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THE DANGER OF LOOKING COMPLIANT 
Most organizations do not get into trouble 

because they had no safety program at all. They 

get into trouble because the program looked 

complete on paper while the real system 

underneath it was weak, inconsistent, outdated, 

poorly enforced, or disconnected from the way 

work was actually being done. 

That is the uncomfortable truth behind a great 

deal of safety failure. 

On the surface, the organization may appear to be 

doing all the right things. Policies exist. 

Inspections are scheduled. Training records are 

filed. Committee meetings are held. Toolbox talks 

are delivered. Posters are displayed. Safety 

messages are circulated during Safety Week. 

From a distance, it can all look active, organized, 

and responsible. But when a regulator arrives 

after a serious incident, or when a worker is 

injured, or when senior leadership starts asking 

hard questions, the real test begins. At that point, 

nobody is asking whether the company had good 

intentions. Nobody is impressed by activity alone. 

The question becomes whether the employer can 

prove that its safety system was functioning in a 

meaningful way. 

That is where many organizations discover the 

difference between paper safety and defensible 

safety. 

Paper safety is a program that exists mainly in 

documents, forms, binders, and administrative 

routines. It may look polished. It may even be 

busy. But it does not reliably prove that hazards 

are being identified in real time, that controls are 

working in the field, that workers are truly capable 

of doing the job safely, that supervisors are 

verifying safe work, or that recurring problems are 

being escalated and corrected before they cause 

harm. 

Defensible safety is different. It is not just a 

collection of written elements. It is a working 

management system that connects expectations 

to execution. It shows not only what the 

organization says should happen, but what it 

actually did to prevent harm, verify compliance, 

respond to warning signs, and improve 

performance when gaps were identified. It 

creates evidence that the system was alive, 

active, and grounded in reality. 

This distinction matters because safety law does 

not stop at paperwork. A company may have a 

written procedure and still face exposure if the 

procedure was not implemented, understood, 

monitored, or enforced. A training record may 

show attendance, but that alone does not prove 

competency. A completed inspection form may 

show that someone walked through an area, but 

not that hazards were properly recognized, 

prioritized, or corrected. A JHSC may exist 

formally, but if members are not properly trained 

or recommendations are not acted upon, the 

structure may offer far less protection than 

management assumes. OHS Insider’s own audit 

guidance makes this point clearly: an OHS audit 

is not the same thing as an inspection, and an 

effective audit is meant to verify whether the OHS 

program or OHS management system is actually 

operating according to accepted standards, legal 

requirements, and internal expectations.  

This is why the issue is so serious for today’s 

OHS leaders. In many organizations, the pressure 

to appear organized is high. Budgets are tight. 

Time is scarce. Management wants assurance. 

Workers want visible action. Safety Week adds 
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even more messaging, more activity, and more 

pressure to demonstrate commitment. But visible 

activity can create a dangerous illusion if it is not 

backed by a system that can hold up under 

scrutiny. A company can be full of safety 

language and still be dangerously exposed. 

The hardest part is that this kind of exposure is 

often hidden in plain sight. It lives in routine 

shortcuts, stale hazard assessments, vague 

inspection notes, expired certifications, 

incomplete investigations, unverified training, 

weak supervisory follow-through, and corrective 

actions that never truly close. It shows up where 

paperwork says one thing and workers quietly do 

another. It grows wherever the organization starts 

mistaking completion for control. 

That is why this guide matters. Its purpose is not 

to encourage more paperwork for its own sake. It 

is to help you pressure-test whether your safety 

program can actually be defended when it 

matters most. It is about moving beyond safety 

activity and into safety proof. It is about being 

able to show that your systems are not just 

present, but functioning. And it is about helping 

safety leaders close the gap between what is 

written, what is done, and what can be proven. 

A safety program should do more than create the 

appearance of diligence. It should generate 

evidence of real diligence. That is the standard 

organizations increasingly need to meet, not only 

to reduce legal exposure, but to protect workers, 

strengthen credibility, and build confidence that 

the system will hold when it is tested. 
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WHAT A DEFENSIBLE SAFETY SYSTEM ACTUALLY IS 
A defensible safety system is not simply a safety 

program with all of the expected pieces in place. 

It is a system that can show, with credible 

evidence, that those pieces are working together 

to control risk in the real world. That distinction 

sounds subtle, but it changes everything. 

Many employers have the visible components of a 

safety program. They have a policy statement 

signed by leadership. They have orientation 

materials, training records, inspection forms, safe 

work procedures, incident reports, committee 

minutes, and binders full of documentation. In 

some organizations, these materials are 

extensive and professionally prepared. But a 

defensible system is not judged by how complete 

it looks in a cabinet or a shared drive. It is judged 

by whether it creates a reliable chain between 

hazard identification, control implementation, 

worker capability, supervisory oversight, 

corrective action, and continual improvement. 

In other words, a defensible system is one that 

can answer the question, “How do you know this 

is actually working?” and answer it with more 

than confidence, assumption, or paperwork alone. 

That is one reason safety audits matter so much. 

As OHS Insider’s audit guidance explains, a safety 

audit is not just an inspection of conditions. It is 

a systematic and documented evaluation of 

whether the organization, program, or 

management system is operating according to 

approved standards, legal requirements, and 

accepted practices. It is supposed to verify that 

activities and controls are in place to address 

identified risks, confirm compliance with legal 

and internal expectations, and identify 

weaknesses that could lead to injury, damage, 

penalties, or interruption if left unresolved. A 

defensible safety system uses this kind of 

verification to test whether the program is 

functioning, not merely whether it exists. 

That practical difference shows up everywhere. A 

written lockout procedure may exist, but a 

defensible system asks whether the procedure 

matches the equipment, whether affected 

workers understand it, whether supervisors verify 

it, whether contractors follow it, and whether 

deviations are identified and corrected. A fall 

protection program may be neatly documented, 

but a defensible system asks whether the right 

workers are authorized to use the equipment, 

whether inspections are current, whether anchor 

points are appropriate, whether rescue planning 

exists, and whether work is actually being 

performed according to the stated method. The 

point is not paperwork versus no paperwork. The 

point is whether paperwork is connected to 

operational truth. 

A strong way to think about defensibility is that 

the system must prove five things. 

First, it identified the risk. The organization knew 

what hazards were present, where they existed, 

and under what conditions they could cause 

harm. That means hazard identification cannot be 

generic, stale, or disconnected from changing 

operations. It must reflect how work is actually 

being done now. 

Second, it assigned the control. The employer 

selected preventive or protective measures that 

were appropriate to the level and nature of the 

risk. That includes engineering controls, 

administrative controls, supervision, PPE, 

training, maintenance, and process design. A 

defensible system does not just say a hazard 

exists. It shows what was done about it. 
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Third, it verified the capability. This is where 

many paper systems weaken. It is not enough to 

say workers were trained. For higher-risk tasks, 

the organization must be able to show that the 

worker had the knowledge, instruction, 

experience, supervision, and demonstrated ability 

required to do the work safely. OHS Insider’s 

competency audit guidance makes this especially 

clear. Employers need to identify which tasks 

require competent or qualified workers, define the 

credentials required, keep records of what 

training was delivered, verify that workers 

understood it, and be prepared to show that 

workers have the knowledge and experience 

needed to perform the job safely and legally. A 

defensible system moves beyond attendance and 

into proof of capability. 

