topic is being discussed; and

· what the topic will include.

Your introduction can be as simple as the example below.


“Today we will be talking about compressed gas cylinders.  In the past few weeks I’ve noticed a lot of cylinders incorrectly transported and stored on-site.”

“I think we need to refresh our memories on how this type of equipment should be used safely, otherwise a serious accident could occur.”

“I will be talking to you about the proper methods of storing, handling and transporting the gas cylinders that we use on-site.”
Make a note of how you will introduce the Toolbox Talk in your notes.  Don’t leave this until the moment you are about to start the talk.  If you appear unprepared for your talk, the crew will be unprepared to listen for very long.

You can lose an audience within the first minute of your talk with a poor introduction.  Once the audience is “lost” it is hard to recover their attention.

The body of the talk is where you present the bulk of the information you planned to cover.

This is usually the easiest part of delivering the talk but it also has the potential to become quite boring for the crew if it is not carried out properly.

Here are some simple techniques you can use to bring your Toolbox Talk to life.

· Cover one point or idea at a time.  Nothing is more distracting for a listener than someone who jumps back and forth from one point another.

· Use examples to make your presentation more interesting and to illustrate a point.  However, it is important to pick examples which mean something to the crew. Use past events, situations and incidents which have occurred on the crew as examples so they can identify with the points you are making in your talk.  This can be as simple as the example below.


“Remember the acetylene cylinder which caught on fire in August last year?

Well, that was a prime example of what happens if you store cylinders incorrectly.”

· Use questions throughout your presentation.  Questions are an effective method of getting your employees involved in the toolbox talk.  By using questions you turn the presentation into a discussion session rather than a lecture.

· Use visual aids to make your talks more interesting.  You will get increased attention and better understanding if you show and tell people what you are discussing.  People can remember more information if they see and hear it, rather than if they just hear it.  Visual aids can include equipment, photographs, charts and diagrams.

The use of real-life examples, visual aids, and questions will enhance the quality of your talks.

Write down in your notes where you will use a question, an example or a visual aid.

The Summary
It is just as important to have an effective summary at the end of your talk as it is to have a good introduction at the start.  The idea of the summary is to leave the crew with a lasting impression of the talk.

It should include:

· a re-cap on the major points covered in the talk; and

· a clear statement regarding what you want the crew to do in future.

Your summary can be as simple as the example below.


“So, we have looked at how gas cylinders should be correctly stored, handled and transported to prevent fires and explosions.”

“Now when you are out on-site I want you to make sure that all of our cylinders are stored in the way we discussed today.”

“In particular, I want all of you to make the effort to keep the main cylinder storage area safe and tidy at all times.”

“The next time you have to handle or transport cylinders remember and follow the safe methods discussed today”.
Presenting the Toolbox Talk
If you have prepared for your toolbox talk the presentation should not be difficult.  Whether you are using a toolbox talk you have developed or one of the Company’s standard Toolbox Talks you should apply the following techniques.

· Read your notes before you begin the Toolbox Talk but don’t attempt to memorise them.

· Keep the group size for Toolbox Talks to no more than 12 people.  The larger the group more difficult it is to create involvement.

· Use your notes or the script as a guide but don’t read directly from it.

· Present the information in your own words.   If you read directly from the script it will come across to your crew as dull and artificial.

· Involve the crew in the talk by asking open questions which require a descriptive answer instead of a simple yes or no answer.

· Give the crew 10 -20 seconds to answer the question.  It will take the crew some time to get used to being asked for information.

· Always acknowledge correct answers to your questions.

· Put questions to the “group” rather than “singling out individuals” for questioning.  A person may feel embarrassed if they don’t know the answer to your question.

· Allow the crew to ask you questions and if you are unsure of the correct answer don’t bluff.  Be open and state that you don’t know but get the correct answer back to the crew as soon as possible after the toolbox talk.

As you conduct more Toolbox Talks in this fashion you should begin to see that you are doing less “lecturing” and more talking with your crew.  Your crew will begin to learn more from the Toolbox Talks because they are a participating, and learning from you and each other.

Using Company Standard Toolbox Talks
You have access to a series of prepared Toolbox Talk topics designed for Supervisors to use with their crews.

Each toolbox talk has:

· a script for you to work from: and

· a set of colour hand out sheets.

Even though a complete script and hand out sheets are provided it is still essential that you plan and prepare your presentation.  The script provides you with a detailed talk but you need to “customise” it to suit you and your crew.  You need to consider:

· how the topic should be introduced to your crew;

· what examples you might include; and

· what summary message you want the crew to take away with them.

For this reason you must read through the script, before you hold the meeting, to familiarise yourself with the material.

The script is broken down into short sections which start with a heading like this:

Checking Timber Ladders
The information you need to discuss is written in short sentences and points like this:
Accidents involving the use of ladders usually occur because of:

· ladders not being checked before they are used;

· the wrong type of ladder being used for the job;

· incorrect positioning and securing of the ladder; and

· failure to use the ladder properly.
Follow the script but don’t read straight from the page.  The script is only a prompt and it will sound better if you use your own words.

You can re-phrase the bullet points into your own words but make sure that you do not alter or leave out any information.

Questions are included in the script for you to ask which are shown like this:



“What are some of the mistakes that people can make when positioning a ladder?”

Ask the questions as they appear in the script. It is important you do this because they are a lead in to the next section of your talk.

You can re-phrase the questions to suit your own style but make sure that you are still asking the crew for the same type of information.

A set of numbered hand out sheets is included as visual aids to make your talk more interesting and easier to explain.

The script will tell you when to hand out the information sheet, like this:
Hand out the information sheets as they appear in the script.  Don’t hand out all the information sheets at the start of the talk otherwise the crew will read ahead and not listen to the points you are making.

You can introduce additional visual aids if you want to.

Collect the information sheets at the end of the talk so they can be used again.
Activities are undertaken in some of the talks.  These are designed to engage and involve the participants.

The script tells you when to commence the activity and are shown like this:


Conclusion
You do not have to be a brilliant speaker to present interesting and informative Toolbox Talks.

The key to successful Toolbox Talks is planning and preparation.

Planning and preparation means:

· selecting the appropriate topic;

· identifying what you want to say; and

· planning how you are going to say it.

Have a written plan and refer to it during your talk. 

Always have a brief introduction to set the scene and gain the crews attention.

Make use of examples, visual aids and questions to involve your crew members and bring the topic to life.

Always summarise the talk at the end and tell the crew what you expect from them in the future.

When you elect to use a Company standard Toolbox Talk you must still plan and prepare your presentation.

Hand out sheet 1 – Checking timber ladders
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Activity 1 – Ask the participants to inspect a nominated work area and identify any damaged or faulty ladders.
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