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why orientation?
“Welcome aboard and thanks for 

flying with us!” Familiar words that anyone 

who’s flown recently will recognize as the 

start of the in-flight safety orientation. So, 

how many of you have flown somewhere 

in the last 12 months? Now, how many of 

you paid attention to the in-flight safety 

information? If like us, you regularly cross 

the atlantic, this is the moment that you 

remove your shoes, put on your flight socks, 

and check you have everything out of your 

bag for the flight.

Nobody wants to pay attention to the 

in-flight safety demonstration—especially 

those frequent flyers among us. Secretly, 

we all think “How likely is it that we will 

actually land on the water?” as for the life 

jackets, as the comic eddie Izzard says, “I 

don’t want to blow into a tube to keep my 

life jacket inflated, I want stays up not top 

up!” and, how many times can you learn to 

buckle your seat belt?

We believe that there are similarities 

between the airlines’ safety video and the 

entertainment industry. When it comes to 

safety orientations or inductions, to a large 

extent, both of us have responsibilities for 

getting a safety message across to a largely 

disinterested, transient audience. This 

audience may work with us regularly, for a 

few days once a year, or may regularly “fly” 

with us on a touring show.

If the airlines’ and the entertainment 

industries’ audiences are that blasé about 

listening to the message, why do we even 

bother? Why not have the travelers and 

our crew just turn up, and get on with 

it? It’s because the benefits to good safety 

orientation are too big to ignore. The UK 

Health and Safety executive in its leaflet 

INDG345 (rev1) stated that the benefits:

n  Will contribute towards making your 

employees competent in health and 

safety;
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n  can help your business avoid the 

distress that accidents and ill health 

cause;

n  can help you avoid the financial costs 

of accidents and occupational ill 

health, such as damaged products, lost 

production, and demotivated staff.

competence, avoidance of accidents, 

avoiding financial costs—fantastic big 

wins for any organization. anyone familiar 

with california oSHa regulations knows 

the importance they place on having 

and maintaining an Injury and Illness 

Prevention Program, or IIPP for short. This 

one document outlines the safety program 

at your organization. It clearly defines 

who is responsible for the program, what 

safe and healthful practices are in place, 

communication practices, training and re-

training, and what disciplinary action can 

be taken when the policy is violated. This 

program has been adopted by many large 

corporations for use across their business, 

whether in california, or not. It has also 

caught the eye of the federal oSHa, who 

is trying to adopt the program nationwide. 

For purposes of comparison, couldn’t 

we consider that like an airline safety 

video, giving you all the safety and health 

information you need in one easy to access 

place? Now we just need to get people to pay 

attention!

What about the thought that it’s not 

really necessary, that, if you are going to 

crash, or have an accident, then it’s just 

fate, and a safety briefing at the start of 

your work or flight won’t be of any use? In 

april 2005 Time magazine ran an article 

by amanda ripley titled “How to Get out 

alive—From Hurricanes to 9/11: What the 

science of evacuation reveals about how 

humans behave in the worst of times.”

amongst other excellent pieces of 

research, amanda wrote about Paul Heck 

who was partially the inspiration for this 

article.

Paul and his wife Floy were sitting on the 

Tenerife airport tarmac in a Pam am jet 

waiting to take off for their mediterranean 

holiday. a Klm jet came screaming out of 

the fog and hit their plane before crashing 

and killing all of its passengers.

“Floy Heck, then 70, was sitting on the 

Pan am jet between her husband and her 

friends, en route from their california 

retirement residence to a mediterranean 

cruise. after the Klm jet sheared off the 

top of their plane, Heck could not speak or 

move. ‘my mind was almost blank. I didn’t 

even hear what was going on,’ she told an 

Orange County Register reporter years later. 

but her husband Paul Heck, 65, reacted 

immediately. He ordered his wife to get off 

the plane. She followed him through the 

smoke ‘like a zombie,’ she said. Just before 

they jumped out of a hole in the left side 

of the craft, she looked back at her friend 

lorraine larson, who was just sitting there, 

looking straight ahead, her mouth slightly 

open, hands folded in her lap. like dozens of 

others, she would die not from the collision 

but from the fire that came afterward.”

What was of interest to us was what 

caused Paul Heck to take action when 

everyone else seemed paralyzed by the 

situation. amada goes on in the Time article 

to say:

“In the hours just before the Tenerife 

crash, Paul Heck did something highly 

unusual. While waiting for takeoff, he 

studied the 747’s safety diagram. He looked 

for the closest exit, and he pointed it out 

to his wife. He had been in a theater fire 

as a boy, and ever since, he always checked 

for the exits in an unfamiliar environment. 

When the planes collided, Heck’s brain 

had the data it needed. He could work 

on automatic, whereas other people’s 

brains plodded through the storm of new 

information. ‘Humans behave much more 

appropriately when they know what to 

expect—as do rats,’ says cynthia corbett, a 

human-factors specialist with the Federal 

aviation administration (Faa).”