Fourth, it monitored the execution. Controls are 

not self-enforcing. Even strong procedures 

degrade if nobody checks whether they are being 

followed, whether conditions have changed, 

whether shortcuts are developing, or whether 

supervisors are intervening consistently. 

Monitoring includes workplace inspections, field 

observations, maintenance checks, audits, 

investigations, and follow-up. But those activities 

only strengthen defensibility when they produce 

specific findings, meaningful action, and evidence 

that the organization is learning from what it 

sees. 

Fifth, it corrected the drift. Every system drifts. 

Procedures become outdated. New equipment 

arrives. Production pressure changes behaviour. 

Managers change roles. Experienced workers 

create workarounds. Training becomes stale. A 

defensible safety system does not pretend drift 

does not happen. It detects it, documents it, 

assigns responsibility for correction, and follows 

through until the issue is actually resolved. OHS 

Insider’s audit guidance emphasizes that 

reporting findings is not enough. Corrective 

action must be taken, assigned, and followed up 

so the organization can verify that the problem 

has truly been addressed. 

This is also why defensibility is broader than 

compliance in the narrow sense. A company can 

meet some formal requirements and still be 

exposed if its system is not operating effectively. 

For example, a JHSC may exist because the law 

requires it, but if the members are not properly 

trained, do not understand their role, or are not 

equipped to carry out inspections, 

recommendations, and investigations effectively, 

that committee may not provide the protection 

the employer assumes it does. OHS Insider’s 

JHSC training audit guidance points out that 

specialized training for committee members or 

representatives is a legal requirement in most 

jurisdictions and that employers need to verify 

not just that training was provided, but that it was 

provided to the right people, within the required 

timeframe, at the employer’s expense, and in the 

required form. A defensible system pays attention 

to these details because they affect whether the 

structure works when tested. 

The practical takeaway is that a defensible safety 

system is not necessarily a larger system. It is a 

tighter one. It reduces the gap between what 

management believes, what workers experience, 

and what records can prove. It makes sure that 

policies match operations, that training connects 

to job demands, that supervision is active rather 

than symbolic, and that documentation reflects 

the field rather than disguising it. It treats audits, 

inspections, committee work, and corrective 

action not as isolated administrative 

requirements but as parts of one larger 

management process. 
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For OHS managers, this is an important shift in 

mindset. The goal is not to accumulate more 

forms. The goal is to build a system that would 

still make sense if every serious claim had to be 

supported with evidence. Could you show that 

hazards were known? Could you show what 

controls were selected? Could you show who was 

trained, who was competent, who verified the 

work, what issues were identified, and how they 

were corrected? If the answer is uneven, then the 

system may be active, but not yet fully defensible. 

That is the standard this guide is concerned with. 

Not surface activity. Not ceremonial compliance. 

Real, provable safety management. 
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THE WARNING SIGNS OF PAPER SAFETY 
Paper safety rarely announces itself openly. It 

does not usually appear as obvious negligence or 

total disorder. In many cases, it lives inside 

organizations that are genuinely trying to do the 

right thing. The forms are there. The meetings 

happen. The training calendar exists. The 

language of safety is used often and confidently. 

From the outside, the program may even look 

mature. The problem is that the visible structure 

creates a false sense of security. What appears 

organized may not be operating with enough 

depth, discipline, or connection to the work itself 

to stand up when something goes wrong. 

That is what makes paper safety dangerous. It is 

not the absence of effort. It is effort that has 

become detached from proof. 

One of the clearest warning signs is when safety 

activity is easy to document but hard to verify. 

Inspection forms are completed every month, yet 

the same hazards appear over and over again 

with little evidence of escalation or lasting 

correction. Training records show attendance, but 

there is no reliable way to tell whether workers 

understood the material, retained it, or could 

apply it safely under real conditions. Procedures 

are signed off, but supervisors cannot say with 

confidence whether those procedures are actually 

being followed in the field. In these environments, 

safety administration is active, but safety 

assurance is weak. 

Another common warning sign is when 

documents describe an ideal version of work 

rather than the real one. This happens more 

often than many organizations realize. A safe 

work procedure may be technically sound, but if it 

no longer matches how the task is actually 

performed, it becomes a kind of fiction. Workers 

adapt to production realities, equipment changes, 

staffing shortages, site constraints, weather, 

customer demands, and all the other variables 

that reshape the job. If the written system does 

not evolve with those changes, the organization 

begins relying on a version of safety that exists 

only on paper. The danger is not just that the 

document becomes outdated. The danger is that 

management continues to treat it as evidence of 

control long after it has stopped functioning that 

way. 

You often see the same pattern in training. 

Organizations frequently mistake training delivery 

for training effectiveness. But the two are not the 

same. OHS Insider’s competency audit guidance 

emphasizes that employers need more than a 

record showing that training occurred. They need 

to be able to verify what the training covered, who 

delivered it, whether it was refreshed when 

necessary, and whether workers demonstrated 

that they understood and were capable of 

carrying out what they were taught. It also 

stresses that competency is tied not just to 

instruction, but to knowledge and experience. 

When a company cannot move beyond course 

completion and attendance sheets, it may have a 

training program, but it may not have a defensible 

one. 

A similar weakness appears when inspections 

and audits are treated as performance theatre 

rather than discovery tools. OHS Insider’s audit 

guidance draws a clear distinction between 

inspection and audit and makes the point that 

audits should verify whether the OHS program or 

OHS management system is actually operating 

according to approved standards, legal 

requirements, and internal expectations. But in 

weaker systems, inspections become rushed 

http://www.ohsinsider.com/


 
 
 
 

OHS INSIDER | 1.800.667.9300 | WWW.OHSINSIDER.COM 

routines, audits become ceremonial exercises, 

and findings become generic enough that nobody 

has to own a difficult truth. Notes say things like 

“worker reminded,” “area monitored,” or “follow 

safe procedures,” without clearly identifying the 

hazard, the control failure, the root cause, or the 

corrective action required. That kind of 

vagueness may keep paperwork moving, but it 

does little to manage risk or prove due diligence. 

Corrective action is another place where paper 

safety reveals itself. In a strong system, a finding 

leads to action, the action is assigned to a 

person, a timeline is set, completion is verified, 

and effectiveness is checked afterward. In a 

paper system, the process usually breaks 

somewhere in the middle. The issue is recorded, 

perhaps discussed, and maybe even assigned, 

but closure is weak, delayed, undocumented, or 

assumed. Over time, unresolved issues 

accumulate in committee minutes, inspection 

reports, investigation summaries, and supervisor 

notes. The organization begins to normalize open 

loops. This is one of the most serious signs that 

the system may look more reliable than it is, 

because it shows a failure not just to recognize 

hazards, but to convert recognition into control. 

There is also a people dimension to paper safety 

that often gets overlooked. When supervisors are 

expected to sign forms, deliver talks, and 

complete checklists but are not truly equipped or 

held accountable to verify safe work, the 

organization creates an illusion of oversight. 

Supervision becomes symbolic. The paperwork 

says the process was reviewed, but that does not 

mean anyone observed the task carefully enough 

to identify drift, workarounds, or degraded 

controls. In these cases, the organization may 

genuinely believe that the front line is being 

monitored when, in reality, it is mostly being 

documented. 

