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1 From Research to Reality

In fact, slips, trips, and falls are a serious public health concern. They can result in a variety of injuries, including frac-
tures, sprains, strains, cuts, abrasions, and even death. According to the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, from 
2003 to 2004 falls accounted for 34 percent of hospital emergency department injury visits for men 65 years of age and 
older. For women in that age group, more than 48 percent sought treatment. And, as for fatalities, the National Safety 
Council reports more than 17,000 U.S. deaths due to falls in 2003. 

In the workplace, slips, trips, and falls are also a major concern.  According to the 2006 Liberty Mutual Workplace Safety 
Index, the annual direct cost of disabling occupational injuries due to slip, trips, and falls is estimated to exceed $11 
billion.  The Index reports that falls on same level are the second most costly occupational injury (estimated annual cost 
of $6.7 billion), just behind overexertion.  The Index also shows that bodily reaction, which comprises injuries from slip-
ping or tripping without falling, is the third highest injury category, followed by falls to lower level (4.6 billion).

The statistics say it all – slips, trips, and falls are a leading cause of injury. These injuries may result in employee 
absence, lost productivity, high workers compensation claims, and reduced employee morale. In 2005, falls in the work-

Did you know the average construction worker may take 9,646 steps per day while on the job? 
According to a 2004 study commissioned by the American Council on Exercise, workers with 
relatively low active jobs (such as office workers) average 4,327 steps at work, and workers 
with highly active positions (such as mail carriers) average 18,904 steps. That’s a lot of steps 
and that’s just steps while on the job. With so many steps per day, the exposure to slip, trip, 
and fall hazards can be very high. Fortunately, walking is a highly developed skill, and in the 
vast majority of cases, people are able to cope with the hazards they encounter on a daily basis 
and can safely avoid incident. However, most people do slip, trip, or fall from time to time for a 
variety of reasons. 
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place accounted for more than 700 deaths and more than 
200,000 injuries involving days away from work, according 
to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

To help reduce the incidence of occupational slips, trips, 
and falls, the Liberty Mutual Research Institute for Safety 
conducts cutting-edge research. Institute scientists pub-
lish findings in peer-reviewed journals, organize and par-
ticipate in a variety of international forums, and help to 
develop interventions and guidelines to reduce the inci-
dence of occupational injuries. In its formative years, the 
Institute was a pioneer in the field, developing tools, such 
as the horizontal-pull slipmeter, to measure floor slipperi-
ness. Today, the Institute applies a multifaceted research 
approach using the disciplines of tribology, biomechanics, 
psychology, and epidemiology to better understand the 
conditions and mechanisms that can lead to slips, trips, 
and falls. 

What do we know about slips, trips, and falls? Let’s take a 
few steps back and examine the basics.

Slips: The act of slipping occurs when a person’s heel
slides suddenly or involuntarily on a walking surface and 
causes a loss of balance. It occurs just as the heel con-
tacts the floor and the weight shifts to the heel. Typically, 
slips occur when there is too little friction or traction be-
tween a person’s foot or shoe and the walking surface. 
A slip most often results in the person falling backward. 
Slips can occur due to faulty housekeeping, contaminants 
(such as oils, water, etc.), weather hazards, inappropriate 
or worn flooring, and improper or worn footwear.

Trips: Trips occur when the body’s center of gravity
is in motion, and the toe collides with a near ground 
obstacle, which causes the foot movement to abruptly 
stop. When this occurs, the center of gravity rapidly moves 
out of the area of the body’s base of support (the planted 
foot) and often results in a fall. In this case, the person 
usually falls forward.

A person may also lose balance and fall as a result of a 
misstep or air step. For example, when descending down 
a stairway or stepping off of a curb, he or she may “step 
off into thin air.” Typically, the person falls forward in this 
situation. In addition, missteps may occur when a person 
steps forward and down and the foot lands on a higher 
object. In this case, he or she tends to fall forward or side-
ways. Common causes of tripping and missteps include 
obstructed walkways, uneven surfaces, and poor lighting.

Falls to Lower Level: More than 60 percent of falls
to a lower level involve falls of less than 10 feet. While 
falls to a lower level occur less frequently than same-

level falls, they usually have a higher degree of se-
verity. Such falls may result in fractures and death. 
This type of fall includes falls from ladders, falls from 
vehicles and equipment, falls from loading docks, and 
falls on stairways. 

