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I
t’s certainly no surprise to learn—as one recent survey re-
veals—that workplace safety is very important to people, nor 
is it shocking that after two years of a pandemic, nearly eight 

in 10 employees say they’re more concerned about their safety 
than ever before. Even so, I did a double take when the survey 
said safety on the job is more important to people than anywhere 
else, including while receiving medical attention, while socializ-
ing or while on vacation. In fact, safety while at work ranks even 
higher in importance than while living your life.

Those are some of the takeaways from AlertMedia’s “The 
State of Employee Safety in 2022,” a report based on a survey 
of more than 2,000 U.S. workers. Besides stating the obvi-
ous—that workers want to feel safe when they’re at work—the 
report points to a disturbing trend: barely half (54%) of workers 
surveyed believe their safety is extremely important to their 
employer. Another 38% feel their safety is only somewhat im-
portant to their company, while 9% think their safety is either not 
very important or not at all important to their employers.

And that, of course, can lead to very dangerous situations 
when employees are expected to follow safety protocols. If an 
employee feels their company doesn’t care about their safety, 
why would they ever listen to you? “Everyone who really cares 
about you wants you to flourish,” observes motivational speaker 
Matthew Kelly. It’s not enough for workers to go home every 
night with all body parts intact—they want to feel inspired by 
the job and appreciated by their managers. That’s an admittedly 
pretty high bar to reach, and as safety leaders know all too well, 
even on a good day, workers don’t always do what they’re sup-
posed to do. But if workers feel that their safety and their worth 
as individuals aren’t important to their companies, it makes a 
safety leader’s job even more difficult than it already is.

Besides believing their bosses are apathetic toward them, 

there are other reasons why employees might resist or out-
right refuse to do what you ask them to do. Sharon Lipinski, 
CEO of Habit Mastery Consulting and a speaker at last 
year’s ASSP Safety 21 show in Austin, Tex., outlines some 
of those other reasons:

• Your employees are uninformed, especially when it comes 
to new safety procedures or policies your company is introduc-
ing. “This is a temporary situation,” Lipinski points out, “so you 
need to make sure that they’re getting the most accurate infor-
mation directly from you—not from co-workers and definitely 
not from social media.” 

• Confusion, which could also reflect a lack of confidence. 
If an employee doesn’t understand the directions, chances are 
good they’re not going to respond properly.

• Obstacles. It could be a language barrier, or poorly fitting 
PPE, or inclement weather or many other things that could im-
pede an employee’s ability to properly follow safety procedures.

• Know-it-all types. Throughout the pandemic, we’ve 
heard from many instant experts who “know better than you” 
what caused COVID-19 and how to best protect the work-
place from it. Lipinski recommends that rather than openly 
challenging their opinions, safety leaders should make it 
clear they’re open to learning from all sources of informa-
tion, but that ultimately, as the safety manager, their policies 
must be followed.

• The “it’ll never happen to me” types who believe in the myth 
of their own invulnerability and wrongly conclude that just be-
cause they’re never gotten hurt before, they never will.

• And there are the rebellious types who have an attitude of 
“don’t tell me what to do.”

How do you effectively manage a workforce with so many 
different personality types and viewpoints? According to Lipin-
ski, the key is good communication, which has to be honest, 
transparent, accountable, consistent and frequent. Safety leaders 
who focus on the values their employees find most important, 
and who involve employees in problem-solving, will ultimately 
develop the kind of safety culture where the company not only 
respects and protects its employees, but where the employees 
equally respect their managers and do all they can to protect 
themselves and their co-workers, and where the entire work-
force—managers and employees alike—can flourish.

HANDLE WITH CARE

Send an e-mail with your thoughts to dblanchard@endeavorb2b.com.

Healthy  Attitude

DAVE
BLANCHARD

Editor-in-Chief

Employees are more likely to take workplace safety seriously if they feel valued as individuals.
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We’ve launched a new podcast series called “Talking 

EHS,” and the first episode features a conversation with 

long-time (and recently retired) EHS Today columnist 

Terry Mathis on where the safety profession needs to go 

in the years ahead. Those of you who’ve enjoyed reading 

Terry’s columns over the years 

will be equally enlightened by the 

anecdotes and lessons learned he 

shares in the podcast. You can find 

“Talking EHS” on the ehstoday.

com website, or on many of the 

major podcasting platforms.
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I
n January, the Occupational Safety 

and Health Administration (OSHA) 

announced a 5% increase in the civil 

penalties assessed for violations of its 

regulations, but worse may yet come if 

certain legislative reforms are adopted 

by Congress.

As of Jan. 13, the maximum penalty 

for willful or repeated violations rose 

to $145,027, a nearly $10,000 increase 

from the 2021 maximum for the same 

violations. The maximum penalty for 

failure-to-abate violations increased to 

$14,502 for each day after the abatement 

deadline where no abatement has taken 

place. The maximum penalty allowed for 

serious, other-than-serious, and posting 

requirements violations is now $14,502, 

nearly $1,000 more than last year.

States that operate their own 

Occupational Safety and Health plans 

are required by law to adopt maximum 

penalties levels that are at least as effec-

tive as federal OSHA’s penalties, observe 

attorneys Michael T. Taylor, Amelia  A. 

Esber and Adam Roseman of the law firm 

of Greenberg Traurig.

“It is important for employers to be 

cognizant of these increases,” they stress. 

“While it might sometimes seem like an 

attractive option to simply accept a seri-

ous penalty and pay the $14,502 fine 

instead of paying to challenge the cita-

tion, such instant gratification could pose 

issues (and serious financial headaches) 

for an employer in the future.”

The attorneys add that this is par-

ticularly true when the time frame for 

challenging a citation is short, making 

the business decision on whether to 

challenge the citation that much more 

difficult. “It is important to consider 

that while the maximum penalty for a 

repeated violation is $145,027, in the 

next few years, the maximum penalty 

could reach over $150,000 after inflation 

adjustments are applied.”

It is also routine for an employer to 

receive multiple violations in one OSHA 

Citation and Notification of Penalty. 

Multiple penalties at $145,027, let alone 

increased from $145,027 to $700,000.

The Democratic legislators who pro-

posed these increases said they believe 

they are needed to provide penalties large 

enough to prove to be a real deterrent for 

employers that could be expected to com-

mit these violations otherwise.

Although the massive BBB bill appears 

to be dead, President Joe Biden has said 

he intends to see parts of it reintroduced 

as separate pieces of legislation.

“Economic realities demand employ-

er attention to this issue,” Morris and 

Bolin declare. They also agree with the 

Greenberg Traurig attorneys that even the 

2022 OSHA penalty levels should spur 

employers to strongly consider challeng-

ing an OSHA citation regardless of its 

seriousness. “With repeat violation penal-

ties now climbing to almost $150,000, it 

would be difficult for almost any compa-

ny to financially sustain repeat offenses.”

The current amounts are only going to 

rise, legislation or no legislation. Morris 

and Bolin note that since 2015, OSHA 

maximum penalty amounts have more 

than doubled.

In the past seven years, serious, 

other-than-serious and posting require-

ment violations are up from $7,000 to 

$14,502 per violation. Violations for 

failure to abate (assessed per day) 

have seen the same increase. Willful 

or repeated violation maximum penalty 

amounts also jumped from $70,000 to 

$145,027 per violation.  EHS

David Sparkman is founding editor 

of ACWI Advance, the newsletter of 

the American Chain of Warehouses 

Inc. He also heads David Sparkman 

Consulting, a Washington, D.C.-

based public relations and commu-

nications firm. Prior to these, he 

was director of industry relations 

for the International Warehouse Lo-

gistics Association. Sparkman has 

also been a freelance writer, spe-

cializing in regulatory compliance 

and transportation. 

any other penalty after inflation, could 

have drastic effects for a business and 

a worksite, Taylor, Esber and Roseman 

remind employers. “Therefore, employers 

should consciously weigh the potential 

exposure the inflated rates may pose in 

the future when considering whether to 

challenge serious violations today.”

In addition, employers should keep a 

watchful eye on additional legislation to 

increase OSHA penalties that could be in 

the offing, according to attorneys Anna 

Little Morris and James Bolin of the law 

firm of Butler Snow.

They point to the Build Back Better 

(BBB) bill, which had been approved 

by the House of Representatives only 

to later be stymied in the Senate in late 

2021. That measure’s nearly 2,500 pages 

included some staggering increases in 

OSHA penalties. For serious violations, 

the maximum penalty would have gone 

from $14,502 to $70,000. For willful and 

repeat violations, the penalty would have 

OSHA Hikes Penalty Amounts
By David Sparkman 
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Stay up-to-date with our

 Regulatory Updates by 

subscribing to EHS Today 

Intelligence, a members-

exclusive subsection 

of EHSToday.com that 

features premium content. 

Registration is free and only 

takes a moment to complete 
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user/register.

NA
DE

ZH
DA

 K
OZ

HE
DU

B |
 D

RE
AM

ST
IM

E

2204EHS_6-8_News.indd   6 3/17/22   2:55 PM

http://www.ehstoday.com/user/register
http://www.ehstoday.com


the #1 value in automation

Order Today, Ships Fast!
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Also Available
Safety BumpersSafety Mats Safety Edges

Research, price, buy at:

www.automationdirect.com/safety

Safety switches are interlocking
devices used to monitor (and
sometimes lock) machine guards, 
doors, gates or windows.

New stand-alone non-contact
magnetic coded safety switches
protect personnel and machinery 
without the need for a separate
safety relay.

Safety relay modules are a simple and reliable method of controlling
a safety system that uses positive guided contacts and redundancy
for fail-safe systems. Available models include E-stop, two-hand,
safety gate, safety mat, light curtain, and speed safety relays.

Safety light curtains use an array
of photoelectric beams to sense
intrusion into a plane of detection.

Type 4 / Category 4 curtains
achieve high fault tolerance 
through redundancy/monitoring,
have a tighter fi eld-of-view and 
are less susceptible to optical
short circuits. We off er many
sizes, styles and brands such as
Contrinex, Datalogic and ReeR.

Safety Light Curtains
Starting at  $468.00  Sender/Receiver Pair
(YBES-30K4-0170-P012)

Safety Switches
Starting at  $16.00  (SP2K61X11)

Safety Relays
Starting at  $99.00  (LG5924-02-61-24)

Play It Safe
With safety products from trusted brands at great prices

Get your safety and other 
automation components from 
AutomationDirect, a trusted 
supplier in the industry for
over 25 years. We off er high-
quality safety products at 
great prices, so you can
aff ord to protect even the 
simplest systems.

SAFETY IS NOT
OPTIONAL Safety controllers use monitoring

logic, overvoltage / short-circuit
protection, redundant relays,
and positive guided contacts
to provide a high level of fail-
safe operation. The modular
MOSAIC safety controller is an
expandable, cost-eff ective choice 
(vs. stand-alone safety relays) as 
the required number of relays/
channels increases.

Safety Controllers
Starting at  $323.00  (MOSAIC-M1)
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PUTTING 
THE PIECES 
TOGETHER

Machine safety can be 
challenging and complex, for 
both machine builder and user. 
Many times, it is diffi cult to 
stay up to date on all applicable 
safety standards and guidelines. 
It is also not easy to interpret 
standards and apply them to 
equipment.

We can help you put the 
pieces together with 
engineering services from 
Schmersal tec.nicum:

 NEWS BEAT

A 
new survey reveals dangers drivers 

face—and it has nothing to do with 

what happens on the road.

The survey, conducted in 2021 by the 

Women in Trucking (WIT) association, asked 

professional truck drivers about driver safety 

and harassment, specifically toward women.

Slightly more than half (54%) of 

respondents strongly agreed or agreed that 

the North American trucking industry is 

safe for female drivers. Eighteen percent 

disagreed or strongly disagreed, and 28.5% 

had no strong opinion.