Committee structure can create the same 

illusion. A Joint Health and Safety Committee 

may meet regularly, produce minutes, and 

maintain formal representation from both workers 

and management. But if members have not 

received the training required in their jurisdiction, 

do not fully understand how to perform 

inspections or investigations, or do not have the 

knowledge and support to make meaningful 

recommendations, the committee may function 

more as a compliance artifact than as a working 

internal control. OHS Insider’s JHSC training audit 

guidance makes clear that employers should 

verify not only that JHSC or representative 

training is mandatory in their jurisdiction, but that 

it is provided to the right people, within the 

required timelines, and in the required format. 

When those basics are weak, the committee may 

exist in form while underperforming in substance. 

Another warning sign is overconfidence built on 

documentation volume. Some organizations take 

comfort in the sheer amount of safety material 

they can produce. They have thick manuals, 

extensive forms, detailed records, and years of 

archived documentation. But volume is not the 

same as strength. In fact, excessive 

documentation can sometimes hide weak 

execution by making the system appear more 

rigorous than it is. A large body of records may 

show that many things were done, but unless 

those records clearly connect hazard, control, 

capability, verification, and correction, they may 

not prove what management thinks they prove. 

More paper can actually make a system harder to 

defend if it exposes inconsistency, stale content, 

repetitive unresolved hazards, or routine sign-offs 

unsupported by field reality. 

Perhaps the most telling warning sign of all is 

when workers and records tell different stories. 

The training matrix says workers are qualified, but 
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workers are unclear about the procedure. The 

inspection logs say equipment checks are being 

done, but operators describe defects that have 

gone unaddressed. The safe work procedure says 

one thing, while supervisors quietly permit 

another. Management believes corrective action 

has been closed, while the hazard remains part of 

daily work. That gap between recorded system 

and lived system is where paper safety becomes 

most visible. It is also where legal and 

operational exposure begins to concentrate. 

None of this means that documentation is 

unimportant. Documentation is essential. 

Training records, inspection forms, meeting 

minutes, audits, corrective action logs, and 

procedures all matter. But their value depends on 

whether they reflect a functioning system rather 

than substitute for one. Paper safety begins the 

moment documentation stops serving reality and 

starts masking it. 

For OHS managers, the lesson is not to become 

cynical about systems. It is to become sharper 

about what systems are supposed to prove. If 

your safety program generates plenty of activity 

but leaves uncertainty about whether controls are 

working, whether workers are competent, whether 

supervisors are enforcing expectations, or 

whether problems truly get fixed, then the issue is 

not a lack of effort. The issue is that the effort 

may be producing evidence of administration 

without enough evidence of protection. 

That is the threshold this guide is trying to 

expose. Before a program can become 

defensible, it has to stop mistaking motion for 

control. 
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WHERE REGULATORS AND PROSECUTORS LOOK WHEN THINGS 

GO WRONG 
When a serious incident occurs, the conversation 

changes very quickly. The focus is no longer on 

whether the organization had good intentions, a 

well-designed safety manual, or a strong Safety 

Week message. The focus becomes much 

narrower and much more concrete. What was the 

hazard. Who knew about it. What controls were 

supposed to be in place. Whether those controls 

were actually functioning. Who was trained. Who 

was supervising. What had already gone wrong 

before. What the company did about earlier 

warning signs. And whether the records reflect a 

living system or a paper one. 

This is where many employers discover that the 

real test of a safety program is not whether it 

exists, but whether it can withstand scrutiny 

under pressure. Regulators and prosecutors do 

not usually start from the question, “Did you have 

a safety binder?” They start from the question, 

“Can you show us how this risk was being 

managed in practice?” That distinction is critical, 

because it means a company can have many 

visible elements of a program and still be 

exposed if those elements were not connected to 

field execution. 

In practical terms, investigators are usually 

looking for a chain of proof. They want to 

understand whether the employer identified the 

hazard before the incident, whether the risk was 

assessed properly, whether appropriate 

preventive and protective measures were 

selected, whether workers had the knowledge and 

capability to perform the work safely, whether 

supervisors were enforcing expectations, and 

whether management had a system for detecting 

and correcting nonconformities. If there is a 

break anywhere in that chain, the organization’s 

exposure begins to widen. 

That is one reason OHS audits matter so much. 

As OHS Insider’s audit guidance explains, the 

purpose of an audit is not merely to confirm that 

safety activity took place. It is to verify that OHS 

program or OHS management system activities 

and controls are in place to address identified 

risks, that legal and internal requirements are 

being met, and that weaknesses are being 

identified and corrected before they lead to injury, 

damage, penalties, or interruption. The guidance 

also stresses the importance of reporting 

findings and taking corrective action, rather than 

allowing hazards or system failures to remain 

open after they have already been recognized. 

When an employer cannot demonstrate that this 

process is functioning, it becomes harder to 

argue that the organization was exercising real 

due diligence. 

Training is another area where scrutiny becomes 

much more demanding than many employers 

expect. After an incident, it is rarely enough to 

show that a worker attended orientation or signed 

a training record. Investigators want to know 

what training was delivered, whether it was 

relevant to the task, who provided it, whether the 

worker understood it, whether it was refreshed 

when conditions changed, and whether the 

worker had the knowledge and experience 

necessary for the job being performed. OHS 

Insider’s competency training audit guidance is 

especially useful here because it makes clear that 

competency is not just about instruction. It 

involves knowledge, training, experience, and in 

some jurisdictions the ability to perform the work 
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with minimal supervision or organize it safely. 

The guidance also emphasizes the importance of 

being able to identify which tasks require a 

competent or qualified person and to document 

not just that training occurred, but that the worker 

was capable of doing the work in a safe and 

legally compliant manner. 

That point becomes even more important in 

higher-risk tasks. If the work involved specialized 

equipment, hazardous energy, confined spaces, 

energized electrical systems, mobile equipment, 

lifting operations, hazardous substances, or any 

task requiring a competent or qualified person, 

the standard of scrutiny tends to rise. 

Investigators will often look closely at whether 

the employer clearly identified the level of 

capability the task required, whether the worker 

performing it actually met that standard, and 

whether supervisors knew enough to recognize 

when the task was being done improperly or by 

the wrong person. A thin record in this area can 

be very damaging because it suggests that the 

company may have treated critical work as 

ordinary work. 

Supervisory oversight is another major pressure 

point. Employers sometimes underestimate how 

closely regulators look at the role of front-line 

supervision after an incident. A company may 

have a strong written procedure, but if 

supervisors were not monitoring compliance, 

intervening when workers drifted from the 

procedure, escalating repeat issues, or ensuring 

that only competent workers performed the task, 

then the written procedure alone offers limited 

protection. In many investigations, the question is 

not simply whether a rule existed. It is whether 

anyone with authority was actively ensuring that 

the rule was being followed. 

This is where paper systems often begin to 

collapse. On paper, the employer may be able to 

show procedures, forms, training records, and 

inspection checklists. But when interviews begin, 

the picture becomes less stable. Workers 

describe shortcuts that were routine. Supervisors 

admit they were stretched thin. Equipment 

conditions differ from the inspection logs. Safe 

work procedures do not reflect how the work was 

actually performed. Hazards that appear 

repeatedly in meeting minutes or reports were 

never fully corrected. The result is that the 

organization’s own records begin to tell a story of 

recognition without resolution. 

Committee performance can become part of that 

story as well. If the workplace is required to have 

a JHSC or health and safety representative, 

investigators may look at whether the structure 

was functioning as intended. OHS Insider’s JHSC 

training audit guidance underscores that 

specialized training for committee members or 

representatives is not optional in most 

jurisdictions and that employers need to confirm 

it was delivered to the right people, in the right 

form, and within the required timelines. When the 

committee exists only formally, or when members 

are undertrained, unclear on their duties, or 

unable to contribute effectively to inspections, 

investigations, and recommendations, that 

weakness can reinforce the impression that the 

system was more cosmetic than operational. 

