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Given business environment dynamics, eco-
nomic climate, organizational decision making and a 
multitude of other factors, the nature and velocity of 
risk are constantly changing. Consequently, effective 
risk management can become a fluid and somewhat 
elusive factor. OSH risk that is measured and con-
trolled today may be significantly different tomorrow. 
This phenomenon causes many organizations to 
chase and react to risk and struggle to be proactive. 

Because of these factors, it is simply not enough 
to measure and control risk; organizations need the 
capability to predict and prevent risk. One way to get 
ahead of changing risk levels is to enhance an organi-
zation’s capacity to assess and improve process health. 
This capacity should not be limited to OSH risk and 
risk management processes. Behind excessive OSH 
risk often lies operationally ineffective processes. 

This article provides the OSH professional with 
some basic techniques to use excessive OSH risk as 
an indicator of process health and apply the princi-
ples of healthy process design to foster a more pro-
ductive business environment. This capacity will raise 
the organizational value of OSH practitioners and 
their ability to positively impact the business. 

A Real World Case for  
Process vs. Safety Assessment

We regularly find significant operational issues and 
solutions behind obvious safety issues. Recently, as 
part of a fatality and serious injury assessment, we 
brought the operations general manager of a mining 
operation to the facility’s maintenance shop. While 
walking through the area, we observed two workers 
grinding the end of a conveyor roller. One of the in-
dividuals was holding the roller firm to the edge of a 
workbench while the other was taking metal off the 
shaft with an angle grinder. Next to the bench was a 
stack of rollers that appeared to be in line for grinding.

The first and obvious safety issue was the risk of 
dropping the heavy roller on a leg or foot, closely 
followed by hand injury and eye exposure from 
grinding. We could have stopped there and deter-
mined why the workers had not set up the job with 
the appropriate safety controls, then made sure that 
proper controls would be used in the future.

However, since our approach uses safety as a 
process health indicator, we went another route. We 
introduced ourselves and inquired about the work 
they were performing. They said they were grinding 
these newly purchased rollers to fit the conveyor. We 
asked why. The answer was that the purchasing de-
partment had acquired rollers of the wrong size and 

they were grinding the shaft ends to fit the process. 
We discussed the situation with them and they ac-
knowledged the futility and risk associated with their 
process. Clearly, they were doing what they thought 
was good for the company.

The risk behind the obvious safety issues:
•The main conveyor for the plant was shut down 

while this rework was in process. Shutting down pro-
duction was placing these operational heroes under 
significant pressure.

•The work they were performing, although val-
iant in principle, was removing the temper from the 
shafts, ultimately causing these rollers to fail in a 
matter of weeks from when they were installed.

•Their safety exposure was created by a purchasing 
process that did not verify roller specifications and 
had no alternative source for the rollers. The workers 
were in the process of creating a second, more signif-
icant exposure when they would have to disassemble 
the conveyor in a few weeks after the rollers they 
were grinding failed.

Conclusion: This was an operationally non-val-
ue-added process with significant safety risk. The 
purchasing issue caused the company to lose a signif-
icant amount of revenue and not meet its corporate 
performance expectations. The resulting situation 
set up these dedicated workers to fail. Fixing safety 
that day would not have addressed the real risk to the 
workers or the business. 

We see similar occurrences on a regular basis 
(many not as obvious as this one). To predict risk, 
OSH professionals must see beyond the obvious safe-
ty issues and understand the value and effectiveness 
of the business and operational processes of an orga-
nization. The operational implications of these pro-
cesses are apparent where work is performed, but the 
reasons and risks are usually much more significant 
and impactful than the symptoms. When the symp-
toms are discovered, one must strive to identify the 
associated business risk and create business solutions, 
not just safety fixes.

The Spectrum of Risk
Risk often behaves like a liquid as it readily takes the 

shape of its environment. The organizational environ-
ment is defined by decision making associated with 
its culture, systems and processes. The risk created 
is not limited to OSH; it applies to the full range of 
business risk. This article is by no means a treatise on 
risk. There are many fine books, articles and courses 
available to OSH professionals to educate themselves 
on risk assessment and management. OSH practi-

Considering the multitude of OSH risk assessment methodologies, prioritization and control 
methodologies that are available to organizations, managing risk is not enough to achieve 
high order safety expectations (e.g., no injuries). 

USING PROCESSES TO  
PREVENT & PREDICT RISK
By Peter T. Susca

BUSINESS CLASS



assp.org  AUGUST 2018  PROFESSIONAL SAFETY PSJ   19

tioners should also become familiar with the attributes 
and symptoms of business risk, as a variety of business 
risks (see the “Business/Operational Risk Examples” 
sidebar) tend to occupy the same space as OSH risks 
in an organization. When non-value-added opera-
tional hazards and exposures (risks) are discovered, 
they are typically associated with work processes that 
detract value from the business. Therefore, as OSH 
practitioners we should begin to recognize safety as a 
symptom of operational improvement opportunities, 
rather than something to fix. 

