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If you can’t spot the sucker… 
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Introduction – Session Goal 

Turn us into Risk 
Management Grinders! 
And maybe get better at poker along the way 
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Introduction – About Me 

Day Job 

• Vice President of Safety 
Compliance Management 

•  12 years in SH&E 
• Degrees in OSH and 

Psychology 
• Master of Engineering in 

Advanced Safety 
Engineering and 
Management (in 
progress) 

“Other” Job 

• Professional poker coach 
on Deucescracked.com 

• Played poker seriously for 
8 years 

• Specialize in No Limit 
Hold ‘Em cash games 
both live and online 
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Concept #1 – Poker is a skill game 

GAMBLING 
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Wait a 
minute… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If it weren’t for luck, I’d win 
them all. 

 -Phil Hellmuth 
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A little math 
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Success = Talent + Luck 



In poker skill wins in the long run 
• Research suggests that 

the better players do 
win more in the long run 
that the worse players 

• See 
•  Potter van Loon, van den 

Assem, & van Dolder, 
2012 

•  Levitt & Miles, 2011 
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A quick note 
• Poker CAN become gambling and can lead to or facilitate 

a gambling addiction 
 
•   If you or someone you know has or is prone to a 

gambling addition 
•  Get help 
•  Stay away from the table 
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What separates the suckers from the 
grinders? 

• GOOD DECISIONS 
•  The sum of all the decisions a player makes determines if they are 

a winner or a loser 
•  Each decision point is an opportunity to be a good player 
 

• CONTINUAL IMPROVEMENT 
•  Great players are not born, they are made 
•  The best players are constantly looking for opportunities to learn 

and get better 
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How does this relate to safety? 

Risk management is a skill game! 
•  The outcomes are determined by the decisions we make 
 
•  Every decision we make is an opportunity to 

•  Reduce risk 
•  Be a good risk manager 
 

•  Sometimes the outcomes of those decisions are hard to identify 
(more on that later) 
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Consider this… 

 
What’s the 
difference 
between a 
good risk 
manager/
safety pro and 
a bad one? 
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Implications 
•  If risk management and safety are about skill 

•  What are you doing to get better at safety? 
•  What if someone’s life depends upon a decision you will make? 
 

• Research suggests that experts are not born, they are 
made 

 
• Practice does not always make perfect 

•  “Living in a cave does not make you a geologist” 
•  Focus on deliberate practice 
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Concept #1 Summary 

• Both poker and risk management are determined primarily 
by skill, but are influenced by luck 

 
• Poker and risk management require good decisions to 

achieve success 
 
• Being a better decision maker takes deliberate practice  
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Concept #2 – Bankroll Management 

• Poker is a betting game, not really a card game 
•  The goal is to win money, not have good cards 
 

• Good players never put money on the table that they 
cannot afford to lose 
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If you don’t have any more money, you can’t play! 



Luck still exists 
•  The best starting hand in 

Hold ‘Em is two aces, or 
“pocket aces” 

• Against a random hand 
pocket aces will  
•  Win 85% of the time 
•  Lose 15% of the time 

•  That means you can play 
perfectly and still lose 1 out 
of every 6 or 7 hands 
•  If you happened to be betting 

the house that one time… 
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How do good players respond? 
•  They calculate their “risk of   

ruin” 
•  How likely are they to lose their 

bankroll 
•  How bad is it when they do lose 

their bankroll 
•  How much risk are they willing 

to accept of this happening 

•  For recreational players the 
general recommendation is 
•  No Limit Hold ‘Em cash games - 

at least 20 buy ins 
•  Other games may require more 
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Question to 
ponder 
 
 

Is there “luck” 
in safety? 
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How does this relate to safety? 
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SAFETY = ACCEPTABLE RISK 

Luck = Variability 
Variability = Uncertainty 

The Effect of Uncertainty = Risk 
Luck = Risk 

 



Humans and Risk 
• Humans are natural risk assessors 

•  We are naturally bad at it 

•  If we don’t consciously assess risks and determine 
acceptability then we will do it unconsciously 
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Conscious Risk Assessment 
 