Corrective action history is often one of the most 

revealing parts of any investigation. A single 

incident is one thing. A pattern of prior warnings, 

recurring hazards, deferred maintenance, 

repeated recommendations, or unresolved 

findings is something else entirely. If the 

employer already knew of the issue or had reason 

to know of it, the seriousness of the exposure can 

increase significantly. That is why closed-loop 
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corrective action is such a fundamental feature of 

defensible safety. It is not enough to identify 

problems. The organization has to show who 

owned the response, what was done, when it was 

done, and how the company verified that the 

action actually resolved the issue. OHS Insider’s 

audit guidance is clear on this point: 

management should create an action plan listing 

necessary corrective actions, how and when they 

will be taken, who is responsible, and how follow-

up will confirm that the measures were effective. 

Documentation itself also comes under a 

different kind of scrutiny after an incident. 

Investigators are not impressed by records simply 

because they exist. They examine whether the 

records are specific, timely, credible, and 

consistent with the evidence on the ground. 

Generic language, repetitive findings, identical 

sign-offs, vague hazard descriptions, missing 

dates, incomplete follow-up, and unexplained 

gaps in training or inspections can all weaken the 

employer’s position. In some cases, poor records 

do more harm than limited records because they 

suggest a routine of form completion without 

meaningful verification. A defensible record is not 

just one that is present. It is one that supports 

the organization’s account of what actually 

happened before the incident occurred. 

For OHS managers, the lesson here is sobering 

but useful. When something goes wrong, the 

organization’s safety system is effectively put on 

trial, whether in a formal prosecution, an 

inspection process, an internal review, a workers’ 

compensation matter, or a leadership 

accountability discussion. The question is not 

whether the company talked about safety. It is 

whether the company can demonstrate that it 

systematically identified risk, assigned controls, 

verified capability, monitored work, and corrected 

drift. The more clearly the organization can show 

that chain, the more defensible the system 

becomes. The weaker or more fragmented that 

chain is, the more the program begins to look like 

an administrative structure rather than a 

functioning control system. 

This is why the concept of defensibility matters 

so much. It is not abstract. It is what determines 

whether a safety program continues to protect 

the organization after the incident has already 

happened. 
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THE FIVE SYSTEM TESTS EVERY OHS MANAGER SHOULD APPLY 

RIGHT NOW 
If paper safety is the problem, the next question 

is practical. How do you tell whether your system 

is functioning as a real control structure or just 

producing the appearance of control. The answer 

is not to wait for an incident, an inspection, or a 

prosecution to find out. It is to pressure-test the 

system in advance, using a small number of hard 

questions that expose where documentation, 

execution, and accountability may be drifting 

apart. 

These are not theoretical questions. They are the 

kinds of tests that reveal whether your 

organization can actually prove that its safety 

program works. They are also useful because 

they cut through the comfort that routine activity 

can create. A full training matrix, a calendar of 

inspections, a binder of policies, and a stack of 

meeting minutes may all have value. But if the 

system cannot pass these five tests, then the 

organization may still be far more exposed than 

management realizes. 

Test 1: Can you prove your controls are working 

in the field? 

Most organizations can identify their controls on 

paper. They can point to procedures, PPE 

requirements, maintenance schedules, signage, 

permits, guarding, lockout rules, or inspection 

routines. But a defensible system does not stop 

at identifying the control. It verifies that the 

control is functioning where the risk actually 

exists. 

This is where weak systems often start to show 

strain. A company may have a confined space 

procedure, but can it show that atmospheric 

testing is being done properly, by the right people, 

with the right equipment, under the right 

conditions. It may have a mobile equipment rule, 

but can it show that pedestrian separation, 

operator practices, site conditions, and traffic 

controls are being monitored consistently. It may 

have fall protection requirements, but can it show 

that anchor points, rescue planning, equipment 

inspection, and work methods are aligned in 

practice rather than just in theory. 

OHS Insider’s audit guidance is useful here 

because it stresses that the purpose of an audit 

is to verify that OHS activities and controls are in 

place to address identified risks and that the 

system is being effectively implemented and 

maintained. That means the real question is not 

whether your organization has controls. It is 

whether your organization has evidence that 

those controls are present, appropriate, and 

actually functioning in the field. 

A practical way to apply this test is to choose 

three to five of your highest-risk tasks and ask a 

blunt question about each one: if we had to prove 

today that the control for this hazard is working, 

what evidence would we rely on. If the answer is 

vague, outdated, or mostly documentary, you may 

have more control on paper than in reality. 

Test 2: Can you prove workers are capable, not 

just trained? 

This is one of the most important tests in the 

entire guide because it gets to the heart of a 

problem many employers still underestimate. 

Training records are often treated as proof of 

readiness. But attendance is not the same as 

capability, and completion is not the same as 

competence. 
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OHS Insider’s competency training audit guidance 

makes this point clearly. Employers need to verify 

not only that workers received training, but that 

they have the knowledge, training, experience, 

and where required the level of independence or 

organizing ability necessary to perform the task 

safely and legally. The guidance also emphasizes 

the need to identify all jobs requiring a competent 

or qualified worker, define the credentials 

required, maintain records of the training 

delivered, and be prepared to show that workers 

actually understood and were capable of carrying 

out what they were taught. 

This test becomes especially important in safety-

sensitive work. A defensible system should be 

able to answer questions such as these without 

hesitation. Which jobs in this workplace require a 

competent or qualified person. What exactly 

qualifies someone to perform them here. How do 

we know the worker has the required knowledge 

and experience. How do we assess 

understanding after training. What triggers 

refresher training or re-evaluation. What role does 

supervision play when a worker is still developing 

capability. 

If your system can only show course completion, 

sign-off sheets, or a general orientation record, 

then it may not be strong enough. A defensible 

system can show the difference between 

exposing a worker to information and verifying 

that the worker can safely do the work. 

Test 3: Can you prove supervisors are actively 

verifying safe work? 

Many organizations assume supervisory 

accountability exists because supervisors are 

named in policies or included in workflow. But in 

practice, this is one of the first places systems 

become symbolic. Supervisors are often 

overloaded, pulled between production and 

administration, and expected to document more 

than they can meaningfully verify. The result is 

that their role starts to look real on paper while 

thinning out in the field. 

This test asks whether supervision is active, 

visible, and evidenced. Can you show that 

supervisors are observing critical work, correcting 

drift, coaching workers, escalating repeated 

issues, and confirming that procedures are 

actually being followed. Can you show that they 

know which tasks require a higher level of worker 

capability and which warning signs demand 

intervention. Can you show that they do more 

than relay messages and complete forms. 

A system becomes much more defensible when 

supervisor verification is specific rather than 

ceremonial. That means observations tied to 

actual tasks, records tied to actual findings, and 

follow-up tied to actual accountability. Generic 

notes such as “reviewed with worker” or 

“discussed safety” may prove that a conversation 

occurred, but they do not prove that meaningful 

verification took place. 

This test matters because supervisory oversight 

is often the bridge between written expectations 

and actual work. If that bridge is weak, the whole 

system becomes harder to defend. 

Test 4: Can you prove corrective action is closed 

and effective? 

