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Why accidents happen,  
and what you can do. 

Introduction

The US$250 billion problem  
that won’t go away

With so much focus on health and 
safety at work, most people would be 
forgiven for believing that workplace 
injuries and fatalities should now be 
a rare phenomenon. Especially as 
today, many businesses routinely 
issue and mandate the use of 
personal protective equipment (PPE). 
But, as the latest research clearly 
shows, it’s a problem that so far 
refuses to go quietly.

The evidence is clear:

• Workplace injuries and illness cost 
North American employers over 
US$250 billion annually 

• Over 3.2 million nonfatal 
workplace injuries and illnesses 
among private industry employers 
were reported in North America 
in 2012 

• Of which, more than 50% were 
of a more serious nature that 
involved days away from work, 
job transfers or restrictions 

• The median number of days away 
from work—a key measure of the 
severity of injuries and illness—
was eight days  

• In 2012 there were over 5,000 
fatal workplace injuries in North 
America. 

• And disabling injuries and illnesses 
compensation amounted to more 
than $60 billion in direct costs 
for North American employers in 
2011

As we can see, the workplace still 
appears to be a long way from being 
an entirely safe place to work.

Surprisingly, many of these accidents 
occur on premises which have health 
and safety systems in place – even 
where the correct PPE has been 
issued. So why is it so difficult to 
ensure employee safety?

In this paper, we’ll look at why 
accidents happen and to whom.



#3

Understanding Accidents

Manufacturing and  
occupational injuries

Pressures in manufacturing

While injuries can occur across a 
wide range of workplace industries, 
there are some industries that 
continuously prove to be dangerous. 
One in particular is manufacturing. In 
2012 more than 7 percent of all fatal 
occupational accidents in the United 
States occurred in manufacturing.  In 
Canada it was nearly 19%.   

For individual workers, manufacturing 
presents daily health and safety 
hazards and increasingly high 
demands on their performance. And 
the impact of a skilled labor gap and 
aging workforce adds additional 
pressure. Workers may find that 
they are using different tools and 
equipment or different PPE due to 
taking on more responsibility and new 
work tasks. High demands may also 
be causing them to cut corners – not 
taking the time needed to ensure they 
are wearing proper PPE or following 
safe work practices. This can breed 
conditions where accidents are 
significantly more likely than usual.

The problem for men and 
young workers 

So who is most likely to suffer an 
accident? The overwhelming majority 
of occupational injuries, of which 
many are PPE related, involve men. In 
2012, 93 percent of the industry-wide 
fatalities among workers in North 
America were men. In addition, nearly 
22 percent of those fatalities involved 
workers younger than 35. 

There could be a number  
of reasons for this trend:

• Men are more likely to be 
involved in manual handling and 
heavy industrial jobs

• Younger workers may have 
received inadequate training and 
supervision, have less experience 
or have developmental issues 

• More young workers are 
employed on a casual, temporary 
or part-time basis

• They are also possibly more likely 
to take risks, less able to make 
decisions and be reluctant to 
speak up about safety issues

When it comes to the specific nature 
of these injuries, the hands and feet 
of workers are often the most injury 
prone. This reflects the fact that 
hands are used in most industrial 
tasks (filling, carrying, cleaning, 
operating machinery, etc.) whereas 
feet come into contact with spills and 
are susceptible to having heavy items 
dropped on them.
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Personal protective 
equipment – provided 
but not used

Workers not wearing  
personal protective 
equipment  

A report about worksite accidents 
conducted by the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics revealed that 
84 percent of all workers who 
suffered head injuries were not 
wearing head protection at the 
time of the injury even though head 
protection may have been provided 
by their employer. The majority of 
these workers were injured while 
performing their normal jobs at their 
usual worksites. 

The Ontario Ministry of Labour 
reported that in 2010, 1,075 workers 
suffered eye injuries, 1,515 workers 
suffered head injuries and 1,120 
workers suffered foot injuries due 
to incidents related to personal 
protective equipment. This prompted 
them to focus a Safe at Work Ontario 
blitz on industrial PPE in October 2011 
in which they issued 2,495 orders 
under Canadian safety regulations, 
including 86 stop-work orders, in a 
single month.   

Recent surveys also show that a 
majority of safety professionals 
have observed workers in their 
organizations failing to wear  
required PPE when they should  
have. So, this is not a problem that 
will simply go away.

Unsafe cultures,  
accident-prone workers

Employees typically don’t use PPE  
for one of three reasons: 

1. A poor safety culture fostered by 
the employer

2. The nature of the specific 
incident (e.g. emergency or 
other time pressures)

3. Human factors of fatique, 
carelessness or social pressure, 
etc.

When it comes to human 
factors, there are four basic 
types of failure:

1. A simple slip up during a 
frequently performed physical 
action

2.  A lapse of attention or memory 

3. A mistake in understanding how 
something works or an error of 
diagnosis or planning

4. A deliberate breach of rules and 
procedures

Of course, deliberate 
violations of the rules can 
take many forms. Key issues 
to look out for include:

• Cultural violations where rules are 
seen as no longer applicable and 
are not enforced

• Situational violations that occur 
in specific situations (often where 
time, money or environment play 
a key role)

• Exceptional violations when an 
individual tries to solve an unusual 
problem in new ways

• Fatigue-related violations 
brought on by long shifts and the 
resulting inattention 

• Comfort-related violations where 
the right protection isn’t used 
because it is too hot or because it 
irritates an individual’s skin

• Social pressure where others 
place an undue influence on  
an individual to break or ignore 
the rules
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7 ways to reduce  
the likelihood of  
workplace injuries
While there are many ways to ensure the  
safety of your workers, there are seven that  
we recommend you view as a priority:

You will probably never be able to 
create a 100% safe environment, 
especially where employees 
deliberately ignore safety procedures 
and equipment. But by focusing on 
a combination of culture, process 
and equipment, you should be able 
to minimize accidents and injuries 
throughout your organization.

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Ensure clear standards are in place, 
and that those established standards 
are checked and adjusted regularly

Provide more rigorous and appropriate 
training for workers to ensure they 
know the risks and appropriate ways 
to protect themselves

Foster an increased awareness  
of at-risk groups within the business

Improve communication about safety 
rules and the potential consequences 
for ignoring them with teams and 
individuals 

Improve visual management tools  
to deliver clear reminders to use  
the appropriate PPE for specific  
work tasks

Develop more focused monitoring 
and management by line managers

Pay particular attention to PPE  
for hands and feet
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About  
Kimberly-Clark 
Professional*

Want help uncovering 
hidden opportunities? 
Get started with The 
Efficient Workplace 
program.

The Efficient Workplace, an innovative 
program from Kimberly-Clark 
Professional*, combines proven 
lean manufacturing principles 
with industry best practices and 
customized product solutions. It’s 
designed to help you uncover the 
hidden opportunities that can make a 
big difference in safety and efficiency. 
It helps you see industrial supplies 
through a different lens, so you can 
turn your attention to places you may 
never think to look.

For additional information on 
The Efficient Workplace,  
visit http://
www.kcprofessional.co.id/
solutions/resource-portal

Kimberly-Clark Professional* provides  
essential solutions for a healthier, safer, 
and more productive workplace.
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