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Systematic reporting of near-miss incidents is an essential factor in workplace
accident prevention, with additional benefits for business.
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The professional management of near misses is an important issue
within the industry. Ideally, near misses are reported as part of the
reporting procedures within a framework of locally established oc-
cupational health and safety management, to protect workers and
in adherence to regional occupational health and safety regulations.

Reports of low near-miss rates present a positive company image
of a successful health and safety strategy to all stakeholders — in-
vestors, customers or the public — as an important assessment pa-
rameter.
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NEAR MISSES

The UK Health and Safety Executive define a near
miss as, “an event, including dangerous occurren-
ces, not causing harm, but which has the potential

to cause injury or ill health.™

In the period 2019-20 in Great Britain alone, 693,000 working peo-
ple sustained an injury at work. 38.8 million working days were lost
during the same period due to work-related illnesses or injuries, for
which companies had to bear the costs.? This could include inci-
dent investigations, substitute staff, or equipment repair or repla-
cement. If a business manages near-miss incidents efficiently then
serious — and expensive — accidents, will be effectively reduced and
a company's economic performance will benefit substantially.

Accident pyramids as a basis for industrial safety
Near misses and unsafe acts form the lower segments of what
is known as the “Accident Triangle”, or “Bird’s Triangle” from the
1960s, which is based on the original, simpler “Heinrich Model”
from the 1930s.°

This triangle is based on the theory of industrial accident prevention
— that if the number of near misses (and unsafe acts) is reduced,
then the potential for real accidents or injuries will also shrink.
Limits to the triangle/pyramid theories have been discussed in re-
cent years, as, for instance, not all near miss incidents feature the
same level of severity. Supplementary approaches of Serious Injury
and Fatality prevention (SIF) are recommended. This includes iden-
tifying hazards with a risk assessment, implementing appropriate
safety measures and raising awareness in training workshops. It is
essential to train both the employer and workers at all levels so eve-
ryone is aware of hazards and knows how to address them in their
specific workplace.
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NEAR MISSES

Vigilance for potential hazards

Chemical plants, oil refineries and offshore work sites in the chemi-
cal or oil and gas industries are particularly hazardous environments.
Staying vigilant to potentially hidden hazards, risks and dangers —
and acknowledging the occurrence of near misses — are all steps
towards accident (and resulting personal injury) prevention. The fact
that a process was somehow faulty, not followed systematically, or a
workplace was set up hazardously, to the point that an accident or
incident almost happened, are signs that next time a real accident
could occur if proactive measures are not taken. Near misses are
an opportunity to learn and implement improvements, to prevent a
reoccurrence of a hazardous scenario.

Not every member of staff can be in a certain place at a certain
time, to be an immediate observer of a dangerous near miss, even if
it recognised as one, and learn from it. Close calls could be relevant
for the safety of workers on the next shift or colleagues carrying
out similar procedures elsewhere so they will not make the same
mistake.

An open dialogue around near misses should be ongoing and con-
tinually encouraged. René Lutat, Operations Manager at Drager Sa-
fety AG & Co. KGaA in Krefeld, Germany, explains how managers
can involve employees in identifying near misses. He says, “The
best thing to do is talk to people directly as we walk through the
plant and observe potential accident situations. This gives them the
feeling they are being involved, rather than found out, so we will be
able to work together to find a safe solution.”

A company-wide approach must be taken towards sharing know-
ledge and experience of near misses and safe conduct. Meeting the
goal of reducing occupational accidents requires everyone's partici-
pation — but first employers must integrate near-miss identification
and acknowledgement into the workplace safety culture and estab-
lish systematic processes for reporting near-miss incidents.
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A positive culture for near-miss reporting

It is a legal and moral obligation to report near misses as part of an
organisation’s adherence to occupational health and safety regula-
tions. The UK Health and Safety Executive guidelines for the Re-
porting of Injuries, Diseases or Dangerous Occurrences (RIDDOR)*
offer definitions and categorised lists of reportable workplace inci-
dents. Employers must make their own workforce and contractors
aware of this obligation.