The survey asked respondents to share 

the locations where they perceived the 

most significant safety threat to female 

drivers. Those included:

• truck stops (87%),

• rest stops (85.5%),

• cab of their truck (75%) and

• shipper/receiver facility registers (74%).

One in four respondents (25.5%) reported 

having some formal training in self-defense, 

though WIT says the industry needs to priori-

tize safety training for female drivers.

One particular safety concern is part of 

the driver training process, during which 

newly hired drivers are paired with a 

trainer or experienced driver to help them 

improve their driving skills before employ-

ment is secured. This process ranges from 

a few days to a few weeks and requires 

extended close proximity. Forty-two per-

cent of respondents say they are aware of 

a driver who has experienced harassment 

or assault as a result of sharing a cab with 

an opposite gender trainer.

“The proximity of the sleeper berth and 

personal quarters creates an atmosphere 

where privacy is often compromised,” said 

Ellen Voie, WIT President and CEO in the 

article. “In most cases, the driver trainer 

and trainee are unrelated and often previ-

ously unfamiliar with one another.

“We have not been able to identify any 

other mode of transportation that mixes 

men and women in areas intended for 

sleeping or personal activity. In trucking, 

a carrier is not allowed to use age, ethnic-

ity, gender or other protected classification 

to segregate drivers.”

In 2016, a court ruled that the adoption of 

a same-gender training policy was a viola-

tion of the Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission. However, 62.5% of survey 

respondents believe that a same-gender train-

ing program would encourage more women 

to pursue a career as a professional driver.

WIT and its management company 

and publisher MindShare Strategies con-

ducted an online survey from July through 

September 2021. Nearly 450 professional 

drivers responded. Of them, about 47% work 

for for-hire motor carriers, 27% are owner-

operators and 11% drive for a private fleet of 

a manufacturer, retailer or distributor.

WIT offers tips for female truck drivers 

safety, including bringing your own food 

and planning bathroom breaks to minimize 

the number of times female drivers have 

to get out of the cab and stop at facilities 

with the best reputations. The full article is 

available in the Fall 2021 edition of WIT’s 

magazine, Redefining the Road.  EHS

Survey Highlights Safety Concerns 
Among Truck Drivers
By Nicole Stempak 
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O
ver the past two years, as a result of the pandemic, 

there is an increased level of trust between em-

ployers and employees that was built when ev-

eryone had to band together to adapt to different ways of 

working safely and doing business. Heightened commu-

nication was the tactic used to support the new structure.

It only makes sense to continue this level of success 

and cooperation and turn it toward feedback, which is 

something many companies only offer during perfor-

mance reviews. But year-round feedback is a more ef-

fective way to both strengthen the employer-employee 

relationship and also to foster a safety culture that truly 

works for everyone.

Feedback is especially important to the younger gener-

ations. Over 65% of Generation Z (born 1997-2012) say 

they would like frequent feedback, according to a report 

for the Center for Generational Kinetics. How frequent? 

Sixty percent want multiple check-ins from the manager 

during the week, and of those 40% would like interac-

tions with their boss to be daily or several times a day.

That’s a lot of talking. So how should a safety leader 

structure these conversations? Ken Vaughn, president of 

New Horizons Partners, has worked with many compa-

nies over the years offering leadership in coaching and 

employee development. He offers these tips that safety 

managers can adapt to their situation, aimed at helping 

leaders become more comfortable in giving feedback and 

doing it well:

Feedback is best served warm. In other words, pro-

vide feedback as soon as possible after (or even during) 

the activity, whether it be a near miss, improper use (or 

non-use) of personal protective equipment or another 

lapse in safety adherence that needs to be addressed right 

away. The longer the time gap between the action and the 

feedback, the harder it will be for the recipient to tie the 

two together. The impact or benefit is much reduced if the 

person has difficulty recalling all of the facts regarding 

the action due to lapsed time.

Use your words wisely. Feedback should be a re-

spectful, professional discussion aimed at producing a 

positive outcome. Our language and behavior should be 

in line with this objective. It’s better to use the word “I” in 

demonstrating the impact and refrain from using the word 

“you,” which can sound judgmental of the person rather 

than the behavior.

Provide feedback in digestible doses. If you expect 

your feedback to have an impact on future performance, 

it is better for the recipient to walk away with one action 

item regarding one safety issue. Storing up several items 

for discussion results in a confusing mess for the recipi-

ent to sort out after the discussion.

Focus on performance, not personality. Always 

deliver feedback in reference to specific actions or behav-

iors, either by expressing appreciation for an action and 

the resulting benefit or discussing an action or behavior 

that you want to see improved. “You’re so smart” is not 

nearly as valuable as “I really appreciated the way that 

you helped the team come to that conclusion.” With the 

latter, the person understands the action and the benefit 

to the team. 

Regarding corrective feedback, a statement such as, 

“That incident led to a shipment not being delivered on 

time, which resulted in a big cost penalty from our cus-

tomer” can lead to a discussion of reasons and correc-

tive action. On the other hand, “You really messed up, 

as usual” is likely to simply prompt a defensive reaction.

Balance negative or corrective feedback with af-

firmational or positive feedback. People respond 

more strongly to negative than positive statements. That’s 

why relationships are stronger when positive statements 

outweigh negative statements by a factor of 5:1 or even 

8:1. Even when giving corrective feedback, a safety lead-

er should find some positive things to say about the other 

person: the part of the task that was done correctly and 

safely, a belief in their ability to improve, etc. When a 

person only hears negative comments or criticism from a 

boss, they lose heart and look for the door.

Focus on the future. The goal of feedback is not to 

criticize a person or to gather a history. The goal is to help 

the recipient to grow and improve. The discussion of the 

situation or the past history is just to establish the need 

for an action plan. Therefore, all such discussions should 

be weighted in favor of the future, with positive expecta-

tions for improvement and growth.

Send an e-mail with your thoughts to aselko@endeavorb2b.com. 

Your Employees Want to Know What You’re Thinking
Feedback is vitally important, especially to younger workers, so a good safety leader should also be a good communicator.

Lessons in Leadership

Adrienne 
Selko

Senior Editor
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2022is already proving to 

be another year fraught 

with uncertainty, as organizations con-

tinue to face deep supply chain disrup-

tions and workplace risks stemming 

from ongoing labor shortages.

Now, more than ever, new and in-

novative technologies are being de-

ployed—or considered for deploy-

ment—to answer workforce availability 

issues and improve safety. However, 

these technologies won’t provide the 

desired benefits without careful 

management, and they require well 

planned implementation and fol-

low-up to succeed.

The COVID-19 pandemic was 

only the start of these issues, 

which now include a shift in 

expectations about the nature 

of the workplace itself and 

willingness to participate in 

various roles. According to 

the U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-

tistics, 4.5 million U.S. workers 

left their jobs in November, part of a 

phenomenon commonly referred to as 

the Great Resignation. Further mixed job 

growth numbers in December indicate the 

headwinds of 2021 haven’t yet abated; the 

January 2022 jobs report suggests a slight 

rebound but nowhere near a full recovery.

As the labor market continues to 

fluctuate, business leaders are facing 

the harsh reality that these new dynam-

ics and challenges might be here to stay. 

Part of the changing nature of the work-

place includes heightened expectations 

and demands from employees for health 

and safety protections. All the while, 

companies have begun investing heav-

ily in new technologies built, in part, to 

help address a scarcity of workers.

Amid this new era of labor shortages 

and technological innovation, leaders 

previous year, valued at $1.48 billion.

We believe this trend will continue 

throughout 2022 and beyond, as we have 

already seen how the global pandemic 

has spurred innovative uses and appli-

cations of automation and robotics. In 

our work with a range of global Fortune 

500 companies, we have seen a rise in 

the use of automation beyond traditional 

production and warehousing robot ap-

plications. Use cases include drones and 

virtual reality (VR) technology for facil-

ity inspections and audits; special pur-

pose exoskeletons for manual tasks; and 

wearables, such as watches and health 

sensors, that help mitigate or prevent 

risks that can lead to injuries.

For example, one major electric 

infrastructure operator implement-

ed a combination of unmanned 

aerial vehicles (drones) to com-

plete tower and conductor inspec-

tions. The company also perma-

nently installed sensors to monitor 

remote facility and equipment condi-

tions. This sensor use marks a growth in 

workplace technology applications, from 

predictive maintenance to health and 

safety considerations. And in heavy con-

struction, fatigue and heat stress monitor-

ing are among the risk controls that have 

been automated to improve safety and 

well-being on the worksite.

While these and other similar tech-

nological additions bring significant 

increases in productivity and benefits, 

they may come with unanticipated side 

effects. Introducing complex technol-

ogy into any workplace is almost guar-

anteed to create conflict between man 

and machine, particularly if workers 

view their technological counterparts 

as a threat to their job security or even 

their physical safety.

Put simply, challenging the status 

quo with new innovations in this way 

threatens to put undue stress on a work-

force. It will require leaders to embrace 

innovative approaches—not just to 

technology, but also to environmental, 

health and safety (EHS) tactics to drive 

must actively rethink their workforce 

structures to achieve their goals and es-

tablish a more stable workforce with a 

level of safety and health controls fit for 

the times.

ADAPTING TO NEW 

WORKPLACE DYNAMICS

Automation has long been an avenue 

for companies to improve production 

capacity and reduce risks from manual 

operations, and the recent shake up in 

the labor market has only increased 

consideration and adoption of these 

solutions. Data compiled by the As-

sociation for Advancing Automation 

notes that from January to Septem-

ber 2021, factories and other indus-

trial users ordered 29,000 robots, 37% 

more than during the same period the 

Where Labor and Safety 
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Company-wide controls and processes are vital to building 

a safer and more resilient workplace.

By David Natalizia
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safety performance, lower costs, im-

prove oversight and increase skills.

UNINTENDED 

CONSEQUENCES

Over the past few years, the manufac-

turing industry has seen a significant 

uptick in research and initiatives around 

exoskeletons, the mechanical appara-

tuses that can help increase the size and 

quantity of loads workers can move and 

potentially reduce workplace injury 

caused by repetitive tasks.

In concept, exoskeletons have the po-

tential to use active power-assist, but in 

current practice this is a technology still 

too rife with potential dangers to be ready 

for widespread industrial application. 

The more common passive, unpowered 

exoskeletons still offer many benefits to 

workers without the considerable risks of 

powered devices. However, there is still a 

list of EHS procedures, policies and deci-

sions that need to be considered before 

any of those benefits can be reaped.

By adding technology like an exo-

skeleton or robot to the workplace, 

organizations face unintended conse-

quences. One is the added responsibility 

on their workforce to ensure appropri-

ate use, integration and handling. For 

example, one recent study found that 

while workers enjoyed physical benefits 

from exoskeleton usage, they also en-

dured taxing mental fatigue while work-

ing with the device. Another unintended 

consequence is the need for firmwide 

ownership of these controls.

Organizations need to consider those 

unintended consequences and ask them-

selves several questions before intro-

ducing new technology, including:

• Did we plan to buy the technology 

with enough time in advance for some-

one to ensure it arrived as ordered, is in 

working condition, and is properly as-

sembled and set up?

• Did we design a site and task-spe-

cific training program? Did we allocate 

proper time to train users?

Where has this technology already been 

used in similar applications, and what 

were the lessons learned? Can the compa-

ny tap additional resources to get a fuller 

scope of any adjustments that should be 

made before demos and implementation?

• Bring in stakeholders early. 
Design and review for EHS and demo 

before purchase.

• Pilot and test before full roll 
out. This step will allow an organiza-

tion to see its strategy in action before 

roll out, providing the opportunity to 

refine safety strategy and procedures 

for use.

• Measure performance to ob-
jectives. Once a technology has been 

implemented, review the results or data 

points to make sure the company is on 

target. How is this reshaping the work-

force? What can the company do better 

for ongoing success?

