
Home is where 
the hurt is
David Towlson suggests extending safety 
training to help prevent DIY accidents

In absolute numbers, home accidents greatly 
outweigh those in the workplace. In 2002, 
when the government last gathered data, 
there were 6000 deaths related to domestic 

accidents. It’s unlikely that figure has fallen by 
a factor of 40 in the past 13 years. 

Many home injuries are sustained to domes-
tic repairs and improvements. DIYers often have 
little or no training, no specific experience of 
the jobs they attempt and scant appreciation of 
their own limitations. This is never a good mix.

At work we are responsible for ensuring 
employees are competent to complete tasks 
safely. At home, they decide for themselves 
whether they can tackle a job. Though our 
organisation’s duty of care may not extend 
to what workers do in their spare time, the 
side effects of those activities are reflected in 

sickness absence costs. So perhaps it’s time to 
improve the competence of employees under-
taking hazardous home activities.

In the late 1990s, the Metropolitan Police 
issued a series of leaflets on best practice in 
common DIY tasks after it discovered a signifi-
cant minority of working days lost were linked 
to home injuries. If your organisation’s absence 
recording system gathers enough detail, you 
can analyse the previous 12 months’ figures  
to see whether there would be a benefit in 
organising home safety training.

Sell the benefits
If you decide to advise employees on how to 
carry out DIY safely, it is wise to tread care-
fully, so the advice is seen as useful rather than  
supporting the overprotective stereotype.

Understand your audience: DIYers get sat-
isfaction from doing stuff themselves. As far as 
possible, let them. They may also have limited 
budgets — hence the reluctance to pay some-
one else to do the job — so any advice must be 
realistic. They are also likely to have a wide 
range of abilities; some will be highly advanced 
and others complete novices.

Be clear about your aims and objectives. 
You are not training people to be professional 
handypeople. The difference you can make 
here is in providing basic tips to help people 
plan their jobs better, foresee difficulties and 
understand their own limitations so they don’t 
overreach themselves.

So, one aim must be to embed planning 
skills; many accidents occur simply because a 
task isn’t thought through properly. Ask your 
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trainees to walk through a task mentally 
before they start so they can check they have 
everything they will need to hand.

To ensure the topics are relevant to your 
audience, find out what DIY tasks they com-
monly tackle. Focus on the riskier ones first. 
Don’t just rely on what people have told you 
they have done; try to find out what they are 
planning in the future.

As most DIY tasks are practical in nature it 
makes sense to include at least some practical, 
visual ways to engage people. Showing some-
one helps more than an information leaflet. 
Since attending the training will be volun-
tary it will help sell the sessions to potential 
attendees if you promise to leaven the safety 
advice with tips on how to do the jobs well, 
such as how to put up shelves that are level 
and stay up.

Hold short demonstrations of some typi-
cal DIY tasks. The subjects can be suggested 
each “term” by your employees. Public  

demonstrations like 
this are pretty com-
mon in DIY stores, but 
it is more convenient 
to hold sessions in the 
workplace. You could 
ask a DIY chain or 
equipment supplier 
whether they might 

be interested in making guest appearances or 
running the sessions collaboratively with you.

Alternatively, you could also use internal 
expertise. Many organisations already employ 
(or contract) highly trained maintenance per-
sonnel. Or you could draft more experienced 
DIYers to help novices. This is very common in 
classic car clubs, where veterans are only too 
willing to lend a hand.

Consider extending workplace safety train-
ing to embrace home safety, where relevant. 
Ladder safety is an obvious example. 

Enquire within
If training sessions feel like too much effort 
or create too little interest, you could use the 
resources described above to draw up and 
distribute simple information on DIY safety, 
emphasising the link between a job done with-
out undue risk and a job well done: a hole drilled 
with the arms close to the body and not overex-
tended is more likely to be straight for instance, 

and using the right size screwdriver not only 
makes it less likely the tool will slip but also less 
likely it will chew the screw head.

There may be long term value in building 
a DIY library, whether it is of books and arti-
cles kept somewhere easily accessible, videos 
or online resources. Many online spare part 
companies provide good installation videos. 
These can easily be grouped as a series of links 
on an intranet page. The point is they should 
be chosen so that they are authoritative. One 
problem with the unmoderated nature of 
internet forums and YouTube is that it can 
be difficult to tell the difference between 
the competent and the lucky; and advice can 
sometimes conflict and confuse.

Once you have a small library of good prac-
tice you can encourage employees not just to 
use it but also to recommend resources for 
inclusion. You could also consider making 
safety equipment available for home use on 
loan, whether it is eyewear or ladder stands.

None of this is an obligation but, for the 
employer who is looking to do more, improv-
ing safety in your workers’ homes is worth  
considering. ■

Dr David Towlson is director of training and 
quality at training specialist RRC,  
www.rrc.co.uk
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It will help sell the training to 
potential attendees if you promise to 
leaven the safety advice with tips on 
how to do DIY jobs well”
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