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VANTAGE POINT

Vantage Point
Vantage Point articles in Professional Safety 
provide a forum for authors with distinct view-
points to share their ideas and opinions with 
ASSP members and the OSH community. The 
goal is to encourage and stimulate critical think-
ing, discussion and debate on matters of concern 
to the OSH profession. The views and opinions 
expressed are strictly those of the author(s) and 
are not necessarily endorsed by Professional 
Safety, nor should they be considered an expres-
sion of official policy by ASSP.

The fundamental premise of risk 
management is to apply the greatest ef-
fort to the highest risk first, then focus 
on the next highest risk potential. Logic 
dictates that human and financial re-
sources should not be wasted swatting 
at mosquitos in a lake full of alligators. 
Off-the-job safety is not something to be 
done if and when it can be done; it is a 
golden opportunity to be leveraged now 
by all safety-minded enterprises, not only 
for their organization but for the greater 
good of society. Safe at home means safe 
at work, not vice versa.

With so much attention focused on 
risk management, where better to begin 
than at the most salient marker of all, 
life mortality data, which evaluates the 
leading causes of death. The next step 
is to develop better data to evaluate the 
relative risks of life activities, acknowl-
edging that currently available odds of 
dying statistics do not suffice. Evaluating 
risk involves more than comparing the 
number of fatalities from one activity to 
another. Without considering exposure 
to the risk, odds of dying statistics are 
essentially meaningless. The odds of a 
person dying from any activity are zero 
if the person does not participate in that 
activity, but this is not how the data are 
presented.

The primary goals of this article are 
to provide more clarity around risk, 
to stimulate discussion about how and 
where risk is mismanaged and to advance 
the agency for more mitigation strategies 
at the point where the greatest risks lie: 
off the job. This article presents three risk 
concepts for the reader to evaluate, along 

with a discussion, and a teaching and 
learning message that serves as a call to 
action that can help others.

Concept 1
Drowning is the number-one cause of 

death (from all causes) in the age group 
1 to 4 years, and the sixth leading cause 
of accidental death across all ages, with 
3,709 fatalities in 2017 (CDC, 2019a).

Discussion
This is a straightforward, unambigu-

ous statistic. The question becomes, how 
common is this type of risk knowledge? 
How many pediatric doctors are aware of 
and have emphasized to parents during 
medical visits that the number-one safety 
and health concern they should have 
about their baby is drowning? This does 
not happen; it is not in our sociocultural 
psyche.

Fishing, boating, swimming: water 
brings fun to mind, not the risk of death. 
Yet that is the reality. Does a new mother 

give a second thought to walking out on a 
dock over the water holding her 3-month-
old child? Does she consider that one trip 
on a loose board may cause her to stumble 
and lose her hold? However, it is import-
ant to discuss the dangers of drowning 
with parents of young children.

Teaching & Learning Message
Many true-to-life, heart-wrenching 

testimonials are played out every day, but 
only a select few make it onto the nation-
al scene. One such video interview about 
the drowning case of Olympic skier Bode 
Miller’s 19-month-old daughter, Emmy, 
is a poignant example that teaches 
split-second, life-changing water safety 
lessons from which all can learn (Leist & 
Mazzarelli, 2018). Viewing the video will 
surely make an impact.

Concept 2
Accidents are the number-one cause of 

death for the majority of the U.S. popula-
tion (ages 1 to 45) (CDC, 2019).

Deaths from accidents in the U.S. are on the rise, the clear majority of which happen away from work. For many, 
safety is not a top-of-mind value. Using data, this article will make the case that, proportionally, far too little 
prevention activity is being directed toward safety away from work. 

MANAGING RISK WHERE IT MATTERS MOST
Data-Based Strategies, Family-Driven Safety Values
By Tom Harvey

When employees equate how they are taught and 
learn at work with how they teach their children, they 

pay more attention and try harder. 
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Discussion
This statistic is the result of combin-

ing two simple pieces of data. First is 
examining the leading causes of death 
(Figure 1), which shows accidental/un-
intentional as the third-leading cause 
behind heart disease and cancer. A closer 
look shows that the first two health-re-
lated causes become prominent in older 
age, exactly what would be expected. In 
fact, the top two health-related causes do 
not become leading causes until age 45.

