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1 The Looming Specter of Workplace Deaths

Workplace hazards include a large spectrum of incidents, from machine-related injuries to chemical exposure. However, 
certain types of incidents occur more frequently than others. Serious and fatal injuries from falls exist in this category.

Unfortunately, in recent years, there has been a spike in the number of horrific fall-related fatalities. 

At a retail facility under construction in Wisconsin, tragedy struck as a worker fell almost 40 feet to his 
death. According to reports, the victim accidentally drove o� an upper level while operating hazardous 
equipment.1 In the shipping yards of Halifax, a forty-year old worker fell to his death a�er a pressurized 
sandblaster misfired, throwing him o� balance and causing him to fall several feet from an upper level.2 In 
Kansas City, a worker fell 180 feet to his death3, while a construction site in New Jersey claimed the life of 
another worker.4 These are only a few of the millions of preventable incidents that have occurred over the 
last year. 
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2 A “Paint-by-Numbers” of Occupational Hazards

What the Data Reveals

Occupational hazards exact high fiscal and social costs. Globally, 2.78 million work related deaths and 374 million 
non-fatal workplace accidents occur every year.5 Workers miss at least 4 days of work annually costing 3.94% of the 
world’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP).6

Self-employed contract workers are also far more vulnerable — four times more — to fatalities than their salaried and 
wage earning counterparts. In 2017, they comprised close to one-fi�h of all workplace fatalities (1,078 deaths).10 In 
addition, mature workers as a demographic have become increasingly susceptible to fatal occupational hazards: 
workers 65 and above comprised 15% of all occupation-related deaths in recent years.11 Without intervention, this trend 
might become more exacerbated as older workers elect to remain employed. By 2026, 37% of those aged between 65-69 
years will continue to remain actively employed.12

In the U.S. alone, non-fatal workplace injuries cost employers over $60 
billion per year in medical payments and lost wage compensations.7 
When fatal incidents are added to the equation, that number can 
exceed $151 billion.8
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Self-employed contract 
workers are four times 
more vulnerable to 
workplace fatalities.

In a recent report on worker injuries and 
deaths spanning 25 years from 1992 to 2017, 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) stated 
that fatal occupational incidents have 
declined by 17 percent in recent years. 
Unfortunately, compared to the last ten years, 
this is the exception rather than the rule. Since 
2009, worker deaths have been steadily rising 
– 5,147 occupational fatalities in 2017 vs. 
4,551 in 2009.9

A closer look at the di�erent types of occupational 
hazards reveals another worrying trend. According to 
the Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries (CFOI), fatal 
falls have reached an all-time high in 26 years, with 
887 fall-related deaths in 2017.13  Even the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) 
calls it the “No. 1 Killer” of contractors and skilled 
workers.



03

Chart 1: Fall-Related Fatalities14
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A “Paint-by-Numbers” of Occupational Hazards

In an industry-wise analysis of fall-related incidents by the BLS, construction accounted for the largest number of falls, 
injuries, and fatalities. In fact, from federal data spanning 33 years, researchers have found almost half of all fatalities in 
construction — 42% to be precise — to be fall-related.15

Data from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) also shows that inadequate access to PFAS is in part 
responsible for the 57% of ladder-related deaths which occur in construction, along with 81% of roofing-related deaths, 
and 86% of falls from sca�olds.17

Among the victims, more than half (54%) did not have personal fall 
arrest systems (PFAS).16
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A “Paint-by-Numbers” of Occupational Hazards

Figure 1: Fall-Related Deaths According to Industry18
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The Center for Construction Research and Training has further reported that among the construction trades, laborers 
experienced the highest number of fatalities — 988 from 2011 to 2016 — and accounted for almost a quarter of fall-
related deaths during this time period.19
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In many cases, the cause of workplace injuries can be chalked up to human error 
and carelessness. Miscalculations, inexperience, inadequate PFAS, and even failing 
to factor in inclement weather have been responsible for contractor deaths. 
Post-mortem analyses of many fall-related incidents reveal that contractors had 
failed to set up ladders properly or had unclipped their safety harnesses a few 
minutes prior. In fact, inadequate PFAS was the most common OSHA-cited violation 
in 2017.20 Additionally, enforcement of safety norms can also prove to be a 
challenge when there is a shortfall of state- and federal-level resources. Only 2,100 
OSHA inspectors and their state-level counterparts are responsible for enforcing 
safety across eight million job sites.

