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As I’m getting ready for work in the morning, I tend to go into autopilot. 
Often while I’m brushing my teeth, my mind is running through a list of 
tasks I need to get done that day, and before I realize it, my electric 
toothbrush has completed its two-minute cycle — and I’ve barely even 
brushed a single tooth.  

Ever get in the car, driven all the way to your destination, and realize you 
can’t remember driving at all? Just about everyone has experienced this 
phenomenon, known as “highway hypnosis.” It occurs when we find 
ourselves thinking about something other than the act of driving, especially 
when we are tired, stressed, or busy. Even the monotony of taking the same 
route every day can cause us to go into autopilot, allowing us to drive even 
with our brains not fully engaged in the task — that is, until something out 
of the ordinary happens, like a road closure, a pedestrian crossing against 
the light, or an erratic driver.  

A timed-out toothbrush is hardly a crisis. But so many other things we do 
every day — driving, using electrical equipment, even just walking — can 
become dangerous if we aren’t paying attention to our surroundings. 

In this issue, we’ll discuss the importance of situational awareness, 
particularly in the workplace, and how to encourage the habit in ourselves 
and our coworkers. 

A Message from 
the Editor 

Lori G. Taylor | Managing Editor 

Lori.Taylor@myfloridacfo.com 
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O nce upon a time, in a workplace far away, a worker slipped on a 

wet floor. Realizing that wet floors create a dangerous hazard 

and wanting to warn others, the worker created a 

sign reading “CAUTION: WET FLOOR” and 

placed it on the wet floor.  

Like magic, the hazard was 

immediately eliminated, and no 

one ever slipped on a wet floor 

again, and everyone lived (and 

worked) happily ever after.  

THE END. 

Sound like a fairy tale? 

That’s because it is — 

those of us in risk 

management know that 

slip and fall accidents 

continue to cause 

workplace injuries, more 

than any other category.  

People make mistakes, like forgetting to put out 

a wet floor sign when they mop a floor. Even 

when they remember the sign, it’s only as good 

as the person who reads it — or doesn’t. Many 

people will walk right by a caution sign and 

ignore it completely (whether purposefully or 

carelessly), typically because they aren’t paying 

attention to their surroundings. 

Situational awareness (SA) is the practice of actively monitoring 

one’s surroundings in order to identify potential threats and 

prepare for incidents before they occur. It involves making a 

conscious effort to be “in the moment” and paying attention to 

where we are and what we are doing at any given time. People 

who practice SA make more informed decisions, respond more 

quickly to threats, and have fewer accidents, which can lower an 

organization’s overall rates of injuries and the associated costs. 

Situational awareness can help in spotting and avoiding many 

types of risks: 

• Physical risks such as fire hazards (noticing faulty wiring, 

chemical buildup, etc.) or tripping hazards (items in 

walkways, loose flooring, etc.) are easily overlooked by 

someone not paying attention. 

• Cybersecurity risks like phishing attacks or ransomware 

often rely on a careless mouse click by an employee — a bad 

actor can infect an entire network with malware in a matter 

of seconds, just because someone wasn’t paying attention. 

• Psychosocial risks — that is, threats from other people, 

whether strangers, acquaintances, or well-known coworkers 

or family members. Workplace violence incidents are not 

always preceded by direct threats, but disgruntled or 

agitated individuals often give indirect clues to their mental 

state that can be detected by their attentive peers, allowing 

time to de-escalate a situation or prevent someone from 

committing a violent act. 

Being situationally aware looks a little different for everyone, 

depending on the situation, industry, and worksite.  

Creating a totally safe environment where no one ever 
gets hurt just by adding a few caution signs may only 
be fantasy, but there are other risk management 
techniques that can improve safety in very real ways; 
one of these is situational awareness.  



 

 

 

In construction, SA might mean examining a job site for physical hazards or tracking 

weather patterns that could put outdoor workers in danger. Healthcare workers track 

viral outbreaks, seasonal weather events (hurricanes, extreme heat, etc.), and holidays 

(when more injuries tend to occur) in order to anticipate the need for additional staff. 

Law enforcement officials must be on alert for people behaving erratically, especially 

during special events (parades, sporting events, etc.) and when alcohol is involved, as 

well as knowing how to de-escalate situations to keep themselves and others safe. 

Of course, being situationally aware can benefit anyone in any organization.  

• No matter where you work, and even at home, take time every day to look around 

your space for hazards.  

• Think about where you park your car: Is the area well-lit? Will it be dark when  

you leave? Try to avoid secluded areas where people could potentially hide.  

