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Protecting the hands of metalworkers 
What we can learn from the safety culture debate to reduce hand injuries 

According to OSHA, one fifth of all injuries in metalwork are hand injuries, 
most of which are cuts and lacerations . And this is even more appalling: A 1

whopping 70% of them could have been prevented if workers had been 
wearing gloves .  2

Just let that insane number sink in for a moment. Seven out of every ten. 
Think about the pain suffered, the (sometimes irreversible) effects on worker 
health, and not least about the cost of medical treatments, lost labor and 
production halts (the average cost per injury is $ 38,087 ).  3

The numbers tell us these three things: 

• In metalwork, hand safety is a huge area for improvement.  
• The efforts currently in place to raise awareness are obviously not 

doing the job. 
• We need to think of more effective ways to get workers to wear their 

PPE 

How do we change safety culture from within? 
The reasons that workers don’t wear correct PPE – comfort, convenience, 
correct fit not in stock, etc. – may be understandable, but there’s no two ways 
about it: this complacency costs workers their health, and it hampers 
production. And the numbers won’t change unless we manage to change the 
way we do safety.  

Experts from all kinds of industries have written about strategies for creating a 
safety culture and there’s one thing they all seem to agree about: Workers will 
only start thinking of their own health first if safety culture changes from the 
inside.  

Here are three ideas from the safety culture debate that we should embrace 
to help cut down hand (and all other) injuries, keep workers safe and 
production running. 

1. Understand that safety is Lean 
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https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?2

p_table=PREAMBLES&p_id=1021

New Claim (see Cost of hand laceration injury.pdf)3

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document?p_table=PREAMBLES&p_id=1021
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IndustryWeek contributor Jill Jusko has written extensively about safety 
culture. In “Sustainable Safety Cultures” she makes an important point:  

In many production facilities, safety is still regarded as an inhibitor of 
productivity. But nothing could be further from the truth: Injuries are a massive 
waste that can cause anything from unforeseen production halts and missed 
deadlines to lost labor due to recovery, medical bills, and compensation 
payments. 

What’s more, it’s not unusual for safety initiatives to actually improve 
productivity. Jusko gives an example from a safety kaizen event in a 
production facility. Its goal was to reduce injury risks for an employee working 
as a packer. The result: A new workflow that not only reduced repetitive 
motion but also sped up the entire process. 

2. Think beyond the “Safety Department” 
In “Should the Safety Department Manage Safety?”, safe production expert 
Terry Mathis makes a strong case for safety as an integrated mission within 
the organization. A dedicated safety department won’t do the job, Mathis says, 
and for a number of reasons: 

• It lets production managers off the hook for safety – there’s a whole 
department dealing with the issues, after all.  

• It moves safety concerns away from the people who know the 
processes best. And it enforces the idea that safety is opposed to 
productivity. The chasm between “us and them” widens. 

• It stresses control over culture – if workers feel they are “overseen”, 
they won’t develop a safety culture and a sense of responsibility for 
their own safety. 

• It wastes resources by turning safety officials into watchdogs in charge 
of sanctioning violators – rather than creators of proactive strategies 
and improved processes. 

3. Involve your employees in all safety efforts 
Finally, Megan S. Raines’ “Engaging Employees” (2011) is one of the most 
persuasive studies I’ve ever read on safety culture, because it’s got the 
figures to prove a simple idea:  That the best way of improving safety 
performance is involving employees as much as possible in the design of the 
safety program. 

Sounds simple, and produces results: Raines names a number of companies 
that have involved their employees at every level of their safety initiatives, 
driven down the number of accidents, and saved millions in safety costs.  
Here are some of the steps these companies have taken:  

- Involve employees and ask for their opinion. If their preferred 
solution is as good as another that ensures a safe work environment, 
always go with their suggestion.  

- Value employee ideas: if you decide to implement one, give the 
originator proper credit and recognition 

http://www.industryweek.com/print/articles/sustainable_safety_cultures_24531.aspx
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- Communicate clearly. Explain safety rules in concise language and 
explain the reasons behind them 

- Encourage safe behaviour. Recognize and reward it (formally or with 
a slap on the back) 

- Involve workers in accident analysis – listen to why they think it 
happened and what could be done to avoid it in future 

How can we apply this to protecting hands in metalwork processes? 

None of the above ideas are rocket science, but it takes a massive change of 
mindset to turn safety from a chore into a core value.  

If we want to crack the problem of hand safety in metalwork, we need to truly 
believe that safety equals productivity (Like these companies from EHS 
Today’s list of top safety performers) and actively live safety as a cross-
organizational effort.  

And we need to involve workers in all of it. A worker safety committee that 
focuses on hand safety is one idea. Letting workers test different kinds of PPE 
before making a purchasing decision is another. From implementing a 
procedure for suggestions and their review to going back and analyzing all 
past hand injuries or offering refresher courses on cut protection levels – 
there’s a million things we can do. And the sooner we start, the more hands 
we can save. 

http://ehstoday.com/americas-safest-companies