Same-Level Falls: Same-level falls may result from
a slip and fall, trip and fall, or misstep and fall. These types 
of falls are more frequent than falls from elevation; how-
ever, they are typically less severe. Injuries resulting from 
same-level falls may include lower back strain, hand/wrist 
sprain, or ankle sprain.

There is much more to explore beyond the basics when 
it comes to slips, trips, and falls. The pages ahead will 
tread through some of these additional concepts while 
focusing on the area of same level slips, trips, and falls 
– one of the largest areas of occupational injury. Read
on to learn more about the many related scientific inves-
tigations at the Research Institute and find out how to 
reduce the likelihood of same-level slips, trips, and falls in 
the workplace.

TYPES OF INJURIES resulting 
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3	 							From Research to Reality

SAME-LEVEL SLIPS AND FALLS

Pinpointing the causes of a  
same-level fall is like investigat-
ing a crime scene...there’s always 
more than meets the eye. And, 
like the crime scene investigator, 
Liberty Mutual research scientists 
use a multifaceted investigative 
approach to study the physical, 
psychological, and environmen-
tal factors that can impact the big 
picture. By bringing together diverse 
expertise from its Center for Physical  
Ergonomics, Center for Behavioral Sciences, 
and Center for Injury Epidemiology, the  
Research Institute examines a wide range of  
potential contributors to slip and fall incidents.  
This approach yields unique  insights into the  
underlying causes of injuries and provides a  
scientific basis for effective worksite interventions.

Multifaceted 
Research Helps 

Expose Root 
Causes 

Recently, Liberty Mutual researchers completed a field investigation that 
illustrates	the	Institute’s	multifaceted	approach	to	slips	and	falls	research.	
The study applied tribology, psychology, and epidemiology to examine, 
among other things, the relationship between worker perceptions of slip-
periness	 and	 actual	 friction	 measures.	 “Isolated	 friction	 measurements	
have historically been used to gauge floor surface safety; however, we 
know these measurements do not tell the whole story,” states Wen-Ruey 
Chang, Ph.D., the study’s principal investigator. “Other factors such as 
friction variations and individual perceptions of slipperiness have impor-
tant safety implications,” he adds. According to Chang, friction variations, 
which are the changes in friction that can be present on a given surface, are 
a critical factor. “When people unknowingly encounter a change in friction 
due to contamination or wear, they may not always have time to adjust their 
gait and avoid a fall,” notes Chang, adding, “The scientific literature has long 
speculated on the importance of friction variations, but we wanted to collect 
data that could support these claims.”

Worker perception of floor surface slipperiness is another critical area of study in slips and falls research. “It is important to 
understand individual perceptions of floor surface slipperiness because perceptions often influence behaviors,” explains 
behavioral psychologist Yueng-Hsiang (Emily) Huang, Ph.D. “When individuals perceive a floor surface to be slippery, 
they typically alter their gait to avoid a slip or fall. If, on the other hand, the individual does not perceive the floor to be 
slippery, or underestimates its slipperiness, he or she is more likely to be caught off guard and fall. In this way, mispercep-
tions can contribute to injuries.” 



...to reduce the incidence of same-level slips and 
falls, we need to understand more fully the inter-
play among cognitive, behavioral, tribological, and 
biomechanical aspects of the problem... 

Y. Ian Noy
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Researchers recruited 10 U.S. quick-serve restaurants to 
participate in the study. They targeted the restaurant indus-
try because of its historically high numbers of same-level 
slips and falls. In earlier epidemiological studies, Institute 
researchers found that one out of every three disabling 
restaurant worker injuries is caused by a slip, trip, or fall, 
with 26 percent of these being same-level falls. “Based on 
these and similar findings from the scientific literature, 
we knew that restaurants would be a good setting for ex-
amining work-related, same-level slips and falls,” explains 
Theodore Courtney, M.S., C.S.P., Institute director of re-
search operations.