Next, population demographics are 
referenced to show that the majority of 
Americans fall within the 1 to 45 age 
bracket (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 
Thus, the number-one cause of death for 
most Americans is accidents.

Teaching & Learning Message
The author’s experience from teaching 

safety concepts to more than 100,000 
individuals provides ample anecdotal ev-
idence to put forth the opinion that most 
people are blissfully ignorant of this risk 
factor that for a major portion of their 
lives, death by accident is most probable.

Safety and risk leaders must spread this 
message openly and often. By doing so, this 
knowledge creates a powerful need in oth-
ers for stronger commitments to safety that 
leads to more effective risk management.

Concept 3
In 2017, 169,936 accidental/uninten-

tional deaths occurred (CDC, 2019). Just 
3% (5,147) of the deaths were work- 
related (BLS, 2018). 

Discussion
The stark reality is that accidents are 

the leading cause of death until the age of 
45, and these fatal accidents are 32 times 
more likely to happen away from work 
than at work. This knowledge should 
sound a clarion call within the practice 
of safety that risk is being mismanaged. 
Fertile ground is ready to be worked, but 
not enough is being done. As a result, the 
number of off-the-job fatalities and seri-
ous injuries is continuing to climb. 

With the formation of OSHA in 1970, 
workplace safety became prominent. 
Over time, some organizations made 
attempts to extend workplace safety to 
the home, holding the belief that the ben-
efits of safety may transfer. Some benefits 
may transfer, but as the data show, results 
have been limited.

Conversely, a focus on family-driven 
safety values presents a different para-
digm in which safety is inculcated at the 

family level and off-the-job: at home, 
play and when driving. Family values are 
internalized and become incontrovert-
ible. Safe lifestyles are established, and 
risk-conscious mind-sets naturally trans-
fer to work. Opportunities are presented 
for safety professionals, the organizations 
for whom they work and all safety-mind-
ed groups to make new, deep and lasting 
impacts that lessen suffering by address-
ing a massive, growing and unacceptable 
risk: off-the-job injuries.

A superior safety focus away from 
work will naturally improve workplace 
safety. In doing so, a higher quality of life 
is realized by employees, their families 
and community populations at large. An 
added benefit will appear as families and 
communities develop a sharper recogni-
tion of critical risks faced every day.

The nature of workplace safety is an ob-
stacle in itself, and one reason workplace 
safety progress has stalled. Flawed OSHA 
measurement systems are forced on com-
panies, prompting distorted data and re-
active practices such as psycho-behavioral 
approaches. For off-the-job safety to enjoy 
the most success, known impediments to 
workplace safety must be neutralized and 
not allowed to propagate.

A bold belief that safe at home means 
safe at work optimizes off-the-job safety 
strategies. Going even further is embrac-
ing the counterintuitive consideration 
that safety away from work is more im-
portant than safety at work, and there is 
strong rationale to support this logic. 

These six concepts can be used to build 
strong off-the-job safety programs:

1) Data clearly indicate a far greater 
risk of death and serious injury away 
from work, not at work.

2) Having a job is valuable and the 
benefits of a good job are more valuable 
but family is most valuable. With this 
ideology, employees are motivated to lis-
ten, learn and respond when they can see 
“what is in it for me and my family.”

3) Do not fall for specious safety tactics 
that blame human error and drive ad-
verse events underground. The altruistic 
virtues and moralistic values of safety 
must be preserved, not damaged like 
they have been in many workplaces.

4) Ineffective workplace safety prac-
tices like psychobehavioral approaches 
and distorted measures of performance 
should not be replicated off-the-job. 

5) Pertinent risk data, much of which does 
not currently exist, must be developed so it 
can be presented to families in a clear manner 
and used to make risk-based family decisions.

6) Family-driven safety values that 
embody human and organizational per-
formance (HOP) strategies are taught so 
they can be practiced in daily family life.

