
Train for the Work That Really Happens

Procedures describe how work should proceed under expected conditions. Better
safety training also prepares workers to recognize when conditions have changed,
protect the controls that cannot be compromised and make a safe decision before
pressure turns an adjustment into an uncontrolled deviation.

The maintenance crew has four hours to complete a routine line break before
production restarts. The permit is approved, the procedure is available and
every worker has completed the required training. Then the job begins. One
isolation point is partly obstructed by temporary equipment. The replacement
gasket is technically compatible but not the usual specification. A contractor
is waiting for access, the shutdown window is shrinking and the supervisor is
managing another problem across the site.

The written procedure still matters. The required controls still matter. What
has changed is the operating context. The crew must now determine whether the
original plan remains valid, whether an approved adjustment is available,
whether the risk assessment must be repeated and whether the work should stop
until the issue is resolved.

Many safety courses never reach that decision point. They teach the sequence
under ideal conditions, test whether learners can recall it and end before the
pressures of the real job appear. The result may be a worker who knows the
procedure but has not practised what to do when the procedure no longer fits the
situation in front of them.

The procedure describes the plan. Competence includes recognizing when the plan
no longer fits and knowing what to do next.

The procedure is the starting point, not
the entire job
Safety training must establish the approved method, the applicable controls and
the actions that are prohibited. Nothing about real-world training weakens that
obligation. The purpose is not to teach workers how to improvise around
safeguards or reinterpret a requirement under pressure. It is to prepare them to
notice when the assumptions behind the approved method are no longer true.
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This is where the distinction between work as imagined and work as done becomes
useful. Work as imagined is represented by procedures, plans, permits, training
materials and management expectations. Work as done is the way the task is
performed in the conditions that exist at the time. The two should be aligned,
but they are rarely identical in every detail because equipment condition,
workload, staffing, weather, materials, interfaces and competing demands vary.

Safety-II and resilience-engineering research has drawn attention to the role of
ordinary performance variability. Most work succeeds not because conditions are
perfectly stable, but because people detect changes and adjust. The important
training question is not whether adaptation exists. It is whether workers can
distinguish a safe, authorized adjustment from a change that removes a critical
control, exceeds their authority or requires the work to be reassessed.

A 2024 scoping review of learning from resilient performance found growing
interest in how organizations learn from the adaptations that allow work to
succeed, not only from failures. Research involving firefighter training
exercises has also shown the value of examining differences between planned work
and the way complex work is performed. For trainers, the practical implication
is straightforward: normal successful work contains information that should
shape the training design.

Teach the boundary, not only the
sequence
A weak course says, “Follow these eight steps.” A stronger course also explains
why the steps exist, which conditions the sequence assumes, which controls are
non-negotiable and what authority the worker has when reality does not match the
plan. Workers need a usable boundary around safe action.

The boundary should answer four questions. What must remain true for the work to
continue? What variations can be handled within the approved procedure? What
change requires a pause, reassessment or authorization? What condition requires
the work to stop? Without those distinctions, workers are left to make private
judgments at the moment pressure is highest.

The safest training language is specific. “Use good judgment” is not a decision
rule. “Stop and contact the supervisor if the isolation cannot be verified at
every identified energy source” is. “Do not proceed if the specified anchor is
unavailable” is. “A substitute component may be used only when engineering has
confirmed equivalency and the change is documented” is. The trainer should
convert general expectations into recognizable conditions and actions.

Use four decision zones for changing
conditions
A simple decision-zone model helps workers locate the boundary between normal
variation and uncontrolled drift. The terminology can be adapted to the
organization, but the distinctions should remain clear.



Zone What it means Worker response Training example

Green

The task
remains within
the approved
method and
expected
conditions.

Continue while
maintaining
required controls
and monitoring
the work.

A routine tool is
replaced with
another approved
tool of the same
specification.

Yellow

A permitted
adjustment is
available and
its limits are
defined.

Apply the
approved
adjustment,
communicate it
and confirm the
controls remain
effective.

The procedure
permits a
documented
alternate access
route when the
primary route is
unavailable.

Orange

A condition
has changed
beyond the
approved
limits or the
risk is
uncertain.

Pause the work,
preserve the area
and obtain
reassessment or
authorization.

The equipment
configuration does
not match the
drawing used for
the isolation plan.

Red

A critical
control is
absent, the
hazard is
uncontrolled
or the worker
lacks
authority to
proceed.

Stop the work and
escalate. Do not
substitute
personal
experience for
required
approval.

A required guard,
atmospheric result,
permit condition or
verified isolation
is unavailable.

The model works only when the examples are local. A generic “stop work”
instruction may sound clear in a classroom but become ambiguous on the job if
workers do not know who to contact, how to secure the task, what documentation
is required or what happens to production while the issue is reviewed. Better
trainers work with operations and supervision to make the escalation path
credible before they ask workers to use it.

Map the variability before you build the
course
The best source material is not the procedure alone. Before designing or
revising training, the trainer should observe the task, speak with the people



who perform it and identify where conditions commonly vary. This is not an
investigation into who breaks rules. It is a structured examination of the
operating context.