Stay alert when walking to and from your car (not nose-down in your 

phone), and be aware of those around you. 

• When driving, avoid distractions and continually scan the road for 

hazards. Be aware of traffic and weather conditions, as well as your 

own mood — if you are tired, frustrated, or impatient, acknowledging 

that before getting behind the wheel may help you make better 

driving decisions.  

• When in public spaces, limit distractions such as texting, 

talking on the phone, or listening to headphones that 

block outside sounds, which can prevent you from 

noticing what’s going on around you and leave you more 

vulnerable. 

• When you enter a new location, scan the room for 

additional exits and areas to hide in the case 

of an emergency situation (such as an 

active shooter). Trust your gut, and if you 

feel uneasy, remove yourself from the 

situation. 

Being situationally aware means being tuned in 

to the world around you, which allows us to 

practice next-level thinking. 

ACTION 
Follow through on any decisions made in the previous step to change your behavior and/or 
take action to keep yourself and others safe. Examples: reporting hazards to management, 
removing a hazard from an area, adjusting your route to avoid a known hazard until it is 
resolved. 
Risk Managers: Take whatever action is needed to mitigate the risk and/or remove the 
hazard. 

DECISION 
Weigh your options and decide whether and how to adjust your behavior to 
avoid a potential hazard. Example: choosing whether you can take care enough 
to safely walk across a wet floor, or taking a different route, if possible. 
Risk Managers:  Decide what action needs to be taken regarding the potential 
risk, if any, including communicating the risk to others and making 
environmental changes. 

ORIENTATION / COMPREHENSION 
Use your knowledge of previous experiences to understand how the 
potential hazards you observe might affect you and those around 
you. This means knowing why that stack of boxes or blind corner 
could be dangerous. 
Risk Managers: Understand the impact on employees and the 
organization as a whole if a particular incident occurs. 

OBSERVATION 
Use your senses to 
notice your surroundings, including the objects and 
people in it. A dark hallway, a pile of boxes stacked too 
high, a door that could open unexpectedly, a person in 
your path not watching where they are going — any of 
these can create a hazard. Pay attention to what you 
see, hear, smell, or even “sense” — our bodies 
sometimes alert us to dangers by giving us the feeling 
that something is “off.”  
Risk Managers: Observe the workplace throughout 
the day to recognize potential risks, in addition to 
completing a full risk assessment to uncover unseen 
safety hazards.  

 

STEP 1 

STEP 2 

STEP 3 

STEP 4 
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Situational awareness is an integral part of safety 

management. It is a skill that can be cultivated like any other, 

and it grows and strengthens over time. Here are some ways 

to incorporate it into your safety program: 

 EDUCATION & COMMUNICATION — Make 

employees “aware of being aware” by communicating 

the importance of situational awareness with them. 

Teach your staff how to notice their surroundings, pay 

attention to those around them, and practice imagining 

scenarios and predicting outcomes. Remind them of 

potential risks and how to avoid them with frequent 

messaging to reduce complacency. 

 TRAINING & PRACTICE — Walking employees 

through hypothetical scenarios can bring risks that might 

otherwise be ignored to the forefront. Try challenging 

your team members with games and exercises that help 

them hone their observational skills.  

 REMINDERS & NUDGING — Post signs on and 

around workspaces that require employees’ full attention 

in order to stay safe. Change them out regularly to avoid 

having them become “part of the scenery” and ignored. 

The brain prioritizes threats based on past experience, 

including other people’s retelling of real-life scenarios. 

Use photos or videos of previous incidents to drive areas 

that need more focus into the forefront of memory. 

 DISCOURAGE MULTITASKING & LIMIT 

DISTRACTIONS — Make sure teams are adequately 

staffed so that people can focus on one task at a time. 

Too many interruptions or too much stimuli can prevent 

workers from being able to practice SA; ask employees 

for feedback on what’s distracting them and provide 

support. 

 FOSTERING, ENCOURAGING, & IMPROVING IN YOUR EMPLOYEES 

OBSERVATIONAL AWARENESS GAME 

Have your team members look at objects laid out on a table (or a photograph of 

objects) for a set amount of time; cover up or remove the items and challenge 

them to list as many things as they can remember. 

USE NUDGING TO REMIND PEOPLE OF 

THE POTENTIAL CONSEQUENCES OF 

THEIR UNSAFE BEHAVIOR 

One company placed a chalk outline at the 

bottom of their stairwell to remind their 

employees to use the handrail. Dramatic? Yes, 

but it worked — three months after being 

implemented, they observed an increase in 

handrail usage of more than 10%.  

