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“What Happens If?” An Important Question for Hazard Reviews

Sometimes, we need to think the unthinkable.

Did You Know?
	 • Batch processes can have many manual operations, which 
increase the possibility for human errors.
	 • Chemicals are often supplied and stored in similar contain-
ers. Proper labeling of those containers is the primary safeguard 
to prevent a mistake (see the January 2021 Beacon on material 
identification).
	 • Many hazard review methods require a review of past inci-
dents with the process. Past events reveal weaknesses that may 
be present if safeguards are not working well.
	 • Companies need to conduct thorough process hazard 
reviews that evaluate potential human errors and error traps. Ask-
ing “What if?” or “What happens if?” is important for protecting the 
workers, environment, and company.
	 • Blending operations are usually simple mixing procedures 
with no intended chemical reaction. However, reactions can be 
caused by possible contamination, wrong material, or material 
added at the wrong time or step.
	 • Tanks and mixing vessels should be closed, sealed, and 
vented to a safe location when in operation to prevent spills and 
chemical exposures.

What Can You Do?
	 • When participating in hazard reviews, be honest about pos-
sible errors that could occur and errors that have occurred — even 
those that seem minor.
	 • Hazard reviews need to evaluate possible reactions even if 
the process is not designed to have reactions.
	 • The best way to evaluate possible reactivity issues is to 
conduct a reactivity review using the unit’s reactivity/compatibility 
matrix. If you are not aware of this matrix, ask your supervisor if a 
copy is available (see the July 2016 Beacon on such matrices).
	 • The best way to stay alert and involved in a hazard review 
is to actively participate by asking questions and listening to 
the responses.
	 • When asked, double-check tasks or materials rigorously and 
in person. 

▲ A hydrogen explosion occurred during a mixing procedure. Read U.S. Chemical 
Safety and Hazard Investigation Report No. 2019-03-I-IL for more information.
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