During an eight-week 
data collection phase, 
Institute researchers 
used standardized slip-
meters to collect fric-
tion measurements 
from six critical work-
ing areas in each res-
taurant. These areas included the fryer, back vat, grill, 
sink, front counter, and walk-through. Liberty Mutual tri-
bology experts took measurements immediately after the 
lunchtime rush – a time when floor contamination can be 
particularly high. At the same time, Institute psychologists 
and epidemiologists administered surveys to gather sub-
jective data from employees who worked during the lunch 
period. The survey asked workers to rate the slipperiness 
of the six identified major working areas from “extremely 
slippery” to “not slippery at all.” The survey also collect-
ed individual employee and employment information and 
asked questions relative to recent slip history, including 
whether or not the employee had experienced a slip, with 
or without a subsequent fall, while working at the restau-
rant in the previous four weeks. 

As part of the initial data analyses, the Institute’s tribology 
researchers compared the friction measurements taken in 
all 10 restaurants. Among the early findings, reported in 
the 2005 edition of Contemporary Ergonomics, research-
ers found that the most slippery of the six kitchen areas 
studied was the sink area, followed by the fry vat, the walk-
through, the grill, and the back vat. The front counter was 
the least slippery of the areas. Researchers also used the 
friction measurements to calculate friction variations in the 
key areas studied. An in-depth analysis of the measured 
friction variations indicated that workers had a greater 
than 50 percent chance of experiencing a friction reduction 
when stepping from one foot to the other in the studied ar-
eas. “Our findings illustrate how frequently employees en-
counter friction reductions in real life,” notes Chang. “Most 
field safety measurement practices do not include friction 
variations, so this was an opportunity to consider the role 
of such variations in slipperiness measurement.” 

In the next phase of data analysis, researchers used sta-
tistical methods to calculate the correlation between ac-

tual friction measurements and subjective slipperiness 
ratings across all the working areas studied. The results 
of these statistical analyses, published in Safety Science
(Vol. 44, 2006), describe a modest correlation between the 
average measured friction and the average perception rat-
ing score for each working area across all the restaurants. 
“This modest correlation shows that, for certain kitchen ar-
eas, workers could estimate actual floor slipperiness with 
some accuracy,” explains Huang. “This means that in some 
cases, perceptions may be a useful complement to friction 
measurements. But equally important, the findings suggest 

that individual percep-
tions of floor slipperi-
ness may be impacted 
by factors other than 
friction. For example, 
human factors, such 
as visual cues, sen-
sory feedback, motor 
control, and environ-
mental factors, such as 

lighting, shoe sole condition, and contaminants, may also 
impact perception. It is important to examine the many 
different factors influencing perceptions in order to under-
stand how to best focus prevention efforts.”

To begin to identify some of the factors other than friction 
that can impact perceptions, Liberty Mutual epidemiolo-
gists and psychologists examined the remaining subjective 
survey data from the restaurant study. These data included 
information on age, gender, ethnic group, tenure, work 
hours per week, shift length, slip history, and shoe type. 
Among the initial findings from this analysis, researchers 
noted that workers over the age of 45 did not perceive 
slippery conditions as well as their younger counterparts 
and that slip history had a significant impact on worker per-
ceptions. The full findings of this analysis appear in the 
November 2006 issue of the Journal of Occupational and 
Environmental Hygiene.

Currently, Liberty Mutual researchers are conducting a bio-
mechanical study to examine how individual visual percep-
tions of slipperiness and other sensory feedback received 
while walking can influence gait. This laboratory study 
investigates how individuals adapt their gait as they step 
from a common industrial quarry tile surface to one of five 
floor surfaces which were selected based on their varied 
visual cues (see p. 7). 

“It is clear that if we want to reduce the incidence of same- 
level slips and falls, we need to understand more fully the 
interplay among cognitive, behavioral, tribological, and 
biomechanical aspects of the problem,” states Research 
Institute Director Y. Ian Noy, Ph.D. “Our multidisciplinary 
approach gives us unique insights into the underlying 
causes of same-level slips and falls so that we can better 
understand the best ways to avoid injury.”



The coefficient of friction (μ) is calculated as the ratio 
between friction force or horizontal (F) to normal force or 
vertical force (FN), or mathematically expressed as: 

Studying the Unseen Evidence

Tribology

Friction – defined by the American Heritage Stedman’s Dictionary as a force that resists the relative motion, or
tendency to such motion, of two bodies in contact – is one of the most significant factors impacting slips and falls. Like 
examining DNA evidence from a crime scene, measuring surface walkway friction requires specialized equipment and 
the application of science. In this case, the measurement equipment includes portable slipmeters, and the science 
behind the measurement is tribology.