CCOHS guidance on risk assessment recommends considering normal operations and
non-standard events, including maintenance, shutdowns, power outages,
emergencies and extreme weather. It also recommends including workers and
supervisors who understand the process. That approach belongs in training
design. A course that ignores predictable variability will be technically
correct but operationally incomplete.

Variability
dimension

Questions for the
trainer Examples to test

Equipment
and tools

What is frequently
unavailable,
substituted, worn,
modified or configured
differently?

A missing attachment,
unfamiliar control
layout, temporary bypass
or damaged access point.

Environment
What changes with
weather, lighting,
noise, temperature,
congestion or location?

Reduced visibility, ice,
heat, wind, confined
access or simultaneous
mobile equipment.

People and
coordination

Where does the task
depend on handoffs,
contractors, language,
supervision or another
crew?

Shift change, unclear
ownership, conflicting
instructions or an
inexperienced partner.

Workload and
time

When does production
pressure, fatigue,
backlog or an outage
window change behaviour?

A delayed start,
interrupted task, urgent
restart or several jobs
competing for the same
resource.

Materials
and
information

What happens when
labels, drawings,
permits, specifications
or materials do not
match?

Outdated document,
incomplete permit,
unexpected product or
uncertain component
equivalency.



Variability
dimension

Questions for the
trainer Examples to test

Interfaces
and
dependencies

Which upstream or
downstream activity can
change the risk?

Energy introduced by
another crew, shared
access, traffic movement
or a process state
change.

Abnormal
conditions

What weak signals appear
before the job becomes
unsafe?

Unexpected resistance,
abnormal reading, unusual
odour, changed sound,
alarm, leak or loss of
communication.

The mapping process should identify more than hazards. It should identify the
assumptions built into the procedure. A lifting plan may assume that the ground
remains stable, the load matches the documented weight and the exclusion zone
can be maintained. A confined-space plan may assume that the ventilation system
is available and atmospheric conditions remain within specified limits. A
driving course may assume the vehicle, route and weather are familiar. When an
assumption fails, the worker needs a decision rule, not encouragement to “be
careful.”

Teach workers to recognize control loss
Workers often notice that something is different before they can name the exact
hazard. The trainer should help them translate weak signals into action. An
unusual sound, a repeated interruption, an unverified handoff or a small
mismatch between the permit and the equipment may be the earliest indication
that the control strategy is no longer reliable.

The course should therefore teach control-based questions. Which hazard is this
control managing? How do you know the control is present and effective? What
could defeat it? What evidence would tell you the condition has changed? Who has
authority to approve a different control? These questions build a mental model
that is more durable than memorizing steps without understanding their function.

OSHA recommends training workers to recognize the hazards they may encounter in
their own jobs, actively involving them in hazard identification and providing
additional training when facilities, equipment, processes, materials or work
organization change. WorkSafeBC similarly emphasizes supervised, hands-on task
training, verification of understanding, ongoing observation and worker
feedback. The common principle is that safe performance must be connected to the
conditions of the actual work.



Build scenarios from real pressure
points
A realistic scenario is not a dramatic accident story with an obvious villain.
It is a credible work decision in which the safest action competes with time,
convenience, production, authority, habit or uncertainty. The learner should
have enough information to make a defensible decision, but not so much that the
answer is merely copied from the slide before it.

Start with the approved task and introduce one meaningful variation. Once
learners can identify the boundary, combine two or three factors. A contractor
arrives late, the crew is approaching the end of shift and the equipment
identifier does not match the permit. A delivery must be completed, freezing
rain has started and the usual loading area is blocked. A machine faults during
a production surge and the experienced operator proposes a familiar workaround
that is not in the procedure.

The assessment should require the learner to explain the decision. A multiple-
choice answer may show what option was selected. It does not show whether the
worker recognized the failed assumption, protected the critical control or
simply guessed the most cautious response. Ask learners to identify what
changed, what remains non-negotiable, what information is missing and what they
would communicate before the work resumes.

Scenario
element Weak design Stronger design

Pressure The worker knowingly
ignores a clear rule.

The approved method
conflicts with a credible
deadline, resource
constraint or operational
demand.

Information
The hazard is
highlighted and the
correct answer is
obvious.

The learner must notice a
mismatch, weak signal or
missing verification.

Authority The worker can solve
every problem alone.

The learner must determine
when to pause, whom to
contact and what approval is
required.

Controls The question asks for a
memorized step.

The learner must identify
which control is threatened
and how to preserve it.



Scenario
element Weak design Stronger design

Feedback
The system marks the
answer wrong and reveals
the correct option.

Feedback explains the
decision boundary, the
consequence of each choice
and the required next
action.

Discuss operational drift without
turning the class into a confession
Operational drift is the gradual movement away from the intended method as small
adjustments become normal. It may begin with a seemingly harmless compression of
a step, a workaround that saves time or a temporary condition that becomes
permanent. The absence of an immediate negative outcome can make the adjustment
appear proven, even when the margin of safety is shrinking.