A lack of preparation for dealing with emergencies also tips the scales against contractor safety. According to OSHA, 
“One of the ’root causes’ of workplace injuries, illnesses, and incidents is the failure to identify or recognize hazards 
that are present, or that could have been anticipated. A critical element of any e�ective safety and health program 
is a proactive, ongoing process to identify and assess such hazards.”21

The Heinrich/Bird Triangle has been the long-held standard in 
understanding the root causes of serious injuries and fatalities (SIF) 
at the workplace. Countless accident and injury prevention 
programs have been predicated on the 300:29:1 ratio which draws a 
direct correlation between unsafe work practices and work-related 
deaths – 300 near misses or instances of unsafe behavior leads to 29 
minor injuries which ultimately results in one fatality or serious 
injury. Traditional schools of thought further suggest that reducing 
unsafe acts and minor accidents by 75% reduces the likelihood of 
SIF by a factor of 0.75%. 

3 Getting to the Root of Workplace Fatalities

Only 2,100 OSHA inspectors and their state-
level counterparts are responsible for enforcing 
safety across eight million job sites. 

Heinrich’s Ratio: The best way to 
understand workplace fatalities?

300
Near Misses

29
Minor Injuries

1
Fatality
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Getting to the Root of Workplace Fatalities

In order for this method of thinking to be accurate it would mean that the rate of total injuries would change at the same 
rate of serious injuries and fatalities. However, this is not what the data shows. Across industry sectors total injury rates 
are decreasing at a faster rate than lost time injury and fatality rates. This indicates that it is not enough to simply reduce 
the number of unsafe work practices. Instead, the root causes of the more serious incidents have to be examined.
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Very o�en, however, decision makers and managers underestimate the scale and probability of risks due to inherent 
cognitive bias. Leading clinical psychologist, Tom Krause, explains cognitive bias as “a series of small, incorrect 
decisions” which “may create a path to disaster.” Over time, organizations become desensitized to the danger of 
potential risks to the point where even the SIF potential of non-injury incidents may go unrecognized.22 

This flaw in understanding leads to unsafe business practices and fatal workplace injuries. In summation, serious 
injuries and falls can be attributed to four main areas of weakness:

Getting to the Root of Workplace Fatalities

Newer studies have revealed the reasoning for this disparity. Not all 
incidents will ultimately result in a fatality. In fact, of 300 incidents 
sampled in a recent study, only 64, or 21% had the potential to 
become a SIF. 

Di�erent injuries have di�erent underlying causes, and therefore 
need to be addressed separately.
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Lack of awareness about 
ambient conditions

Insu�icient monitoring 
of work sites

Inadequate fall safety 
equipment and measures

Lack of preparation in 
controlling hazards
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4 Remaining Diligent About Safety Standards

So what can organizations do to mitigate fall-related risks?

Creating awareness and disseminating helpful information is a critical first step in minimizing danger to the lives of 
contractors and skilled workers. The National Safety Stand-Down events, sponsored by OSHA, for instance, is an 
important forum for both managers and workers to voluntarily come together and discuss safety in the workplace – this 
year 650 construction workers convened in Washington D.C. to talk about falls from elevations of six feet or more.23

Organizations also need to work closely with their Environment Health and Safety (EHS) Departments to create and 
implement hazard prevention programs. 

The OSHA provides a few pointers on how to achieve this:

SAFETY PROGRAM 
FRAMEWORK

Inspecting the premises for 

further hazards

Investigating safety-

related incidents

Identifying non-routine 

hazards

Prioritizing which hazards 

to control

Categorizing hazards

Chalking out control 

measures

Documenting information on 

existing workplace hazards

Identifying and documenting 

information collected during 

the inspection
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Remaining Diligent About Safety Standards

Bolstering Safety through Third Party Monitoring

Supply chain risk management firms also play a key role in ensuring suppliers and contractors are able to maintain their 
safety standards and even improve their compliance metrics. 