What struck us was that Paul Heck 

learned his behavior after a theatre fire, and 

that saved him from an airline fire. Wasn’t 

there something we could learn from Paul’s 

response to this airline fire?

why is orientation 
so important to the 
entertainment industry?

(Anna) both Greg and I work in live 

entertainment in an english speaking 

country, yet there are differences within 

our cultures. For one thing, I keep 

calling it a safety induction as opposed 

to orientation! one absolute similarity 

though is the requirement to engage our 

workforce in a positive safety culture. 

What stuck us in our conversations was 

that our challenges were exactly the 

same. We both have crew arriving for fit 

ups, change overs from one production 

to another, and get outs, and that 

crew can be a mix of permanent staff 

or freelancers. We also work to tight 

deadlines where the time spent on a 

safety induction can seem wasted. Why 

not just get on with it?

(Greg) Just to extrapolate on anna’s 

thoughts, one of the first things I learned 

when I started working with productions 

in the UK is annual cast change. It was 

a bit of an unknown concept to me that 

you could potentially change almost your 

entire cast every year if you wanted. Not 

only that, I worked on productions where 

child actors were constantly turning over. 

How do you make sure everyone knows 

what they need to know? What format 

can you put that in when you might end 

up doing this several times a year? does 

the child need to know as much as the 

adult chaperone? and, it’s not just about 

the theatre space—we’ve now come into 

the empty box that is the theatre and 

adapted it with our set. are all of the 

The benefits to 
good safety orien-
tation are too big 
to ignore.
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egress routes still as accessible? do we 

have pits or lifts and are there e-stops on 

them? does everyone know where those 

e-stops are, what they do, and that it is 

absolutely okay to activate them if they 

see someone in danger? all things to 

consider when looking at how and what 

you are going to communicate with your 

cast and crew.

We have both faced opposition from 

trying to push safety orientations. one of 

the greatest opponents is time. Schedules are 

tight and the show starts at the time it says 

in the ticket, which gives us an immovable 

deadline. Yet there always seems time to 

make sure that we let everyone know where 

to take their tea/coffee break and where 

the restrooms are. If we believe that those 

are important topics to cover, why aren’t 

we talking about open pits in the stage and 

potential crush hazards from automation 

as well? If we feel that break options and 

restrooms are important to our cast/crew’s 

welfare, it would only take a few moments 

more to talk about evacuation procedures, 

what the alarm sounds like, and where to 

muster in a Safe assembly area.

columbia University conducted research 

into the evacuation of World Trade 

center and found that one of the causes 

of death was a lack of familiarization 

with the building. one of the preliminary 

recommendations to solve this was to 

improve orientation. (Barriers to Evacuation 

from the WTC on September 11, 2001 

presentation at the National disaster 

medical System disaster response 

conference april 20, 2004 by robyn r. m. 

Gershon.)

The message can be relatively simple, 

but it is an important one. It puts us all on 

a level playing field, and creates a bit of a 

bond; we are no longer the sole member 

of the tribe being voted off the island in an 

emergency. We are all in this together now.

one of the lessons learned after 9/11 in 

NYc was the benefit of having rehearsals. 

Not in the way you all might be expecting. 

If you have an evacuation plan, but it isn’t 

effectively communicated to people, or 

there is no rehearsal, will they really know 

what to do when the time comes? How do 

you evacuate an entire 60+ story building 

efficiently and effectively? You have a plan 

in place, and you rehearse it. after 9/11, 

the FdNY worked with several high profile 

buildings on their plans and evacuations. 

Full building dumps (entire building 

evacuations) took place and were timed. 

The FdNY (and many corporations as well) 

wanted to know what it would take to get 

their staff out, quickly, efficiently, and safely. 

rehearsals are key.

a revised set of regulations in the United 

Kingdom have brought this into sharp 

relief. The UK’s Health and Safety executive 

(HSe) revised the Construction (Design 

and Management) Regulations last year and 

informed the entertainment business that it 

would be applied to them for the first time. 

While many organizations already closely 

plan, monitor, and manage the fit up and 

get outs, one regulation that caused many 

of us to double check our procedures was 

Regulation 13 (4) (a):

“Regulation 13 duties of a principal 

contractor in relation to health and 

safety at the construction phase (4) The 

principal contractor must ensure that—

(a) a suitable site induction is provided....”  

Construction (Design and Management) 

Regulations 2015

Suddenly induction for UK theatres is no 

longer good practice. It is law.

what can we learn  
from the airlines?
If we understand that the message is 

important, even a legal requirement, 

what’s the next step? at the start of every 

fit up, should we just line everyone up 

and talk at them? This brings us back to 

the beginning, how do we ensure that the 

message is heard and not ignored? We 

believe there is another way.

While the safety information from the 

airlines hasn’t changed much over the years, 

the delivery method has. Gone are the days 

of your air hostess standing in front of 

you and demonstrating how to use your 

seatbelt, oxygen mask, and pointing out the 

emergency exits. People didn’t pay attention 

then, and with shortened attention spans 

now, thanks to technology, this approach 

would no longer work. The more modern 

approach is delivered via video. Some 

airlines are now creating content that even 

the most seasoned flyer will find themselves 

paying attention to, or even watch and share 

on social media without even flying. If the 

airline can get people to pay attention when 

they’re not even flying, surely we theatrical 

professionals can engage our cast and crew.

