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Singh

Safety at the workplace is a significant con-
cern for both employees and employers. 
Each and every workplace has its share of 

risk factors and challenges that make it essen-
tial for the employer or business owner to pay 
attention to the implementation and update of 

adequate safety measures. All work 
environments present their own 
unique risks, but the surprising fact is 
that healthcare facilities may actually 
be far more dangerous work environ-
ments when compared with others.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
measures the number of days away from 
work, restricted or transferred to another 

job (DART) due to injury or illness.1 Studies 
indicate that, at healthcare facilities, the average 

days lost per month due to workplace-related 
injuries stands at a DART rate of 4.5. Compare 
this with the national average for other work-
places in the private sector, and you can see that 
this is about three times as much.

Clearly, there is a definite need to take 
stringent action, and this action needs to be 
taken now. The government has stepped in 
to curb the incidence of risk in the workplace 
safety niche via the Occupational Safety and 
Health Administration (OSHA). However, the 
unique challenges presented by different work 
environments makes it difficult to have one 
standardized set of guidelines that can apply to 
all and be equally effective in all the situations.

The National Emphasis Program
OSHA conducted a program termed the 
National Emphasis Program (NEP)2 in health-
care facilities and also in long-term care 
providers. This 3-year program encompassed 
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more than 1,000 inspections, including 
evaluations of ergonomic stressors in these 
workplace environments. As a result of the 
NEP’s assessment, the common hazards in 
these environments became quite clear, allow-
ing OSHA to address the same hazards in 
healthcare facilities where inpatient care was 
being provided. Every organization that offers 
inpatient care services and has many work-
place illnesses/injuries can expect meticulous 
inspections by OSHA inspectors. This is 
expected to help enforce the guidelines more 
effectively and ensure that these healthcare 
facilities do not become high-risk environ-
ments for employees.3

Safety measures enforcement initiatives
To address the high incidence of injuries 
in healthcare institutions, OSHA brought 
out the Inspection Guidance for Inpatient 
Healthcare Settings.4 This can be viewed as 
an “enforcement memorandum” that prompts 
medical care facilities to establish effective 
safety features and norms, and facilities must 
also follow them diligently so that injuries 
and illnesses among the employees can 
be controlled better.

The main focus of the Inspection Guidance 
for Inpatient Healthcare Settings is to ensure 
that specific, high risk areas/operations within 
the healthcare institution are inspected dili-
gently. These aspects, as highlighted via the 
NEP, will be given special attention during 
inspections to ensure that:

 · Employees are protected from exposure to 
blood-borne pathogens;

 · Employees have safety measures in place 
that reduce risk of developing muscular-
skeletal disorders that typically result from 
handling patients incorrectly;

 · Employees are effectively protected from 
violence during their work time;

 · Employees are safeguarded from ailments 
such as tuberculosis; and

 · Employees are safe from slips, trips, 
and falls.

Apart from these, the inspector may also 
give due attention to ensuring that:

 · Employees are not exposed to multi-drug 
resistant organisms; and

 · Employees are not exposed to hazardous 
chemicals (e.g., cleaning agents, anesthet-
ics, dangerous drugs).

A win-win situation for inpatients
The new inspection guidelines are a welcome 
addition as far as inpatients are concerned. 
In the words of Dionne Williams, Director of 
the Office of Health Enforcement, OSHA, this 
new policy is aimed at reducing exposure to 
hazards at the healthcare facility, thus paving 
the way for a healthier workforce. In turn, this 
healthier workforce is far better equipped to 
address the patients’ issues and offer better 
care and compassion, which is an advantage 
for the inpatients.5

Another way in which better workplace 
safety helps is by improving employee reten-
tion. The inpatients benefit from this as well, 
because they get care from more experienced 
staff who have handled patients for a much 
longer span of time.