Throughout this process, it’s criti-

cal to keep in mind that technology 

will not replace the human element. 

Rather, technology will shift roles and 

duties, sometimes in a more complex 

direction. It is therefore essential that 

leaders prioritize their people and build 

a culture where sharing and collabora-

tion is a top priority.

As organizations continue to tack-

le industry-wide labor shortages and 

strains, they will no doubt increase their 

adoption and introduction of technol-

ogy in 2022 and beyond. Those that take 

the steps now to think both strategically 

and tactically about incorporating these 

technologies into their organization—

without putting employee safety in any 

additional jeopardy—will be better posi-

tioned to develop a more resilient work-

force for tomorrow. EHS

David Natalizia is an EHS principal 

consultant for BSI’s Health, Safety 

and Well-Being division, where he 

works with performance- and leader-

ship-focused clients to help them pur-

sue excellence in workplace safety, 

health, and well-being solutions.

• Did we outline proper care and pro-

cedures for upkeep? Is the technology 

regularly cleaned? Where is it stored 

when not in use? Has it been stored 

properly? How long should a user be re-

quired to work using it? What happens 

when it gets damaged?

• Do we have checks and controls in 

place for proper use? Is someone check-

ing that the technology is working proper-

ly, that it is being used in the correct man-

ner or whether it might need adjustment?

• Do we have the right people in 

place for all these new controls and 

responsibilities?

• Is our executive team involved? Is 

our chief risk officer working alongside 

our operations, HR and EHS experts?

• Has the technology responsibility 

been shared across the organization?

Companies must perform a high-wire 

act when introducing technology into 

the workplace. As good as it feels to 

introduce new efficiencies into monoto-

nous processes, leaders have a responsi-

bility to always fully vet and scrutinize 

technologies to ensure they achieve the 

desired results without risking employ-

ee health and safety.

POLICY, CONTROLS AND 

PROCEDURES DRIVE LONG-

TERM SUCCESS

Organizations that look to technolo-

gies (e.g., exoskeletons, robots, cobots, 

wearables or drones) as the cure-all for 

labor shortages will likely become disil-

lusioned. The decision to purchase the 

tool is the easiest step, but the imple-

mentation may not be so easy. To drive 

long-term success, organizations must 

take five key steps prior to purchase.

• Establish clear goals and ob-
jectives. It is important to identify why 

change is needed and develop a compre-

hensive strategic road map. Developing 

a road map provides a clearer direction 

for organizations to follow and ensure 

goals and objectives are met.

• Consider your resources. 

Technology Meet
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Women should 

be recognized 

for their safety 

accomplishments, 

not for their gender.

By Adrienne Selko

DIVERSITY
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she felt that advancing technology would 

be key to making improvements in the 

field. Bugaris’ success landed her at lead-

ership positions in IEEE committees.

Gutierrez joined Bendix 25 years ago 

with a mechanical engineering degree 

and the notion that she was equal to all 

things. However, once she entered the 

workforce, she was surprised that things 

looked different.

“I saw myself working harder, but I 

could present my point in an informed 

manner and was able to gain respect partly 

due to my technical background,” Gutier-

rez says. “But I had to prove myself.”

And that she did. “What I found in-

teresting is that my soft skills earned the 

respect of my co-workers. I have high 

expectations of those who work for me. 

They know they have to work at their 

highest level and have told me that when 

they work with contractors, they make it 

clear that their boss won’t accept any-

thing less. This makes me proud.”

WHAT’S HOLDING  

BACK PROGRESS?
Given the accomplishments exemplified 

by these two women, why aren’t we see-

ing more forward progress for women 

as a whole throughout the profession?

“We talk about safety as being a great 

career for women, but the next step is to 

actively understand what’s happening in 

our own organizations,” explains safety 

expert Abby Ferri, CSP, senior risk con-

trol consultant with Gallagher. A well-

known safety expert, she is currently 

vice-chair of the ASSP/ISEA Z590.6 

Technical Report Committee.

“Why aren’t more women in upper 

management or senior executive roles?” 

Ferri asks. “It’s because they are hit-

ting the glass ceiling. We see women in 

field safety positions, site managers and 

some safety directors, but it’s rare to see 

them in vice president of EHS roles.”

One reason for the lack of women 

The natural order is for things 

to change. What was once novel should 

become commonplace. In that vein, it’s 

time that women in environment, health 

and safety (EHS) professions need no lon-

ger be differentiated for their gender. They 

should be recognized for their accomplish-

ments in the field. The fact that they are 

women ought to be a side note, if that.

“The needle is moving but needs to 

move faster,” says Maria Gutierrez, 

director, corporate responsibility and 

sustainability at Bendix Commercial 

Vehicle Systems, an America’s Safest 

Companies winner in 2020. “While 

we’re still in the minority, I am seeing 

more women in the safety field.”

To move more quickly, Gutierrez 

feels the profession needs to concen-

trate on building awareness that safety 

is a good career for women. “The ex-

pression that ‘you can’t be what you 

can’t see’ applies here.

“We need to show more women in 

these jobs and explain that women don’t 

need to give up their own personalities in 

order to be successful in this field. They 

just need to have a passion for the job.”

Passion for the job is exactly how 

Rachel Bugaris, business development 

manager at Panduit, would explain her 

experience in the EHS field. She began 

her career with Rockwell Automation 

in the leadership development program. 

With a degree in electrical engineering, 

she rotated positions at Rockwell and 

raised her hand to work on electrical 

safety standards as a way to make her 

mark as a young woman in a workforce 

of mostly older men.

“Tackling this area gave me an op-

portunity to know as much about some-

thing as everyone on the team did,” 

Bugaris says. “I found my passion in 

the research and development area, 

where I was able to ask why we were 

doing things the same way and was 

there a better way to do this.”

Joining Panduit in the R&D division, SA
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in leadership roles could stem from 

outdated ways of thinking. Ferri sur-

mises that some women are choosing to 

not put themselves out there for those 

higher roles. There is the oft-quoted 

research that shows that men apply for 

jobs where they meet only 60% of the 

qualifications, but women apply only 

if they meet 100% of them. “Women 

need to be stretching and pushing them-

selves,” says Ferri.

Pushing is not quite how Bugaris 

would describe the upward trajectory 

of her career, but instead she would say 

that women should be cognizant of their 

value and ask for what they need.

“When I became a remote worker 

due to COVID-19, I felt that wasn’t en-

tirely ideal for me, so I asked to work on 

a part-time basis, and the company said 

yes,” she explains. “This enabled me to 

stay at my current company and have 

a longer career. While many women 

would have just left the job and not re-

quested this arrangement, Bugaris says 

that as long you are performing your job 

well, women should feel empowered.

CAN A CAREER IN SAFETY 

BECOME AN EQUALIZER?
Bringing more women into the field 

isn’t always a straightforward route. “I 

took a winding path to get to where I 

am today, and that’s not uncommon for 

women,” says Bugaris. “While many 

might be hesitant to join the profession 

due to misconceptions of what the job 

entails, I think it’s important to send a 

message to woman to try the career and 

see if it fits.”

For Gutierrez, EHS is an ideal pro-

fession. “This is a job you can do for-

ever as it’s a very large field and you can 

move up quickly,” she says. “You can 

also move around to different industries 

with the basic knowledge of the field.” 

And what appeals to Gutierrez is the 

to further the career track for women, 

says Bugaris. “Early in my career, I 

learned that it’s OK to say no. And it’s 

OK to try new things. Don’t be afraid 

if it’s not for you and doesn’t work out. 

It’s not a failure—it’s just one step clos-

er to finding what will give you mean-

ing in your job.”

Ferri says that the younger genera-

tion approaches things differently, and 

she thinks we can all learn from them. 

“Younger people speak up and ask for 

the salary and benefits and resources 

they feel they deserve, and we should 

all be celebrating that. It’s a shift of 

thinking from the older ways of waiting 

for things to happen,” she notes.

Shifting thinking is something that is 

already happening in the field. Barriers 

are being removed. “Asking for metrics 

to be focused on areas such as produc-

tivity and efficiency is a way to bypass 

the focus on the gender of the worker,” 

says Ferri. “And working virtually has 

pushed this thinking along since it’s 

been shown that productivity has been 

good for those working virtually.”

Another benefit of the virtual work 

world is that it should help expand the 

pool of candidates who are considered 

for jobs in safety. Often people choose 

candidates from who they associate with 

at work or are part of some type of group 

they belong to. But as the world moved 

into virtual work, a lot of social struc-

tures changed, including the workforce. 

Interviewing job candidates in a virtual 

world becomes less subjective and will 

broaden the field as more candidates 

would have equal access to the process.

Changing the process starts with ad-

justing the thinking behind the systems, 

which should lead to different methods 

of measurement. One measurement that 

Ferri would like to see changed is how 

awards are given. “There shouldn’t be 

special industry awards given to wom-

en. Women should be in the same pool 

as their male counterparts and judged 

for how they are doing their jobs, no 

matter the gender.”

When everyone is on the same level 

playing field, the needle will finally 

move. “I look forward to the day when it 

doesn’t matter who is doing the job,” says 

Bugaris. “What matters is that I like what 

I’m doing, and I am good at it.”   EHS

broader implications of the field, which 

is how the job addresses larger issues 

such as energy, air and water usage.

“One of the major reasons I decided 

on this field is that I feel I can make a 

difference,” says Bugaris. “I know that 

the work I’m doing is going to matter as 

safety directly impacts people’s lives.”

As a purpose-driven profession, it’s a 

fair assumption to make that if the right 

level of awareness about safety is evident, 

it will attract more women. And once 

there is a tipping point, per se, the shift 

from gender to specific work accomplish-

ments should turn into an equalizer.

ATTRACTING  

NEXT-GEN WOMEN
So, the next logical step is to develop 

tactics to attract more women to the 

field. Letting women know that this is 

a type of job that has broad impact on 

a daily basis is key, says Bugaris. “In 

the work I do involving standards, I’m 

able to work with the best people across 

many companies, bringing together oth-

er experts in technology so that I’m able 

to not only affect my company but mul-

tiple companies. To me, that’s exciting.”

Reaching out to women at any 

stage in their careers is necessary also. 

“Women make such good safety profes-

sionals because we bring such diversity 

of experiences,” explains Ferri. “A job 

in safety could be our second, third or 

even sixth career.”

And once on the job, it’s very im-

portant to have mentors, both men and 

women, Gutierrez says. “Mentors are 

necessary to develop a career. Early 

in my career, I had people advocating 

for me when I couldn’t be in the room. 

They helped me navigate. And it was 

the passion that my mentors and co-

workers showed about this work that 

has kept me in the field,” she says.

Boldness is also a necessary element 

DIVERSITY

 Women don’t need to give up 

their own personalities in order 

to be successful in this field.”

“
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Women share their experiences and identify 

opportunities to improve diversity, equity and 

inclusion in the workplace.

By Lauren DeBellis 

front lines of a job site account for only 

4% of employees in the field.

“The challenges we face are the con-

tinued perceptions that the construction 

industry is not for women. This can be 

an initial barrier,” says Doreen Bartol-

dus, president of NAWIC.

In addition, women in construction 

report discrimination on the job, ac-

cording to data from the Institute for 

Women’s Policy Research’s (IWPR) 

2021 Tradeswomen’s Retention and Ad-

vancement Survey. This can often lead 

to women leaving their roles and the 

field, says Ariane Hegewisch, senior re-

search fellow at IWPR.

“The responses to our 2021 survey 

highlight that many women are do-

ing well in the trades but that far too 

many—about a quarter—frequently or 

always face discrimination and harass-

ment,” she says. “Even basics, such as 

being provided with gloves and safety 

equipment that fit, are not standard for 

almost three in ten. And close to half 

W
omen working in the 

construction and safety 

industries have certainly 

made progress over the 

years. However, challeng-

es remain, as we learned at this year’s 

Women in Construction week (March 

6-12, 2022). This annual event, created 

and hosted by the National Association 

of Women in Construction (NAWIC), 

celebrates women’s contributions to the 

profession of building, and brings to 

light the numerous issues they still face 

in the workplace.

