
How to Plan for Workplace 
Emergencies and Evacuations
Nobody expects an emergency or disaster – especially 
one that affects them, their employees, and their 
business personally. Yet the simple truth is that 
emergencies and disasters can strike anyone, anytime, 
and anywhere. You and your employees could be forced 
to evacuate your company when you least expect it. 

This booklet is designed to help you, the employer, plan 
for that possibility. The best way to protect yourself, your 
workers, and your business is to expect the unexpected 
and develop a well-thoughtout emergency action plan to 
guide you when immediate action is necessary.
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WHAT IS A WoRkPlACE EmERGEnCy?
A workplace emergency is an unforeseen situation that threatens your employees, customers, or the public; disrupts or 
shuts down your operations; or causes physical or environmental damage. Emergencies may be natural or manmade 
and include the following:

•	 Floods,

•	 Hurricanes,

•	 Tornadoes,

•	 Fires,

•	 Toxic gas releases,

•	 Chemical spills,

•	 Radiological accidents,

•	 Explosions,

•	 Civil disturbances, and

•	 Workplace violence resulting in bodily harm and trauma.



The best way is to prepare to respond to an emergency before it 
happens. Few people can think clearly and logically in a crisis, so it is 
important to do so in advance, when you have time to be thorough.

Brainstorm the worst-case scenarios. Ask yourself what you would do if 
the worst happened. What if a fire broke out in your boiler room? Or 
a hurricane hit your building head-on? Or a train carrying hazardous 
waste derailed while passing your loading dock? Once you have 
identified potential emergencies, consider how they would affect you 
and your workers and how you would respond.

WHAT IS An EmERGEnCy 
ACTIon PlAn?
An emergency action plan covers designated actions employers and 
employees must take to ensure employee safety from fire and other 
emergencies. Not all employers are required to establish an emergency 
action plan. See the flowchart on page 12 to determine if you are. Even 
if you are not specifically required to do so, compiling an emergency 
action plan is a good way to protect yourself, your employees, and your 
business during an emergency. 

HoW Do yoU PRoTECT yoURSElf, yoUR EmPloyEES, 
AnD yoUR BUSInESS?
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Putting together a comprehensive emergency action plan that deals with all types of issues specific to your worksite is not difficult.
You may find it beneficial to include your management team and employees in the process. Explain your goal of protecting lives and 
property in the event of an emergency, and ask for their help in establishing and implementing your emergency action plan. Their 
commitment and support are critical to the plan’s success.

What should your emergency action plan include?
When developing your emergency action plan, it’s a good idea to look at a wide variety of potential emergencies that could occur 
in your workplace. It should be tailored to your worksite and include information about all potential sources of emergencies. 
Developing an emergency action plan means you should do a hazard assessment to determine what, if any, physical or chemical 
hazards in your workplaces could cause an emergency. If you have more than one worksite, each site should have an emergency 
action plan.

At a minimum, your emergency action plan must include the following:

•	 A preferred method for reporting fires and other emergencies;

•	 An evacuation policy and procedure;

•	 Emergency escape procedures and route assignments, such as floor plans,workplace maps, and safe or refuge areas;

•	 Names, titles, departments, and telephone numbers of individuals both within and outside your company to contact for 
additional information or explanation of duties and responsibilities under the emergency plan;

•	 Procedures for employees who remain to perform or shut down critical plant operations, operate fire extinguishers, or 
perform other essential services that cannot be shut down for every emergency alarm before evacuating; and

•	 Rescue and medical duties for any workers designated to perform them.

You also may want to consider designating an assembly location and procedures to account for all employees after an evacuation.
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In addition, although they are not specifically required by OSHA, you may find it helpful to include in your plan the following:

•	 The site of an alternative communications center to be used in the event of a fire or explosion; and

•	 A secure on- or offsite location to store originals or duplicate copies of accounting records, legal documents, your employees’ 
emergency contact lists, and other essential records. 

