ELECTRICAL SAFETY

ne way to learn about an organi-

zation’s safety culture is to review

its response to electrical safety
incidents and near misses. During a
site safety audit, I noticed there were
multiple unresolved incident investi-
gation action items, and some were
open for more than six months. Per-
haps the team responsible was over-
loaded with other issues and couldn’t
get to the items, but it gave a percep-
tion that it wasn’t concerned about the
incident or the results of the investiga-
tion. Some of the items would require
design changes and edits to proce-
dures with the required training of the
workers. These efforts can be a lot of
work! Let’s explore what would be a
“thorough follow-up” of an electrical
safety incident or near miss.

There are many different ways to
define these terms, but for discussion
purposes, let’s keep it simple. An inci-
dent is an unplanned event that results
in a fatality or injury. A near miss is an
unplanned event that has the potential
to result in a fatality or injury.

The investigation of the incident
or near miss must be thorough; this
is a whole subject in itself with many
references available. A technical arti-
cle by Jooma and team will get the
reader started learning about incident
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investigations [1]. The final output of
the investigation is normally a list of
tasks or improvements to the safety
system that would help mitigate the
hazards identified during the investi-
gation. These results can range from
engineering (design) changes through
administrative (procedural) changes
to updated personal protective equip-
ment requirements. A near miss should
be investigated as thoroughly as an
incident. If that chain of events occurs
again, an injury or fatality could result.
The list of identified action items
should be completed in a timely
manner. If each item has an assigned
responsible person (or team) and a
completion date, this can be tracked.
The assigned completion date should
be reasonable but should be set as
soon as possible to close that identi-
fied gap in the safety system. Any
action item open after the assigned
completion date should be a red flag.
Delayed action items are a sign that
the organization may not be serious
about the incident or near miss, the
assigned person is overloaded with
other work, or there is a barrier to
the identified safety system change.
Another part of “thorough follow-
up” is the final result: Were design
changes made (or is a project for
modification in motion)? Were the
procedures edited, approved, and
finalized? Are all of the workers on
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all shifts trained in the changes made?
If every investigation action item is
completed, one hopes that the next
near miss won’t become an incident!

We can use a measure of timely
and complete follow-up of investiga-
tion action items as a leading indica-
tor of the organizational safety culture.
The use of leading indicators to mea-
sure a safety culture was discussed by
Floyd in the article “Considerations for
a Balanced Scorecard of Leading and
Lagging Indicators for Your Electrical
Safety Program” [2]. A leading indicator
of safety is the organization’s timely
response to incidents and near misses.
Leading indicators can help us recog-
nize deficiencies in the safety program,
and the measure of thorough follow-
up to action items could be just one of
many indicators to use in determining
the quality and depth of the program.

For further reading on the topic,
search on IEEE Xplore for articles on
topics such as incident investigation
and leading indicators.
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