OTHER THINGS TO CONSIDER  

 Safety measures are more effective the less visible they are — just as people 

who feel safer take more risks, those who feel less safe behave in safer ways 

(examples: during icy conditions, accidents are more common but less 

serious because drivers take more care) 

 Providing incentives for prudent behavior is more effective in reducing risky 

behavior than more punitive measures (example: lower insurance premiums 

for careful drivers that induce people to make positive changes to their 

driving behavior have been found to work better than strict driving laws in 

reducing crashes).  

 Combat risk compensation by implementing rules that correspond with 

safety changes (example: when the adoption of helmets made football 

players feel more inclined to hit harder, the NFL created new tackling rules).   



 

 

WE TEND TO MEASURE THREATS BY IMPACT,  

NOT BY PROBABILITY 

The daily news is dramatic for a reason — so you’ll pay attention to it. 

Depictions of horrible disasters and deadly encounters, such as plane 

crashes, shark attacks, and collapsed bridges, make a big impression. Our 

brains use whatever information we take in to make a judgment about 

how probable an event is, and whether true or not, we tend to perceive 

the most memorable events as the most likely to happen. For example, 

most people are more fearful of flying than they are of eating greasy fast 

food, even though a poor diet is the far more dangerous of the two — 

nearly one million Americans die of heart disease every year, while the 

odds of dying in a plane crash is one in 11 million.  

Even positive outcomes, such as winning the lottery, seem more probable 

to us after seeing photos of the latest mega millions winner being handed 

a giant check. What we don’t see on the news (and therefore don’t take 

into consideration) are all the planes that arrive safely, the people who go 

swimming without being bitten by sharks, all the bridges that remain 

intact — or all of the people who bought losing lottery tickets.  
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FAMILIARITY FOOLS US INTO FORGETTING THE 

RISKS OF EVERYDAY ACTIVITIES 

It’s not that shark attacks and plane crashes are of zero concern — 

they do happen occasionally — but while we worry over less likely 

threats, we tend to overlook familiar and far more likely dangers. 

The more commonplace and routine an activity, the safer we 

believe it is. For example, people will question the safety of 

airplanes or buses but won’t hesitate to get into their own cars 

every day. The statistics tell the real story. Take a look at the table 

above (Fig. A); as you can see, it’s not even close. 

Naturally, the more often we participate in an action, the more 

chances we have to be injured, but it isn’t just the frequency that 

makes something more dangerous — after all, frequent practice can 

improve our skills and make us safer (like when we are first learning 

to drive). But experience can also lead to complacency  — doing 

things day after day can make it easy to forget the risks and get 

careless. Even the simplest tasks, like using doors, climbing stairs, 

or even just walking, injure thousands of people every day. 

HOW THE BRAIN TRICKS US 

INTO IGNORING THE MOST 

COMMON EVERYDAY DANGERS 

(AND HOW YOU CAN OUTSMART IT) 

MODE OF 
TRANSPORTATION 

AVG. DEATHS PER 
100 MILLION MILES 

PASSENGER VEHICLES 24,195 

BUSES 18 

RAILROAD / TRAINS 22 

COMMERCIAL AIRLINES 4 

PEDESTRIANS 6,534 

Fig. A 

As humans, we like to think of ourselves as intelligent, rational creatures, but our brains have some irrational processes that can be a struggle to 

override. One of these is our tendency to estimate the probability of an event based on how easily we can recollect examples of it. This can depend 

upon the impact of witnessing or experiencing a certain event, the frequency in which we witness or experience a certain event, or both.  
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THE PARADOX OF SAFETY FEATURES AND  

THE ILLUSION OF CONTROL 

Our brains are wired to want to solve problems and control situations. We 

are biased toward intervention, but sometimes interventions can feel like 

solutions when in reality they only shift the problem (or worse — create new 

problems).  

Surveys find most Americans prefer driving their own cars over other forms 

of transportation, for many valid reasons (comfort, convenience, flexibility, 

etc.), but many believe (erroneously) that driving is the safest choice as well 

(see Figs. B & C). Drivers enjoy a feeling of control, which gives them the 

illusion of safety (which explains why most people say they would not feel 

safe in a self-driving vehicle). Paradoxically, this increases the danger of 

driving, due to a phenomenon known as risk compensation — when we 

feel safer, we behave less safely.  

Unfortunately, interventions designed to prevent or reduce injuries can also 

decrease people’s perception of risk, making them feel that they have some 

“wiggle room” to engage in more risky behavior.  