Many safety programs are good at identifying 

issues and much weaker at resolving them. 

Hazards are noted. Recommendations are made. 

Action items are assigned. But somewhere 

between recognition and resolution, momentum 

fades. Deadlines slip. Ownership becomes 

unclear. Follow-up is assumed rather than 

verified. The finding disappears from active 

attention without ever being fully dealt with. 
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This is one of the clearest signs of paper safety 

because it creates the appearance of a 

functioning improvement process while allowing 

exposure to remain in place. OHS Insider’s audit 

guidance is very clear that reporting findings is 

not enough. Management should create an action 

plan that sets out the necessary corrective 

actions, how and when they will be taken, who is 

responsible, and how follow-up will verify that the 

measures were effective. 

A defensible system should be able to trace a line 

from issue identification to corrective action to 

effectiveness check. Not just “we assigned it,” but 

“we completed it and confirmed it solved the 

problem.” That distinction matters because 

unresolved findings are often what make a later 

incident look preventable. If the organization 

knew, documented, and discussed the issue but 

cannot show that it actually corrected it, the 

record begins to work against the employer rather 

than for it. 

To apply this test, review a sample of recent 

inspection findings, incident recommendations, 

audit nonconformities, and committee action 

items. How many show a named owner, target 

date, completion date, and verification of 

effectiveness. How many simply stop after 

assignment. The answer will tell you a great deal 

about whether your system is functioning as a 

management process or just a reporting process. 

Test 5: Can you prove your records reflect 

operational reality? 

This is the final and perhaps most revealing test. 

A company may have many records and still fail 

defensibility if those records do not align with 

what workers, supervisors, equipment conditions, 

and day-to-day operations would actually show. 

This is where the difference between 

administrative completion and credible proof 

becomes unmistakable. Do your inspection 

records describe specific conditions, or do they 

rely on vague repeated language. Do your training 

records connect to actual job demands, or do 

they simply document that a course occurred. Do 

your procedures match the equipment, workflow, 

staffing, and site realities workers are dealing 

with today. Do your committee minutes reflect 

real unresolved hazards, or are they too generic to 

be operationally meaningful. Do your logs, sign-

offs, and reports tell the same story your people 

would tell if asked directly. 

OHS Insider’s material on audits, competency, 

and JHSC training all point in the same direction. 

Records matter, but they matter most when they 

demonstrate that the system is being 

implemented, maintained, and matched to the 

real demands of work. A defensible system does 

not rely on documentation as a substitute for 

reality. It uses documentation to capture, verify, 

and improve reality. 

This test is often uncomfortable because it 

forces organizations to confront whether they 

have been documenting assumptions. A safe 

work procedure may have been accurate two 

years ago. A training program may have been 

sufficient before the process changed. An 

inspection routine may once have been strong but 

has since become rushed and repetitive. A 

committee may still be meeting, but without the 

training or sharpness needed to spot deeper 

system weaknesses. Records can lag behind 

operations quietly for a long time before anyone 

notices. That lag is precisely what this test is 

meant to expose. 

Taken together, these five tests create a much 

clearer picture of system strength than most 
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standard compliance activity ever will. They force 

a shift away from “Did we do something?” toward 

“Can we prove the thing we did actually reduced 

exposure?” That is the heart of defensible safety. 

Not the presence of forms, but the presence of 

proof. Not the performance of safety activity, but 

the ability to show that hazards were recognized, 

controls were functioning, workers were capable, 

supervisors were verifying, and problems were 

being corrected in a disciplined way. 

An organization does not need to answer these 

questions perfectly to benefit from them. In fact, 

the value of the tests is that they expose where 

the next layer of work is needed. They show 

whether the system is maturing or merely 

appearing to mature. And they give OHS leaders a 

practical way to explain, to management and to 

themselves, where hidden exposure still exists. 
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HOW PAPER SYSTEMS BREAK UNDER PRESSURE 
A safety program can look stable for a long time 

right up until the moment it is tested. That is one 

of the reasons paper safety survives as long as it 

does. In ordinary conditions, weak systems can 

appear to function well enough. Forms are 

completed. Meetings are held. Training is 

scheduled. Supervisors move quickly. Production 

continues. Nothing dramatic happens, so the 

organization assumes the system is working. But 

pressure changes what the system is forced to 

reveal. 

Pressure does not always mean a catastrophe. 

Sometimes it is a serious injury, a regulator 

inspection, a worker complaint, a near miss that 

could easily have gone the other way, or a 

leadership review after repeated incidents. 

Sometimes it is operational pressure, such as 

turnover, staffing shortages, a new process, new 

equipment, contractor activity, or the push to 

increase output without increasing support. 

These moments expose the difference between a 

safety program that looks organized and one that 

is actually resilient. 

What tends to break first is the gap between 

policy and practice. On paper, the organization 

has a defined way of doing the work safely. But 

under pressure, workers begin adapting tasks to 

meet time, access, equipment, or production 

demands. Supervisors tolerate small deviations 

because they are trying to keep things moving. 

Workarounds become normalized. The procedure 

remains unchanged, the sign-offs continue, and 

the training record still says the task is covered. 

Yet the real system has already drifted. The 

pressure does not create the weakness so much 

as uncover it. It shows that the written method 

was not tightly enough connected to field 

verification to detect that the job had changed. 

Training systems often fail in a similar way. In 

stable conditions, course completion can create a 

misleading sense of confidence. A worker 

attended training, signed the record, and was 

cleared to proceed. But pressure reveals whether 

the training actually translated into safe 

performance. When the job becomes less routine, 

when the environment changes, when equipment 

behaves unexpectedly, or when the worker has to 

make a judgment call without close support, the 

organization finds out whether it has built 

capability or simply documented exposure to 

information. OHS Insider’s competency training 

audit guidance is particularly relevant here 

because it emphasizes that employers must 

verify not only that training occurred, but that 

workers have the knowledge, experience, and 

demonstrated ability necessary to perform the 

task safely and legally. A paper system often 

discovers too late that it trained for attendance 

rather than readiness. 

Corrective action processes also tend to fracture 

under pressure. In a calm environment, it is easy 

to believe that open items will eventually get 

resolved. A hazard is identified. A 

recommendation is logged. Responsibility is 

discussed. But when operations intensify, those 

unresolved issues begin to stack on top of one 

another. Delays become normal. Priorities shift. 

Nobody is sure who owns what. The system 

keeps recording concerns, but it loses its ability 

to convert them into timely correction. Then, 

when a regulator or investigator reviews the 

record after an incident, the organization is 

confronted with a painful truth: it did not fail to 

notice the problem. It failed to close it. OHS 

Insider’s audit guidance warns directly against 

this pattern by stressing that findings must be 

reported, translated into action plans, assigned, 
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followed up, and verified for effectiveness. Under 

pressure, a weak system does not just miss 

hazards. It reveals how long it has been living 

with them. 

Supervision is another area where hidden 

fragility becomes visible. Many organizations 

rely heavily on the assumption that supervisors 

are the control point between policy and work. In 

theory, that makes sense. In practice, pressure 

can hollow that role out very quickly. A supervisor 

who is managing staffing gaps, production 

demands, changing schedules, contractor 

coordination, and administrative tasks may have 

little time left for meaningful field observation. 

They still sign the forms. They still participate in 

the meetings. They may still believe they are 

overseeing the work. But under pressure, the 

quality of that oversight can collapse into a series 

of assumptions. The organization only sees the 

weakness when something happens and nobody 

can clearly explain who observed the work, when 

the deviation started, why it was tolerated, or 

what should have triggered intervention sooner. 