First, from a risk perspective, is the 
data that a person is far more likely to be 
killed or injured from an accident off the 
job (97% vs. 3%) (BLS, 2018). It is helping 
employees see and understand the risk 
data so they can teach their families and 
communities to assess and manage the 
risks individually and collectively.

Employees hear a lot and see a lot, 
but can only care about so much. They 
may ask how their job provides for their 
families, personal interests, belongings, 
all away from work, not what is best for 
the company. Employees respond more 
favorably when they see a family-driven 
safety values philosophy.

Teaching & Learning Message
Family-driven safety values are a pillar 

of human and organizational perfor-
mance that every principle, error trap, 
organizational weakness and prevention 
tool is 100% equally applicable at home, 
where the first organization that comes 
to mind is the family organization. Fasci-
nating and enlightening strategies emerge 
when virtually all safety training, safety 
motivation, safety decision-making, safety 
systems and safety accountability are seen 
through the lens of these values. 

When employees equate how they 
are taught and learn at work with how 
they teach their children, they pay more 
attention and try harder. When a par-
ent-worker is thinking about how to 
teach his/her daughter to operate a boat 
and follow the rules of the water, safety 
becomes more personal. The same holds 
true for ladder safety, machine guard-
ing, points of operation, lockout/tagout, 
chain saws, string trimmers, hunting 
and other activities. Meaningful risk 
lessons on driving, crossing busy park-
ing lots, handling peer pressure, con-
doning, sending conflicting values and 
other organizational weaknesses are 
better learned. 

Concepts of risk are more clearly un-
derstood within the context of hobbies 
such as water sports, home maintenance 
chores and other family activities. Miti-
gating and controlling risks gains a high-
er priority when holistic HOP methods 
are applied to life skills and age-appro-
priate decision-making for children. 

As the benefits of family-driven safety 
values are realized, learning more about 
risk assessment and control leads to more 
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precise hazard recognition and mitiga-
tion tools, leading to proper decisions, 
safer actions and enriched lives. 

Conclusion
Poor safety leads to great suffering and 

loss. The problem of accidental death and 
serious injury is one of the biggest faced 
in the U.S., but it is not on the radar of 
national coverage. New solutions are 
available; fresh opportunities abound to 
reduce loss.

Thousands of dedicated safety profes-
sionals labor interminably and can rise 
to meet the opportunities offered in this 
article. By definition, safety leaders are 
servant-leaders always searching for the 
balance of fine art and deep science the 
profession demands. Safety professionals 
and the organizations that employ them 
are the nexus of the next phase of safety 
innovation and will lead the way. They 
are joined by countless communities of 
safety-minded leaders. Great benefits can 
be experienced when risks are better un-
derstood by more people.

Current data strongly indicate that 
life risks are not being properly as-
sessed. The reality that accidents are 
the number-one cause of death for the 
majority of population age groups in 

the U.S. is not known, understood or 
appreciated. Or that disproportionate 
loss control and prevention activities are 
being focused on workplace safety, when 
97% of accidental deaths occur away 
from work (BLS, 2018). This risk-mis-
management paradigm must be shifted. 
All employees from the C-suite to the 
front lines will embrace off-the-job 
safety; it is where their highest priorities 
and deepest values lie. 

Safety away from work succeeds be-
cause the want-to motivation is more 
powerful than the have-to of workplace 
safety. As family-driven safety values 
become internalized, they are comple-
mentary with employee safety values. 
When this innovation in family-driven 
safety values is directed where it can do 
the most good, employees, families and 
societies will usher in a higher quality 
of life.

The paramount purpose of this article 
is to marshal attention toward high-risk 
problems and high-reward opportuni-

ties. Knowing there are no absolute right 
answers and no easy fixes, this article is 
promoting cutting-edge strategies, high-
lighted by understanding and defeating 
formidable obstacles along the way. 
These essential life skills are needed and 
deserved by all without bias.  PSJ
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FIGURE 1
10 LEADING CAUSES OF DEATH IN THE U.S. BY AGE GROUP, 2017

Note. Data from Leading Causes of Death Reports, 1981-2017, by CDC, 2019.