As with many industries, gender di-

versity in the workplace has always 

been a challenge. The U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (BLS) found that in 

2021, women represented only 10.9% 

of construction workforce. Considering 

that women make up 47% of all em-

ployed individuals, this means that the 

construction industry is only benefit-

ting from about 1.25% of women in the 

workforce. Furthermore, women on the 

A Spotlight on Women in 
Construction and Safety
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feel that they are always or frequently 

held to higher standards than men. Not 

surprisingly, over 40% say that they are 

or have seriously thought about leaving 

the trades altogether.”

The industry still lacks on the num-

ber of women entering—and staying—

in the construction-related field. That’s 

unfortunate considering the average 

salary for a female construction man-

ager is $97,000 a year, according to the 

BLS. What’s more, the industry has one 

of the lowest gender pay gaps. Women 

in construction earn about $0.96 for ev-

ery $1 men in the same age range make, 

higher than the U.S. average of women 

earning about 81.1% of what men do, 

according to recent BLS data.

“The issue is not just to recruit 

women, but to retain and grow the 

women that have been recruited,”  

Hegewisch says.

Fortunately, a number of women 

and organizations are leading the way 

for change.

“While this industry is more open 

than ever to the inclusion of women, 

only a small fraction includes women,” 

says Angela Seaborn, senior director of 

HR operations at 84 Lumber Company. 

“Women can be effective in changing 

the perceptions and culture of this in-

dustry. They are able to communicate 

where their delivery of feedback is 

more well-received than their male 

counterparts and bring the empathy and 

human-side of the message.”

Still, many of the challenges women 

may face in the construction and safety 

fields stem from outdated perceptions 

that construction is a male-only field.

“As a young woman in safety, it has 

always been a challenge to earn the re-

spect of co-workers who question how 

you can be a contributor when you have 

not done the labor or ‘job’ yourself,” 

says Allison Kulka, senior safety spe-

cialist for 84 Lumber. “To counteract 

this, I will always try to listen and learn 

from the workers and apply the knowl-

edge and information I gained through 

my education to help contribute to a 

safer workplace for all.”

Kristi Allen agrees. Allen is the 

owner of WoodCastle Homes and the 

contractor behind The House that SHE 
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Oregon Tradeswomen, Mississippi 

Moore Community House, Trades-

women Inc. and W.I.N.T.E.R. in 

California, and West Virginian 

Women Work!, are great partners, 

both in reaching out to women and 

in helping contractors ensure that 

their worksites are welcoming,” 

she says.

Given the plethora of resources 

available for support and guidance, 

women have a unique opportunity 

to reap the rewards of the construc-

tion and safety industries for them-

selves, their families and those 

women who have yet to come.

“Women need to show up and 

let [themselves] be seen,” Allen 

says. “The more girls and women 

[who] are able to see women suc-

ceeding in the industry, the more 

they will want to join us.”  EHS

Lauren DeBellis is a freelance 

writer with experience in con-

sumer lifestyle and housewares 

trade publishing, as well as 

public relations and corporate  

communications.

Built, a home built by Utah Profes-

sional Women in Building and the 

Utah Home Builders Association, 

as well as others. To encourage 

more women to join in and reap 

the rewards, she suggests compa-

nies make women in construction 

more visible to provide relatable 

role models to others.

“The more we see women doing 

these jobs and succeeding in this in-

dustry, the more likely it is that oth-

er women will view the construc-

tion industry as a viable option,” 

Allen says. “Even growing up in 

residential construction, I had never 

seen a female general contractor, so 

it never occurred to me that it would 

be a career I would love.”

Hegewisch says that in addi-

tion to support from their female 

co-workers, there are several sup-

port groups and organizations that 

offer a wealth of resources and as-

sistance to women in the industry.

“Women-focused pre-appren-

ticeship programs, such as ANEW 

in Seattle, Building Pathways Bos-

ton, Chicago Women in the Trades, 

1-800-843-3625
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Women in Construction Stats 

• 2 million – new construction jobs for 
2022

• 14% – staff executive construction 
positions

• 7% – line executives

• 86.7% – office positions

• 2.5% – tradespeople

• 11% of the construction industry is 
represented by women

• 13% – women-owned construction 
firms

• 64% – growth in women owners from 
2014 to 2019

• 4% – new construction firms launched 
by women in 2020

• 44% – top 100 contracting companies 
have women in executive roles

• 16% – employ women in C-level posi-
tions; 2 are CEOs

• 43% – organizations do not actively 
monitor wage gaps

• 73% – women who feel passed over for 
roles because of gender

• 60% – gender discrimination victims in 
workplace are women

Source: Big Rentz 

CONSTRUCTION
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L
oud noises in the workplace can 

lead to permanent hearing loss 

among workers. Banging, drill-

ing and other mechanical pro-

cesses can produce loud noises that 

can damage a person’s eardrum. The 

types of sounds, noise intensity and 

duration of exposure can all contribute 

to hearing loss.

Symptoms may take years to de-

velop, but even brief exposure to loud 

noises can have a major effect on a 

person’s life, limiting their ability to 

hear the world around them. Once 

noise-related hearing loss occurs, it is 

irreversible, so it’s crucial to protect 

your hearing when on the job and off, 

including when attending concerts and 

using loud tools or equipment at home.

The Occupational Safety and Health 

Administration (OSHA) has set clear 

rules regarding noise pollution in the 

workplace. If these sounds pass a cer-

tain threshold, managers should imple-

ment what’s known as a hearing con-

servation program to protect staff from 

permanent hearing loss.

This doesn’t mean exposing workers 

to 85 dB for 8 hours straight. OSHA 

wants employers to average sound ex-

posure over the 8-hour day. For exam-

ple, if a worker is exposed to 100 dB of 

sound on and off for around two hours 

in an otherwise quiet workplace, they 

will likely still need a hearing conser-

vation program during their shift if the 

average comes out to 85 dB or more.

To calculate the average, employers 

can add up the amount of time work-

ers are exposed to different levels of 

noises. For example, a worker may be 

exposed to 50 dB for two hours, 70 dB 

for two hours, 90 dB for two hours and 

then another two hours of 50 dB. This 

comes out to an average of 65 dB over 

an 8-hour shift.

According to OSHA, hearing conser-

vation programs should “strive to pre-

vent initial occupational hearing loss, 

preserve and protect remaining hearing, 

and equip workers with the knowledge 

and hearing protection devices neces-

sary to safeguard themselves.”

These programs can take many 

forms as long as they all work toward 

the same goal, which is to prevent 

hearing loss. Creating a hearing con-

servation program all depends on the 

workplace in question and the source 

of the noise. However, most programs 

include the following:

• Workers should be aware of the 

risks of noise-induced hearing 

loss and other health risks that can 

MEASURING SOUND
Managers first need to understand how 

sound is measured in the workplace. 

Decibels (dB) are used to measure the 

intensity of sound. The higher the deci-

bel, the louder the sound. For context, 

normal conversations occur at around 

40 dB, while appliances like a hair dry-

er come in at around 70 dB. Meanwhile, 

a jetliner can be as loud as 140 dB.

Prolonged exposure to sound above 

85 dB and any exposure to sounds 

above 135 dB can cause permanent 

hearing damage. In addition to hearing 

loss, these noises can cause damage to 

the inner ear, which can lead to long-

term ringing in the ears or tinnitus.

IMPLEMENTING A HEARING 

CONSERVATION PROGRAM
According to current OSHA guide-

lines, employers must implement a 

hearing conservation program if noise 

exposure is at or above 85 decibels 

averaged over 8 working hours, or an 

8-hour time-weighted average (TWA). 
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HEARING PROTECTION 

Make sure all employees are aware of the 

hazards of noise-induced hearing loss, so they 

can take steps to protect against them.

By Rick Pedley

What You Should Consider

Hearing Loss Prevention:
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using materials and machinery with 

care. Workers should avoid slam-

ming or dropping items that could 

put their colleagues’ hearing at risk.

• If the noise level can’t be adjusted, 

managers should install high noise 

area signs around the site to alert staff.

• They should also provide various 

types of hearing protection equip-

ment to workers before they enter 

the high noise area.

• Crew members should regularly in-

spect this equipment for damage, 

including cracks, tears or poor noise 

control, to make sure it will work as 

intended in the workplace.

• In addition to baseline testing, man-

agers should continue monitoring 

and testing their workers’ hearing 

to make sure they aren’t losing their 

hearing over time.

Even if some workers appear to have 

their hearing intact, they may see a no-

ticeable decline down the line since these 

symptoms may take years to develop.

Workers have a right to earn a liv-

ing without worrying about losing their 

hearing. If managers don’t comply with 

the latest noise pollution guidelines, 

workers have a right to report their 

employer to OSHA. Workers may also 

receive compensation if their hearing is 

damaged in the workplace.

If managers aren’t sure whether 

sound levels merit a hearing conserva-

tion program or they don’t know how to 

implement such a program, they should 

consult with a workplace safety profes-

sional with a background in preventing 

hearing loss. This person can help man-

agers identify potential hazards in the 

workplace while proposing a reason-

able solution for limiting staff exposure 

to these sounds.

Preventing hearing loss is often a group 

effort. Everyone in the workplace should 

be aware of the hazards of noise-induced 

hearing loss, so they can take steps to pro-

tect against them. If employees have any 

questions about hearing protection, they 

should contact their employer directly for 

more information.  EHS

Rick Pedley is president and CEO of 

PK Safety, a supplier of occupational 

safety and personal protective equip-

ment since 1947. 

occur due to noise exposure.

• If workers are potentially exposed 

to noise-induced hearing loss, they 

must be given a baseline audiogram 

within the first six months of work. 

Afterward, they should receive an 

annual audiogram performed by a 

certified audiologist, free of charge. 

They should then compare the re-

sults to those of the baseline audio-

gram to determine if noise exposure 

has caused hearing loss.

• Workers at risk of experiencing noise-

induced hearing loss should be given 

various hearing protection options, in-

cluding earplugs, earmuffs and head-

phones for reducing ambient sound.

• Employers must hold a hearing pro-

tection training program every year 

to make sure workers who will be 

exposed to more than 8 hours of 

85-decibel noise know how to protect 

themselves on the job.

• Records must be kept of employees’ 

varying noise exposure levels.

Hearing protection equipment comes 

in many different shapes and sizes. 

Managers should provide workers with 

a range of options, so they can choose 

the appropriate, securely-fitted equip-

ment for the task at hand.

For example, electricians will often 

wear dielectric headphones to protect 

them from electrical hazards. This 

equipment is often inserted underneath 

or on top of other personal protective 

equipment. Workers may need to use 

bands or inserts underneath their hel-

mets. In other cases, these devices may 

be mounted on the helmet or neck.

Some teams will use earplugs when it’s 

too hot to wear earmuffs or to supplement 

their hearing protection equipment. Plugs 

can be molded, custom molded or unmold-

ed. Some are corded, which may get in the 

way on the job. Some are disposable, while 

others are reusable. These devices should 

fit properly without making the worker 

uncomfortable. Managers should consider 

investing in custom-molded ear plugs for a 

better fit if their workers are continuously 

exposed to loud noises.

CREATING A HEARING 

CONSERVATION PROGRAM
Managers can use the following steps to 

implement a safe and effective hearing 

conservation program in the workplace:

• Managers should first make a check-

list of all the loud noises that occur 

in the workplace, including their 

respective decibel levels and how 

often they occur.

• Once the source of the noise has 

been identified, the manager should 

look for ways to reduce the noise 

level. This may include using a dif-

ferent piece of equipment, setting 

up a sound barrier, running equip-

ment during different times of the 

day or moving workers away from 

the source of the sound. Managers 

may also rotate their teams to limit 

their exposure to high noise levels. 

