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SHOP TALK…continued from page 56

Failure Analysis
The only way we can learn from the mistakes of the past is to 
communicate with each other. Technicians have to have a thor-
ough understanding of all the parameters involved. How many 
times have you used “B”-sized joints on a 120-pound post-polio 
patient only to find the person in question is highly active and 
has a history of breaking joints? This is information practitioners 
frequently omit from the orthometry form, so as technicians, we 
have to be careful about interviewing practitioners to get any 
information we may need to make a decision about component 
selection. Ideally, the practitioner will specify these parameters, 
but if they do not, you need to be bold about acquiring this data! 
When a failure does occur, we need to debrief the whole team. 
Everyone needs to understand the failure and learn from it.

Things break. We know that and we can’t always see it com-
ing. When they do break we need to know why! So failure anal-
ysis is critical. We need to know the circumstances involved in 
the incident, what the user was doing, how old the device is, if 
the device was under-engineered, and if the device was used 
beyond its original parameters. There is a science to failure, and 
each occurrence can tell us a great deal about how and why a 
design failed. Don’t just throw a broken part away! Stop and 
examine it! Most devices will give up their secrets pretty easily. 
Between a basic interview with the user and a visual analysis, 
you can usually see what went wrong. If the part in question 

was manufactured off site, it needs to go back to whoever made 
it; the manufacturer is the one who most needs to understand 
the failure!

One of the biggest design obstacles this industry faces is 
the lack of a central database for failures. With the advent of  
evidence-based practice, we can begin to develop a more fun-
damental view of the potential for failure. This is good, but if we 
have several hundred separate pools of “evidence,” the industry 
will be slow to react to the potential for a given design to fail. 
If this data could be collected and centralized, it would afford 
a much more uniform approach to the designs of tomorrow. 
There’s at least one repository for failed components operating 
today, but the availability of a U.S. repository with critical data 
about the failure—not only of components but also of finished 
devices—would go a long way to establishing some basic design 
criteria for the products we make and secure a more positive, 
and safer future for the people we serve.

Earl Nightingale said, “When we succeed, we party, and 
when we fail, we ponder.” Only through failure can we establish 
boundaries and build a foundation for the development of a 
better industry.  O&P EDGE

Tony Wickman, CTPO, is the CEO of Freedom Fabrication, Havana, Florida. He can be reached 
at tony.wickman@freedomfabrication.com
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