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Safety Profession®

As society becomes more complex, there is a constant need for new and advanced
goods and services. This, in turn, creates jobs and professions that were unheard of just
one generation ago. Because of the very rapid changes in these jobs and professions, it
is hard for students to learn about future job opportunities. It is even more difficult to
know about the type of preparation that is needed for a particular profession—or the
qualities and traits that might help individuals succeed in it.!")

The purpose of this article is to provide in depth information about the safety
profession that should help students considering a career in this challenging and
rewarding field. ¥

For over a century, safety professionals have protected the safety and health of
the public by controlling hazards. While these efforts became more sophisticated and
widespread during the twentieth century, real progress on a wide front did not occur in
the U.S. until after World War II. "’

In 1970, a major development in safety came about when the U.S. Congress passed
the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSH Act). This legislation was important
because it stressed the control of workplace hazards. This, in turn, defined a clear area
of practice for the previously loosely organized safety profession. Other legislation
passed during the next twenty years has increased the scope of safety practice into
areas of environmental protection, product safety, hazardous materials management and
designing safety into vehicles, highways, process plants and buildings. ¥

With the increased emphasis on safety driven by laws, public concern and

@ Career Guide to the Safety Profession. Second Edition. ©2000 by the American Society of Safety Engineers Foundation
and the Board of Certified Safety Professionals.

Founded in 1911, ASSE is the oldest professional safety organization. Its more than 32000 members manage,
supervise and consult on safety, health, and environmental issues in industry, insurance, government and education. ASSE
is a global member-driven association providing representation, promotion and support for those engaged in the profession
and/or the practice of safety, health and environment in their efforts to protect people, property and the environment.
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company values, more colleges today prepare people for careers in safety. The number
of people preparing themselves for careers in the safety profession through safety
degree programs is increasing. As a result, the safety profession has respect from
other established professions such as engineering, medicine and law (all of which had
traditionally been involved in hazard control, but had no special training in it). "

In the past twenty years, employment in safety has grown and changed
dramatically. The period of corporate downsizing in the early 1990’s had little impact
on professional safety positions. Safety has become more complex, so that today’s
safety professionals must have better qualifications. Safety demands the best in all of
its practitioners.

The information found in this article will explain what the safety profession is
about and what to study to become part of it. The information in this article is intended
to show that there is a place for students in the safety profession.

What Is the Safety Profession? )]

The primary focus for the safety profession is prevention of harm to people,
property and the environment. Safety professionals apply principles drawn from such
disciplines as engineering, education, psychology, physiology, enforcement, hygiene,
health, physics, and management. They use appropriate methods and techniques of
loss prevention and loss control. “Safety science” is a twenty-first century term for
everything that goes into the prevention of accidents, illnesses, fires, explosions and
other events which harm people, property and the environment.

The U.S. has a lot to gain by reducing the number of these preventable events. The
National Safety Council estimated that in the U.S., accidents alone cost our nation over
$480.5 billion in 1998. Fire-related losses exceed for $8 billion per year.

Illness caused by exposing people to harmful biological, physical and chemical
agents produce great losses each year and accurate estimates of their impact are hard to
make. !

In addition, pollution of all kinds causes damage to all forms of life. This generates
skyrocketing cleanup costs and threatens the future habitability of our planet.

The term “safety science” may sound new, but many sources of safety science
knowledge are hundreds of years old. All of the following are knowledge areas of
safety science:

«  Chemistry and biology provide knowledge about hazardous substances.
»  Physics tells people about electricity, heat, radiation and other forms of energy that

2
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must be controlled to ensure safe use.

* Ergonomics helps people understand the performance limits of humans and
helps them design tasks, machines, work stations and facilities which improve
performance and safety. "*

* Psychology helps people understand human behaviors that can lead to or avoid
accidents.

»  Physiology, biomechanics and medicine help people understand the mechanisms of
injury and illness and how to prevent them.

*  Engineering, business management, economics, and even sociology and geology
give people the knowledge necessary to improve safety in our society.

The things that can cause or contribute to accidents, illnesses, fire and explosions,
and similar undesired events are called “hazards.” Safety science gives people the
ability to identify, evaluate, and control or prevent these hazards. Safety science
provides management methods for setting policy and securing funds to operate safety
activities in a company.

Hazard control activities go on every day throughout the world. From the careful
design and operation of nuclear power generating stations to the elimination of lead-
based paints in homes, the efforts to reduce threats to public safety go on nonstop. "
The application of safety science principles occurs in many places: in the workplace,
in all modes of transportation, in laboratories, schools, and hospitals, at construction
sites, on oil drilling rigs at sea, in underground mines, in the busiest cities, in the space
program, on farms, and anywhere else where people may be exposed to hazards."”