What is Tribology? Tribology is the study of the interactions between sliding surfaces with respect to friction,
wear, and lubrication. Historically, tribology has been applied in the areas of mechanical design, manufacturing pro-
cesses, and machine operation to develop ways to reduce friction and increase efficiency. It has also been actively 
applied in slips and falls research to study the interface between the floor and shoe sole. Liberty Mutual tribology 
researchers study how friction, wear, and contaminants impact the potential for slips and falls. 

With the aid of commercially available portable 
slipmeters, including the Liberty Mutual-developed 
horizontal pull slipmeter, Liberty Mutual tribology 
researchers evaluate floor surface slipperiness in 
real-world and laboratory settings. These devices 
help to determine the slip resistance of surfaces un-
der various conditions by measuring the coefficient 
of friction between a test pad (representing a shoe 
sole) and the floor surface. A higher coefficient of 
friction signifies a more slip-resistant surface. For 
example, 0.1 is very slippery, while 0.8 is relatively 
non-slippery. And, while slipmeters are an impor-
tant tool for studying surface slipperiness, they do 
have some limitations. For this reason, Liberty Mu-
tual scientists continuously investigate the pros and 
cons of various slipmeters with respect to human 
factors, ease of use, and overall accuracy. Their 
findings are applied to maximize the accuracy of 
surface slipperiness measurement practices.

In the laboratory, Liberty Mutual scientists also study 
the effect of floor surface roughness and friction us-
ing portable surface roughness meters and a high-
tech laboratory profilometer. These highly sensitive 
devices enable scientists to study the microscopic 
peaks and valleys of floor surfaces. By analyzing 
surfaces at the micrometer level, researchers can 
assess which surface features offer better protec-
tion against slips and falls under various conditions 
of contamination. 

“Our in-depth investigations of floor surface features 
contribute to a growing body of knowledge used to 
inform and improve safety practices, including floor 
surface assessment and shoe and floor selection,” 
states Institute scientist Wen-Ruey Chang, Ph.D.

5 From Research to Reality



As part of an award-winning, collaborative research 
effort, involving the U.S. National Institute for Oc-
cupational Safety and Health (NIOSH), the Finn-
ish Institute of Occupational Health, and other 
academic and industry partners, Liberty Mutual 
epidemiologists conducted in-depth interviews with 
health-care workers who had experienced a slip, trip, 
or fall while at work. Preliminary findings are revealing 
important clues about slip, trip, and fall risk factors. 

Of the first 123 health-care workers interviewed, includ-
ing nurses, secretaries or clerks, and health technolo-
gists and technicians, 108 reported actually falling. Of 
these 108, 53 percent fell after slipping and 32 percent 
after tripping.  Sixty-four percent of the slips, trips, or 
falls occurred at a transitional area – wet to dry (32 
percent), one type of floor to another (22 percent), or 
uneven surfaces (15 percent).  Overall, 94 percent of 
subjects were injured, with an average of two injuries 
per event.  Typical injuries included strains and sprains 

Award-Winning Study Provides “Clues” to Slip, Trip, and Fall Injuries
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Related Papers
“Preferred Surface Microscopic Features on Floors as Potential Interventions for Slip and Fall 
Accidents,” Chang, W.R., Journal of Safety Research, Vol. 35, No. 1, pp. 71-79, 2004

“Field Evaluation of  Two Commonly Used Slipmeters,” Chang, W.R., Cotnam, J.P., and Matz, S., 
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(29 percent), contusions (27 percent), and nonspecific 
pain and soreness (22 percent).

The results of this study and related collaborative stud-
ies contributed to the design and implementation of 
NIOSH’s multifaceted, best practices, slips, trips, and 
falls intervention study. The intervention study focused 
on controlling contaminants and improving surface 
transitions and conditions to help reduce injuries. Ini-
tial findings indicate a substantial reduction of slips, 
trips, and falls among the organizations that applied the 
interventions. 

“This research goes beyond helping prevent slip, trip, and 
fall incidents in health-care environments. We anticipate 
that the information from our study and the related NIOSH 
studies will be translated and applied to help prevent same-
level falls in health care, with potential implications for other 
industries,” says Institute Director Y. Ian Noy, Ph.D.