Committee structures can break quietly in the 

same way. A JHSC that appears functional in 

normal times may prove much weaker when a 

difficult issue emerges. If members have not 

received the right training, do not fully understand 

their role, or have not developed the confidence to 

identify, investigate, and escalate meaningful 

hazards, then the committee may struggle when 

its function matters most. It can continue 

producing minutes without producing influence. 

OHS Insider’s JHSC training audit guidance 

reinforces that employers need to verify not only 

that training exists, but that it was delivered 

properly, to the right people, and within the 

required timelines. Pressure tends to expose 

whether the committee is part of the control 

system or simply part of the compliance 

structure. 

Another thing pressure reveals is the danger of 

stale documentation. In many organizations, 

records degrade slowly rather than dramatically. 

A hazard assessment was once current but no 

longer reflects the job after a process change. A 

procedure was accurate when written but no 

longer fits the equipment or workflow. A training 

module still exists, but key risks have evolved. An 

inspection checklist is still used, but it no longer 

prompts the right questions. None of this may be 

obvious during routine operations, especially if 

people are accustomed to working around the 

gaps. But under pressure, these older documents 

become liabilities because they show what the 

organization believed was true, even when the 

workplace had already moved on. 

This is also why paper systems often perform 

worst when they face interviews. On paper, the 

program may look coherent. But once workers, 

supervisors, committee members, and managers 

are all asked to describe how the work is actually 

done, the inconsistencies begin to surface. 

Workers describe informal practices that do not 

appear in procedures. Supervisors describe 

limitations that do not appear in the reports. 

Managers express confidence in controls they 

have not recently seen in operation. Training 

records suggest a level of readiness that workers 

themselves do not demonstrate. The problem is 

no longer just missing paperwork. It is conflicting 

reality. That is when the organization’s own 

documentation can start to look less like 

evidence of diligence and more like evidence that 

it was not seeing itself clearly. 

A useful way to understand this is that pressure 

compresses time and strips away assumptions. It 

forces the organization to rely on what is actually 
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true, not what it meant to do, what it believed was 

happening, or what its records imply in the 

abstract. If the safety system depends too heavily 

on routine sign-offs, outdated procedures, 

unchecked assumptions about worker capability, 

vague corrective action, or symbolic supervision, 

pressure will expose those weaknesses very 

quickly. 

That does not mean organizations need a perfect 

system before they can call it defensible. No 

system is perfect. Conditions change. People 

make mistakes. Operations evolve. What matters 

is whether the organization has built enough 

discipline into the system to detect drift early, 

verify critical controls, challenge assumptions, 

and respond when warning signs appear. A 

defensible system does not avoid all pressure. It 

holds its shape under it better than a paper 

system does. 

This is the real value of pressure-testing. It allows 

OHS leaders to discover weaknesses before an 

incident, inspection, or prosecution discovers 

them first. It moves the organization from passive 

confidence to active verification. And it shifts 

safety from a posture of presentation to a posture 

of proof. 
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WHAT DEFENSIBLE SAFETY LOOKS LIKE INSTEAD 
If paper safety is defined by appearance, 

defensible safety is defined by connection. The 

policies connect to the work. The training 

connects to the task. The inspections connect to 

real hazards. The committee connects to 

meaningful action. The records connect to what 

workers and supervisors would actually say is 

happening on the floor, in the field, or on the site. 

That is what makes the system more credible. It 

is not simply fuller. It is tighter, more coherent, 

and much harder to pull apart under scrutiny. 

A defensible safety system does not depend on 

the assumption that written expectations will 

automatically become safe behaviour. It treats 

that assumption as risky. Instead, it builds 

verification into the system itself. It recognizes 

that hazards change, that work drifts, that 

people adapt, that supervisors get stretched, and 

that forms can be completed long after their 

connection to reality begins to weaken. So the 

system is designed not just to document activity, 

but to test whether the activity is producing 

control. 

That difference starts with how the organization 

thinks about safety leadership. In a paper 

system, leadership often shows up as messaging. 

Executives speak about culture. Managers 

reinforce priorities. Safety Week campaigns 

underline commitment. These things have value, 

but on their own they do not tell an OHS manager 

very much about whether risk is being managed. 

In a defensible system, leadership shows up in 

structure. It appears in the quality of oversight, 

the clarity of accountability, the willingness to 

fund corrective action, the expectation that 

supervisors verify work rather than assume 

compliance, and the refusal to accept 

administrative completion as proof of 

performance. Leadership becomes visible not 

just in what is said, but in what the system 

requires and supports. 

The same is true of documentation. A defensible 

system still relies heavily on records, but the 

records are purposeful. They are specific enough 

to tell a meaningful story. They identify hazards 

clearly. They describe nonconformities in 

operational language. They assign action to 

named people. They show dates, deadlines, 

follow-up, and verification. They are updated 

when work changes. They do not simply 

accumulate. They function as management tools. 

OHS Insider’s audit guidance reinforces that an 

effective audit process requires clear objectives, 

meaningful reporting, communication of results, 

and corrective action that is tracked and followed 

up to ensure problems are actually resolved. In a 

defensible system, records do not sit on top of 

the safety program. They are embedded in how 

the safety program learns and proves itself. 

Training also looks different in a defensible 

system. The organization does not confuse 

attendance with readiness. It understands that 

workers can complete a course and still be 

unable to perform a task safely in a changing 

environment. That is why defensible systems pay 

more attention to role-specific capability, 

demonstration, refresh triggers, and supervisor 

observation after training occurs. OHS Insider’s 

competency training audit guidance is especially 

helpful here because it emphasizes that 

employers need to identify all jobs requiring a 

competent or qualified worker, define what that 

means in the context of the task, maintain 

records of what training was provided, and be 

able to show that workers have the knowledge, 

instruction, and experience required to perform 
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the work safely. A defensible system therefore 

treats training as the beginning of control, not the 

end of it. 

That same mindset extends to supervision. In a 

paper system, the supervisor often serves as a 

procedural checkpoint. In a defensible system, 

the supervisor functions as an active verification 

point. That means observing critical work, 

checking whether controls are actually being 

applied, identifying early signs of drift, coaching 

workers before shortcuts harden into routine, and 

escalating problems when the front line cannot 

resolve them. It also means that supervisors are 

not left alone with impossible expectations. The 

organization gives them clarity about what 

matters most, enough time to observe real work, 

and a structure for documenting and following up 

on what they find. Defensible safety depends on 

front-line verification being real, not symbolic. 

Committee function is another area where the 

difference becomes obvious. A JHSC or safety 

representative structure in a defensible system is 

not there only because legislation requires it. It is 

treated as part of the organization’s internal 

detection and response system. Members 

understand their role. They are trained properly. 

They know how to participate in inspections, 

investigations, and recommendations in a way 

that produces useful information and credible 

challenge. OHS Insider’s JHSC training audit 

guidance makes clear that employers need to 

verify not only whether specialized training is 

required in their jurisdiction, but whether it was 

delivered to the right people, within the required 

time, and in the proper form. When that structure 

is working properly, the committee becomes an 

active signal source rather than a formal box to 

check. 

