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Building a Health & Safety Culture 
JUNE 2020 

by John Halstead 

This was largely written before Covid-19 became a compelling issue for our industry. However, I feel this is 

more appropriate than ever as we recognize the limitations (both in efficacy and supply) of Personal 

Protective Equipment (PPE). This was co-written by Brandon Thomas, of GMG EnviroSafe. 
 

Introduction 

Health and Safety of employees and customers is certainly much more in our consciousness during this time 

of the Covid-19 pandemic and its effect on our health and livelihoods. Previously, when we thought of health 

and safety, it was about Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), Safety Data Sheets (SDS), eye wash stations, 

and the like. However, like most elements of good management, it is much bigger than that. As a popular 

saying goes: “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure”. 
 

In this edition of Collision Solutions, we will address: 1) Collision Center Hazards; 2) The “Cost of Safety”; 

3) A Hierarchy of Solutions; 4) Building a Health and Safety Culture; and 5)Conclusions and Actions. 
  

1.  Collision Center Hazards 

Airborne Vapors from Chemicals 

Paints, primers, polishes and fillers are composed of chemicals that create vapors that may be present in the 

air technicians breathe. Isocyanates are the leading attributable chemical cause of asthma in the workplace. 

Organic solvents, such as toluene and ethylbenzene, create vapors and have been linked to numerous health 

effects. The latter has led to regional VOC regulations, waterborne paints, and other low-VOC product 

options. 
 

Chemical and Particle Exposure 

Collision Techs use machines that produce dust and other particles. These substances can irritate the 

respiratory tract, injure the eyes and damage the skin. 
 

Lacerations 

This is a top injury in collision, especially for disassembly of damaged parts with sharp metal edges or broken 

glass. There are also many injuries involving razor blades or other cutting tools used to clean body side 

moldings. 
 

Slips and Falls 

When dust, paint and other liquids coat the floor of an auto body shop, workers are at risk for slips and falls. 

Cluttered work areas also increase the risk of this type of accident. OSHA reports that slips and falls lead to 

15 percent of all accidental deaths. These accidents can also cause broken bones, concussions, fractures, 

bruises and other injuries.  

mailto:josh@automotivecolor.us
https://www.automotivecolor.us
http://gmgenvirosafe.com/


 2 Page 2 of 5 

  

Parts shelving and movable carts 

Heavy Lifting 

Awkward heavy lifting puts auto body workers at risk for muscle strains, sprains and back injuries. Many back 

injuries are from the twisting of the torso when attempting to remove or install parts, having to work at 

awkward angles, etc. 
 

Occupational Noise Exposure 

Repeated use of tools that generate intermittent loud noises, such as an air chisel, puts auto body 

professionals at risk for hearing loss. 
 

Other Hazards 

Burns from welding, electrocution from hybrid vehicles, crushing from vehicle lifts or other hand tools also 

serious concerns to workers in a collision center. 
 

2.  The “Cost of Safety” 

Based on a recent research study that reviewed the worker’s compensation claim data from thousands of 

shops, there are between 14,750 and 19,700 injuries each year. According to the BLS, nearly 5,000 of these 

are serious enough to be considered “recordable”, which would involve medical treatment beyond first aid, 

missed workdays, loss of consciousness, or a fatality.  
 

All shop owners should be familiar with the direct costs of an injury, such as insurance deductibles, medical 

payments, disability compensation, legal expenses, and claims administration. A shop can get lucky and the 

injury results in minor first aid without any direct cost, but on a macro level across the industry, this gets 

balanced by the major injuries that require months of recovery and six-figure claims. Since 2014, the collision 

repair industry has averaged $10,849 in direct costs per injury, or $159M - $213M in direct cost for the 

industry each year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With the constraints on available labor in the industry, the indirect costs are likely far higher. What would the 

financial impact be to a typical shop that loses their best body technician to injury for just 2 weeks? If the 

injury were longer, how easy is it for a shop to find a new body technician that can produce at the same level 

of quality, consistency, and efficiency? This would absolutely increase cycle times, leave repairs unfinished, 

and reduce shop revenue. 

Indirect 

Costs 

3 - 10 X 

Direct Costs 
Unfortunately, that is just the tip of the iceberg. Shop 

owners have a hard time quantifying the indirect costs of 

an injury, such as lost productivity, hiring a new 

employee, training, reduced morale, absenteeism, 

damaged equipment, accident investigation, emergency 

supplies, and OSHA fines. OSHA and the insurance 

industry estimate that the indirect costs are typically 3 to 

10 times higher than direct costs. If we assume a 3 times 

factor to be conservative, the average indirect cost of an 

injury is $32,547, or $479M - $639M for the entire 

industry annually. 
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A critical component for any successful shop is to recognize the true cost of an injury and then to 

build a program and culture that will proactively eliminate those injuries from occurring. 
 

