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Seeing the Unseen: Why Hazard Recognition is the Foundation of Workplace
Safety

Have you ever reviewed an incident report involving a serious injury or costly
equipment damage and thought, how did that happen? In many cases, the answer
is simple and frustrating. The hazard was at the workplace, but it was not
recognized.

Hazards are the source of most workplace injuries and property damage. They exist
in every environment, from industrial job sites to offices, vehicles, and even our
homes. The challenge is not that hazards are rare. The challenge is that people
often do not see them until someone is hurt or something is damaged. When
employees say, “I did not see it coming,” they are usually being truthful.

At Berkley Industrial Comp, we work closely with high hazard industries where the
consequences of unseen hazards can be severe. We know that recognizing hazards
is not just a safety function. It is a critical skill that must be developed, reinforced,
and supported at every level of an organization.

The Gap Between Knowing and Doing

Most employees receive training on how to control hazards related to their specific
tasks. They know how to lock out equipment, wear personal protective equipment,
and follow established procedures. Yet incidents still occur.

Why? Because knowing how to control a hazard is not the same as recognizing
one.

This disconnect is often referred to as the gap between knowing and doing.
Employees may understand what to do once a hazard is identified, but if they do not
see the hazard in the first place, those controls are never applied. Without strong
hazard recognition skills in the workplace, even well trained workers can
unintentionally place themselves or others in dangerous situations.

Effective hazard control begins with the ability to see risk before it becomes an
incident. That ability does not happen by accident. It must be intentionally
developed.

Training the Brain to Recognize Hazards in the Workplace

Hazard recognition requires a trained mindset. It involves quickly analyzing a
situation, identifying potential sources of harm, and understanding the
consequences if something goes wrong. This skill is influenced by experience,
environment, and personal perception.

One key factor is how individuals view their ability to influence safety outcomes.
This concept is known as locus of control.

Berkley Industrial Comp = berkleyindustrial.com 800-448-5621



1. |Berkley
’y* | INDUSTRIALCOMP®

Learn How to Recognize Those ‘Unseen’
Hazards in the Workplace

People with a strong external safety locus of control tend to believe that injuries are
primarily caused by outside forces such as luck, equipment failure, or the actions of
others. When people feel they have little control, they are less likely to actively look
for hazards in the workplace.

Those with a strong internal safety locus of control believe their actions directly
influence outcomes. They are more likely to take ownership of safety decisions and
proactively identify risks. However, even an internal focus must be balanced with
the use of proper tools, procedures, and technology.

Developing awareness of your own safety mindset is a powerful first step in
improving hazard recognition.

Building Hazard Awareness Through Reflection

Improving hazard recognition starts with honest self assessment. Consider past
situations where injuries were avoided because proper protective equipment was
used or procedures were followed. Reflect on incidents that occurred when safe

work practices were overlooked.

These moments reinforce an important truth. Many hazards can be controlled when
they are seen early. By focusing on what is within your control, you sharpen your
ability to anticipate risk and respond appropriately.

At Berkley Industrial Comp, our risk management philosophy emphasizes shared
responsibility. Safety outcomes improve when individuals understand both their
personal role and the systems designed to support them.

Five Practical Ways to Improve Hazard Recoghnition in the Workplace

While no one recognizes every hazard all the time, there are proven ways to
strengthen hazard awareness across job roles and industries.

First, recognize your own perception of control. Understanding whether you tend to
attribute safety outcomes to internal or external factors helps identify blind spots in
how you approach risk.

Second, clearly identify the common hazards associated with your industry and
specific job functions. Regular discussion and documentation of these hazards
keep them top of mind.

Third, learn from experience. Spend time with more seasoned employees and ask
them what hazards they see in a given task or environment. Compare their
observations to your own.
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Fourth, revisit new or familiar worksites with fresh eyes. Purposefully scan for
hazards you may have missed during your initial walkthrough.

Fifth, continuously learn from incidents. Reviewing injury reports, near miss
investigations, and industry case studies exposes you to hazards that may not yet
exist in your own workplace.

The more you understand how hazards are controlled, the more effectively you will
recognize them. Knowledge and awareness work together to prevent injuries and
protect people, equipment, and property.

Supporting Safer Outcomes Through Risk Management

Hazard recognition is a foundational element of injury prevention, particularly in
high hazard industries. When employees at all levels are trained to see risk before it
escalates, organizations experience fewer incidents, lower claim severity, and
stronger safety cultures.

Berkley Industrial Comp partners with insureds to support this proactive approach.
Through risk management expertise, safety training, and collaboration, we help
organizations move beyond compliance and toward prevention.

Seeing the unseen is not about perfection. It is about progress. When hazard
recognition becomes a habit, safer outcomes follow.

For additional resources, including downloadable toolbox talks on hazard
recognition, connect with your Berkley Industrial Comp risk management
representative.
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