Perhaps the most important feature of defensible 

safety is closed-loop correction. This is where 

many organizations either mature or stall. In a 

stronger system, hazards, deficiencies, and 

nonconformities do not simply get noticed. They 

move through a process. The problem is defined 

clearly. Ownership is assigned. The timeline is 

set. The fix is completed. The result is checked. 

The lesson is fed back into the system. This 

creates confidence not because the organization 

claims to care, but because it can show how 

issues move from recognition to resolution. OHS 

Insider’s audit guidance is explicit that 

management should create an action plan listing 

the corrective actions required, who is 

responsible, how and when the actions will be 

taken, and how follow-up will verify effectiveness. 

That is what defensibility looks like in practical 

terms. It is not the absence of gaps. It is the 

presence of disciplined response. 

Another hallmark of defensible safety is that the 

system stays closer to the work. It does not rely 

exclusively on centralized administration or top-

down assumptions. It looks at the actual task, the 

actual equipment, the actual worker, the actual 

conditions, and the actual way the job is getting 

done. That sounds obvious, but many 

organizations drift away from it over time. Their 

documentation remains stable while the work 

evolves. Their oversight routines remain familiar 

while new hazards appear. Their confidence 

remains high while their visibility into day-to-day 

reality weakens. A defensible system resists that 

drift by continually reconnecting itself to 

operations. It audits with purpose. It inspects 

with attention. It reviews incidents for system 

meaning, not just immediate cause. It updates 

procedures and training when conditions change. 

It asks not just whether the rule exists, but 

whether it still fits the work. 
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This matters for OHS managers because it 

changes how success is measured. In a paper 

system, success is often inferred from 

completion rates, calendar activity, and visible 

organization. In a defensible system, success is 

measured more rigorously. Are our highest-risk 

controls working where they need to work. Can 

we show that people performing safety-sensitive 

tasks are actually capable. Are supervisors 

catching drift early enough. Are corrective actions 

closing and staying closed. Do our records hold 

together when compared against real operations. 

These are harder questions, but they produce a 

much more honest picture of risk. 

There is also a psychological difference. Paper 

safety often creates false reassurance. It allows 

managers to believe the system is stronger than it 

is because it produces constant evidence of 

activity. Defensible safety creates a different 

kind of confidence. It is more disciplined and 

sometimes less comfortable, because it comes 

from testing the system rather than admiring it. 

But it is far more valuable. It gives OHS leaders 

something solid to stand on when management 

asks hard questions, when a regulator arrives, or 

when the organization has to explain not just 

what it intended, but what it actually did. 

That is ultimately what defensibility means. It 

means the safety program can survive contact 

with reality. It means that when someone asks 

how you know your system is working, the answer 

is not a slogan, a binder, or a calendar. It is a 

chain of evidence grounded in hazards, controls, 

capability, verification, and correction. It is a 

system that not only looks organized, but 

behaves credibly when examined. 
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A PRACTICAL SELF-CHECK FOR OHS LEADERS 
By this point, the distinction between paper safety 

and defensible safety is probably clear. The 

harder question is where your own program sits 

on that spectrum right now. Most organizations 

are not entirely one or the other. They usually 

have some strong elements, some weak ones, 

and a few areas where confidence may be higher 

than proof. That is normal. The value of a self-

check is not that it delivers a perfect score. It is 

that it helps you see where the system may be 

tighter than you thought, where it may be looser 

than you realized, and where the next level of 

work is most urgently needed. 

This kind of self-check is especially useful 

because OHS managers are often surrounded by 

signals that can be misleading. A full calendar 

can feel like control. A large document set can 

feel like maturity. Regular meetings can feel like 

momentum. But none of those things, on their 

own, tell you whether the system would hold up 

under investigation, inspection, or leadership 

scrutiny after a serious event. What you need is a 

way to test whether the visible parts of the 

program are connected to actual field 

performance and defensible evidence. 

The questions below are designed to do exactly 

that. They are not legal opinions and they are not 

a substitute for a full audit. They are a 

management lens. Answer them as honestly as 

possible, based on what you could prove today 

rather than what you believe is probably true. 

Defensible Safety Self-Check 

1. Can we clearly identify our highest-risk 

tasks and explain what controls are 

supposed to prevent serious harm? 

2. Can we show evidence that those 

controls are working in the field, not just 

described in procedures or policies? 

3. Can we identify which jobs or tasks 

require a competent or qualified worker 

and explain exactly what makes a worker 

capable of performing them safely? 

4. Can we show more than course 

completion or attendance records to 

prove that workers performing critical 

tasks are actually capable? 

5. Can we demonstrate that supervisors are 

actively observing work, correcting drift, 

and escalating repeat or serious issues? 

6. Can we show that our inspections and 

audits produce specific findings rather 

than vague statements or repetitive 

administrative language? 

7. Can we trace corrective actions from 

identification to assignment to 

completion to effectiveness check? 

8. Can we show that our safe work 

procedures, hazard assessments, and 

training content still reflect how the work 

is actually being done today? 

9. Can we show that our JHSC or health and 

safety representative structure is 

functioning meaningfully, with proper 

training, timely participation, and 

recommendations that lead to action 

where required? 

10. Can we produce records that would align 

with what workers, supervisors, and 

managers would say if each were 

interviewed separately? 
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11. Can we identify where known hazards, 

recurring deficiencies, or long-standing 

open action items still exist in the 

system? 

12. Can we explain, with confidence and 

evidence, how our program improves 

when weaknesses are found? 

The reason these questions matter is that each 

one tests a fault line where paper systems tend to 

weaken. The first two examine whether the 

organization’s understanding of hazards is 

connected to real control. The next two test 

whether training and competency are being 

treated as proof of capability rather than proof of 

exposure to information. The next pair looks at 

whether verification is meaningful and whether 

findings are operationally useful. The questions 

after that explore whether corrective action, 

documentation, and committee function are alive 

and credible. The final questions force the 

organization to confront whether its records 

match lived reality and whether it has built a 

system that actually learns. 

Once you have answered the questions, the 

pattern usually becomes visible quite quickly. 

If the answer is yes to most of them, and that yes 

is supported by clear records, observed practice, 

and operational confidence, then your safety 

system may already be moving in a defensible 

direction. That does not mean it is complete or 

immune to drift. It means the foundations are 

stronger. Your next task is to keep pressure-

testing the areas where operations change 

quickly, where supervision is strained, or where 

high-risk work depends heavily on individual 

judgment and consistent verification. 

If the answers are mixed, that is often a sign that 

the organization has active safety administration 

but uneven defensibility. This is a very common 

position. The program may look strong in 

structure but weaker in verification. Training may 

be organized but not always role-specific or 

performance-based. Audits and inspections may 

happen consistently, but corrective action and 

follow-up may be less disciplined. In this case, 

the right next step is usually not to add more 

activity. It is to tighten the connection between 

the activity already taking place and the evidence 

needed to prove that it is effective. 

If the answer is no to many of these questions, or 

if the answer is technically yes but difficult to 

support with credible proof, then the organization 

may be relying too heavily on paper compliance. 

That does not mean the people involved do not 

care. It means the system has likely drifted into a 

mode where forms, schedules, and records are 

standing in for control rather than demonstrating 

it. That is where risk becomes harder to see 

internally and easier to expose externally. 

OHS Insider’s own audit and compliance guidance 

points to many of the same pressure points this 

self-check is designed to surface. Effective audits 

must do more than confirm that activity occurred. 

