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Why do some innovations and changes spread quickly, while others do not?

Anesthesia and Antiseptics
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Robert Liston operating, Ernest Board
Wellcome Library, London



1846 - Anesthesia

"First Operation Under Ether" by Robert C. Hinckley



Surgery 
before Antiseptics

The Gross Clinic by Thomas Eakins



1867 – Joseph Lister
Antiseptics



Why were surgeons so willing to implement anesthesia, but not antiseptics?

Anesthesia 
provided 

immediate benefit 
to the surgeon

Antiseptics
did not 

immediately 
benefit the surgeon 

The patient wouldn’t 
die until several days 
after the surgery. The 
surgeon could blame 

nurses or other factors.



How can we encourage people to make changes when 
there is no immediate benefit to them?



2013 – a radical innovation to improve maternal and infant outcomes
in low and middle income countries

a checklist

A list of tasks to 
complete before, 
during and after 

birth



The problem of complexity

Why a checklist?

run IT in a non-profit

Endeavors that humans now undertake are so complex that no one person can 
possibly understand them. This is true whether we…

fly airplanes

build buildings, bridges, roads

perform surgery





The end of the Master Builder

The rise of collaborative expertise



Problems ….

… that are anticipated … that just appear



Checklists in Medicine
A checklist to eliminate line infections



The problem of Individual Genius



Captain Chesley 'Sully' Sullenberger

2009 – US Airways 
flight 1549 lands in the 

Hudson river



The problem of surgery around the world



The checklist



Empowering Nurses



How we in IT can use checklists to strengthen our organizations

 Form submissions for tasks required of us (SharePoint, SpiceWorks)

 Purchase Requirements

 Planning and documenting 
system upgrades



2013 –how to improve maternal and infant outcomes
in low and middle income countries



2013 –how to improve maternal and infant outcomes
in low and middle income countries

Maternal Checklist

• Blood Pressure
• Allergies
• Supplies including soap and gloves
• Antibiotics needed?

• Help baby regulate 
temperature with skin-to-skin 
contact

Uttar Pradesh – BetterBirth Project



What we want

“…a culture where X is what people do, day in and day out, 
even when no one is watching.”



Encouraging nurses to initiate skin-to-skin contact with 
small group, on-site mentoring



Mentoring How-To’s

 Explain the changes that are 
happening, in particular, the why. 

 Respect concerns. Answer them 
truthfully. 

 Emphasize the new activities.

 Accompany people

 Create a safe space.



She was 
Nice



At Micah Projects



What the heck does all of this mean for IT in nonprofits?



The only thing that is 
constant is change

Heraclitus, 500 BC
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