In 2006, Liberty Mutual research scientists and colleagues received the National Occupational Research Agenda (NORA) Partnering 
Award for Worker Health and Safety from the Centers for Disease Control. The multi-organizational award recognized the Liberty 
Mutual Research Institute as part of a larger collaborative research consortium, including BJC HealthCare, Washington University, 
the U.S. Veteran’s Health Administration, the American Federation of Government Employees, Johns Hopkins University, the Finnish 
Institute of Occupational Health, and NIOSH. The recognition honors exemplary teamwork, innovative thinking, and strong science 
in the interest of worker health and safety.  For more details on the award-winning research and its contributors, visit: www.cdc.gov/
niosh/nora/symp06/pdfs/2006PartneringAward_STF.pdf.

http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/nora/symp06/pdfs/2006PartneringAward_STF.pdf
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Beneath the Surface
Using Biomechanics to Study 

Same-Level Slips, Trips, and Falls
Part of understanding what can lead to a same-level slip and fall involves 
looking beneath the surface to examine the effects of internal and exter-
nal forces on the joints, bones, and muscles during walking. By applying 
biomechanics, a branch of science dedicated to human movement, Liberty 
Mutual scientists study how various environmental and cognitive factors 
impact the body’s response to potential slip and fall hazards. 

In 2006, Liberty Mutual researchers launched a study to examine how 
individual perceptions of risk can impact gait adjustment. The study hy-
pothesizes that individual visual perceptions of slipperiness and other 
sensory feedback received while walking can influence gait. “We know 
that, under certain conditions, discrepancies between perceived and ac-
tual slipperiness can hinder proper gait adjustment and increase the risk of 
a slip and fall,” notes Chien-Chi (Max) Chang, Ph.D., principal investigator 
for the study. “The more we can understand the psychological causes and 
biomechanical effects of such discrepancies, the better our research can 
provide strategies to identify potentially hazardous conditions.”

In an earlier related study, cognitive psychologists asked study participants 
to rate 38 different floor surfaces based on visual appearances. Then they 
examined the relationship between individual ratings of perceived slipperi-
ness and actual measured friction for the surfaces studied. “We knew that 
visual cues play a critical role in shaping individual perceptions of slipperi-
ness,” notes Mary Lesch, Ph.D., cognitive psychologist and the study’s 
principal investigator. “With this study we wanted to find out what visual 
cues people use to judge surface slipperiness and how well they are able 
to use those cues.” The study found that the participants were relatively 
consistent in their judgments of slipperiness, and reflectance provided the 
strongest visual cue to perceived slipperiness. 

How would you rate the four floors (F) in the photos at right on a scale of 0 (not 
slippery) to 100 (extremely slippery)? Compare your answer to the slipperi-
ness ratings (R) of our study participants and the actual measured coefficient 
of friction (COF). A high COF = less slippery, a low COF = more slippery.
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Making Strides 
in Slips and Falls 

Prevention

When it comes to injuries sustained from same-level falls in the workplace, there are often two sides of 
the story – the perception and the reality. In 2001, Liberty Mutual conducted a workplace safety survey 
and found that executives rated ‘falls on the same level’ as the seventh most important cause of work-
place accidents. However, the reality tells another story: ‘falls on the same level’ is the second highest 
category of compensable loss and cost $6.7 billion, according to the 2006 Liberty Mutual Workplace 
Safety Index. Further, the cost for these injuries grew more than 30 percent from 1998 to 2004.

So, why the discrepancy between the perception and real-
ity? Employers may view slips and falls as uncontrollable 
or inevitable. Many are quick to cite carelessness, lack 
of attention, or human error as primary causes without 
considering other potential contributors. “It’s important 
for employers to understand the true extent of slip and 
fall injuries in the workplace,” says Y. Ian Noy, director of 
the Research Institute. “Informed employers are better 
equipped to direct resources towards reducing costs and 
providing safer environments for their workers.”