Safety science helps people understand how something can act as a hazard. People
must know how and when the hazard can produce harm and the best ways to eliminate
or reduce the danger. If a hazard cannot be eliminated, we must know how to minimize
exposures to the hazard. This costs money and requires assistance from designers,
owners and managers. Safety professionals must know the most cost-effective ways
to reduce the risk and how to advise employees, owners, and managers. By applying
safety science, all of these activities can be effectively carried out. Without safety
science, safety professionals rely on guesswork, mythology and superstition.

Safety professionals are the specialists in the fight to control hazards. To be
called professionals, they must acquire the essential knowledge of safety science
through education and experience so that others can rely on their judgments and
recommendations. "'’

Top safety professionals demonstrate their competence through professional

3



4

(ZeTREWES))

certification examinations. Regardless of the industry, safety professionals help
to achieve safety in the workplace by identifying and analyzing hazards which
potentially create injury and illness problems, developing and applying hazard
controls, communicating safety and health information, measuring the effectiveness of
controls, and performing follow-up evaluations to measure continuing improvement in

programs. "

What Safety Professionals Do )

Wherever people run the risk of personal injury or illness, they are likely to find
safety professionals at work. Safety professionals are people who use a wide variety of
management, engineering and scientific skills to prevent human suffering and related
losses. Their specific roles and activities vary widely, depending on their education,
experience and the types of organizations for whom they work. Safety professionals
who have earned doctoral degrees are often found at the college and university level,
teaching and doing research, public service and consulting. Most safety professionals,
however, have bachelor’s or master’s degrees. These professionals may be found
working for insurance companies, in a variety of industries, for state and federal
agencies like the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), and in
hospitals, schools and nonprofit organizations.

Safety professionals’ precise roles and responsibilities depend on the companies
or organizations for whom they work. Different industries have different hazards and
require unique safety expertise. However, most safety professionals do at least several
of the following:

»  Hazard Recognition: identifying conditions or actions that may cause injury, illness
or property damage.

» Inspections/Audits: assessing safety and health risks associated with equipment,
materials, processes, facilities or abilities.

» Fire Protection: reducing fire hazards by inspection, layout of facilities and
processes, and design of fire detection and suppression systems.

»  Regulatory Compliance: ensuring that mandatory safety and health standards are
satisfied.

«  Health Hazard Control: controlling hazards such as noise, chemical exposures,
radiation, or biological hazards that can create harm.

»  Ergonomics: improving the workplace based on an understanding of human
physiological and psychological characteristics, abilities and limitations.

4
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* Hazardous Materials Management: ensuring that dangerous chemicals and other
products are procured, stored, and disposed of in ways that prevent fires, exposure
to or harm from these substances.

»  Environmental Protection: controlling hazards that can lead to undesirable releases
of harmful materials into the air, water or soil.

» Training: providing employees and managers with the knowledge and skills
necessary to recognize hazards and perform their jobs safely and effectively.

* Accident and Incident Investigations: determining the facts related to an accident
or incident based on witness interviews, site inspections and collection of other
evidence.

e Advising Management: helping managers establish safety objectives, plan
programs to achieve those objectives and integrate safety into the culture of an
organization.

e Record Keeping: maintaining safety and health information to meet government
requirements, as well as to provide data for problem solving and decision making.

» Evaluating: judging the effectiveness of existing safety and health related programs
and activities.

 Emergency Response: organizing, training and coordinating skilled employees
with regard to auditory and visual communications pertaining to emergencies such
as fires, accidents or other disasters. "'’

* Managing Safety Programs: planning, organizing, budgeting, and tracking
completion and effectiveness of activities intended to achieve safety objectives
in an organization or to implement administrative or technical controls that will
eliminate or reduce hazards. "

No matter where people work, travel, live or play, conditions exist that can result
in personal injury or illness. And wherever the possibility of personal injury or illness
exists, they will find safety professionals dedicated to preventing human suffering and
related losses.

Successful safety professionals are effective communicators with strong “people
skills.” Most people in this profession characteristically possess the design to help and
work with others. The satisfaction of knowing that people have been protected because
harmful accidents and other incidents have been prevented is just one of the many

rewards associated with “what safety professionals do.” "
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Because of the very rapid changes in these jobs and professions, it is hard for
students to learn about future job opportunities. It is even more difficult to know
about the type of preparation that is needed for a particular profession—or the
qualities and traits that might help individuals succeed in it.
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The purpose of this article is to provide indepth information about the safety
profession that should help students considering a career in this challenging and
rewarding field.
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