
 

  

Episode 124: Understanding the 
Hierarchy of Controls in Workplace 
Health and Safety 
Host: Adam Carruthers 
Guest: Scott Laing 

Adam Carruthers: 

Cranes, concrete, and constant hazards. Construction never slows down. For the most effective safeguards 
to the last lines of defense, we're taking a closer look at how to manage risks the right way. 

Announcer: 

It's time for the IHSA Safety Podcast. 

Adam Carruthers: 

Today on the IHSA Safety Podcast we're breaking down one of the most fundamental and powerful tools in 
health and safety: the hierarchy of controls. Whether you're leading crews on the jobsite or shaping safety 
programs behind the scenes, understanding how the importance of properly recognizing, assessing, and 
controlling the hazards can be the difference between preventing an incident and responding to one. 

In this episode, we'll unpack each level of the hierarchy, from elimination all the way down to PPE, and 
explore real-world examples of how employers and workers can work together to make safer choices 
every day. My name is Adam Carruthers, I'm the host of the IHSA Safety Podcast, and if you've ever 
wondered how to tackle hazards more effectively or how to build stronger, more resilient safety systems, 
this is an episode you don't want to miss. 

Today, we're joined by someone who brings both experience and passion to every conversation about 
safety, Scott Laing. Scott has spent years with the IHSA and a lifetime in the construction industry, turning 
real-world lessons into practical guidance that crews can count on. He leads labour-management 
committees across the region, driving collaboration, action, and real improvements on the jobsite. 

And if you've ever met him, you know he's got a huge heart and a genuine drive to help people do things 
the right way. We're excited to have Scott with us. This is going to be a great conversation. Scott, welcome 
to the podcast. 

Scott Laing: 

Thanks, Adam. I appreciate you having me here today. 

Adam Carruthers: 

All right, so let's gear up and get into it. Now, Scott, what is hazard recognition, and why is it critical on 
construction sites? 

 



Scott Laing: 

So, hazard recognition is this process of identifying anything on a job site that has the potential to cause 
injury, illness, damage, or disruption. It involves spotting unsafe conditions like an unguarded edge or an 
unsafe action, the improper use of a ladder, and any potential future risks before they actually become 
incidents. 

It's really important that we get ahead of it before it actually happens. And construction sites are this 
unique beast that will change hour by hour. And the ability to identify those hazards can make the 
difference of people going home or going to the hospital. 

Adam Carruthers: 

Now, Scott, could you actually tell us, what is the hierarchy of controls? 

Scott Laing: 

Sure. Absolutely. So, the hierarchy controls is like a framework in which we can reduce or eliminate 
hazards by applying the most effective control method first. And this is widely used in construction, 
industrial work, and in health and safety programs. And we typically control these hazards at the source, 
the path, and the worker. 

And it's typically shown like in a pyramid with levels. And the higher you are on the pyramid, the more 
effective the control will be. We typically start off with elimination, and if we can remove the hazard 
entirely, that is the best and most effective way to control. An example might be to design a building in 
which we prefab it and we bring it to site so we're not having to have workers work at heights. 

Another way will be removing a toxic chemical completely from the process so we don't have to use it 
anymore as better components and other things come available to us. 

Adam Carruthers: 

Excellent. So, we would talk about the source, we talk about the path, we talk about the workers. So, we 
look at things, like you said, elimination. If we can't eliminate the hazard, can we substitute it for 
something less hazardous in the workplace? That's really effective being at the source. Now, we can't 
always do that. So, how else can the hierarchy controls help us manage these risks more effectively? 

Scott Laing: 

Sure. I liked how you went with the substitution. One of the things we are seeing in the industry is, can I 
take a gas-powered tool which is quite noisy and gives off a lot of fumes and replace it with a  
battery-powered tool instead? I myself do a lot of chainsaw work around the back 40, and anytime I can 
get my electric chainsaw out and use it, one, it's way quieter and doesn't create the vibration, so I'm 
substituting something. 

The other, can I replace the product with, say an oil-based or with a water-based? Or can I use materials 
that don't contain silica? So, like number two, that substitution. And then we get into the engineering 



and the administrative controls along the path. So, do I put up guardrails? Obviously, we use guardrails, 
or we cover an opening, or we protect a stairwell, putting in a trench box or shoring to prevent cabins. 