Workplace culture plays a major role in reporting too. As stated in
safety magazine EHS Today, “there’s fear of punishment or retaliati-
on for a near-miss report, peer pressure, concern about record and
reputation,” so it is of vital importance that workers at all levels feel
they are in a safe environment to report these occurrences. Every-
one can make mistakes, no matter how well trained and motivated
they are. The very fact that an accident was close to happening
indicates that, in most cases, a human failure has contributed to the

NEAR MISSES

incident. Admitting this can be a daunting prospect if the employers
and workplace culture are intimidating. This is another human factor
of safety management which may need to be addressed.®

An organisation must be encouraging and approachable regarding
reports of near misses. The reporting process itself must be desi-
gned with positive learning opportunities for all as its objectives, to
gain the trust and confidence of workers.

“There’s fear of
punishment or retaliation
for a near-miss report, peer
pressure, concern about
record and reputation”

Customer original voice
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Systematic process for near-miss reporting

Another step towards encouraging workers to report near misses
is to make the reporting process itself easy to follow — and not too
time-consuming.

Near-miss reporting is normally via a self-explanatory form. This
should have a simple, clear layout for completion. The information a
company would want to collect would include:

* Location, date and time of the near-miss occurrence

* Should work stop immediately as a result of this near-miss? Yes/No

* Type of near miss — a tick box to indicate, for example: Unsafe
equipment; unsafe use of the equipment; an unsafe act; unsafe
working conditions; other safety concerns

* A basic description of the near-miss incident — a comment field
should be provided

* Suggestions of safety measures or action that could be taken or
safety processes that could be improved and how

* The date of the report and, if the reporting is not anonymous,
the name and contact details of the staff member reporting the

near miss.

[t should be clear across the entire company where printed forms
are kept for retrieval and where completed forms can be deposited.
If forms are in a digital format, the appropriate link to the forms on
a company intranet, knowledge base or similar must be shared.
Workers under time pressure to complete tasks during a shift will
not spend time searching for near-miss reporting forms.
Furthermore, a company must prove that positive action is taken
as a result of workers following the near-miss process, including
follow-up communication and staff training.® If there is a belief that
their reporting efforts will not amount to anything and do not help
the company to progress with safety measures, this can also deter
people from completing the forms.

NEAR MISSES

Anonymous vs non-anonymous reporting
Whether reporting processes should be anonymous or not can

depend on local data protection and similar laws for countries or
regions. Repeat near misses, must be identified, for instance, if it
is for the same work processes during the same shift, and followed
up to determine the issues. Measures such as improved shift ma-
nagement or further staff training may help eliminate these issues,
but this depends on individuals being identified.

Reports of malicious, deliberate breaches in safe conduct by
named individuals (if the process is not anonymous) could also be
handled in different ways depending on the country’s employment
law and individual companies’ policies.
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NEAR MISSES

Awareness, training and active participation

Near miss training should be just as much a part of a company's sa-
fety training portfolio as courses on personal protective equipment
(PPE) application and other work equipment. Contractors and sub-
contractors must also participate in this training.

Explaining what a near miss is and providing relatable examples for
workshop attendees is the first step. Highlighting past dangerous
occurrences, anonymously, is an opportunity to identify what went
wrong, how and why. Interactive sessions to openly discuss what ac-
tion must be taken, for instance, to improve a process or to provide
workers with what they need to eliminate hazards and risks at work
is a way to get everyone involved in plugging gaps in existing safety
measures. Any changes to internal safety processes as a result of
these sessions must be clearly documented and communicated in
additional training. Feasible recommendations for improving safety
on site by both internal and external personnel, at all levels, should
be actively encouraged and praised. Employers could consider
reward systems for both near miss reporting and for suggestions
for solutions or improvements to identified hazards or inadequate
safety processes.
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Summary

 Continually remind workers to stay vigilant towards workplace
hazards and to look out for each other

* Establish a positive workplace culture for near-miss reporting,
so workers feel psychologically safe to report

* Design and communicate quick, easy-to-follow near-miss
reporting documentation and procedures

* Involve all staff, including contractors and sub-contractors in
near-miss awareness and training’

* Provide staff incentives or rewards for near-miss reporting
and suggestions for safer solutions

Company-wide awareness and training on near misses and a po-
sitive safety culture for near-miss reporting can help organisations
reduce the number of occupational accidents, incidents and impacts
on health. This not only improves the chances of realising the Vision
Zero goal in the industry, but also ensures workplace safety, has a
positive effect on corporate culture and generates economic bene-
fits for companies.®
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