The fact is, slips and falls are very complex and involve 
a multitude of risk factors. First, there are ergonomic-
related risk factors; that is, task characteristics have a 
direct influence on the person’s behavior in terms of move-
ment patterns and gait, as well as the forces exerted. 
Then, there are factors related to how a person interacts 

with the walking surface. Some people may shuffle their 
feet, while others may lift their feet higher off the ground 
or have a larger stride. Another factor is age. As people 
age, vision is reduced, reaction time slows, and muscu-
lar strength diminishes. Consequently, the elderly tend to 
experience slips and falls more frequently than the young-
er population. Psychology also plays a role in slips and 
falls. For example, if a person perceives that a walking 
surface is slippery, that person will likely adjust his or her 
gait to reduce the required friction. In addition, physical 
factors, such as friction between the shoe sole and floor, 
floor contaminants, and the wear of the floor surface and 
shoe sole, can impact the risk of same-level slips and 
falls. Lastly, inadequate housekeeping, floor defects, in-
sufficient surface roughness, poor lighting, inappropriate 
footwear, and transitions from one surface to another 
also play a critical role.
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With so many underlying factors related to same-level 
slips and falls in the workplace, what can employers do 
to reduce injuries? “The organization needs to be proac-
tive at all levels,” says Wayne S. Maynard, CSP, CPE, 
ergonomics and tribology director with Liberty Mutual’s 
Loss Prevention Department. According to Maynard 
some slips and falls without injury may go unreported 
because the employee is embarrassed or doesn’t want 
to take the time to fill out an incident report. “The number 
of workplace slips and falls may actually be higher due to 
unreported accidents. When an employee doesn’t report 
an incident, it may also set the stage for a future injury. 
So, it’s not just management’s responsibility. A proactive 
approach to managing slips and falls requires participa-
tion from all organizational levels.”

To help employers manage occupational slips and falls, 
Liberty Mutual loss prevention specialists devised a practi-
cal approach based on four decades of Research Institute 
slips and falls research and more recent investigations in 
work systems design. This method requires participation 
at all levels of the corporate structure – organizational, 
group, and individual. “We simplified the socio-technical 
work systems model used in the work systems design re-
search and applied it to slips and falls,” states Maynard. 
“We also used a lot of what we’ve learned from Liberty 
Mutual’s slips and falls research, including studies about 
perception, friction, surface roughness, and slipperiness.” 
The resulting Slips and Falls Management Continuum 
(page 10) outlines 11 areas that an organization should 
focus on to reduce slips and falls. These include:

Management Responsibility: Senior manag-
ers who claim responsibility and set an example for slip 
and fall prevention have a direct, positive impact on 
safety. This type of proactive approach involves direct 
accountability for program implementation and requires 
a corporate commitment to funding appropriate inter-
ventions. The best floors and floor treatments, lighting, 
and slip-resistant footwear may cost money up front, but 
in the long run, they will help to reduce the higher finan-
cial burden associated with slip, trip, and fall injuries in 
the workplace.

Education and Training: Companies should ed-
ucate all employees on the seriousness of slip and fall 
accidents and inform them of any hazards specific to 
their organization/industry. When employees know the 
causes of slips and falls and understand the technical 
components including types of flooring and types of treat-
ments, they too can help to recognize, evaluate, and con-
trol hazards. 

Hazard Surveillance: Employee incident reports
and records analysis, such as workers compensation 
claims, and hazard surveys are excellent tools for moni-
toring losses and setting goals and priorities. Incident and 

hazard surveillance is both proactive and reactive. The 
former includes inspections, observations, and employee 
interviews, whereas reactive surveillance includes analy-
sis of past injuries. Both are essential components of 
safety management. 

Incident and Injury Reports: It is important to
promptly report all slips and falls that occur with, or with-
out, injury. Slip and trip hazards can be very dynamic and 
need to be corrected as soon as possible. Reporting all 
incidents, even close calls, can provide very useful infor-
mation on hazards and prevention needs. 

Floor Surface Selection: The most important strat-
egy for reducing same-level slips and falls is to install an 
appropriate floor surface right from the start. Facility own-
ers, designers, and others involved in real estate decisions 
need to understand the importance of floor selection. It is 
not just about cost or aesthetics. The right floor for the 
right environment means the floor offers optimum slip-
resistant qualities and is durable in high-traffic areas. A 
few considerations for floor surface selection include: 
What kinds of spills are likely? What are the sanitary re-
quirements? Will the area have heavy traffic? Is it nor-
mally a wet environment? How will the floor be cleaned? 
Are aesthetic effects a concern?

