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Beyond the Buzzword 
What Being Proactive in Safety Really Means
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Doug Pontsler
COVE, Chairman & Managing Director

• Doug Pontsler is dedicated to the application of visual literacy for 
industrial and service applications with an emphasis on safety.  

• Prior to his current role, Doug was the former vice president of 
operations sustainability and EHS for Owens Corning (retired). He 
joined Owens Corning in 2002 and held leadership positions 
including director of corporate services and vice president of 
global sourcing. 

• Doug served as a member of the National Safety Council (NSC) 
Board of Directors and as the Chairman of the Campbell Institute 
at the National Safety Council. 

• He is a recipient of NSC’s 2019 Distinguished Service to Safety 
Award.

Email: dpontsler@covectr.com
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What are (some) of the 
buzzwords 

❏ Safety is number one

❏ Zero harm

❏ World class

❏ Felt leadership

❏ Proactive Safety

❏ Psychological Safety
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Aspiration Over Time

No Where

Reactive

Proactive

High

Low

Time

Maturity



PROACTIVE
“Creating or controlling a 

situation by causing something 
to happen rather than 

responding to it after it has 
happened.”

Oxford Languages



Most hazards have existed for 
a long time, and we work 

around them.
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Why Is Hazard ID So Challenging?

❑ Technical Knowledge
❑ Time
❑ Risk Tolerance
❑ No Process for Haz ID
❑ We Don’t See the 

Hazards
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Draw Your 
Instrument 

Panel



How can our risk management processes 
be effective if we don’t see the hazards….



“I’ve walked by that a thousand times….”

Photo by sol on Unsplash 



Why don’t we see 
the things that 
can hurt us and 
what we can do 

about it



“It is not enough to 
know intellectually 
what a hazard is.  
We must be able to 
see it.”



What we see

Visual Literacy

is all about…

What it 
means

What we do 
about it

.



We don’t see as well as we think we do!



01 02

2 Types of Biases

Visual 
Biases

.

Inherent 
Personal 
Biases 

.



We See With Our Brain



• Once you see something, it is hard to 
remember what it was like not to see 
it

• Sometimes, you cannot see what is 
in front of you, even if you know it is 
there

• You are always filling in blanks based 
on what you expect to be there

• You are only seeing as little as 10% 
of what you think you are seeing

INTRODUCTION TO 
VISUAL LANGUAGE

Awareness of Visual Bias and Responding to It
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VISUAL LITERACY: FILLING IN 
INFORMATION

Ca  y u rea  t is?



We can 
improve 

our ability 
to see!



READING
visual language is about 
the process 
of seeing

COMPREHENDING
visual language is 
about the interpretation 
of seeing

WRITING
visual language is about 
the action you take in 
response to what you 
have seen

The Art of Seeing Art™

We teach the ability to read, comprehend, and write visual language 



READING
visual language is about 
the process 
of seeing

COMPREHENDING
visual language is 
about the interpretation 
of seeing

WRITING
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the action you take in 
response to what you 
have seen

VISUAL LITERACY

the ability to read, comprehend, and write visual language 

System 1 
Fast Brain

System 2 Slow 
Brain



HAZARD
visual language is about 
the process 
of seeing

RISK ASSESSMENT
visual language is 
about the interpretation 
of seeing

ACTION
visual language is about 
the action you take in 
response to what you 
have seen

VISUAL LITERACY APPLIED TO SAFETY

Derived from the Art of Seeing Art ™



READING
visual language is about 
the process 
of seeing

COMPREHENDING
visual language is 
about the interpretation 
of seeing

WRITING
visual language is about 
the action you take in 
response to what you 
have seen

The Art of Seeing Art™

We teach the ability to read, comprehend, and write visual language 

Seeing the Whole PICTURE®

Elements of Art & Principles of Design

Observation Inventory





Line

Shape

Color

Texture

Space

Adapting the Elements of Art
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Leveraging Visual Literacy in Hazard Identification

Communication

Hazard Inventories

Risk Assessment

Containment and Mitigation

Extent of Condition

5 
Common 

Steps
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Communication (What action we take)

 

Hazard Inventories (What we see) 

Risk Assessment (What it means) 

Containment and Mitigation (What action we take)

Extent of Condition (What action we take)

Leveraging Visual Literacy in Hazard Identification

5 
Common 

Steps
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Hazard Identification: 
A Cornerstone Of Management Systems And 

Safety And Health Programs

Scan QR Code to Download the White Paper



Remember… We can’t fix what we don’t see!

Photo by Elena Taranenko on Unsplash 



dpontsler@covectr.com

www.covectr.com
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