We want to use guards on machines and moving equipment. Can we actually hook up that dust 
collection or vacuum extraction on a saw or a grinder? And can we keep people out of the area of heavy 
equipment by putting up barricades or fencing, and let them know this is an area where we really don't 
want to let you go? Then we traditionally jump into those administrative controls. 

So, how can we change the work people do to reduce the exposure? So, we can sometimes do this 
through a job safety procedure or job hazard analysis. We can schedule noisy work with fewer people on 
site. I would say this when we were doing spray-on fireproofing, we would bring them in later hours so 
that it didn't affect the whole site. 

And yeah, it meant them coming in a little bit later, but the problems when they were spraying, and the 
whole site was active, just led to lots of people identifying there's a hazard, and we want it controlled, 
and usually it meant down shutting the fireproofing individuals. And so, we can use administrative 
controls and schedule them at different times so that they're not impacting the site all the time. 

And we do want to restrict access to, say, lifting zones or excavation areas, keeping people back from 
them. So, that's how we could use an administrative control. And then Adam, you know, we land at the 
last one, which is PPE. And when we talk about this hierarchy of controls, we never want to start with 
the PPE, although many times construction does lead there. And PPE doesn't prevent the hazard, it 
doesn't eliminate it doesn't put up a barrier. It is the least effective, and it relies on human behaviour. 

We have to put that hard hat on. We have to recognize the high-vis clothing. We have to keep those 
safety glasses. We put on our harness when those guardrails aren't available or that respirator, because 
we didn't and did not want to hook up the vacuum, the HEPA vac, or per se, use the water to reduce 
that dust. 

And then again, hearing protection. So, number of things when we talk about it at the worker level, the 
last of our control method, and usually one that gets used a little too often. However, with proper 
training and good PPE and checking in and inspecting them, it can be a way in which we control the 
hazard as a last resort. 

Adam Carruthers: 

I like how you laid that out in terms of the source, the path, the worker, talking about elimination, 
substitution, engineering, administration, and then PPE. And I fully agree. PPE, while there are legislative 
requirements for certain tasks and certain roles, and certain jobs where PPE is required, it is the last line 
of defense. 

If we looked at working our way up that hierarchy controls, trying to get as high as we can to 
elimination, there are still legal requirements where we do have to wear PPE, but we can further reduce 
that potential risk to our workers to each other by taking more effective controls in place. Now, with 
your experience, what are some of the most common hazards that can be found on an Ontario 
construction site, and how do we spot them before an incident occurs? 

Scott Laing: 



When we look at data, and we look at analytics, I deal in the labour-management department, and we 
have the Minister of Labour give us a monthly report, and what we know with respect to orders issued 
to critical injuries that happen in fatalities, we know falls are a big one. So, when we look at orders 
issued only in the month of October this year, so I just have the most recent stat for you, Adam, I know 
you like that. 

635 orders issued around fall protection, and that's usually not wearing fall protection, not having 
proper fall protection training, not having the right anchor point. So, we do know when we look at 
where do these hazards reside, we can look at data with respect to orders issued. So, where do these 
hazards lie? They lie in the unprotected roof edges, skylights, and openings in the floor, improperly set 
up scaffolding, half-built ladders used as a work platform when it's not set up correctly. 

We don't want to use a ladder if we can't tie-off to it and do a ladder assessment. And one thing we're 
also noting in the falls is slipping on flat surfaces or uneven surfaces walking in and around the jobsite. 
So, we'll typically spot these by, again, looking around the site, finding where there's openings and a 
guardrail should be, or the workers working in proximity to an edge, and we don't see a harness and a 
lanyard and a lifeline and a rope grab, and an anchor point tied off. 

We want to check that if we're going to access different levels, those ladders are secured, and that they 
have the proper slope and setup. And when we have ability to, we would use an elevating work 
platform. One of the big things I used to see back in my day is I'd walk up to, there's this piece of 
plywood on the floor. 

And as you know, if we cover something, it's got five key things it has to have. It has to be labeled. It has 
to be secured. It has to completely cover it. It has to support at least 50 pounds per square foot, or if I'm 
going to drive something on it, then I've got to up that capacity because I'm about to put a piece of 
equipment over top of my covering. And those are simple things that we can look at. So, the ministry's 
identified that as a big one. 