Risk = Severity x Probability 

Unconscious Risk Assessment 
 

Risk = Severity x Probability x Dread 



Implications 
• We must implement risk 

assessment processes in 
our organizations 
•  If we don’t have a formal 

process we will have an informal 
process 

• Once we’ve assessed the 
risk we must determine if it’s 
acceptable or not 
•  What are you willing to risk? 
•  What’s off the table? 
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Getting started on risk assessments 
• ANSI/ASSE Z690.3-2011 

is a great place to start 
 
• Other resources 

•  MIL-STD-882E 
•  ANSI/ASSE Z10-2012 
•  Many equipment/industry 

specific standards 
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Concept #2 Summary 

• Because luck/risk is almost always present in what we do 
we need to conduct risk assessments, to identify our risk 
of ruin 

 
• Risk assessments should be focused reaching an 

acceptable level of risk (i.e. safety) 
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Concept #3 – Identifying the suckers 
•  Luck still exists in poker 
•  This makes short term results 

suspect 
•  If a player wins a poker hand, 

does that mean they played the 
hand well? 

•  The difference between 
winning players and losing 
players 
•  Losers are results-oriented 
•  Winners are decision-oriented 
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A Little Psychology – Cause and Effect 
• Experiential learning is one of the primary ways people 

learn (i.e. cause and effect) 
•  For example – how do we know not to touch the stove? 
 

•  This works when the effects happen very soon after the 
causes and are strong enough to be noticed 
•  You know when you’re touching the stove right away 
 

•  This doesn’t work so well when the effects happen a while 
after the causes or are ambiguous 
•  For example – smoking a cigarette 
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Back to the Math 

•  If this is correct, that means we can be successful and be 
untalented (at least in the short term) 
•  You can be terrible at poker at still win (good news) 

• But that is not sustainable 

•  If you want to measure success in poker 
•  Look at the decisions the player makes (i.e. the “talent”) 
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SUCCESS = TALENT + LUCK 



Good News, Bad News 
•  The advent of poker training 

•  Teaching people how to beat 
you… 

• People are naturally bad at 
poker 
•  Good for poker players 

• People are naturally bad at 
safety 
•  Bad for risk managers 
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How does this relate to safety? 
• What are we trying to achieve in risk management? 

•  (i.e. how do we define “success”?) 
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ZERO HARM = TALENT + LUCK 



Question 

How do most 
organizations 
measure risk 
management 
success? 
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DUCY? 
• Another way of looking at the equation 

OUTPUTS = INPUTS + UNCERTAINTY 
 

•  If all we do is measure outputs 
•  Outcomes are at least partially outside of our control 
•  People are bad at understanding probabilities 

•  e.g. “regression to the mean” 
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Another Way of Looking At It 
• Outputs are lagging indicators 

•  Incident rates 
•  EMR 

•  Inputs are leading indicators 
•  What you are doing to affect the lagging indicators 
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LAGGING INDICATORS = LEADING INDICATORS + LUCK 
 



Implications 
• Safety cannot be reliably defined by what does not 

happen 
 
•  Leading indicators 101 

•  Figure out what has to happen to reduce risk 
•  Find a way to measure that 
•  Measure it, communicate it, and create objectives based on it 
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Consider an example – Heat Stress 
• How would you accurately measure success for a job in 

the Las Vegas heat? 
•  Lagging Indicator 

•  How many people collapsed from heat exhaustion  
•  Leading Indicators 

•  Whether shade was provided to employees (and how many took 
advantage) 

•  Whether all employees were trained 
•  Water consumption at the site 
•  Number of breaks taken per employee 
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Concept #3 Summary 
• Good poker players and good risk managers are not 

results-oriented 
 
•  They look at inputs (leading indicators) to measure 

performance, rather than outputs (lagging indicators) 
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Concept #4 – Be Aggressive 
•  In poker you typically get three 

options 
•  Bet or raise 
•  Check or call 
•  Fold 

• Nobody plays poker to fold 
• Betting and raising is scary 
• Check or call is the compromise 

35 



THIS IS A HUGE MISTAKE 
• Our decisions should be decided based on what makes 

us the most money (“plus EV”)  
•  Not what is the least scary 

• Passive poker (checking and calling) only gives you one 
way to win 

•  If you check and call – how do you win? 
•  You get to the end of the hand (“showdown”) and your hand beats 

your opponent’s hand 

•  If you bet and raise – how do you win? 
•  You get to the end of the hand (“showdown”) and your hand beats 

your opponent’s hand 
•  Your opponent folds 
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A little math 
• You have pocket aces 

•  You win 85% 
•  You lose 15% 

•  That means, for every dollar 
you and one opponent 
invest 
•  You get $1.85 
•  Your opponent gets $0.15 

• So, even if they fold 
•  You win an extra $0.15/dollar 

that you wouldn’t have won 
otherwise (i.e. “dead money”) 
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How does this relate to safety? 
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Can we give ourselves more 
than one way to “win” in risk 

management? 



