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Most of us have experienced an accident or injury 
and know they can occur at any time. According to 
the Occupational Safety and Health Administra-
tion (OSHA), in 2016 more than 4.1 million workers 
suffered a serious job-related injury or illness, 94 of 
which occurred right here at Northwestern.

In an effort to prevent injuries 
and fatalities, we must think 
proactively or learn from 
previous mistakes and identify 
ways to improve processes. 
Below is an example, identi-
fied by OSHA in 2016, of an 
employer turning a bad situa-
tion into a lesson learned:

In Chicago, a conveyor loaded with liquid chocolate 
suddenly started up as a worker was cleaning a roller. 
Her arm was pulled in and mangled so badly that its 
repair required a plate and skin grafting. To prevent 
future injuries, the employer installed metal guards to 
shield workers’ arms and hands from moving machin-
ery as well as warning alarms and flashing lights that 
are activated 20 seconds before the conveyor moves.

Similar to the incident above, injuries should always 
result in assessing the process in which the accident 
occurred, but a near miss incident should also be 
treated just as seriously. A near miss incident is an 
unplanned event that did not result in injury, but 

has the potential to do so, and should be reported to your supervisor. Near-miss inci-
dents have the ability to prevent an injury from ever occurring by implementing proactive 
improvements. 

After hazards have been identified, the fundamental method of protecting workers is 
controlling exposures. The hierarchy of hazard control is a system used to minimize or 
eliminate exposure to hazards. The components of the hierarchy are listed below:

•	 Elimination/Substitution: Physically removing the  
hazard is the most effective hazard control, but if that 
cannot be done, try substituting with a product that  
does not produce a hazard (e.g. replacing lead-based 
paint with a non-toxic paint).

•	 Engineering Controls: Isolating the hazard from workers 
creates a physical barrier between personnel and haz-
ards, such as covering parts.

•	 Administrative Controls: Improvements to the way people 
work at and around equipment can include procedure changes,  
employee training, and installation of signs and warning labels.Improvements to the 
way people work at and around equipment can include procedure changes, employee 
training, and installation of signs and warning labels.

•	 Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): When the previous methods cannot be 
achieved, gloves, respirators, hard hats, and safety glasses can be used. It’s import-
ant to note that PPE is only protective if worn properly and at the correct times.

We don’t need to wait for injuries to happen to take action – conducting weekly in-
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