In FY 2023-24, Florida’s state 
agencies and universities saw more 
than 275 workers’ compensation 
claims from employees injured by 
doors (categorized as “caught in/
under/between,” “cut/puncture/
scrape,” “striking against,” or 
“struck by” incidents). 

Falls on stairs are particularly 
dangerous, resulting in over 
one million injuries and 
12,000 fatalities each year, 
making it the second leading 
cause of injury in the U.S., 
according to the NSC (motor 
vehicle accidents are #1). 

The National Safety Council 
reports that in 2022, more 
than 400,000 serious injuries 
and 700 deaths were caused 
by same-level falls at 
workplaces in the U.S. 

Fig. B Fig. C 



 

 

The Highway Safety Act of 1966 sought to mitigate the growing problem of traffic 

injuries and deaths by requiring auto manufacturers to institute safety standards, including 

new features such as seatbelts, collapsible steering columns, and shatterproof windshields, 

as well as improvements to roadways, guardrails, and traffic signals. Economic professor Dr. 

Sam Peltzman believed that these initiatives might be counterproductive, suggesting that all 

mandatory safety interventions amplify people’s level of risk compensation and encourage 

them to be less careful and take more risks — a theory later dubbed “the Peltzman Effect.” His 

1975 traffic safety study found that although the likelihood of dying in an auto accident had 

decreased on average, the number of crashes had increased, resulting in no drop in the number of 

deaths and an increase in pedestrian deaths. It was more than a decade before the number of 

roadway deaths decreased as a result of the new safety standards.  

This phenomenon doesn’t only apply to transportation. Protective gear makes athletes take more risks. 

Hikers who believe they can be easily rescued are less cautious and more willing to go off the trail. 

People will keep or even increase unhealthy habits (like eating a poor diet) because they believe it can be 

“offset” with healthy behaviors (like exercising).  

It’s not that safety features are not beneficial in risk mitigation and loss prevention — quite the contrary 

(seatbelts, for example, have saved countless lives) — but psychological factors such as risk 

compensation must also be taken into account when implementing them. 
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 A 1984 study suggested that the FDA’s requirement 

for child-resistant caps on medications regulation 

may have had the opposite of its intended effect, as 

many parents, believing the bottles would prevent 

children from having access to the medications, had 

stopped storing them out of reach, or worse, found 

the new lids frustrating and inconvenient and left 

them off entirely. 

 A 1993 study reported that drivers in vehicles with 

antilock brakes had more crashes than those 

without, as they tended to accelerate faster and 

stop harder than those without. 

 An article published in the Journal of Occupational 

Accidents in 1984 found that loggers who used 

personal protective equipment had a decrease in 

injuries to protected body parts, but an increase in 

near-misses and injuries to unprotected body parts 

due to increased risk-taking. 

 A 2010 study of NASCAR wrecks found that 

mandating the use of head-and-neck restraints had 

almost completely eliminated serious driver injury 

while simultaneously increasing the number of 

crashes per race. 
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https://scholarship.law.vanderbilt.edu/faculty-publications/130/
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Our bias towards action can lead us to jump to a quick 

solution in order to feel like we are doing something to 

solve it. But what seems like a good solution could have 

another problem hidden inside of it — an unintended 

consequence that may make a situation worse, sometimes 

without even solving the original problem. Often, 

unintended consequences are just unanticipated results, 

the outcome of failing to consider the multiple levels of 

complexity in a situation, the cost of not following it 

through to its conclusion. 

Next-level thinking is a way of examining the potential 

consequences of an action — not just in the short term, but 

across time. Sometimes referred to as “second-level” or 

“second-order” thinking, next-level thinking is more 

deliberate and complex than just looking on the surface of 

a problem (i.e., first-level thinking). First-level thinking may 

find a solution; next-level thinking takes that solution and 

follows it down the road, looking at the consequences of 

that solution — then taking it a step further and asking, 

“and then what?” “and then what?” “and then what?”  

EXAMPLES OF UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

CAUSED BY FIRST-LEVEL THINKING 

 In 1949, South Africa introduced five cats to 

Marion Island as a method of pest control for mice. 

By 1977, the island had around 3,400 cats, 

endangering the local bird population. 

 In the 1970s, power plants began installing taller 

smoke stacks as a way of reducing air pollution; in 

reality, the tall stacks only spread emissions over a 

larger area. 