Our first step is to build a Job Hazard Assessment that identifies all the various repair procedures and job-

related tasks that are performed at the shop, the hazards associated with those procedures, and the best 

approach to controlling the hazards. The hierarchy of hazard controls outlines the 5 different ways that a 

shop can minimize or eliminate exposure to hazards:  

 

 

For a practical shop example, a shop owner could evaluate the 

practicality of controlling the chemical exposure from gun washing: 

 Elimination – Switch to a fully enclosed gun washer that does not require any manual washing 

 Substitution – Switch to a water-based cleaning product that does not have harmful chemicals 

 Engineering – Switch to a partially enclosed gun washer where vapors are removed from the breathing 

area of the painter while washing 

 Administration – Train the painter on how to manually clean a spray gun without atomizing the cleaning 

material 

 PPE – Provide safety glasses, gloves, and a respirator to wear while washing their spray gun 

 

4.  Building a Health and Safety Culture  

Building a safety culture in your organization does not happen overnight. At the root of a safety culture is 

behavior, and changing human behavior requires education. Changes occur on two levels:  

 Getting the individual to stop doing some things  

 Getting the individual to start doing other things 

Of course, change must start at the top of the organization in both words and deeds. There must first be a 

commitment to change, and then to lead by example. 

 

There are four primary aspects to building a sustainable culture: 

 Education 

 Recognition 

 Accountability 

 Strong Leadership 

3.  A Hierarchy of Solutions 

 Elimination – Remove the hazard altogether 

 Substitution – Replace the hazard with a different process 

 Engineering – Isolate people away from the hazard 

 Administration – Change the way people work with the hazard 

 Personal Protective Equipment – Protect people from the hazard 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https://www.whs-ohs-consulting.com.au/hazard-inspection_risk_control.html&psig=AOvVaw0dewTKRqImjKdW95-0YHxK&ust=1582732389217000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCKiE5fCH7ecCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAJ
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Education 

Organizations that promote learning indirectly promote employee morale; employees view themselves as 

more valuable to the organization when they see the organization investing in them. Employees must 

comprehend the value of the training they receive. Provide positive reinforcement and incentives for 

training. Help employees understand that training is not just a company requirement; it is for their well-

being. Learning best safety practices and hazards awareness is laying the groundwork for a safety culture. 

 

Promote safety within your organization. Communicate with every level of the organization the importance 

of safety for employee well-being and the organization. Constant reminders of both safe behavior and safety 

hazards will keep safety at the forefront of peoples’ minds. 

 

Recognition 

Recognize when positive safety choices are made, and make corrections when negative safety choices are 

made. Many organizations today are using recognition/rewards systems to promote safe behavior. This is a 

great way to promote safety as long as the foundation has been laid with training and education. When you 

see an employee working safe, recognize them and set an encouraging example for the rest of the team. 

On the other hand, when unsafe actions occur, determine what is causing the unsafe behavior and take 

corrective action to ensure it doesn’t happen again. Determine the root cause of the accident, injury or 

unsafe behavior to train the employee(s) to correct their action. Rather than punishing an employee, help 

them to understand what they are doing wrong, and how to correct the unsafe behavior. 

 

Accountability 

In order for a safety culture to persist, everyone in your organization should be accountable for safety, 

including you. Set goals and document successes. When goals are met, reward the group. Assess your 

progress regularly and adjust the plan, communication strategy or training program if need be. Many 

organizations are adapting responsibility programs to use resources efficiently, such as lean manufacturing 

and Six Sigma, and holding the organization accountable for productivity and product quality. The same is 

true for safety. If a person is to be responsible for safety, then one must also be held accountable for his or 

her actions. 

 

Promote openness and communication about safety in your organization. Solicit feedback and involve every 

level of the organization in your safety goals. Employees must feel as though they can express thoughts 

and report accidents or incidents without fear of blame or punishment. A true safety culture promotes the 

positive and looks to change or fix the negative behavior. 

 

Strong Leadership 

Developing a culture of safety at your organization takes careful planning and maintenance, and most 

importantly strong leadership. Management and employees must change their attitudes and incorporate 

safety into everything they do. 

 

Developing and maintaining a safety culture is an ongoing process that will evolve over time. Commitment 

to it and a positive approach to safe behavior will ensure a culture of safety at your organization for years to 

come. 
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This TIPs flyer was written by John Halstead & edited by Georgia Thorson of RDA 

John Halstead     410-336-3575       jhalstead@mindspring.com 

5.  Conclusions & Actions 

Now that you understand the hazards to health and safety in a collision center, you have information about 

the “Cost of Safety” (or the cost of being unsafe), and some suggestions about how to begin to build a 

culture of safety into your processes; it is time to take action: 

 

Look at the return on investment of preventing an unsafe situation relative to the cost of even one accident. 

 Assess potential hazards in your facility 

 Determine actions that will mitigate the risk of accident or illness 

 FIRST—Focus on making the process safer 

 SECOND—Focus on making the people safer; through education and training. 

 THIRD—Make sure you are able to promptly act in the event that an accident or illness occurs. 

 Assure that the new culture is sustained 

WEBINAR 

Brandon Thomas of GMG EnviroSafe will be conducting a webinar for RDA 

members and their customers on: 

June 24, 2020 2:00 PM Eastern 

"OSHA’s Body Shop Enforcement & Safety Program". For Members, 

Your Sales Team and Collision Shops: Register - GMG Enforcement  

Topics covered in the webinar: 

 Review the ROI of safety 

 Incident Rate & Cost of Injuries 

 Emergency Equipment Requirements 

 PPE & Respirator 

 Shop Tools & Equipment  
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