It depends on our focus 
• Many have the goal focused on preventing incidents 

•  This limits our options – prevent the incident 

• Why prevent incidents though? 
•  At the end of the day we want to prevent harm 
 

39 

If our goal is to prevent harm, we 
have two ways to win 



Two ways to win 

Prevention 

Contingency 
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Two sides of the coin 
• Prevention is focused upstream 

•  Stopping the event from happening 

• Contingency is focused downstream, but with a proactive 
mindset 
•  Stopping the event from having its negative effect 

•  In our risk assessments we should consider both and 
compensate with one when the other is compromised 

•  For example 
•  Motor vehicles  
•  Confined spaces 
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Concept #4 Summary 
• Always give yourself two ways to win in poker and in risk 

management 
•  In your risk assessments, consider both prevention and 

contingency 
• Prevent the incident when possible (prevention) 
• Don’t allow the incident to have its negative effect 

(contingency) 
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Concept #5 – Hand Selection 
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A lot of potential 
•  There are 1,326 potential 

combinations of starting 
hands 

• Certainly any hand can win 
(at least that’s what Kenny Rogers said) 

•  Its just that some win more 
often than others 

• How do we know which 
hands to play? 
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How to choose poker hands 
• Bad players choose hands 

based on 
•  Gut feeling (“I’m due!”) 
•  Something they saw on TV 
•  Their favorite hand 

• Good players choose 
hands based on 
•  Table position 
•  Stack sizes 
•  Skill advantage 
•  Recent table history 
•  Image 
•  Hand playability 
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The result 
• Most bad players end up playing 

way too many hands 
•  This puts them at a statistical 

disadvantage right off the bat 
•  If a good player plays 40% of hands 

and a bad player plays 65% of hands 
•  The good player wins 55% of the time 

without even considering skill 
advantage 
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If you want to end with a winning hand, start with one 



Advice – Tight is right 
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YOU SHOULD BE FOLDING MORE 
THAN YOU ARE PLAYING 

Yes, including your favorite hand… 



How does this relate to safety? 
•  Too many times in safety and risk management we’re 

stuck dealing with a system that is inherently hazardous 
•  Old buildings 
•  Old equipment 
•  Old procedures 
 

• We end up having to make the best out of a bad situation 
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What if… 
What if we could identify and 
eliminate, reduce, or control 
risks before they even 
existed? 
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Dreams do come true 
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Prevention through design 
•  Identify and address issues in the design and redesign 

phases 
•  Hazards 
•  Risks 
•  Error traps 
 

•  This is the only time the hazards are only theoretical! 

51 



Resources 
• ANSI/ASSE Z590.3-2011 
• NIOSH PtD Initiative 
• Design for Construction 

Safety 
• System Safety (MIL-

STD-882E) 
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Question to 
ponder 
Would 
implementing a 
Prevention 
Through Design 
process in your 
organization take a 
culture change? 
 
Could 
implementing PTD 
help to change the 
culture itself? 
 
Would it require a 
change from you? 
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Concept #5 Summary 
• Good poker players and risk managers know that if they 

want to increase their chance of success they need to 
begin with the end in mind 

 
• Prevention through Design processes be implemented to 

achieve the greatest risk reduction 
 
• Many resources are available to help implement a PTD 

process, including the ANSI/ASSE Z590.3 standard 
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Conclusions – What can poker teach us 
about risk management? 
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• Managing risks is about making good decisions 
•  What are you doing to improve your decisions? 

• Risk is always present. We should assess and manage it 
•  Do you have a formal risk assessment and acceptance process? 

•  Look at leading indicators to get more accurate measures 
of performance 
•  How do you measure safety performance? 

• Give yourself two ways to win 
•  Are you looking at both prevention and contingency in your risk 

assessments? 
•  If you want to end with a winner, start with one 

•  Are you being proactive or reactive in assessing and reducing 
risks? 



QUESTIONS? 
Ron Gantt, CSP, ARM, CET 
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Please fill out an evaluation. Your opinions matter! 
 
Slides available on SafetyNet and at http://www.scm-safety.com  


