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Time to get Professional 

The auditing of safety-related competencies is 
relatively easy when we consider occupational 
licences and qualifications, making sure that those 
personnel that drive a forklift or enter a confined 
space have a licence or a qualification. All of this is 
relatively straightforward.   

However, assessing of the level of competency of 
the safety personnel within the organisation gets 
more complicated, and sometimes the discussion 
becomes a personal issue, rather than a personnel 
issue. 

Ensuring that an organisation has sufficient qualified 
and competent personnel to implement its 
management system must be assessed properly and 
considered as part of the Due Diligence assessment 
in terms of ‘resourcing’. 

There is a need to ensure thar the right skillsets are 
aligned to each role, and more importantly that the 
appropriate minimum qualification requirements are 
specified (and this will aid the recruitment and 
selection process). 

Until relatively recently the Australian Qualifications 
Framework (AQF) provided the structure for 
interpreting the skillsets provided by each level of 
qualification. Now the Occupational Health and 
Safety Professional Capability Framework provides a 
more detailed approach across the various WHS 
practitioner and professional roles, while also linking 
to the AQF structure, for example:  

• The Framework specifies that an OHS Advisor is 
Practitioner Level 2 with a key purpose “to 
contribute to maintenance of a safe and 
healthy work environment by implementing and 
monitoring OHS systems and processes in their 
local area”. The role “Interacts with and 
influences operational, supervisory and line and 
middle management...” while undertaking “a 
range of work that is largely routine, but 
sometimes complex, in a specified range of work 
environments”. It is aligned to AQF level 5, or a 
Diploma level qualification. 

• The Framework specifies that an OHS Manager is 
Professional Level 2 with a key purpose “to apply 

leadership, specialist skills and knowledge of the 
OHS evidence base to provide strategic 
direction and support to managers”. The role 
“Develops relationships with senior 
management, OHS Professionals and 
Practitioners to create/influence OHS-related 
policy, objectives and strategy and to act as a 
change agent to support improvement in OHS” 
and “creatively performs a range of highly 
complex OHS activities and leads on 
formulation, implementation and evaluation of 
OHS strategy”. It is aligned to AQF level 7, or a 
Bachelor’s Degree. 

 
The Occupational Health and Safety Professional 
Capability Framework provides a structured 
comparison of the requirements of each role across 
the disciplines of OHS Systems Management, 
Organisational Culture, OHS Risk Management, 
Performance & Evaluation, Knowledge 
Management and Communication and Influence.  

While we recognise that University qualifications are 
not the be all and end all, there is a need to ensure 
that personnel employed within organisations to 
assist with the management of WHS have the right 
skillsets to achieve the requirements of the role. 

In practice, the expectations of the role need to be 
captured in the position description, and this needs 
to align with the qualifications, and should become 
the basis of the recruitment and selection process. 
Where there is a gap in the skillset of a current 
employee it’s important to recognise the gap and 
develop plans for upskilling. 

Please contact QRMC for more information. 

https://www.inshpo.org/storage/app/media/docs/INSHPO_2017_Capability_Framework_Final.pdf
http://www.qrmc.com.au/
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Balancing subjectivity in assessing 
risks 

The assessment of risk is enshrined within an array of 
safety and environmental legislation. Risk 
assessment is based on a function of the 
consequence and likelihood of the risk and 
prefaced with a requirement that the process is 
undertaken consultatively.  

Interestingly, ISO 31000 (2018) defines likelihood as 
the chance that something might happen as 
defined, determined, or measured objectively or 
subjectively, and acknowledges that “… risk analysis 
may be influenced by any divergence of opinions, 
biases, perceptions of risk and judgements.“ (The 
author would probably go a step further and 
advocate that the risk analysis process will be 
influenced by a divergence of biases and 
perceptions.) 

While there is an acceptance that the process is 
interwoven with subjectivity and opinion – especially 
when trying to assess the likelihood for 
consequences that have not happened yet, or only 
rarely occur – this has the potential to significantly 
skew the assessment result. 

 
There are a number of ‘human tendencies’ that we, 
as facilitators of risk assessments, need to be aware 
of when assessing likelihood: 

• We try to hang our (hard)hat on hard data – 
There is a tendency to grasp for and align 
incident data, at the expense of ensuring the 
context for that data is the same (as if hard 
statistics adds further validation). To use the 
data, we need to understand its context and 
ensure it aligns with ours. For example, while 
there has been a history of plant roll-overs in the 
broader industry there have not have been any 
incidents in your organisation, potentially due to 
the robust operator ‘verification of competency’ 
process and the organisation’s uploading of 

preventative maintenance, therefore to 
consider only the industry-wide likelihood would 
do a disservice to the current controls and 
misrepresent the context.  

• The use of Precedents – Similarly, precedents or 
historical incidents tend to skew our perception 
and prompt a short-cutting of the actual risk 
assessment process. With the precedent 
forefront in our mind the likelihood of something 
happening at our site becomes more aligned 
with the likelihood of the site where the incident 
occurred. But this skips over the assessment of 
the context and the current controls that may be 
in place on our site. 

• Our inherent biases – Numerous studies have 
identified a number of inherent issues given the 
way our brains are individually wired. For 
example, if we are personally sensitive toward a 
specific risk issue, possibly due to having 
experienced it directly, it has a tendency to 
heighten our perception of the likelihood score 
based solely on our perception. for example, 
someone who fell asleep at the wheel of their 
car may be hyper-sensitive toward fatigue when 
driving, potentially clouding objectivity on 
fatigue related risks. 

• And the ‘likelihood’ terminologies don’t help – 
The language of the semi-qualitative likelihood 
categories (i.e. the traditional ‘rare’, ‘likely’ or 
‘possible’) prompts personal biases as the words 
themselves are interpreted to (or actually) mean 
different things to the different people involved. 
From our life education we come with a pre-
conceived idea of what certain words and 
phrases mean, yet quite often this is different to 
the person sitting next to us. 

The importance of applying the risk management 
process to its fullest, inclusive of a consultative 
approach, is critical when assessing risks, and 
especially when determining likelihood – whether 
we have hard data to consider or no data at all. As 
professionals we try to be ‘unbiased’ and 
‘objective’, especially when there is a lack of hard 
(incident or risk) data … but really, can we ever truly 
achieve this?  

The best approach to mitigating these issues is via a 
robust consultation process (sharing one’s opinions 
and thoughts and consolidating these to achieve an 
agreed position) and then by ‘pressure-testing’ the 
outcome of the risk assessment. 

Please contact QRMC for more information. 
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