Preventing loud noises also means 

HEARING PROTECTION 

Workers have a 

right to earn a 

living without 

worrying about 

losing their 

hearing.
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F
or three decades, Michele Gel-

fand—a cultural psychologist and 

distinguished university profes-

sor at the University of Maryland—has 

studied systematically the cultures of 

more than 50 countries. She has re-

searched and documented a human dy-

namic that explains opposing reactions 

following top-down specifications of a 

regulation or rule, from a basic safety 

protocol to a requirement to wear a 

COVID-prevention face mask. Some 

people willingly comply with such di-

rectives; others reluctantly follow a 

mandate; and others resist compliance, 

sometimes with negative vocal discord 

and even physical conflict.

Professor Gelfand explains these 

differences in her profound and pro-

vocative 2018 book, Rule Makers, Rule 
Breakers: How tight and loose cultures 

The citizens promote self-control, cling 

to stability and monitor social media.

For example, China has for years 

tracked online opinions and criti-

cisms about the government among 

both residents and Chinese expatriates. 

Meanwhile, Singapore—a small is-

land country of about 5.6 million resi-

dents—epitomizes excessive control of 

public behavior by levying hefty fines 

for seemingly minor offenses. A person 

could be fined up to $1,000 for spitting 

on the street or for forgetting to flush a 

toilet in a public bathroom stall. Alcohol 

consumption in public is banned from 10 

p.m. until 7 a.m., and making too much 

noise in public places can lead to impris-

onment and/or a fine. Some elevators in 

Singapore are engineered to detect urine; 

if activated, the doors of the elevator lock 

shut until the authorities arrive to identify 

and fine the rule breaker.

Tighter countries typically have:

• higher population densities (e.g., 

India has more than a thousand resi-

dents per square mile),

wire our world. Indeed, the tight/loose 

dynamic influences our thoughts and 

behaviors regularly and can explain 

critical differences between people’s 

daily decisions as well as their inter-

personal exchanges. An understanding 

of this fundamental cultural distinction 

could facilitate an appreciation and ac-

ceptance of certain individual differ-

ences; it can also help reduce and/or 

resolve interpersonal conflict.

As Gelfand notes, “Tight-loose theory 

can help deepen our empathy toward those 

whose way just doesn’t sync with ours.”

TIGHT VS. LOOSE 

COUNTRIES
Tighter countries (e.g., China, Germany, 

India, Japan, Pakistan and Singapore) 

tend to have autocratic governments. 
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SAFETY LEADERSHIP 

A safety culture becomes more manageable when 

employees are heavily involved in the safety process.

By E. Scott Geller 

Tight vs. Loose Cultures: 

Ramifications for 
Occupational Health and Safety
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• been burdened by infectious dis-

eases (e.g., malaria, typhus and 

tuberculosis),

• endured more national disasters 

(e.g., China, Japan and Malaysia) 

and

• fewer natural resources.

The solidarity among the residents 

in these tighter countries increases the 

probability of surviving a national di-

saster. These countries have generally 

been more successful at controlling the 

COVID-19 pandemic because tight-

ness and solidarity enhance compli-

ance with COVID-prevention behavior. 

These human dynamics also provoke 

anger toward those who do not wear a 

face mask properly or who do not get 

vaccinated when the vaccine is readily 

available.

Loose countries (e.g., Australia, New 

Zealand, Greece, the Netherlands, Ven-

ezuela and the U.S.) typically:

• evidence more creativity and a high-

er percentage of immigrants,

• are more open to change and differ-

ent ideas,

• are more tolerant of diversity and 

more accepting of the LGBTQ+ 

community and

• promote free speech.

Relatedly, nearly half of all Dutch 

children are born to unmarried parents. 

These looser countries also experience 

higher rates of alcohol consumption, 

more gambling and more obesity.

In addition, these looser countries 

have not handled the COVID-19 pan-

demic as well as the tighter countries, 

primarily because of lower adherence to 

COVID-prevention behaviors—wear-

ing face masks properly and obtaining 

available vaccinations. As one Ameri-

can was quoted on CBS News, “I be-

lieve in the vaccinations; I just want it 

to be my choice.”

THE CURVILINEAR EFFECT
Gelfand and her associates assessed 

citizens’ subjective well-being (SWB) 

in more than 30 different countries 

and discovered a curvilinear relation-

ship—an inverted U—between SWB 

and degree of cultural tightness. The 

extremely tight and loose nations had 

the lowest levels of SWB and the high-

est levels of depression and rates of 

suicide. Those countries that were mod-

erate or less extreme on the tight/loose 

rude as well as more orderly, polite and 

self-regulated.

COUNTRY VS. CULTURE
Although we’ve been referring the tight/

loose dynamic to different countries, 

the concept of culture could certainly 

be substituted for country. Culture is 

defined by the American Heritage Dic-
tionary as “the attitudes, feelings, val-

ues and behavior that categorize and 

inform society as a whole or any social 

group within it.”

Culture can refer to a particular com-

munity, family, organization or work 

group within an organization. Howev-

er, by generalizing culture to an entire 

country, we realize how large-scale fac-

tors—such as vulnerability to national 

disasters, population density, environ-

mental resources, territorial threats and 

infectious disease—can influence the 

attitudes, feelings, values and behaviors 

of the residents of a particular country.

Of course, this tight/loose cultural 

dynamic is reflected by social norms, 

which are conveyed and supported 

from infancy to adulthood. Although 

social norms provide direction and 

support for individual and group be-

havior, Gelfand points out that “tight 

cultures have strong social norms and 

little tolerance for deviance, while 

loose cultures have weak social norms 

and are highly permissive.”

In the U.S., the tight/loose culture dy-

namic relates to socioeconomic classes, 

with upper-class individuals typically 

being more rude, less ethical and less 

rule-governed than those in the lower 

classes. Higher education is generally 

more difficult for lower-class individu-

als, partly because of the relatively 

loose culture in colleges and universi-

ties. A study of over 145,000 students at 

six large public universities found that 

students from lower working-class fam-

ilies reported a lower sense of belong-

ing, more distress and depression, and 

less satisfaction with their educational 

experience than did their peers from 

upper-class families (Soria, Stebleton 

and Huesman, 2013).

In tight cultures, college students al-

ways address their professors by title—

Dr. or Professor—and their last name. 

However, in the loose culture of the 

U.S., many students call professors by 

their first name, especially the younger 

continuum scored highest on SWB and 

evidenced lower depression levels and 

suicide rates.

Moreover, life expectancy is lowest 

in the extremely tight countries (e.g., 

India, Pakistan, Turkey) and in the loos-

est countries (e.g., Brazil, Hungary, 

Ukraine). The tightest and loosest coun-

tries also have the lowest gross domestic 

product (GDP) per capita. Incidentally, 

the U.S. scored relatively high on SWB, 

but lower than the three countries that 

were judged to be more loose (Austra-

lia, the Netherlands and New Zealand).

DIVERSITY AMONG STATES
It is noteworthy that within the rela-

tive looseness of the U.S., levels of 

tight/loose vary significantly between 

states. Tighter states include Alabama, 

Arkansas, Oklahoma, Mississippi and 

Tennessee; looser states include Cali-

fornia, Florida, Idaho, Iowa, Nebraska, 

Oregon and Washington. Regarding 

general U.S. regions, the West and the 

Northeast are the loosest, the South is 

the tightest and the Midwest is midway 

between tight and loose.

Gelfand’s research revealed a variety 

of cultural differences between tight and 

loose U.S. states. In particular, tight states:

• have more police and law enforce-

ment officials and incarcerate a 

greater proportion of their citizens;

• evidence lower divorce rates, 

single-parent households and 

homelessness; and

• have higher percentages of residents 

who attend religious services, dem-

onstrate in-group loyalty, refrain 

from both drug use and premarital 

sex, and “take a black-and-white 

view of what is right and wrong.”

The data analysts of a website that 

provides assistance with personal fi-

nances (i.e., WalletHub) scored each 

of the 50 states with regard to their rec-

reational options—including beaches, 

national parks, movie theaters, amuse-

ment parks, casinos, bars and music 

festivals. The most “fun” states were 

among the loosest—Colorado, Nevada, 

New York and Oregon—and the least 

“fun” states were among the tightest—

Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky and West 

Virginia. While the tighter states have 

fewer entertainment options, the resi-

dents of those states are considered less 
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faculty. This is typically accepted by 

most professors and is often encouraged. 

Similarly, in the U.S., polite salutations 

and personal signatures are often miss-

ing in letters, e-mails and text messages.

TAKEAWAYS FOR

SAFETY LEADERS

This brief review of the tight/loose dis-

tinction evidenced in different countries, 

U.S. states, and within community and 

organizational cultures helps to explain 

observations of variable human reac-

tions to occupational health and safety 

(OHS) rules and regulations—from will-

ing compliance to reactive resistance.

The tightness or looseness of the 

culture in which people are raised and 

nurtured certainly influences their will-

ingness to follow a prescribed protocol. 

In the workplace, compliance with safe 

operating procedures (SOPs) is required 

and monitored. Tight cultures have no 

trouble making this happen, but such 

top-down control can be challenging in a 

loose culture or among employees with 

a loose-culture mindset.

However, top-down rules and regula-

tions can seem less controlling when man-

agement involves employees in custom-

izing SOPs for their own work areas. In 

addition, a work culture loosens up when 

management solicits safety suggestions 

from employees, and then implements 

those that are relevant and reasonable.

Perhaps realizing that nurture can 

program individuals to resist mandates 

that are perceived to reduce individual 

choice will enhance empathic under-

standing among those who resist obe-

dience. Perhaps it will also inspire the 

use of these and other techniques to 

increase perceptions of autonomy in an 

OHS system that requires compliance 

with specified rules and regulations. 

The more employee involvement in an 

organization’s OHS process—from cus-

tomizing and evaluating SOPs to devel-

oping and implementing interventions 

to increase occurrences of safety-related 

behavior—the greater the perception of 

individual choice and personal commit-

ment to support OHS.  EHS

E. Scott Geller, Ph.D., Alumni Distin-

guished Professor, is director of the 

Center for Applied Behavior Systems 

at Virginia Tech. He is a co-founder and 

senior partner of Safety Performance 

Solutions Inc. and GellerAC4P Inc.
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S
tudies show that every 15 to 30 

seconds, someone around the 

world dies from a work-related 

incident. To protect workers, companies 

across industry sectors are increasingly 

taking a closer look at their employee 

safety programs. For many, this also 

means turning to the latest advances in 

technology for help. But companies must 

first ask if the solutions they’re imple-

menting are effective.

From my experience working with 

companies across the globe, organiza-

tions all too often inadvertently make 

mistakes when it comes to using technol-

ogy to keep employees safe on the job. 

This results in a range of potential safety 

issues, from gaps in alert monitoring to 

incomplete risk mitigation to insufficient 

communication protocols.

Running a safety program is a com-

plex, multilayered task that involves 

equipment checks, incident investigation 

and compliance reporting. An effective 

safety program relies on several differ-

ent systems working seamlessly together. 

Automation can help, but the last thing 

you want to do when introducing the 

latest tools into the mix is to upset your 

company’s operational rhythm and lose 

employee confidence as a result.

Here are what I have found to be the 

top mistakes companies make when it 

comes to adopting safety-related tech-

nology—and how to avoid them.

1.FAILING TO UNDERSTAND 

EXACTLY WHO NEEDS 

PROTECTING IN THE FIRST PLACE

Prevention begins with understanding 

and identifying all the ways employees 

can be harmed. Unfortunately, many 

companies err on the side of “good 

enough” when it comes to conducting 

2. NEGLECTING TO CONSIDER 

BARRIERS TO ADOPTION

When it comes to installing workplace 

safety devices, the more seamless the 

experience, the greater your chance of 

success. It’s important to know if addi-

tional IT infrastructure will be required 

to operate your devices.