From the Virgin atlantic dream within a 

safety demonstration to the ever-changing 

delta seasonal fare, from betty White 

and the hobbit clan on air New Zealand 

to Todrick Hall’s Safety Dance on Virgin 

america, airlines are finding new and 

unique ways to make people pay attention 

to even the most rote information.

Why have they done this? Surely it goes 

beyond what’s required to comply?

World renowned behavioral safety 

psychologist Professor Tim marsh tackles 

the limitations of compliance in his 

excellent book Talking Safety:

“many organizations will reach a level 

of systems compliance that will please an 

auditing body and as above lead to lots of 

nice certificates in the lobby. These are of 

course very reassuring at a glance.

However, the observation that in 

the field ‘compliance is discretionary’ is 

absolutely true and underpins much of 

the rationale behind this book. more 

One of the lessons 
learned after 9/11 
in NyC was the 
benefit of having 
rehearsals.



w
in

te
r

 2
0

1
625  

PrOtOCOL

importantly, basic compliance simply isn’t 

sufficient if you want to achieve any sort 

of excellence because research suggests 

there is a better correlation between 

workforce involvement in safety and 

incident rate and compliance and incident 

rate.” (Talking Safety: A user’s guide to 

world class safety conversation 2014 by dr. 

Tim marsh, published by Gower.)

maybe you won’t remember everything in 

your airline safety video, but odds are, you’ll 

remember something. It’s that little bit of 

information that will remain relevant in the 

event of an emergency.

If we told you that an airline safety 

orientation video had been viewed in-flight 

11.6 million times, you would probably 

agree. It sounds reasonable that over the 

course of a year 11.6 million people would 

have flown. You might have asked us how 

we knew it had actually been viewed. What 

if we told you that same airline safety video 

had been viewed 11.6 million times online, 

by people not even needing that information 

right then and there? don’t believe us, 

Google the Virgin america/Todrick Hall 

VX Safety Dance video. at the time of this 

writing, it has been viewed over 11.6 million 

times from the Virgin america YouTube 

channel and Todrick Hall’s channel. Take 

a moment to let that figure sink in—11.6 

million people have chosen to watch an 

airline safety video. can you imagine if your 

own safety orientation was even a fraction as 

successful? You might not have the budget, 

but you can certainly apply the thinking to 

your own orientation.

Just face the  
music and dance...
It’s not just what you say, it’s how you say it. 

Todrick Hall made his orientation message 

into a music video. We are not suggesting 

that you sing, but we do suggest you try 

different techniques to get the message 

across and be as inventive as possible. You 

could use a question and answer approach, 

a quiz if people have heard the message 

several times, or perhaps, taking it in turns 

for different people to deliver it. Use local 

knowledge. challenge the person delivering 

the induction to insert a difficult word.

There is nothing wrong with a joke. on 

one show anna worked on, there was a huge 

15 meter screen on which was displayed an 

elephant wearing a hard hat during the daily 

inductions (a gift from the video team). 

Safety may be the elephant in the room but 

we were all looking at it!

The airlines change their inductions 

from season to season, to engage with their 

audience. We are in this industry as we want 

to engage with the audiences. We do this 

better than commercial airlines as we do this 

all the time. Why not use what we have and 

what we know? let’s get a gregarious actor 

to be involved. (We may know a few!) or, 

make our own video with really good lighting 

effects.

In the future, we may use Google 

cardboard technology to facilitate an 

affordable virtual reality experience. You 

could load up your theatre via an app and 

away you go. It is serving us instead of us 

serving it.

orientations will differ from place to 

place, country to country, as the risk will 

differ. making sure people understand how 

to raise an alarm, how to get out in case 

of a fire or emergency, and where to go, 

should always be part of an induction. First 

aid too: Who is trained, where to go to for 

first aid supplies, et cetera. beyond that, any 

specific hazards, and what the site rules may 

be. each new show that goes into a theatre 

changes the space, so we need to be inducted 

into where we are going into, and then the 

show. This will need cooperation between 

the two crews, which may help to improve 

this relationship. everyone has something to 

bring to the table.

Whatever we do, the safety orientation 

remains important and lifesaving. We 

co-wrote this article because we both have 

shows that cross the atlantic, and getting 

good orientation for your crews when 

they are operating in another country is 

even more vital. We believe that getting 

orientation right is the solid foundation of 

a strong safety culture. If we have to dress 

up and dance for you to prove that, then cue 

the music! n
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Anna Glover and Greg Petruska will be 
presenting “Safety Orientation – Introducing 
Venue and Crew” at the USITT Conference & 
Stage Expo in Salt Lake City, March 16, from 
1:00 – 2:15 p.m. in room 255A. For more 
information see http://estalink.us/vlyea