Risk should be appreciated, not just as potential 
for harm, but as the potential for failure. The risk of 
failure can be attributed to the potential for process 
and system failure, which at times is a precursor to 
the risk of harm. For example, when a work process 
(e.g., manufacturing or service) is designed in a man-
ner that is not realistic to the work environment, the 
worker is likely to not follow the process. This flawed 
process has an elevated risk of failure that will create 
excessive risk of harm. 

If your organization does not appreciate the risk of 
process and system failure, then it is, at best, chasing 
the risk of harm. This is evident by what organiza-
tions measure. For example, in the quality discipline 
the measurement of nonconformities and turn-backs 
is used as a predictor of downstream product and 
service issues. The question, “Where is the next  
nonconformity likely to occur?” reveals the disci-
pline’s capacity to predict process or system failure. 
Similar questions can be asked of the OSH discipline. 
Questions such as, “Which of your safety procedures 
is most likely to fail?” probe the organization’s ability 
to see what is coming. 

The Value for Processes
Since my first exposure to process improvement 

and management systems disciplines in the early 
1990s, the value of processes and systems has res-
onated with me. The value and relationship of the 
elements and the continuous improvement cycle 
(e.g., plan-do-check-act) provides a simple and 
consistent approach to facilitating predictable per-
formance. Understanding what it takes to create an 
effective process (and where they fail) enables me 
to identify failure risk. 

It has been my experience that processes are not 
treated with the same reverence by everyone. Some 
people find comfort and predictability in processes 
while others see them as overly burdensome and con-
straining. This diversity of perception occurs in many 
organizations and it challenges communication, buy-
in and performance at all levels.

Since the foundation of OSH risk management 
is dependent on healthy systems and processes, 
common ground must be found between these 
two divergent perspectives. The foundation of 
common ground starts with looking at processes 
from their most basic perspective. Simply defined, 
a process is an approach usually containing a series 
of steps that is used to provide an expected result. 
Examples of this include the way someone brush-

es his/her teeth or fills a car with gasoline. These 
processes typically would be looked at as casual 
because they are not typically written and require a 
minimum of training and performance assessment. 
The degree of effort and discipline built into pro-
cesses is mainly dependent on the perceived risk of 
variance (e.g., missing or wrong order of steps) or 
failure. When failures of processes result in signif-
icant harm, process owners drive process improve-
ment to control variation and risk. For example, 
stoplights are typically installed at intersections 
where serious crashes occur due to drivers’ inabil-
ity to apply the rules of the road. Some degree of 
variation in process performance and failure tol-
erance is allowable, but the risk tolerance must be 
calculated and engineered into process design. 

Sometimes this effort to create detailed and 
formal processes and redundancy creates negative 
perceptions. With good intent, many process de-
signers can create processes that will not work in 
the real world, thereby elevating the risk of failure. 
Early in my safety career I created many regulato-
ry compliance-based procedures that thoroughly 

FIGURE 1
BUSINESS/OPERATIONAL  
RISK EXAMPLES

OSH practitioners should become familiar with the at-
tributes and symptoms of business risk, as many tend to 
occupy the same space as OSH risks in an organization. 
Such risks include: 

•resources/supply chain;
•competitive advantage/market loss;
•sustainability/continuity of operations;
•business image/reputation;
•nonconformance with client expectations;
•machine/equipment management;
•operational inefficiency (processes and systems);
•poor quality of product or service;
•regulatory and contract compliance;
•safety and security;
•IT infrastructure/cyber security;
•environmental exposures;
•maintenance of qualified staff.

The simpler the process is, the 
less it costs to operate and the 
more reliable it will be. 
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covered every aspect of the standard in the exact 
order and wording of OSHA. The procedure was 
thorough and if it was applied, all users would be 
safe and compliant. However, few users saw the 
procedure as practical in the work environment 
and consequently did not follow the procedure. 
This nonconforming behavior was a result of my 
not engaging them in the purpose and the design 
of the procedure.

When difficulties with user buy-in occur with ex-
isting processes, follow these steps:

1) Reach agreement with the users on the level 
of risk (of harm to people or the company) that the 
process controls. Many times this is the issue. Not 
everyone sees the potential for harm the same way, 
therefore they may perceive the risk of noncompli-
ance to be low.

2) Get the users’ input and commitment to a more 
effective approach. This is a good time to evaluate 
their field modifications in the new process.

3) Build their commitment and ownership of the 
process by having them check and evaluate ongoing 
process effectiveness.

Creating Robust Processes 
Process attributes range from basic to complex 

and trivial to critical. Accordingly, packing a car 
for a trip to the beach and packing a parachute 
represent a significant difference in potential harm 
from process failure. Processes associated with 
risk management, especially risks that have a sig-
nificant potential to harm people or the business, 
must be healthy and robust to minimize the proba-
bility of failure.

Programs and management systems are high-or-
der processes. Programs are designed for the tactical 
management of specific risks (e.g., hazardous energy 
control) and management systems are strategic pro-
cesses that manage organizational risk. 

Over many years of assessing processes and their 
outcomes, we have found common factors to be 
in play in the vast majority of situations. Processes 
that are sustainably healthy are built on a common 
foundation of factors. The “Process Health Checklist” 
sidebar outlines the primary factors associated with 
healthy processes.