They must verify that risks are being addressed, 

that legal and internal requirements are being 

met, that findings are reported meaningfully, and 

that corrective action is assigned and followed 

through. Competency systems must do more than 

show that training happened. They must 

demonstrate that workers have the knowledge, 

experience, and capability required for the jobs 

they perform. JHSC systems must do more than 

exist formally. They must be trained, structured, 

and functioning according to the requirements of 

the jurisdiction and the real needs of the 

workplace. 

http://www.ohsinsider.com/


 
 
 
 

OHS INSIDER | 1.800.667.9300 | WWW.OHSINSIDER.COM 

That is why a self-check like this is so valuable. It 

turns defensibility from a vague aspiration into 

something a safety leader can actually examine. 

It gives language to concerns that are often felt 

but not clearly articulated. It helps distinguish 

between a program that looks mature and one 

that is developing the evidence, discipline, and 

operational truth needed to hold up when tested. 

The goal is not to score perfectly. The goal is to 

become harder to surprise. 
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WHAT TO DO NEXT 
Recognizing the difference between paper safety 

and defensible safety is important, but 

recognition alone does not reduce exposure. The 

real value comes from what happens next. Once 

an OHS leader can see where the system is 

relying too heavily on appearance, assumption, or 

administrative completion, the next step is to 

tighten the parts of the program that create real 

proof. That does not usually mean building a 

bigger system. In most cases, it means building a 

more honest one. 

A useful starting point is to resist the instinct to 

respond with more paperwork. That is a common 

trap. When weaknesses become visible, many 

organizations immediately create a new form, a 

new sign-off, a new checklist, or a new reminder 

process. Sometimes those additions help. Just 

as often, they increase noise without 

strengthening control. The better question is 

simpler and more demanding: where is the 

evidence chain weakest right now. Is the problem 

that hazards are not being reassessed as 

operations change. Is it that controls are 

assigned but not verified. Is it that workers are 

being trained without clear proof of capability. Is 

it that supervisors are stretched too thin to 

observe real work consistently. Is it that 

corrective actions are recorded but not truly 

closed. The answer should determine the 

response. 

For many organizations, the first practical move is 

to identify a small number of high-risk tasks and 

pressure-test them thoroughly. Do not start with 

everything. Start where failure would matter 

most. Look closely at whether the hazard 

assessment still reflects the job, whether the 

procedure still fits the work, whether the workers 

performing the task are genuinely capable, 

whether supervisors are checking for drift, and 

whether prior findings tied to that work have 

actually been corrected. This approach is more 

useful than a broad symbolic refresh because it 

forces the organization to confront system 

strength where exposure is highest. 

The next step is to sharpen the distinction 

between training and capability. Many employers 

are still over-relying on course completion as 

evidence that risk has been controlled. OHS 

Insider’s competency audit guidance makes clear 

that defensibility depends on more than proving 

that instruction occurred. Employers need to 

know which jobs require competent or qualified 

workers, define what capability means for those 

roles, maintain records of the training provided, 

and verify that workers have the knowledge, 

experience, and demonstrated ability required to 

perform the work safely. In practical terms, that 

means looking harder at evaluation, 

demonstration, field observation, refresher 

triggers, and the difference between new 

exposure to content and true operational 

readiness. 

Supervisory verification is another area that 

deserves immediate attention. In many systems, 

supervisors are carrying too much symbolic 

accountability and not enough practical support. 

If supervisors are expected to be the bridge 

between written expectation and field execution, 

then the organization needs to make that role 

real. That means being clear about what work 

requires observation, what deviations require 

intervention, what kinds of findings must be 

escalated, and how that verification is to be 

documented in a meaningful way. It also means 

recognizing when the problem is not supervisor 

indifference, but supervisor overload. A 
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defensible system cannot depend on front-line 

vigilance while quietly starving the front line of 

time, clarity, or authority. 

Corrective action discipline should also move 

near the top of the list. This is one of the clearest 

dividing lines between a system that is active and 

one that is defensible. OHS Insider’s audit 

guidance is explicit that findings need to be 

reported, translated into an action plan, assigned, 

tracked, and followed up to verify effectiveness. If 

your system is good at identifying issues but 

inconsistent at closing them, then that is not a 

minor administrative weakness. It is a structural 

exposure. The organization is effectively 

documenting what it knows without being able to 

prove what it fixed. That gap needs attention 

quickly, especially where the same hazards, 

deficiencies, or recommendations recur across 

inspections, incidents, audits, or committee 

minutes. 

This is also the point where many organizations 

need to take a harder look at whether their 

committee structure is functioning as a real part 

of the internal control system. A JHSC or safety 

representative should not be treated as a formal 

requirement that runs beside the safety program. 

It should operate within it. OHS Insider’s JHSC 

training audit guidance shows why that matters. 

Employers need to confirm whether specialized 

training is required in their jurisdiction, who must 

receive it, when it must be completed, and 

whether members or representatives have the 

preparation needed to carry out their role 

effectively. If the committee is undertrained, 

passive, or disconnected from hazard correction 

and follow-up, then the organization may be 

preserving structure while losing function. 

A strong next move is to conduct a focused 

internal review using the lens developed in this 

guide. Ask whether the system can prove five 

things in the areas that matter most: that the risk 

was identified, that the control was assigned, that 

capability was verified, that execution was 

monitored, and that drift was corrected. This 

framing works because it pulls the organization 

away from abstract confidence and toward 

concrete proof. It also creates a common 

language that OHS managers can use with senior 

leadership. Instead of saying that the system 

feels weak or that there are concerns about 

consistency, you can explain exactly where the 

chain of defensibility is breaking down. 

That matters because one of the hidden 

challenges for safety leaders is that they often 

see the cracks before others do, but struggle to 

communicate the seriousness of those cracks in 

a way management understands. “We have lots of 

activity but uneven defensibility” is not always a 

comfortable message to deliver, but it is an 

important one. The real commercial value of a 

stronger safety system is not just that it may 

reduce injuries, orders, penalties, and disruption. 

It is that it gives the organization a more reliable 

operating model. It reduces dependence on 

assumption. It improves credibility. It makes 

leadership decisions easier because they are 

anchored in evidence rather than appearances. 

This is where OHS Insider’s value becomes 

especially clear. Building a defensible safety 

system is not just about having good intentions 

or a generic safety framework. It requires current, 

practical, jurisdiction-aware guidance that helps 

employers translate legal and regulatory 

expectations into working internal systems. It 

requires help with audits, competency standards, 

JHSC requirements, documentation, and 

corrective action discipline. It requires tools that 

do more than explain the law in theory. It requires 

resources that help safety leaders apply that law 
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to the messy reality of actual operations. OHS 

Insider’s content and compliance tools are 

designed for exactly that purpose, helping 

organizations move from surface-level activity to 

evidence-based execution through practical audit 

guidance, training compliance support, and 

operationally useful interpretation of employer 

obligations. 

The most important thing is to act before the 

system is tested by someone else. Once an 

incident occurs, once an inspector starts asking 

questions, or once leadership begins 

reconstructing what happened after a serious 

event, the room for controlled improvement 

narrows quickly. Before that happens, there is still 

time to examine your own blind spots, strengthen 

your proof, and close the distance between what 

your program says and what it can actually 

defend. 

That is the shift this guide is meant to support. 

Away from performative safety. Away from 

administrative comfort. Away from the quiet 

belief that documented activity is enough. And 

toward something much stronger: a safety 

program that can show, under pressure, that it 

was not just present, but functioning. 

That is what defensible safety looks like. 
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