HoW Do yoU AlERT EmPloyEES To An EmERGEnCy?
Your plan must include a way to alert employees, including disabled workers, to evacuate or take other action, and how to report 
emergencies, as required. Among the steps you must take are the following:

•	 Make sure alarms are distinctive and recognized by all employees as a signal to evacuate the work area or perform actions identified in 
your plan;

•	 Make available an emergency communications system such as a public address system, portable radio unit, or other means to notify 
employees of the emergency and to contact local law enforcement, the fire department, and others; and

•	 Stipulate that alarms must be able to be heard, seen, or otherwise perceived by everyone in the workplace. You might want 
to consider providing an auxiliary power supply in the event that electricity is shut off. (29 CFR 1910.165(b)(2) offers more 
information on alarms.)

Although it is not specifically required by OSHA, you also may want to consider the following:

•	 Using tactile devices to alert employees who would not otherwise be able to recognize an audible or visual alarm; and

•	 Providing an updated list of key personnel such as the plant manager or physician, in order of priority, to notify in the event of an 
emergency during off duty hours.



6 BEST PRACTICE GUIDES  //  Workplace Emergencies and Evacuations thesilverlining.com

A disorganized evacuation can result in confusion, injury, and 
property damage. That is why when developing your emergency 
action plan it is important to determine the following:

•	 Conditions under which an evacuation would be necessary;

•	 A clear chain of command and designation of the person in 
your business authorized to order an evacuation or shutdown. 
You may want to designate an “evacuation warden” to assist 
others in an evacuation and to account for personnel;

•	 Specific evacuation procedures, including routes and exits. Post 
these procedures where they are easily accessible to all employees;

•	 Procedures for assisting people with disabilities or who do not 
speak English;

•	 Designation of what, if any, employees will continue or shut 
down critical operations during an evacuation. These people 
must be capable of recognizing when to abandon the operation 
and evacuate themselves; and

•	 A system for accounting for personnel following an 
evacuation.Consider employees’ transportation needs for 
community-wide evacuations.

HoW Do yoU DEvEloP An EvACUATIon PolICy 
AnD PRoCEDURES?
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In the event of an emergency, local emergency officials may 
order you to evacuate your premises. In some cases, they may 
instruct you to shut off the water, gas, and electricity. If you 
have access to radio or television, listen to newscasts to keep 
informed and follow whatever official orders you receive.

In other cases, a designated person within your business 
should be responsible for making the decision to evacuate 
or shut down operations. Protecting the health and safety of 
everyone in the facility should be the first priority. In the event 
of a fire, an immediate evacuation to a predetermined area 
away from the facility is the best way to protect employees. 
On the other hand, evacuating employees may not be the 
best response to an emergency such as a toxic gas release at a 
facility across town from your business.

UnDER WHAT ConDITIonS SHoUlD yoU CAll foR 
An EvACUATIon?
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The type of building you work in may be a factor in your decision. Most 
buildings are vulnerable to the effects of disasters such as tornadoes, earthquakes, 
floods, or explosions. The extent of the damage depends on the type of emergency 
and the building’s construction. Modern factories and office buildings, for 
example, are framed in steel and are structurally more sound than neighborhood 
business premises may be. In a disaster such as a major earthquake or explosion, 
however, nearly every type of structure will be affected. Some buildings will 
collapse and others will be left with weakened floors and walls.

HoW Do yoU ESTABlISH 
EvACUATIon RoUTES AnD ExITS?
When preparing your emergency action plan, designate primary and secondary 
evacuation routes and exits. To the extent possible under the conditions, ensure 
that evacuation routes and emergency exits meet the following conditions:

•	 Clearly marked and well lit;

•	 Wide enough to accommodate the number of evacuating personnel;

•	 Unobstructed and clear of debris at all times; and

•	 Unlikely to expose evacuating personnel to additional hazards.

If you prepare drawings that show evacuation routes and exits, post them 
prominently for all employees to see.
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WHAT RolE SHoUlD EmPloyEES PlAy In yoUR 
EmERGEnCy ACTIon PlAn?
The best emergency action plans include employees in the planning process, specify what employees should do during an emergency, 
and ensure that employees receive proper training for emergencies. When you include your employees in your planning, encourage 
them to offer suggestions about potential hazards, worstcase scenarios, and proper emergency responses. After you develop the plan, 
review it with your employees to make sure everyone knows what to do before, during and after an emergency.