 The prohibition of alcohol in the U.S. (1920-33) 

brought on a myriad of next-level problems: the 

use of more dangerous drugs or “bathtub gin” as a 

replacement, an increase in organized crime, and 

the removal of a significant source of tax revenue, 

all during a period of increased government 

spending. And the supposed goal of the law was 

not even achieved — businesses saw no gains in 

productivity or reduced absenteeism. 

Considering what could happen in every situation 

allows time to decide the best course of action should 

an incident occur. By considering what might happen at 

any given moment, we can create a potential plan for 

similar future incidents. 

Remember that consequences compound 

over time. Sometimes a solution will work to 

solve a problem once but will cause future 

problems if implemented every time that 

problem arises. For example, eating a candy 

bar will “solve” your hunger, but eating a 

candy bar every time you are hungry will cause 

a myriad of health issues down the line. 

Be willing to let evidence 

change your mind. We 

tend to look for findings that 

support our beliefs and 

reject ones that don’t, and 

we stubbornly hold onto 

beliefs long after they have 

been proven wrong. 

Invert your thinking. 

Focus on avoiding the 

worst consequences and 

work backwards toward 

the intended goal. Actively 

search out evidence that 

goes against your personal 

confirmation biases. 

AVOIDING COMMON 

PROBLEM-SOLVING 

PITFALLS BY USING 

NEXT-LEVEL THINKING 

TECHNIQUES 



 

 

Albuquerque, NM — Even moderate outdoor 
temperatures may put construction workers at 
increased risk of heat-related illness, a recent 
study led by a University of New Mexico 

researcher suggests.  

Construction workers are 13 times more likely to 
suffer fatalities related to heat-related illness 
than those in the general population, the 
researchers say. For their study, the researchers 

analyzed the body temperatures of 32 
construction workers over three days in July at a 
jobsite in Kansas City, MO. Participants ingested 
a pill that monitored their body temperatures.  

Although the outdoor temperature averaged a 

“relatively moderate” 88° F over the three days, 

Extreme temps not the only factor in 
construction worker heat illness: study March 20, 2024 
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Photo: Arizona Department of Transportation 

Does excessive heat raise the risk of  
work-related injuries? May 14, 2024 

43% of the workers’ body temperatures reached 

100.4° F. NIOSH considers this the threshold 

for elevated risk of heat stress, a UNM press 
release states.  

Additionally, more than 60% of the workers 
arrived at the worksite dehydrated. 

“The safety of workers depends on the 

environmental temperature, the intensity of the 
work, and the clothing and equipment worn,” 
lead study author Fabiano Amorim, professor of 
exercise science at UNM, said in the release. “If 

you are engaged in the hardest job, you produce 
more heat, and then your body temperature will 
increase while still getting heat from the 
environment. 

“If you have this combination, your body temperature 
is going to increase to very, very high values. This is a 
problem.” 

Photo: Virginia Department of Transportation/Flickr 

Waltham, MA — The higher outdoor 
temperatures climb, the more likely it is that a 
worker will be injured, according to a recent 
study from the Workers Compensation Research 
Institute.  

Researchers looked at 2016-2021 workers’ comp 
claims data and weather data from across 24 
states. They found that on days when the high 

temperature was 85-90° F, the chance of a work-
related injury was an estimated 4.3% greater 

than on days when temps were between 65° F 

and 70° F.  

The probability rose to 5.3% when the daily high 

temperature hit 90-95° F, and around 6% when 

temps were 95° F or above.  

“Also, the effect of excessive heat is greater on 
traumatic injuries, including fractures, 
dislocations, contusions and lacerations,” WCRI 

President and CEO Ramona Tanabe said in a 
press release.  

In the construction industry, the chance of an 
injury was 14% higher when the daily high 

temperature was 90-95° F, compared with 

when it was 65-70° F. The likelihood of an 
injury was 20% greater when the thermometer 

reached a high of 95-100° F.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, workers in the South 
exhibited a higher risk of injury under higher 
temperatures. The Northeast, however, 
experienced an 8% rise in injuries when the 

daily high temperature was 90-100° F 

compared with when it was 65-70° F.  

WCRI says the study’s findings “can inform 
public policy debates on the importance of 
preventing the effects of excessive heat.” 

Articles 

originally 

published in 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/digitalcommons.wku.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6942&context=ijesab
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/digitalcommons.wku.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=6942&context=ijesab
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/24142-whats-being-done-protect-workers-heat-illness
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/25190-extreme-temps-not-the-only-factor-in-construction-worker-heat-illness-study
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/25190-extreme-temps-not-the-only-factor-in-construction-worker-heat-illness-study
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/25417-does-excessive-heat-raise-the-risk-of-work-related-injuries
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/25417-does-excessive-heat-raise-the-risk-of-work-related-injuries
https://www.safetyandhealthmagazine.com/articles/24854-trends-in-training-and-education
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New employees are at the highest risk 

for heat illness. Acclimatization is  
crucial to working in hot conditions. 

