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Looking but not seeing 

How can we improve visual 
inspections of the workplace

Dr Victor Hrymak
victor.hrymak@tudublin.ie
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The Problem

Not seeing observable hazards during inspections 

conducted for OSH purposes
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So What;              Evidence for the Problem & Consequences

ü Rosepark Nursing Home, 14 Deaths 2011

ü US,  2No. Nursing Homes 2004,  40 Deaths*

ü Macondo Oil Well Explosion 2010, 11 Deaths

ü Industrial Engineering Sector  15-85% accuracy**

*See J. E., 2012. Visual Inspection: A Review of the  Literature.

**Report to Congressional Requesters, US Government Accountability Office GAO-04-660
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What is an Inspection;  Go to a location and conduct ;

hazard identification, risk assessments, risk audits, risk 

reviews, risk surveys, safety inspections, safety reviews, 

safety checks, safety tours, safety visits, safety surveys, 

safety walkthroughs, health and safety walks,  health and 

safety audits, due diligence visits,  accident investigations, 

inspections, surveys, scoping visits, familiarisation 

exercises, management safety walkabouts, Gemba walks 

and forensic investigations.

25! = 1.55 x 1025
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Common to all types of Inspection

The use of the 

visual senses
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Inspection Conduct

So how good are your visual senses 

during inspections?     
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The Importance of Visual Inspection Cannot Be Understated

Vision is our dominant sense. 

It provide us with most of the information about our world in 
terms of location, motion and object recognition*

Its importance can be gauged if you consider 

how good this inspector would be!  

*Wade N.J., Swanston M.T. 2013. Visual Perception; an Introduction. Psychology Press.
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Inspection Conduct

I donôt miss hazards; 

Iôm too professional and experienced     
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Missing observable hazards is a human condition 

Waterfall; M.C. Escher 1961
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Causes of  Visual Inspection Error

ü Sensory Perceptual 

ü Cognitive Bias

ü Organisational
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Sensory Perceptual Causes of  VI Error (selected list) 

ü We donôt know what, where or how many hazards to expect

ü Random v consistent visual search behaviours

ü Human variability 

ü Speed accuracy trade off

ü In-attentional blindness



14

www.healthy-workplaces.eu

Cognitive Bias Causes of  VI Error 

ü High level of trust in our personal intuition but;

ü Normalising the abnormal (outcome)

ü Seeing what you expect to see (confirmation)

ü Prior experience (availability & anchoring)
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Organisational Causes of  VI Error 

ü No standardised visual inspection guidance*

ü Visual inspection procedures vary greatly

ü Little oversight 

ü Time and cost constraints

* some exceptions eg aircraft maintenance, UK chartered surveyors method
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Summarising Visual Inspection  

An error prone task 
that is difficult to do well

Biggs & Mitroff, 2013; Cain et al, 2011; Drury & Watson, 2002; Gallwey, 2006a; Rao et al, 2006; See, 2012; Wolfe, 2005

(email victor.hrymak@tudublin for full references)

mailto:victor.hrymak@tudublin
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So how many hazards in here?
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I donôt miss hazards;

Iôm far too professional and experienced

ü211 OSH professionals  took part in a controlled 

experiment into visual inspection accuracy

üFive industrial quality kitchens used with a known number 

of hazards

üOSH proôs asked to inspect and write down the hazards 

they saw
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Typical Kitchen Used
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Evaluating Visual Inspection Accuracy

üIndustry standard kitchens with circa 34 observable hazards

ü211 participants randomly allocated into 2 groups

üBoth groups conducted 30 minute visual inspections

üControl group; visually inspected as per usual

üExperimental group; used a set eye scanning pattern; SVS
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Ten chemical & fire related  hazards were ñplantedò 

ü2No. 330ml bottles with flammable pictogram

üFlammable aerosol on a window cill

üSmoke detector covered with lunch box

üSmokers materials in an ash tray

üBare wires 

üTea candles 

üOverloaded sockets

üExtinguisher moved from its bracket

üFire door wedged open
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