Trainers should address drift directly, but the conversation must not be framed
as an invitation to disclose misconduct in front of managers and peers.
Questions such as “Who skips this step?” or “What shortcuts do people take?”
produce defensiveness or silence. Better questions examine the system: Which
step is hardest to complete as written? When does the procedure not match the
equipment? What condition creates the greatest pressure to continue? Where do
experienced workers rely on knowledge that has never been documented? What makes
escalation difficult?

This approach does not excuse a prohibited act. It separates accountability from
learning long enough to identify why the behaviour is occurring. Sometimes the
answer is inadequate knowledge. Sometimes it is a procedure that is out of date,
unavailable equipment, conflicting targets, weak supervision or a control that
cannot be applied in the physical workspace. Repeating the course will not fix
those conditions.

Treat workarounds as data, not as
training content
Experienced workers often know ways to keep work moving when the formal system
becomes difficult. That knowledge is valuable, but the trainer should not
convert an undocumented workaround into an approved method during a class. The
correct response is to capture the issue, identify the hazard and control
implications, and route it to the qualified person who can assess the procedure,
engineering requirement or authorization.

This distinction protects both learning and governance. Workers can speak
honestly about the job without the training session becoming an informal
approval process. The organization gains evidence about where the system is



fragile. The trainer maintains a clear boundary between facilitating operational
insight and authorizing how high-risk work will be performed.

A useful training output is a short issue log with four fields: the condition
described, the current control, the concern or gap, and the owner responsible
for review. Each item should receive a disposition and be communicated back to
the workforce. When workers repeatedly raise the same issue and hear nothing,
future classes teach them that participation is performative rather than useful.

Build a practical session around the
work variability map
A 90-minute session can produce more useful capability than a longer
presentation if the time is spent on the right decisions. The following
structure works well for an experienced crew, a refresher session or a
supervisor-led workshop.

10 minutes to establish the approved method, the critical controls and the
conditions that must remain true.
15 minutes to map predictable variations using examples from the workers
who perform the task.
25 minutes for two scenario rounds, beginning with one changed condition
and then adding operational pressure.
15 minutes to classify decisions using the green, yellow, orange and red
zones.
15 minutes to identify weak signals, escalation steps and the information
required before work can resume.
10 minutes to record procedure, resource or coordination issues that
require management follow-up.

The trainer should leave enough time for disagreement. When experienced workers
choose different responses, the divergence is useful. It may reveal an unclear
procedure, inconsistent supervision, differing assumptions about authority or a
control that has never been defined precisely. The goal is not to force
consensus before the issue is understood. The goal is to make the decision
boundary explicit and resolve uncertainty through the appropriate operational
process.

Know when the lesson is no longer a
training problem
Safety trainers are often asked to correct a performance issue because training
is visible, assignable and easy to document. A real-work approach makes the
limits of training clearer. When workers understand the requirement but lack the
equipment, time, staffing, information or authority to meet it, the primary gap
is not instructional.

This is one of the most important contributions a credible trainer can make. The
trainer can show whether the issue is a knowledge gap, a skill gap, an unclear
decision boundary, an inaccurate procedure, a supervisory inconsistency or a



system constraint. That diagnosis prevents organizations from using another
course as a substitute for correcting the conditions that shape performance.

Training remains part of the control system. It should reinforce the approved
method, build hazard recognition, practise decisions and confirm understanding.
It should also create a reliable channel for identifying where the work system
and the training system have drifted apart.

Use this trainer self-audit before the
next session

Have I observed or discussed how this task is performed under normal and
non-routine conditions?
Does the course explain why the critical controls exist, not only what
steps to follow?
Have I identified the assumptions that must remain true for the approved
method to be valid?
Can workers distinguish permitted adjustment, required reassessment and
mandatory stop conditions?
Do the scenarios include realistic pressure without rewarding rule-breaking
or creating trick questions?
Does the assessment require learners to explain what changed, which control
is at risk and what they would do next?
Is the escalation path specific, practical and supported by supervisors?
Is there a process to capture operational issues raised during training,
assign ownership and communicate closure?
Am I prepared to state when the evidence points to a system or resource
problem rather than a training deficiency?

Better trainers prepare workers for the
gap between plan and reality
The best safety training does not choose between procedures and operational
reality. It connects them. Workers need to know the approved method, understand
the function of the controls and recognize the point at which changing
conditions make the original plan unreliable.

That capability is especially important in high-risk work because the most
consequential decisions rarely arrive in the exact form used in the course. They
arrive as a mismatch, an interruption, an unusual reading, a missing resource or
a credible reason to keep moving. The worker must recognize the signal before
the pressure of the job turns uncertainty into action.

A trainer who prepares workers for that moment is doing more than presenting
information. The trainer is helping the organization define safe boundaries,
learn from normal work and identify where the system needs to improve. That is
how training becomes part of operational safety rather than an activity that
ends when the slides are finished.