What are the benefits of heat acclimatization? 

How quickly does the body lose heat tolerance after acclimatization? 

• Gradual heat exposure prepares the heart and other vital organs, causing them to 
be less strained during physical work. 

• Sweating improves (higher volume, earlier onset), which cools the body more 
quickly. Acclimatized workers need more water — not less — due to increased 
sweating. 

• Workers increase their ability to comfortably perform physical tasks in the heat. 

• Best results will come from gradually increasing work time in hot conditions over a period of 7 to 14 days, while cooling 
off and fully rehydrating between shifts.  

• Pushing to the point of heat exhaustion will hurt, not help, your heat tolerance.  

• Typically, acclimatization requires at least two hours of heat exposure per day (which can be broken into two 1-hour 
periods).  

• The body will acclimatize to the level of work demanded of it. Simply being in a hot place is not sufficient. Doing light or 
brief physical work in the heat will acclimatize you ONLY to light, brief work. More strenuous or longer tasks require 
more acclimatization.  

• Eating regular meals aids acclimatization. Food replaces electrolytes lost in sweat, especially during the first few days 
of acclimatization, when you lose the most salt in sweat.  

• Physical fitness aids acclimatization.  

• Acclimatization will be maintained for a few days after heat exposure stops, but will begin to be lost after about one 
week away from working in the heat.  

• After one month away from working in the heat, most people’s heat tolerance will have returned to baseline. 

• Working 1-2 days in cooler conditions or taking breaks in air conditioning will not hurt acclimatization.  

How is acclimatization achieved? 

What are the benefits of heat acclimatization? 
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• Managers should have a formal acclimatization plan for 
employees working in the heat. Starting new employees at 
full intensity is not safe.  

• Adjustments to the acclimatization schedule may be needed 
depending on the worksite’s situation and on individual 
factors.  

• Most workers should be able to safely handle a full 
workload after 4 days of gradual increase, even though 
they will usually not be fully acclimatized yet. Most 
people will continue to see beneficial improvements in 
heat tolerance for up to two weeks after exposure starts.  

• Sudden shifts in work intensity or sudden increases in 
environmental temperature can increase the risk of heat 
illness even for acclimatized workers.  

A 41-year-old construction worker was sawing boards in 93° F heat. At 5 pm, 
the worker collapsed in the parking lot. He was found by another employee. 
His body temperature was recorded at 108° F when he was admitted to the 
hospital. He died the next day. At the time of the incident, the employee had 
been working for the company for one day. The company had no formal heat 
stress policy or acclimatization plan.  

Lessons learned: 

• Heat casualties often occur with new or less experienced employees.  

• Deaths from heat stress often occur during the first few days on the job.  

• Employers should have heat stress policies and should implement 
acclimatization plans.  

NIOSH 
recommendations  

SOURCES: 

Sample Acclimatization Schedule 

Case Study: Hazards of Not Acclimatizing Workers 
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For most of us, cellphone use has become 
unavoidable in our daily lives. Results of a 
recent online survey showed that adults 
reportedly spend an average of 4.5 hours 
on their phones every day — not even 
counting time spent talking on the phone. 
No wonder doctors and other health care 
providers are seeing an explosion of 
patients presenting with pain and soft 
tissue injuries of the fingers, wrists, elbows, 
neck, shoulders, and back — all consistent 
with too much smartphone use. 

INJURIES CAUSED BY CELLPHONES & OTHER ELECTRONIC DEVICES 

VISION PROBLEMS — Staring at a screen for too long can cause eye muscles to become 
fatigued or weakened from overuse. Digital screens generate heat, and those who use them 
tend to blink less, which can add to eye dryness. The effects can be serious and long term, 
leading to a condition called Smartphone Vision Syndrome (SVS), especially when using a lit 
screen for hours in the dark.  

Symptoms: Tired, itchy, and dry eyes, headaches, blurred or double vision, floaters, flashes of 
lights, zigzag lines, vision loss. 

Solutions: Limit screen time to less than 2 hours per day; use of blue light filters; use eye 
drops (prescription or over-the-counter) to keep eyes from drying out. Remember the 20-20-
20 rule: Look away from the screen at something 20 feet away for 20 seconds every 20 
minutes. Avoid using digital screens in dark rooms.      

