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Smaller-sooner or larger-later:
Safety choices and ROI
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ABSTRACT

Managers are constantly faced between choosing between investing today in programs
that may pay off much later, or saving money to spend on immediate concerns. This
smaller-sooner vs. larger-later dilemma may be understood in the context of delay
discounting. Such an analysis was applied to safety choices. The economic impact of a
combined behavioral and ergonomic safety intervention in two self-insured
manufacturing organizations over four years was assessed through use of utility
analysis. Overall utility of the safety intervention programs for both organizations was
positive, with rates of return of direct costs in worker’s compensation exceeding 10:1
in some cases. These data are among the first to address the economic costs and benefits
of safety interventions, and show that whereas safety interventions can be costly and
payoffs sometimes delayed, the long-term economic impact can be substantial.
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