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Clear Communication and Understanding
is Vital for Safety
It is well known amongst Safety people, supervisors and managers that it is the duty of
every business to provide information, instruction and training to its staff for staff to be
able to conduct their jobs safely and with the least risk.
Regarding communicating to staff, there is also the requirement set out in clause 39
of the WHS Regulation that WHS information, instruction, and training provided to
workers has to be “provided in a way that is readily understandable by any person to
whom it is provided.”
In the work environment there may be unseen variables that could impede the objective
of ensuring that the information, instruction, and training is well received. It’s not just a
matter of “language.” Things like the recipient’s “willingness”, “receptiveness”, and the
worker’s mindset towards their job and how they interact with people has to be taken
into account. We have also heard from some workplaces where there are workers who
are shy or not conﬁdent in their command of English, that supervisors may encounter a
worker who politely nods their head. The worker nods as if afﬁrming what the supervisor
says to them even if they do not understand what they are being told.
Workers too have a duty under WHS law to ensure their own safety and the safety of
others whom they work with and to “reasonably comply” with instructions from their
supervisors and employer. But they do need to understand what they are being told or
asked to do.
Communication misunderstandings between supervisors and workers can lead to
injuries and in some cases has resulted in work fatalities.
So, supervisors need to ensure that what they are telling or asking the person to do is
“readily understandable” as per Clause 39 of the WHS Regulation and that the worker
has understood and knows what to do.
Whenever there has been a work fatality the business will inevitably be investigated into
how well it upheld its primary duty of care to ensure the health and safety of its workers.
“Ensure” means to make sure - 100%. Indeed, all prosecutions of businesses where a
work fatality has occurred have always come back to a question of this primary duty.

Something seemingly small like nodding in the afﬁrmative when one does not understand
what is being said to them can lead to devastating results. It has happened. This is not to
be taken lightly.
To avoid situations where injuries or even fatalities may occur in the workplace due to
communication failures between staff you may want to consider training your supervisors
and workers especially in this, as it is WHS law. Practical knowledge of and appreciation of
this can help a business attain and maintain a safe workplace for all.
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