NECK & BACK PAIN — Bending the head and neck at more than a 45 degree angle (typical 
while texting) exerts 45-60 pounds of force on the spine, putting strain on neck ligaments, 
muscles, and bones. Poor posture while using digital devices can also cause back and shoulder 
pain.  

Symptoms: Neck pain and weakness, shoulder pain, back pain, stiffness, headache. 

Solutions: Perform exercises and stretches to strengthen and increase flexibility in the neck 
and back. Use good posture when using smartphones or other mobile devices (this applies to 
physical media such as books as well) — chin tucked in and shoulders back, with body aligned 
in a neutral position. Raise the device closer to eye level to avoid tilting the head forward. Take 
frequent breaks from looking at handheld devices. 

CARPAL TUNNEL SYNDROME — Until recently, this injury was seen most often in people 
who frequently use a computer mouse, but technology has upgraded the style of mice to 
reduce this risk. Often nowadays smartphones and other touch screen devices are the cause. 
Repetitive motions like scrolling, swiping, and tapping can increase pressure on the median 
nerve.   

Symptoms: Numbness or tingling in fingers; pain in the hand, wrist, or forearm; weakness 
when gripping objects. 

Solutions: Take frequent breaks to rest the hands; avoid activities that make symptoms worse; 
use cold packs to reduce swelling. Wrist splint can be used to immobilize the hand and help 
relieve symptoms. Anti-inflammatory medications can help with pain and swelling in the short 
term. Corticosteroid injections or surgery may be needed for serious cases. 



 

 

 

 
12 

Employees who report 
experiencing psychological 
stress at work are more likely 
to develop work-related 
repetitive strain injuries. 

CUBITAL TUNNEL SYNDROME (cellphone elbow) — Similar to carpal tunnel 
syndrome, but in this case the ulnar nerve is pinched behind the elbow (once 
referred to as “tennis elbow”). Flexing the elbow for long periods of time (as when 
using a phone) can cause decreased blood flow, inflammation, and increased 
pressure on and compression of the ulnar nerve (lower arm).  

Symptoms: Same as carpal tunnel syndrome, especially when elbow is bent; aching 
or shooting pain on the inside of the elbow that radiates into the forearm, hand, 
and fingers; can lead to permanent motor deficits if not treated. 

Solutions: See CARPAL TUNNEL SYNDROME. 

DE QUERVAIN’S SYNDROME (“BlackBerry thumb”) — Any activity that relies on 
repetitive hand or wrist movement can cause the tendons on the thumb side of 
the wrist to swell and become painful; texting is a common culprit of these 
ailments. If gone untreated, it can spread into the thumb, forearm, or both.  

Symptoms: Pain and swelling near the base of the thumb, difficulty moving the 
thumb and wrist when grasping or pinching, a “sticking” 
or “stop-and-go” sensation in the thumb when moving it . 

Solutions: Resting the wrist — pain and inflammation will 
otherwise continue and could cause serious damage to 
the tendons. Apply cold compression for 10-20 minutes 
at least 3x a day for at least 3 days. A wrist brace can 
be used to immobilize the thumb and wrist to prevent 
further injury and to stimulate blood flow to the area 
for healing. Anti-inflammatory medications can help 
relieve pain and swelling. Corticosteroid injections or 
surgery may be needed for serious cases. 

Finkelstein’s Test can 
help diagnose De 
Quervain’s Syndrome 

OTHER INJURIES — Believe it or not, the most common cellphone-related 
injuries are the bumps, bruises, scrapes, and lacerations caused by falls and 
collisions with objects while using the device and not paying attention. Some 
injuries are caused by the devices themselves being thrown at or dropped on body 
parts. (Ever fallen asleep while looking at your phone and dropped it on your face? 
It happens.) In a recent survey, 14% of respondents said at least one accident had 
occurred at their workplace because an employee was distracted by their 
cellphone, and half of those accidents resulted in an injury or death.  

PREVENTING DIGITAL DEVICE INJURIES: 
AN OVERVIEW 
 
The most important way to avoid any of the 
ailments mentioned here is to reduce your 
use of the devices, and change your 
positioning when you do use them. Cellphone 
& tablet stands, external keyboards, styluses, 
and hands-free headsets can help. Pay 
attention to how long you are looking at a 
screen each day. Never use your phone in the 
dark for prolonged periods, as this will lead to 
serious vision problems.  
 