Pros and cons of the OSHA inspection 
guidelines
The main advantages of the inspection guide-
lines are as follows:

 · Inpatient care facilities have a structured 
set of guidelines to follow, making it easy 
for existing establishments to ramp up cur-
rent facilities and features to desired levels;

 · New healthcare institutions know all about 
the requirements, and this allows them to 
integrate safety features in the design of 
the facility, right from the beginning;

 · It is possible to establish a standard for 
safety norms that has to be followed by all 
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healthcare facilities across board, making 
it easy for patients to understand what to 
expect and to know when a facility is fall-
ing below accepted standards; and

 · It is easy to assess the safety measures 
during inspections and to quickly spot 
gaps between 
regulation and 
reality.

There are a few 
disadvantages as 
well. Namely, it 
may be impossible 
or unnecessary for 
all inpatient care 
facilities to follow 
the same stringent guidelines irrespective of 
the kind of care they provide or the kind of 
patients they care for.

Secondly, the medical treatment for differ-
ent ailments varies very widely, which makes 
it impossible for all inpatient care facilities to 
have similar environments or processes. In 
such cases, matching and implementing the 
guidelines and clearing inspections may be 
a challenge for the healthcare facility, despite 
their commitment to workplace safety.

How compliance can help
Compliance helps ensure that there are fewer 
injuries to both staff and residents. The repu-
tation of the healthcare facility hinges on this 
aspect quite heavily, and compliance plays 
a key role in making the facility a reputable, 
trustworthy one. An important point to con-
sider is that reputation plays a significant role 
in determining which healthcare facility is 
chosen by the end user, the patient.

Compliance would need to develop robust 
programs, which would involve the manage-
ment’s buy-in to establish adequate resources 
and share equally in the burden of responsibil-
ity. This program would need to be signed off 

by the person sitting on the top of the organi-
zational pyramid. The key ingredients of the 
program would be to modify the usage of the 
hotline to a helpline; rather than just report-
ing mundane specific concerns, the employees 
should be allowed to “communicate” concerns 

relating to the health-
care environment. 
Although there are 
systems in place 
which do manage 
such communica-
tions, I would suggest 
promoting the 
helpline as a safety 
net to all the sys-
tems that exist in the 

organization, which would give an employee 
a sigh of relief, in case they are uncomfort-
able in reporting through the specific systems. 
However, before the employees can start com-
municating it, they would be equipped with 
adequate tools, such as appropriate trainings 
and robust and detailed policies and proce-
dures. Additionally, the program should cover 
spot checks through a multi-disciplinary 
subject matter team that can identify the 
control weaknesses and plug the gaps with 
adequate controls.

In addition, compliance with safety regu-
lations and guidelines makes it possible for 
employees to carry out their daily work with-
out injuries or ailments. This translates into 
more working hours and fewer days lost for 
the employees. Employee productivity is also 
on the rise, because they are healthier and less 
anxious about health risks while they are on 
the job.

Policies are not the be all and end all 
of guidelines. The world is moving toward 
establishing committees/task forces, which 
continuously monitor the policies and excep-
tional cases so the polices can be continuously 
enhanced. Not limiting the committees’/

…compliance with safety 
regulations and guidelines 

makes it possible for 
employees to carry out  

their daily work without  
injuries or ailments.
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task forces’ role to enhancement of policies 
ensures regular monitoring of cases in 
facilities and ensures adequate training is 
provided to the staff where the problems are 
frequent and regular. Compliance generally 
participates in such committees to oversee 
the role and ensure a strong and robust 
monitoring mechanism.

 A better, safer work environment also 
means less employee attrition. For the 
management this means lowered recruit-
ment costs and reduced cost of training new 
hires. There is also less risk of the establish-
ment facing lawsuits arising from employee 
workplace injuries, which can translate into 
significant costs along with loss of reputation. 

For the employees themselves, compliance 
means better health, an enhanced ability 
to work more days, a maximized earning 
capacity, and lower risk of long-term injuries 
that can impair their ability to work. In gen-
eral, employees in better health elevate the 
reputation of the establishment as a whole. 
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