Some safety monitoring products 

come network-ready out-of-the-box, 

similar to the way your new cell phone 

automatically connects to your telecom-

munications provider and loads features 

once you power on. However, others 

rely on extra pieces of equipment or 

steps to provide connectivity, such as 

the way a cell phone tethers to a tablet 

to create a Wi-Fi hot spot. The latter 

works, but the service isn’t the most re-

liable or convenient.

Some products require on-premises 

software installations that your in-house 

IT staff will need to maintain, including 

the time and expense of managing firm-

ware updates. Others are cloud-based, 

meaning updates occur automatically, 

and the service provider is responsible 

for maintenance.

3.NOT ASKING THE RIGHT 

TECHNICAL QUESTIONS

Protecting hardworking employees re-

quires hardworking technology, and that 

means ensuring your safety devices are 

secure, well-connected, have a long bat-

tery life, and will promptly receive and 

respond to alerts.

I’ve seen scenarios where connec-

tivity was added to older generation 

safety devices, requiring additional 

infrastructure to be implemented. 

For example, some gas monitors use 

an add-on communication hub that 

requires a cellular plan and special 

software to send alerts to a cell phone. 

Not only does this type of configura-

tion drain the battery life of a safety 

device—causing a 20-hour run-time 

to quickly wane to 12 hours or less 

their worker risk assessments, and that 

leaves people vulnerable.

For example, a large energy pro-

ducer might equip their field employ-

ees with gas detectors to alert them to 

the presence of toxic or combustible 

gas and have them check in every hour 

by phone. But what if something hap-

pens unrelated to a gas event, such as a 

slip, fall or stroke? I recall one situation 

where a lone worker suffered a heart at-

tack and died on the job. Regrettably, he 

wasn’t discovered until his wife phoned 

his employer after not hearing from him 

for more than 24 hours.

To fully protect workers, your risk as-

sessment must be thorough and meticu-

lous. Start by assembling a carefully cu-

rated team comprised of a cross-section 

of health and safety professionals and 

other subject matter experts who have 

hands-on work experience.

Ask your newly assembled team to 

perform a step-by-step analysis of all 

workplace activities to flag any situa-

tion that can potentially cause injury or 

harm. They should also observe work-

ers during different times and days of 

the week to help identify gaps in safety 

monitoring related to equipment safety; 

the implications of possible long-term 

exposure to chemicals, noise and other 

hazards; or potential weather hazards, 

for example.

7 Mistakes Companies 
Make with Safety Technology

SAFETY TECHNOLOGY 

How to more effectively 

use technology to improve 

employee safety.

By Shane McEwen
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because you’re constantly pinging 

a cellular network—but there’s also 

the risk that the cell phone you’re 

pinging might be in use or running 

an app in the background, causing 

alerts to be delayed.

Good questions to ask when survey-

ing specifications include:

• How long does a device take to 

charge, and what is the average bat-

tery life per charge?

• Are additional battery packs available?

• What security certifications are 

supported?

• Are multi-factor authentication and 

single sign-on supported?

• Can devices connect directly, or do 

they require a smartphone, tablet, ad-

ditional app or added infrastructure?

• What is the minimum length of time 

between sending out an SOS and 

receiving it on a monitoring soft-

ware dashboard? The maximum 

length of time?

4. CHOOSING SPECIALIZED 

VS. MULTIFUNCTIONAL 

PRODUCTS

When I talk to chief technology officers 

at large oil and gas producers, they of-

ten tell me their main concern is how 

to minimize the “Christmas tree effect” 

that occurs when workers end up with 

gear “hanging” off of them. Workers 

are already burdened by the need to 

wear personal protective equipment, 

such as a hard hat, fire retardant cover-

alls, gloves, safety goggles and safety 

boots. They must then add two-way 

radios, GPS locators, intrinsically safe 

tablets or gas detectors.

Each device might be really good at 

its specific job, but together they repre-

sent a heavy load that doesn’t always 

make for the most effective safety so-

lution. A more efficient approach is to 

look for more modern, all-in-one de-

vices that converge multiple features 

onto one connected platform. When 

one device provides gas monitoring, 

two-way communication, fall detection 

and the ability to connect to an around-

the-clock emergency response call 

center, you’ll have greater visibility 

into your workforce. Meanwhile, the 

technology burden will be substantially 

reduced for workers in the field.

a connected safety device that includes 

integrated two-way communication—or 

is backed by a 24-hour emergency re-

sponse command center supported by 

live agents—you’re assuring their safety 

under every circumstance. An automated 

“man-down, no motion” feature may 

seem superfluous, but if an employee is 

exposed to toxic gas or suffers a stroke 

or heart attack, a quick intervention could 

be the difference between life or death.

7. RELYING SOLELY ON 

CELLULAR COVERAGE FOR 

CONNECTIVITY

If you’re not using always-on connected 

devices that record and stream safety 

data 24/7, you run the risk of leaving 

your employees vulnerable.

One energy producer I spoke with 

recently said they were using cellular 

coverage to communicate with oil well 

inspectors in the field, who must park 

their work trucks and rely on ATVs to 

access extremely remote well locations. 

Their gas monitors connected to special 

truck-mounted communications boxes 

that served as relay points, but they of-

ten ended up out of range. They didn’t 

love the solution, but it was the best cov-

erage their vendor could offer.

A better practice in that scenario 

would be to use satellite coverage. There 

are safety monitoring platforms avail-

able that offer a choice of either cellular 

or satellite coverage, making it possible 

to equip lone workers with battery-

powered satellite relay boxes that can be 

mounted on the ATVs themselves. The 

end result is better off-road protection in 

ultra remote locations.

At the end of the day, getting the most 

from your technology implementation 

requires up front research and plan-

ning, combined with strategic applica-

tion, to ensure your connected devices 

work seamlessly and are easy to use. 

By avoiding some common technol-

ogy implementation mistakes, you can 

take your safety program from “good 

enough” to “great,” creating a better 

employee experience and saving lives in 

the process.  EHS

Shane McEwen is global product mar-

keting manager at Blackline Safety, a 

provider of connected safety technology.

5. NOT PLACING ENOUGH 

IMPORTANCE ON DATA 

COLLECTION AND REPORTING

In order to get a clear view of how your 

safety program is performing, you’ll 

want to be able to measure it. That re-

quires having data at your fingertips. 

Otherwise, you’ll be left operating in 

the dark with no clear window into us-

age information that could help identify 

problems proactively.

Instead, look for safety monitoring 

devices that are connected to the cloud 

and constantly streaming valuable infor-

mation about everything from employee 

movement to the inner workings of your 

devices, including temperature, humidity 

data and detailed sensor information to 

help with diagnostics. By applying data 

analytics—either using an in-house team 

or outsourcing to your vendor—you can 

search for patterns and identify problems 

you didn’t even know you had.

We once helped a company mitigate 

risk by using data analysis to identify 

the implication of a small leak of a low-

level gas. It didn’t meet the threshold for 

an evacuation alert, but exposure would 

have been harmful over time. When the 

company researched it further, they dis-

covered an old gas tank buried beneath 

the area and then were able to mitigate 

the risk. The ability to collect and report 

on vital data is key to taking your safety 

program to the next level.

6. FAILING TO 

TREAT ADVANCED 

COMMUNICATION AS A NECESSITY

The majority of industrial sites today still 

use what we call “beep and flash” tech-

nology, i.e., devices that monitor for dan-

ger and send a very loud alert intended to 

notify others in the area. The problem is 

that alert might not be sufficient to pro-

tect all employees—for example, em-

ployees who either work alone or with 

no one nearby to hear the sound if they 

happen to be knocked unconscious, or 

when employees work under noisy con-

ditions that require wearing noise-can-

celling earmuffs. Refineries are particu-

larly challenging because the complexity 

of their piping infrastructure makes it 

difficult to spot a fallen co-worker who 

might be 30 feet away or less.

When you equip your workers with 
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L
eading indicators are noth-

ing new to occupational safety. 

These are metrics that indicate 

safety performance prior to an 

incident occurring. Given that occupa-

tional injuries resulted in an estimated 

cost of $171 billion in 2019, there is 

great potential benefit in proactively 

addressing hazards to prevent injuries 

(National Safety Council, 2022).

However, it is not enough to select a 

few leading indicators and then 

expect safety performance to im-

prove. To be effective, one must 

determine which leading indica-

tors to use in each situation, track 

them accurately and evaluate 

the results. If any of these steps 

are not performed fully, then the 

benefits will be lacking. There 

will also likely be frustration and 

wasted effort.

START WITH  

THE END IN MIND
With our busy schedules and bias to-

ward action, it is tempting to move 

through the selection process quickly. 

Resist that temptation. Instead, make 

sure you have a clear picture of what 

you are trying to accomplish.

Envision your safety program in the 

future. How does it look? Think about the 

perceptions, decisions, stories and behav-

iors that need to be in place for your future 

vision (Mathis & Galloway, 2013).

From there, try to identify the observ-

able signs of a strong safety culture. Is 

the workplace clean and orderly? Are 

employees identifying and reporting 

hazards on their own? What else could 

you observe? Keep these things in mind 

as you move forward, identifying ac-

tionable areas that will, in turn, deter-

mine your leading indicators.

SELECT LEADING INDICATORS

Once you have crafted a solid safety vi-

sion and reviewed incident data, it is time 

to select your leading indicators. Think 

about what you can observe and measure 

to make that vision a reality. Often, near 

miss reporting will be an important part 

of any proactive safety vision.

However, there are other important, 

proactive metrics to consider, such as the 

number of hazards reported (without being 

a near miss). Results from a regular em-

ployee perception survey can help gauge 

the health of the safety culture. Some lead-

ing indicators to consider include: 

• near misses,

• number of hazards reported,

• number of safety work orders 

entered/closed,

• number of audits/inspections 

completed,

• hours of safety training, 

• ergonomic projects completed, 

• risk assessments completed,

• number of safety committee 

meetings, 

• percent of employees making 

safety observations.

As you can see, there are many poten-

tial leading indicators. This is why it is 

important that you take the time to deter-

mine your specific needs and what you 

need to accomplish. What works well for 

one organization or plant is not necessar-

ily the right fit for another.

So, what are your intended results? 

Suppose at a high level you want to see 

reduced injuries (of course!) and drive 

greater employee engagement.

When you reviewed your data, you 

found that 33% of your injuries are re-

lated to ergonomics. Based on this, you 

will most likely want to set a leading in-

dicator focused on driving ergonomic 

improvements. As an example, your 

leading indicator could be a reduction of 

ergonomic risk by 20% annually. This 

then drives ergonomic assessments, ergo-

nomic improvement projects, follow-up 

assessments and other related activities to 

Also, look at your injury data to see 

what trends are present. There are many 

ways to do this depending on what you 

are using and your specific situation. 

If this is not already in place, a Pareto 

chart, or bar chart, is good for breaking 

this down. It helps to visualize the data 

and target those causes that result in the 

largest number of incidents.

Depending on the categories used, 

there will typically be three to four 

causes that make up around 80% of the 

items listed. Take some time to reflect 

when setting this up. The incident data 

and categories used as the input will need 

to make sense for your organization.

When it comes to leading indicators, 

there is no set prescription since every 

organization has its own personality, 

challenges, culture, history, etc. How-

ever, all these things need to be taken 

into consideration.

Creating a safety vision to guide 

where you want to go—along with a re-

view of available incident data—allows 

you to determine what areas need to be 

improved most. It is also important to 

not get bogged down here because of the 

complexities involved. Provide a good, 

thoughtful analysis to select the results 

you would like to measure and then 

move onto the next step. Remember, you 

are after progress, not perfection.