LEGO intructions provide the best example of a 
process that scores high against this checklist. They 
are a beautiful illustration of a work instruction that 
fulfills all of the healthy process elements. The key 
LEGO instruction success factors are their visual 
nature (no words) and the ease of knowing right 
from wrong at every step. The manufacturer has 
engineered the process so well that words are not 
necessary. The design makes it hard to do the job 
the wrong way. The simpler the process is, the less it 
costs to operate and the more reliable it will be. Many 
organizations could benefit from work instructions 
designed like LEGO instructions.

Identifying Unhealthy Processes
Although the process health checklist will help 

organizations build effective processes and evaluate 
existing processes, recognizing the symptoms of a 
process that is failing or has a high risk of failure is 
also key. Unhealthy processes can produce good out-
comes for long periods. When organizations are in 
reactive mode, a process that is not problematic often 
indicates that there is nothing to fix. This, of course, 
is not an effective way to measure process health.

An organization’s ability to assess process failure 
risk is paramount in the prevention of unwanted op-
erational outcomes. Following are indicators that can 
be used to identify the need for process health assess-
ments in the work environment:

1) What you see is in conflict with the discipline of 
the area or business.

•High-tech operations (e.g., aerospace, pharma-
ceuticals) should operate in a disciplined manner 
with good quality equipment/tools. Use your senses 
to detect anomalies.

2) Work practices that do not appear to add value 
to the product or service.

•Excessive human exposure to an automated pro-
cess begs the question, “Why?” What are the reasons? 
What is the operational value?
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Clearly Defined Performance Expectations
•The performance expectations of the process are well defined. If the process is con-

trolling risk then the residual risk or outcome performance should be clearly defined.

Defined Ownership and Customer
•Defined responsibility for the development and maintenance of the process. 

Defined user/customer (those will apply and/or benefit from the process).

Approach Aligns With the Performance Expectation
•The content and design of the process should match the performance expecta-

tion. The process, by design, should provide for the residual risk necessary to achieve 
the performance expectation.

User Buy-In to the Approach
•The users should buy-in to the approach defined in the process. The closer the 

users are to the development and maintenance of the process, the more effective the 
process will be.

Good Fit in the Culture/Environment
•Processes should make sense in the real world of the user. Consideration should 

be given for time constraints, staffing, tools, pressures, environment and language. 
Processes for work should be integrated whenever possible (i.e. one right way for 
profitability, quality, safety).

Repeatable
•Repeatable processes are simple, integrated and mistake-proof so that a wide ar-

ray of users will use the process the same way creating little variation in the results.

Measureable
•Processes should be designed so that they are easily measured at each step along 

the way (e.g., simple/visual processes are easy for anyone to check).

Reliable & Durable
•The process consistently provides the expected performance. The process can 

sustain itself in a dynamic environment (e.g., changing staff, shifts, work rates and 
specifications).

Auditable
•The process is easy to check/verify at each step along the way. The best processes 

are easily auditable by people with little process expertise.

FIGURE 2
PROCESS HEALTH CHECKLIST
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•Individuals performing process steps that do not un-
derstand why will consequently not value the procedure.

3) The process requires high-order skill in a dy-
namic/reactive environment.

•“What does it take to not get hurt here?” If the 
environment requires a high order of experience and 
human reliability for the worker to stay safe, there is 
probably high risk of failure for a new employee, visi-
tor or contractor.

4) Process expectations do not match the work 
environment.

•Read through process steps and then observe the 
work environment (e.g., operational pressure, resources, 
time allowed). The process expectations should appear 
reasonable. If not, the process may not be followed.

5) Workplace modifications to the process.
•Eliminated steps, incorrect/homemade tools or 

custom user markings on equipment.
6) Equipment and resources are not readily available.
•If the process requires specialized tools or team 

lifting and these resources are not easily accessible, 
there is a good chance they are not being used.

7) Going through the motions.
•Controls are in place and workers apply them to 

keep out of trouble. Many times we have found dam-
aged tools returned to the right place on 5S shadow 
boards. Why are workers missing the point?

Conclusion
This article provides basic techniques that the 

OSH practitioner can use to advance the capaci-
ty of the profession and their integration into the 
business core. Many organizations with high-order 
performance aspirations are caught up in a reactive 
environment of problem solving. To move out of 
reactive mode, leaders need the capacity to predict 
and prevent problems. Mastering the process health 
assessment methods outlined herein will give the 
OSH professionals a skill set to predict and prevent 
business risk in their organizations. To move forward 
with these techniques:

•Focus on the process, not the outcome. Un-
healthy processes can provide good outcomes for 
long periods.

•Use the process health checklist and the un-
healthy process indicators to evaluate processes (op-
erational and OSH).

•Use safety as an indicator of operational pro-
cess health. Fixing the obvious safety issue many 
times leaves a lot of operational improvement op-
portunity on the table.

•Process improvement should make a good busi-
ness case. If it does, integrate safety hazard elimi-
nation or risk reduction into the solution.  PSJ