Floor Surface Treatments: For pre-existing floors, 
employers should evaluate the surface to determine 
whether the slip-resistant qualities match the environ-
ment. Floors that are inappropriate for an environment 
need replacement; however, new floors are often costly. 
If replacement is not feasible, floor surface treatments 
may help to improve slip resistance. Surface treatments 
include abrasive floor coatings, chemical etching, carpet-
ing, and slip resistant floor cleaners and polishes.

Housekeeping and Maintenance: Many same-
level falls are the result of slipperiness caused by faulty 
housekeeping or defects of the floor surface. When dirt 
or grease fills the floor surface pores or valleys, surface 
roughness is compromised. Cleaning protocols need to 
consider floor types, contaminants, and the type of clean-
ing solvent. Employees should adhere to floor cleaning 
schedules and protocols. In addition, floors should be 
periodically inspected for slipperiness and evaluated for 
effectiveness of floor cleaning protocol. 

Mats: The use of mats is a valid intervention for re-
ducing injuries. There are two types of matting systems:  
entrance mat systems and multi-purpose mats. Entrance 
mats help to keep floor surfaces clean and dry. Multi-
purpose mats absorb liquids, elevate workers above 
standing water, provide a slip resistant working or stand-
ing surface, and/or provide anti-fatigue properties. 
Employers should select mats for the right environment 
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and the expected contaminants. Secure mats to prevent 
movement and to ensure that they do not create a tripping 
hazard. Beveled or flat edges help to reduce trips. Mat 
systems require periodic inspections, maintenance, and 
replacement.

Slip Resistant Footwear: Although floor selection
and maintenance are key to slips and falls prevention, 
slip resistant footwear may help reduce the likelihood of 
same-level slips and falls. Consider the working environ-
ment when selecting slip-resistant footwear. Is the floor 
wet or greasy? Will the employee wear the footwear in-
doors or outdoors? There are two major components 
to consider when selecting an appropriate slip resistant 
footwear product – tread design and tread material. Em-
ployers may consult the guidelines for slip-resistant sole 
design, which are produced by the Shoe and Allied Trade 
Research Association. 

Floor Slipperiness Assessments: Periodic floor
slipperiness assessments are an essential compo-
nent of managing slips and falls. Not only do these 
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assessments help to determine floor slipperiness, but 
they can help to evaluate the effectiveness of various 
solutions including floor surface materials, cleaners, 
and treatments.

Warning Signs and Instructions: After iden-
tifying a hazard, warning signs and barricades are an 
effective interim solution. Warning signs should follow 
the guidelines established by the American National Stan-
dards Institute in 2006 - ANSI Z535.4 Product Safety 
Signs and Labels.

 “Slips and falls prevention requires a strategy with goals and 
objectives and should be managed like other safety hazards 
and exposures,” says Maynard. “We know the reality, 
and we continue to learn from the investigations at the 
Research Institute. One thing is clear, employers that 
are proactive in their approach to managing slips and 
falls are taking the right steps towards prevention.”
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Dear Readers,

It only took a split second. I was walking across a parking lot when I unexpectedly hit a patch of ice, 
slipped, and fell backwards onto the cement. Despite the force of the fall, I was lucky and did not 
sustain any serious injuries. Ironically, this event occurred just a few weeks after joining the Institute, 
where researchers have studied slips, trips, and falls for more than 40 years. The fact is, everyone is 
touched by the problem of slips, trips, and falls. Whether on the job, at home, or elsewhere, slip, trip, 
and fall hazards are a part of everyday life. 

This issue profiles the Research Institute’s unique, multidisciplinary approach to the study of same-
level slips, trips, and falls. With experts in tribology, biomechanics, psychology, and epidemiology, our 
diverse research staff studies the underlying mechanisms and potential contributors to slips, trips, 
and falls from various scientific angles. The goal is for our research findings to be used as the basis 
for practical interventions and strategies to reduce slip-, trip-, and fall related injuries at work, at home, 
and elsewhere.
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Institute for Safety, an internationally recognized occupational safety 
and health research facility. Through its broad-based investigations, the 
Institute seeks to advance scientific, business-relevant knowledge in 
workplace and highway safety and work disability. The Institute’s findings 
are published in the open, peer-reviewed literature and often serve as the 
basis for recommendations, guidelines, and interventions used by industry 
to help reduce workplace injury and related disability. 
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