Stretching and strengthening exercises can 
help prepare your body for periods of digital 
device use and also ease the pain associated 
with overuse (as with any repetitive use 
injury). The following page contains a list of 
exercises you can do throughout the day. 
Strengthening your core muscles has been 
shown to reduce back pain and help maintain 
proper posture, which can help prevent many 
of the injuries mentioned here. Note: Check 
with your doctor before starting any exercise 
routine. 
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WRIST & HAND EXERCISES  

Warm-up: Move wrists in circular movements. Complete 
12-15 circles in each direction as needed. 

Wrist extension: Stretch your arm out straight, palm 
facing down. Use the other hand to gently pull the palm 
and wrist up toward your face; hold for 15-30 seconds & 
repeat up to 3 times. Repeat with other wrist.  

Wrist flexion: Same as extension, but this time push the 
back of your hand down toward the ground into a bent 
wrist position. 

Thumb lifts: Hold your hand with a flat 
palm, pinky down and thumb facing up 
(as if shaking hands). Lift your 
thumb away from your palm & 
hold for 5 seconds. Repeat 10 
times. Repeat with other hand. 

Finkelstein stretch: Hold your hand with a flat palm, 
thumb facing up (as with previous exercise). Bend your 
thumb toward your palm. Use your other hand to gently 

stretch your thumb and wrist 
downward until you feel a stretch on 

the thumb side of the wrist. Hold for 15-
30 seconds. Repeat 2-4 times. Repeat with 
other wrist. 

Radial & ulnar deviation: Hold your hands in the flat palm 
position, thumbs facing up. With arms extended, bend the 
wrists up (thumbs coming toward your face) and hold for 
5 seconds; then bend the wrists down (pinky fingers 
coming toward your body) and hold for 5 seconds.  
Alternate back and forth 10-20 times. 

Forearm pronation & supination: With arms at your 
sides, flex your elbows 90°. Make a fist with each hand and 
turn your palm upward and pause for 5 seconds. Turn 
your palm downward and pause for 5 seconds. Be sure to 
maintain your arm position throughout the exercise. A 
weight can be added once the exercise becomes pain-free. 

UPPER BODY & BACK EXERCISES  

Chin tucks: Sit or stand with shoulders relaxed and spine straight. Gently 
draw your chin to your chest by pulling your neck back, keeping your chin 
parallel to the floor. Hold for a few seconds and release. Repeat several 
times. 

Neck rolls: Maintain a straight spine while sitting or standing. Slowly lower 
your chin to your chest, then tilt head to the left, bringing your ear to your 
shoulder. Hold for a few seconds, then roll back to the center. Repeat on 
the right side. Do several repetitions.  

Shoulder shrugs/rolls: Stand with feet hip-width apart, arms relaxed. 
Gently raise shoulders towards ears, keeping neck relaxed. Hold briefly, 
then lower; repeat 5 times. Or if you prefer a more dynamic stretch, roll 
shoulders backward 5 times, then forward 5 times;. Repeat this sequence 2 
or 3 times until you feel a proper stretch has been achieved. 

Arm circles: Stand with arms out at your sides, parallel to the floor, palms 
facing down. Slowly make 10 small circles forward, then 10 large circles 
forward. Reverse and do 10 small and 10 large circles backward. 

Butterfly: With arms in front of you, place palms on opposite elbows (like a 
genie pose). Slide your hands up to your shoulders and draw your elbows 
together. Hold for 10-20 seconds, then release. Repeat 3-5 times. 

Upper trapezius stretch: Sit or stand tall with shoulders relaxed. Draw 
your head back into a chin tuck position. Place one hand behind your back 
and the other hand on your head; gently stretch your head away from the 
arm behind your back. Hold 30 seconds. Repeat 2-3 times on each side. 

Levator scapulae stretch: Stand straight or sit in a chair. Turn your neck 
45° to the left and bend your neck downward (imagine you are looking into 
a shirt pocket). Use your left hand to pull your head for a greater stretch. 
Hold for 10-15 seconds. Repeat on the other side. 



 

 

The second most common 

type of “STRUCK / INJURED 

BY” claim is “Animal or 

Insect” — insect bites made 

up the majority of these, 

particularly in the spring and 

fall months, with claims 

surging in May and again in 

October.  14 
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The majority of claims are for “STRUCK / INJURED 

BY” injuries, but more than half of these are under 

the sub-category “Fellow Worker / Patient”. When 

this sub-category is removed from the data, 

“STRUCK / INJURED BY” claims drops to 917, 

putting “FALL / SLIP / TRIP” injuries in the number 

one spot, followed by “STRAIN OR INJURY BY” & 
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