Leading Indicators:  
Driving Proactive Safety
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Having a clear picture of what needs to be achieved must 

be the first step when using leading indicators.

by Eric W. Thompson 
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achieve a reduction in ergonomic risk.

Likewise, for employee engagement 

you might choose to focus on the number 

of employees identifying safety hazards. 

This would help raise employee awareness 

as well as get them used to identifying and 

reporting hazards. With good manage-

ment response, a commitment to creating 

a safe workplace would be demonstrated. 

This would be further encouraged because 

managers would be actively pushing for 

hazard reporting from their employees to 

help meet the targets established.

Of course, these are just examples. The 

main thing is to determine the best lead-

ing indicators to help you drive activities 

that will help you achieve your safety 

goals. However, remember to do the best 

you can without getting too caught up in 

picking the perfect metrics. There is al-

ways opportunity for improvement.

   

GET PROACTIVE

You have now identified leading indica-

tors focused on making the biggest im-

ing stakeholders will help keep everyone 

supporting efforts to drive leading indica-

tors in the desired direction.

In summary, make sure you know what 

you need to achieve, select leading indi-

cators that will drive action toward those 

goals and ensure the resulting activities 

are effective. It seems simple but is quite 

complicated. Nonetheless, if leading in-

dicators are implemented correctly, then 

positive results are sure to follow.  EHS 

Eric W. Thompson, CSP, is a consultant 

with VelocityEHS, a provider of EHS 

software solutions.
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pact on safety. Ideally, key members of 

your management team helped choose 

those leading indicators. If not, make 

sure they are aware of what leading in-

dicators have been selected, why they 

were selected, and what actions they 

are intended to promote. By sharing 

these with the management team, they 

will have a better understanding of the 

different ways they can promote safety. 

These leading indicators will need to be 

regularly reviewed like any other key 

business metric.

In addition, make sure that you peri-

odically evaluate your leading indicators 

for effectiveness. If a leading indicator is 

not driving meaningful action, then mod-

ify or replace it. Just make sure you are 

deliberate in how any change is handled.

Changing something that is clearly not 

working will demonstrate a willingness 

to improve. Making changes that are not 

understood or appreciated will appear to 

be “change for change’s sake” and erode 

confidence in your efforts. Like anything 

else, good communication and involv-
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S
uccessfully combatting compla-

cency starts by understanding 

that the root cause of complacen-

cy is how the brain handles re-

petitive behavior. In other words, 

complacency is a by-product of habit.

In casual conversation, people often 

talk about habit as a behavior. But that’s 

not quite right. A habit is a behavior that 

results from a neural pathway. Advances 

in neuroscience have revealed that habit 

results from the collaboration of two 

parts of the brain.

The first is the prefrontal cortex 

(PFC), which sits above the eyes. It’s 

responsible for advanced executive func-

tions such as paying attention, predicting 

outcomes and prioritizing information. 

The PFC is critical to activities such as 

planning a critical lift, having interactive 

job briefs or taking a site walk.

The second is the striatum. The stria-

tum is about the size of a walnut and sits 

on top of the brain stem. It’s the habit 

center, reward center and goal-motivated 

behavior center.

When the brain is doing something 

new, a communication loop fires up be-

tween these two parts in the brain, and all 

the neurons during the activity fire. How-

colors, shapes, locations, movement and 

more) to just doing our jobs.

Unfortunately, the processing capacity 

of the brain is limited. There is so much 

information to process that the brain needs 

to prioritize, and it uses shortcuts to ac-

complish as much as possible. There are 

many different types of shortcuts, but the 

one applicable to our topic here is habit.

A habit is a neurological shortcut the 

brain can use when engaged in a repetitive 

task. The range of repetitive tasks is quite 

large. Not only does it include actions like 

brushing your teeth and wearing personal 

protective equipment, but also behaviors 

like asking for help, reacting calmly in 

stressful situations and problem solving. 

Beyond behaviors, people have created 

habits to process emotions, thoughts, deci-

sions and actions.

Habits are a double-edged sword. 

They provide human beings with the 

ability to learn rapidly and perform re-

petitive tasks with as little energy and ef-

fort as possible, freeing up those cogni-

tive resources to be used for other tasks. 

ever, the brain is a quick learner. The next 

time it repeats that action, it’s a little more 

familiar. Fewer neurons fire.

As this process is repeated, the action 

gets easier and easier, so fewer and fewer 

neurons fire. When something has been 

repeated often enough to become a habit, 

the PFC does not need to be involved. Not 

all the neurons fire during this activity, just 

the ones at the beginning and the end.

REPETITION IS  

THE MOTHER OF HABIT
In a nutshell, repetition is the mother of 

habit. By repeating an action over and 

over, the brain carves a deep neural path-

way that requires very little work in order 

to operate.

In many ways, this is a good thing 

because the brain must process an un-

quantifiable amount of information. This 

includes everything from our own au-

tonomic nervous systems (e.g., internal 

temperature, heart rate, eye blinking and 

more) to taking in external stimuli (e.g., 
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Training supervisors and 

frontline employees to 

ask effective questions 

at strategic moments 

can help trigger critical 

thinking and situational 

awareness.

By Sharon Lipinski
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But there is a price exacted when habits 

are triggered: the PFC is often no longer 

actively involved in brain processing. 

When the PFC is not engaging, then we 

have lost an important safety resource.

Based on this understanding of the 

biological process of the human brain, 

we can offer a more accurate definition 

of complacency that opens the door to 

more effective strategies.

Complacency is a state of decreased 

external awareness and reduced sensi-

tivity to hazards caused by the brain’s 

ability to activate neural pathways that 

require less PFC activity.

This definition reflects the current 

neurobiological assessment of what 

happens in the brain when habits are es-

tablished, and it reveals that complacen-

cy is a physical state. It’s a by-product 

of the part of the brain people can use by 

virtue of the fact they’ve done an activ-

ity so many times.

Now the solution to complacency be-

comes clear: move the brain activity and 

reengage the PFC. While we’ve identified 

several different practices that can accom-

plish this task, one of our favorites is ask-

ing good questions. A good question can 

only be answered by the PFC.

Another reason asking questions is 

such a powerful strategy is that it can 

be used to short circuit complacency in 

ourselves and in others. Any individual 

can ask themselves a question that will 

reengage their PFC, and safety profes-

sionals can use questions as they’re 

doing their audits or site walks. In ad-

dition, supervisors can ask questions as 

their teams are starting a job or in the 

middle of their work.

WHEN TO ASK QUESTIONS, 

AND WHY
There are at least four good times to be 

asking questions:

• When a group is starting the day or 

a task together.

• When an individual is starting a task 

or switching to a different task.

• When there is some type of pressure 

element such as time, visibility or 

interpersonal conflict. The hu-

man brain under pressure is much 

have to sift through information quickly 

to identify what’s most important and 

what applies to the situation versus 

what’s just noise and can be ignored. 

The more experience people have, the 

more intuitively they’ll be able to pri-

oritize. To accelerate learning, leaders 

and senior staff should be explicit about 

what they’re seeing and why they’re 

paying attention to specific items.

A POWERFUL STRATEGY

You can think of these categories as 

forming a circle. Typically, employees 

start with planning questions. They ask 

perceiving questions to gather more in-

formation. Next, they play the movie 

forward to predict what could poten-

tially happen. Then, they look at the 

situation from a different point of view. 

With that additional information, they 

can prioritize what’s most important and 

what needs to happen first. Finally, they 

return to planning questions to incorpo-

rate the insights they’ve gained.

Proceeding through these differ-

ent categories of questions should oc-

cur regularly, but they may not happen 

in order. For example, after the initial 

planning phase, perceiving questions 

may reveal hazards or a problem with 

equipment that requires them to return 

immediately to the planning phase.

Training supervisors and frontline 

employees on how to ask effective ques-

tions at strategic moments can reengage 

the PFC, which triggers critical thinking 

and situational awareness. It’s a power-

ful strategy to combat the ever-present 

hazard of complacency.  EHS

Sharon Lipinski is the Habit SuperHero and 

CEO of Habit Mastery Consulting, which 

helps organizations increase their targeted 

safety behavior by up to 150%. She is a 

Certified Gamification for Training devel-

oper, certified CBT for insomnia instructor, 

speaker, TV personality and coach dedi-

cated to helping people create the right 

habits so they can be happier, healthier and 

safer at home and in their work. Download 

100+ complacency fighting questions at 

habitmasteryconsulting.com/questions.

more likely to use existing neural 

pathways, so these are prime op-

portunities for a strategic pause to 

reengage the PFC.

• When people are engaged in repeti-

tive work.

Our research has identified at least 

five different types of questions that ac-

complish different goals:

PLANNING
People will often naturally start here as 

they think about how to do a task. Pre-

job planning checklists often include a 

number of planning questions that may 

not be formed as questions but never-

theless serve the same purpose. For ex-

ample, when a team member is filling 

out the tool section of the checklist, the 

implied questions are, “What tools do 

we need? Do we need a grinder?” Yes. 

“Do we need fall protection?” No.

PERCEIVING
The purpose of these questions is to 

gather information using the senses. 

What do I see, hear and smell? How does 

that compare to my past experiences? 

What do the job aids tell me about poten-

tial hazards I might encounter? Many of 

these questions can also be systemized 

into a pre-job planning checklist.

PREDICTING
These are questions that play the movie 

forward and imagine what the future 

looks like if things continue on this path. 

Or they might play the movie backward. 

If this is where we want to go, what are 

the steps that will take us there? What un-

expected events could interfere with that?

PERSPECTIVE CHANGING
These questions ask people to put 

themselves in someone else’s shoes or 

look at the situation from a different 

angle. These are often closely related 

to predicting questions, because an-

swering them often involves imagining 

what will happen as the movie plays 

forward from that point of view.

PRIORITIZING
In any given situation, there is a lot of 

information to process. Your employees 
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S
erious injuries and fatalities 

(SIFs) in the workplace reached 

5,333 in 2019, the highest total 

since 2007. But while the num-

ber of SIFs decreased in 2020, these inci-

dents have declined at a much slower rate 

than other less serious injuries.

In 2020, nearly half (42%) of work-

place SIFs occurred in the construction 

industry—one of the most dangerous 

labor sectors—but workers across all 

industries are at risk. From waste man-

agement to transportation, there is a dire 

need for SIF and potential SIF (pSIF) 

prevention. In addition to jeopardiz-

ing worker safety, these events create 

reputational, financial and legal conse-

quences for the organization.

Ultimately, safety training plays a vi-

tal role in lowering the rate of SIFs, but 

it’s only one component of the safety 

bodily reactions. These incidents most 

frequently result in sprains, strains and 

tears; fractures and dislocations; and 

cuts, lacerations, wounds and bruises.

But the impact of SIF incidents is 

felt throughout the entire organization. 

Workplace injuries can cost up to thou-

sands of dollars in damages—and up 

to millions of dollars for fatal injuries. 

SIFs also commonly result in lawsuits 

and negative press, damaging the orga-

nization’s reputation.

One thing that complicates the chal-

lenge of reducing SIFs is the disconnect 

between full-time and contracted em-

ployees. Full-time employees typically 

complete the onboarding process when 

they begin work at a company and under-

go continuous training and recertifica-

tion. Contract workers are more likely to 

be rushed into a job they aren’t prepared 

for. And, in many instances, they don’t 

receive sufficient health care, which 

makes their injuries an even greater risk.

Fortunately, there is a way to create a 

safer workplace for both full-time and con-

tract workers, and it starts with looking at 

data on past incidents in your organization.

HOW TO REDUCE SIFS 

WITH DATA AND ANALYTICS

Historically, risk and safety managers 

gathered data from incident manage-

ment systems and observational audits 

to analyze safety event and performance 

data. But now that most work is done by 

contract workers in fields like construc-

tion and agriculture, risk and safety 

managers must track incidents across 

multiple employers and locations.