Prequalifying Suppliers

Avetta, for instance, carries out a thorough prequalification process for suppliers, so organizations can ensure the talent 
they hire is the best at what they do and has the necessary training and certifications. Prospective clients not only get a 
clear picture of contractors’ work records, but also receive information on important metrics such as working days lost 
to injury (DART/LTIFR) and Total Recordable Incident Rate (TRIR).

Auditing Suppliers

Supplier auditing services provide an additional layer of protection against worker mismanagement. To ensure that 
suppliers maintain a strong track record, companies should perform regular audits of their health and safety processes. 
Such inspections could include a review of their safety manuals, maintenance records, incident investigation records, 
sustainability practices and so on. It’s never a bad idea to perform site audits. This will give companies unparalleled 
insights on how contractors are really performing and areas where they might have gaps.

Reviewing Suppliers

An increasingly popular solution to mitigating risk is collecting supplier reviews. These are post work evaluations which 
critically assess a supplier’s on-the-job performance with the aim of enhancing accountability and procurement. 
Reviews conducted across multiple categories, like safety, responsiveness, quality of work, adherence to budget, etc., 
also provide an overall insight into supplier competency. When reviews are completed directly a�er a job, they ensure 
that clients receive objective assessments of supplier capabilities.

EPCOR used to take anywhere between 4 to 32 hours to prequalify a single contractor. A�er 
implementing Avetta’s solutions, they witnessed significant gains both in time and cost 
savings.
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Remaining Diligent About Safety Standards

Managing Workers

Worker management programs also help streamline administrative costs while promoting safety. A holistic worker 
safety program, such as the one o�ered by Avetta, ensures that contractors are prepared to put their best foot forward 
even before entering the job site. It continues long a�er they have le� work as adherence to work safety standards is 
diligently monitored and certifications and insurance documents are regularly reviewed. Avetta’s platform allows 
suppliers to upload certificates of insurance (COI) which is then checked by specialists for type, coverage, and special 
clauses. Clients are notified of any change in status in real-time. 

Facilitating Access to Supply Chain Risk Management Tools

Avetta has also launched its service — Marketplace — with the aim of improving procurement processes. Businesses that 
are looking for safety-related products, services, and insurance can access them through this one-stop platform at 
discounted rates. These value-added services help Avetta’s community of 90,000+ suppliers enhance their business 
prospects through time- and cost-savings and improved performance.

Avetta’s solutions have delivered proven benefits – one client reported a 30% overall improvement in 
the health and safety performance of contract workers, while another registered an astounding 74% 
drop in TRIR. SBA Communications, one of the largest telecom companies in the country, saved $100,000 
in worker costs a�er onboarding Avetta as a SCRM partner. Ultimately, these quantifiable benefits make 
a significant di�erence to an organization’s bottom line while safeguarding their brand reputation.

“We fell out of compliance with our largest customer because we couldn’t carry adequate 
auto and workers compensation insurance,” says Sara Sto�el of Sleeth Tower. She adds, 
“Costs were too high. Our Avetta customer service agent assisted in helping us find 
appropriate levels of insurance at an a�ordable rate through USA Telecom, an Avetta 
Marketplace partner that enabled us to get back into compliance. Avetta helped save our 
largest contract.”
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5 Focus on People, Not Statistics

Contractor-related deaths become cautionary tales, a warning against what not to do, a tale of regret about what could 
have been done. Not only are the personal consequences devastating, but the financial repercussions grim as well. The 
real tragedy is that workplace accidents can be kept at bay through a combination of personal and managerial diligence.
 
The demand for contractors and skilled workers is not set to abate any time soon. In fact, over the next decade, 4.6 
million manufacturing jobs will need to be filled. Workplace safety is going to become even more important in the future 
as employment tenures keep increasing.

At the end of the day, ensuring worker safety is just good business. Companies invest a lot of time building their 
reputation and shoring up goodwill. It only takes a single incident of perceived callousness to bring that crashing down. 
In the long run the ROI on safety far outweighs any compliance-related costs that organizations have to bear.

Encouragingly, as technology has continued to augment business processes, it is also resulting in safer workplaces. 
But no matter how sophisticated the tool, or how extensive the program, safety begins with a prepared, diligent, 
and knowledgeable workforce.
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