Keep a copy of your emergency action plan in a convenient location where employees can get to it, or provide all employees a copy. If 
you have 10 or fewer employees, you may communicate your plan orally.

What employee information should your plan include?
In the event of an emergency, it could be important to have ready access to important personal information about your employees. This 
includes their home telephone numbers, the names and telephone numbers of their next of kin, and medical information.

What type of training do your employees need?
Educate your employees about the types of emergencies that may occur and train them in the proper course of action.  The size of your 
workplace and workforce, processes used, materials handled, and the availability of onsite or outside resources will determine your 
training requirements.  Be sure all your employees understand the function and elements of your emergency action plan, including 
types of potential emergencies, reporting procedures, alarm systems, evacuation plans, and shutdown procedures. Discuss any special 
hazards you may have onsite such as flammable materials, toxic chemicals, radioactive sources, or water-reactive substances. Clearly 
communicate to your employees who will be in charge during an emergency to minimize confusion.
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General training for your employees should address the following:

•	 Individual roles and responsibilities;

•	 Threats, hazards, and protective actions;

•	 Notification, warning, and communications procedures;

•	 Means for locating family members in an emergency;

•	 Emergency response procedures;

•	 Evacuation, shelter, and accountability procedures;

•	 Location and use of common emergency equipment; and

•	 Emergency shutdown procedures.

You also may wish to train your employees in first-aid procedures, 
including protection against bloodborne pathogens; respiratory 
protection, including use of an escape-only respirator; and methods 
for preventing unauthorized access to the site. 

Once you have reviewed your emergency action plan with your 
employees and everyone has had the proper training, it is a good 
idea to hold practice drills as often as necessary to keep employees 
prepared. Include outside resources such as fire and police 
departments when possible. After each drill, gather management 
and employees to evaluate the effectiveness of the drill. Identify the 
strengths and weaknesses of your plan and work to improve it.
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STAnDARDS THAT REfER To 1910.38(A) EmERGEnCy 
ACTIon PlAn(EAP)  

AnD ADDITIonAl EmERGEnCy PlAnnInG PRoCEDURES

Do you need an EAP under 1910.38(a)?

Are you required to 
comply with 1910.157 

Portable Fire 
Extinguishers?

Do you use a fixed 
fire suppression 

system?

Are you required to 
comply with 1910.119 

Process Safety 
Management for 

Highly Hazardous 
Chemicals?

Are you required 
to comply with 

1910.1047 Ethylene 
Oxide, 1910.1050 

Methylenedianiline, 
or 1910.1051 1,3 

Butadiene?

Are you required to 
comply with 1910.120 

Hazardous Waste 
Operations and 

Emergency Response 
paragraphs (1), (p)(8), 

or (q)?

Are you required to 
comply with 1910.272 

Grain Handling 
Facilities?

If all of your 
employees 
evacuate 

during a fire 
emergency...

If some 
employees 
fight fires, 
but others 
evacuate 

during a fire
emergency...

If you have a 
total flooding 

system 
where the 

extinguishing 
concentrations
exceed levels
discussed in 
1910.162(b) 

(5) and  
(b)(6)...

If the alarms 
or devices 
initiated by 
fire detector 
actuation are 
delayed >30 
seconds...

If all 
employees 

evacuate and 
none provide 
emergency 
response...

Develop an 
EAP and a Fire  
prevention Plan 

under 1910.38(b), 
plus you may 

have to comply 
with 1910.157(e) 

and (f).

Develop an 
EAP and

comply with 
1910.157 (c),
(e), (f), (g)(3) 
and (g)(4).

Develop an 
EAP and

address the 
delay in it.

Develop an EAP 
and include 

procedures for
handling small 

releases, plus you 
may be subject to 
1910.120(a), (p) 

and (q).

Develop an 
EAP.

Develop an 
EAP.

Develop an 
EAP.

Develop an 
EAP.



fInD US on

From everyone at West Bend, thank you for your part in making the world a safer 
and healthier place. We hope that you have found the information in this free eBook 
to be helpful in your risk management efforts.

This eBook only represents a fraction of the safety resources available to you. We 
encourage you to visit thesilverlining.com to view West Bend’s entire catalog of free 
safety articles, videos, and links.

We also hope you’ll connect with us on Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and YouTube.