Instead of relying on this difficult 

and tedious method of evaluating per-

formance and safety data, many com-

panies are turning to data and analytics 

to determine the underlying causes of 

SIFs. Using a purpose-built contractor 

management platform with analytics 

capabilities, you can more easily sub-

mit, access and analyze data, such as 

performance and incident trends.

How does this work, exactly?  

and risk management process. You need 

to identify the root causes of these in-

cidents to improve processes and train-

ings; the most effective way to do that is 

with data and analytics.

THE CAUSES AND 

CONSEQUENCES OF SIFS
Although the total number of SIF cases 

fell in 2020, the rate of occurrence ac-

tually increased—from 2019 to 2020, 

days away from work decreased by 

61% while the total number of SIFs 

only decreased by 10%.

However, the leading cause of these 

incidents has remained consistent since 

2018: contact with objects or equip-

ment. The second and third most com-

mon causes of SIF incidents are falls, 

slips and trips; and overexertion and 

Harness the Power of Data and Analytics to 

Reduce Workplace Injuries and Fatalities

SAFETY LEADERSHIP
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Data can provide a clear understanding of where to 

allocate resources in order to equip workers with the right 

tools and training to stay safe.

By Rick Dorsett
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ers can report and categorize on-site 

incidents in real time, storing the orga-

nization’s entire safety and performance 

data in a single repository. The more 

specific and high quality the data, the 

better you can analyze it to understand 

the potential for SIFs.

After submitting an incident report, 

the analytics dashboard evaluates the na-

ture of the event. Over time, the platform 

helps recognize trends and pinpoint spe-

cific activities and processes that expose 

workers to risk. This equips you with the 

necessary knowledge to apply corrective 

actions to workplace processes and bet-

ter mitigate future SIFs.

For example, in 2020 we discovered 

that certain indicators had a high corre-

lation with higher or lower SIF rates in 

the construction industry. SIF rates were 

69% higher for contractors who oper-

ate commercial motor vehicles, but they 

were 22% lower if someone submitted a 

program for NFPA-70E (electrical safety). 

This data highlights not only the need for 

better training for commercial motor ve-

hicle operation, but also the importance of 

submitting safety documentation.

In addition to protecting workers and 

avoiding the consequences of SIFs, data 

and analytics enable you to:

Focus efforts. The ability to pin-

point exactly what specific activities 

or processes are contributing to higher 

SIF rates allows you to focus your ef-

forts on improving them. For example, 

if you determine that working at heights 

of 6 feet or higher correlates to a higher 

SIF rate, you can prioritize safety train-

ing and processes around working at 

elevated heights.

Create a culture of safety. With 

a clear understanding of where to allo-

cate resources for safety improvements, 

you can equip workers with the right 

tools and training to stay safe. Initial 

training before a job is critical, but on-

the-job training and continuous knowl-

edge assessments help ensure a more 

thorough comprehension of protocols. 

© 2022 STREAMLIGHT, INC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.STREAMLIGHT.COM/HAZLO-HEADLAMPS

The Enduro® Pro HAZ-LO®

and USB HAZ-LO® Headlamps
With alkaline or rechargeable options, these safety 
rated, Class 1, Div. 1 Headlamps provide long runtime 
with both spot and fl ood options in the same light. 
Work safely and avoid trip hazards with fl exible 
hands-free lighting from Streamlight.

SPOT/FLOOD       |       ALKALINE & RECHARGEABLE OPTIONS       |       LOW PROFILE       |       LIGHTWEIGHT

Creating a culture of safety is a win-win 

for employees and employers.

Become a preferred employer. 
Marketing yourself as an empathetic, 

safety-first employer is crucial, espe-

cially in today’s tight labor market. By 

allowing potential employees to evalu-

ate the organization’s safety data—if the 

numbers look good—a contracted work-

er will more likely want to work for you.

The need for SIF and pSIF preven-

tion is on the rise, as the incidence rate 

doesn’t appear to be slowing down. 

Workplace safety should always be a 

priority, but consider using data and 

analytics to uncover the root causes of 

these serious incidents. This will enable 

you to improve processes and enhance 

training procedures that will benefit 

both you and your workers.  EHS

Rick Dorsett is a director at ISN, where 

he oversees the company’s health, 

safety, environmental and sustain-

ability review team.
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A Work Boot for Women
KEEN Utility has released the women’s Dover work boot. 

It’s designed for the unique fit needs 

of today’s tradeswomen, part of 

the company’s “Tradeswomen 

Tested” program. With a design 

inspired by KEEN’s hiking boots, 

the boot is non-metallic and 

weighs nearly 15% less than 

traditional steel. The Dover 

features the new KEEN KON-

NECTFIT Heel Locking System 

along with the KEEN Utility LUFTcell 

midsole with nearly 100,000 air bubbles per 

cubic centimeter, providing lightweight comfort 

for all-day wear. The Dover also has an ergonomically 

designed, removable footbed for support; a Cleansport NXT 

antimicrobial liner for natural odor protection; waterproof 

leather upper; and an EH-rated abrasion-, oil- and slip-resis-

tant non-marking rubber outsole. 

KEEN Utility

www.keenfootwear.com/work/  

ESG Reporting Tool 
IsoMetrix has launched Lumina, an environmental, social 

and governance (ESG) application. Lumina is designed to 

be an all-in-one ESG management solution that supports 

the collection of data to help companies manage and 

report on their ESG and sustainability performance. The 

reporting tool is built on a new SaaS platform and assists 

with governance reporting requirements; reducing envi-

ronmental impact while positively affecting social factors, 

such as diversity and inclusion; and identifying operational 

efficiencies to help lower costs. Lumina allows companies 

to track ESG standards via its Indicators Library, which 

contains pre-defined question sets and other content 

aligned with GRI, SASB, WEF and TCFD standards; full 

audit tracking; and built-in collaboration features. The ap-

plication also helps companies visualize and analyze data 

through a range of dashboards and package it for report-

ing purposes. 

IsoMetrix

www.isometrix.com/lumina 

Connected Gas Detection Solution
Guardhat has added gas monitoring from RKI Instru-

ments to their connected worker platform. Integrating 

RKI Instruments’ GX-3R Pro allows users to respond to 

exposure threats in real time, before incidents occur, as 

well as aggregate and analyze 

exposure trends to improve 

worker safety and operations. 

The GX-3R Pro can simulta-

neously detect the standard 

confined-space gases—lower 

explosive limit, oxygen, car-

bon monoxide and hydrogen 

sulfide—and an optional fifth 

channel for ammonia, hydro-

gen cyanide, nitrogen dioxide, phosphine, sulfur dioxide 

or carbon dioxide. The gas detector weighs less than 5 

ounces, and it includes such features as: a non-compliance 

indicator, SOS panic alarm, and worker-down alarm with 

audible, visual and vibration alerts. 

Guardhat

www.guardhat.com 
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I
’m so lucky to live about a 10-minute walk from Lake Erie. 

Going to the park to watch the sun set over the lake is one 

of my favorite things to do in the summer. In fact, I realize 

that water features prominently in many other activities I en-

joy: picnics, barbecues and dining al fresco; lounging on inner 

tubes; napping on the beach; and cruising in a boat. 

In elementary school, I learned that the Great Lakes make 

up the largest body of fresh water on Earth. It’s a treasure in 

our own backyards, but often we don’t treat it as such. 

Fresh, drinkable water is an increas-

ingly scarce resource despite the melt-

ing of the polar ice caps and rising sea 

levels. Climate change and a growing 

global population are only going to make 

it worse. That is, unless we do something 

about it.

Water shortages aren’t just a hypothet-

ical problem. They’re already here. 

In 2018, Cape Town, South Africa, be-

came the first major city in the world to 

reach Day Zero: when water supplies got 

so low that the water taps were turned off. 

And in the U.S., the most populous 

state in the nation, California, recorded 

the 2020-2021 season as the second driest year in The Golden 

State’s history. According to the National Integrated Drought 

Information System, about 61% of the lower 48 states were in 

a drought March 9-15, 2022, the most recent data available as 

of press time. 

Meanwhile, Lake Erie has endured a different kind of 

threat: negligence and pollution. In the 1960s, the lake that 

touches parts of Canada, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania 

and New York was declared a dead lake. Left largely un-

regulated—and unprotected—Lake Erie was polluted from 

factories, agricultural runoff, waste from city sewers and 

waterways that fed into the lake, e.g., the Cuyahoga River, 

which caught fire multiple times. 

Those fires earned Cleveland the nickname “The Mistake 

on the Lake,” but those fires also prompted a flurry of action, 

including passage of the Clean Water Act. Lake Erie’s water 

dramatically improved, but it has once again found itself in 

metaphorical hot water. 

Since the late 1990s, Lake Erie has experienced toxic algae 

blooms, a result of agricultural runoff, that turn its waters a 

bright blue-green. In August 2014, those blooms caused the 

city of Toledo, Ohio, to essentially shut down. About 400,000 

people were told they couldn’t use the water from their faucet 

to cook, drink or brush their teeth. Boiling the water didn’t 

help, so many residents drove across state lines to find stores 

that still had bottled water on the shelves. 

Algal blooms levels continue to be closely monitored, and 

there has been an increase in funding and attention to further 

research and knowledge. Unfortunately, it seems to be another 

case of two steps forward, one step back, as recent research 

has found more PFAS or toxic “forever chemicals” are making 

their way into Lake Erie. In 2021, raw data from a binational 

Great Lakes monitoring program found 

that rainwater contained PFAS in moni-

toring stations in Cleveland; Chicago; 

Sturgeon Point, N.Y.; and in Michigan’s 

Lower and Upper Peninsula. 

It’s easy to watch the sun set over 

Lake Erie and despair. After all, there 

are often days where people are told not 

to swim in the lake, as the water is too 

polluted. For this Earth Day, I’m trying 

to stay optimistic that we can change our 

course and chart a new path. 

The Great Lakes will receive $1 bil-

lion for cleanup and restoration as part of 

the $1.2 trillion Bipartisan Infrastructure 

Bill (Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act). That’s in addi-

tion to the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative, which each year 

invests in environmental infrastructure projects in the region. 

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, we’ve seen what 

good things can happen when we support Mother Nature, or at 

least let her heal herself. In Venice, Italy, less pollution meant 

the water in its famed canals turned clear. In Thailand’s Maya 

Bay, restricting human access, swimming and boat pollution 

has resulted in more blacktip sharks sightings and even breed-

ing. These are merely two examples of how Mother Nature, 

her creatures, her waters, her habitats and her ecosystems have 

a strong and enduring will to survive, reclaim themselves and 

restore homeostasis. We just need to support them.

It’s up to us—as individuals, organizations, institutions and 

governments—to help preserve Mother Nature. In doing so, we 

collectively ensure our safety and well-being, both for ourselves 

and future generations.

Send an e-mail with your thoughts to nstempak@endeavorb2b.com. 

SUSTAINING OUR WATER—AND OUR WAY OF LIFE
Let’s start treating our rivers, lakes and waterways like the life-sustaining resource that they are.

A Work in Progress

NICOLE 
STEMPAK

Managing Editor
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SAVE $200
REGISTER TODAY!

The 11th annual Safety Leadership Conference is designed to share best practices with 
companies working to achieve world-class safety. Attendees will hear from industry 
experts and the 2022 class of America’s Safest Companies, who will offer insights into 
how to develop and sustain a safety culture. 

• Learn how to encourage best practices in your workplace.

• Discover how to implement transformational safety leadership within your own 
company.

• Acquire OSHA compliance guidance.

• Improve your knowledge of plant floor safety technology.

• Understand the key elements of a world-class safety program.

OCTOBER 18-20, 2022
THE HUNTINGTON CONVENTION CENTER OF CLEVELAND

BUILDING THE FUTURE OF WORKER SAFETY

REGISTER NOW AT SAFETYLEADERSHIPCONFERENCE.COM
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