The next one we move towards is struck-by hazards. So, moving equipment, loaders, excavators, dump 
trucks, swing radius where we get in close proximity. I remember very early on in my career as an 
engineer digging up a job site, and the excavator was very kind to me because I was coming up front 
with my clipboard, and I was looking at things, and I'm writing my notes, and he stopped me and said, 
"You need to get back." 

And I'm like, "Well, why?" And then he said, "Just move back 20 feet." And he showed me by picking up 
his excavator bucket and moving it, I was standing right in the vicinity of that swing, and I could have 
been hit by it had he not been paying attention to my actions around the site. We always have to be 
careful of like loose materials or falling tools, and just the way things are actually stored on the jobsite 
so that they don't fall over or roll onto a worker. 

So, understanding this, we have to understand vehicles have blind spots. People can be preoccupied 
with other things when they're working in a piece of equipment, also in and around pieces of 
equipment. Watch for how loads are secured and stacked around your jobsite, keep your head above 
overhead work, watch for red flags, keeping us out of zones. 

And again, listening to those backup alarms always and having a spotter where necessary, really, really 
important. Don't forget, we still are getting hit by materials, and that leads me to the next one, which is 



contact with electrical hazards. So, we do know overhead powerlines, damaged cords, working with no 
GFI or ground fault protection, in around water areas with tools and cords. 

And so, just having a look, watching the pieces of equipment, usually I'm a big proponent of checking all 
my cords, checking all my tools to my cords, and then where does my site access, egress, and where do I 
have those overhead lines? And again, looking and watching for the ground fault circuit interrupter 
protection on panels and on switch plugs. Really really important. 

Now, one of the other things that I get the luxury of doing, but it's not the best of times, is to actually let 
you know where we stand fatalities year to date. So, unfortunately, this year, and my stats go to the end 
of October, there have been eight fatalities in the Ontario construction sector. Two of them fall from 
heights, three of them struck by equipment, one of them struck by material, and another struck by 
electrical contact. And then we have one where we don't actually get it. So, it's included in the other 
column. 

And so, eight fatalities, and when we talked about that falls, struck by equipment, struck by material, 
and struck by... And then electrical contact, unfortunately, this year, every one of those categories, 
we've had a worker be fatally injured, really not good. And then the next thing I track is critical injuries. 
And the critical injuries by definition in Section 51 of the Occupational Health and Safety Act is where 
the ministry needs to be called out and investigate. 

And so, looking at this number of falls in general, and that's falls from heights, falls from equipment, falls 
from ladder, over 160. When we talk about struck by equipment, 21 of them, struck by materials, 39. 
And so, right now, we sit at 330 critical injuries in which the ministry is called out to a jobsite where 
workers are injured in a critical nature. 

So, really these stats don't change from year to year too much. And so, we're trying to find ways in 
which we're able to control them using this hierarchy of controls and with this hazard management for 
sure. 

Adam Carruthers: 

Those are really unfortunate examples. And I know you said I'd be excited about the stats. And like you 
said, these are very similar stats year-over-year-over-year over year of things that we see as an industry, 
which is unfortunate, and there's things that we can always improve on to learn. So, knowing those 
examples, knowing those stats, how could we actually apply the hierarchy of controls in some of these 
real-world scenarios that we see? 

Scott Laing: 

One of the biggest things we need to be doing is we need to spot the hazards before they happen. And 
so, conducting a deliberate walk around of your site, "What is going on? What's changing today?" And 
this is the beauty of sites that are high functioning, they actually know what hazards are on site. They 
can predict them because they're used to working in and around them. 

So, watching how people are working and then using our hierarchy of controls, can we eliminate it? Can 
we substitute it? Can we engineer it? Can we put in an administrative and then wear necessary PPE? 
And one of the key things we have to do is we have to encourage people to speak up. Crews often spot 



this at the boots on the ground, and if it stays silent, it could be how we lead to a fatality or one of these 
critical injuries. 

So, let's get into example. You want an example. So, we're installing roof sheeting. So, when we install 
roof sheeting, the risk is the worker falling off the edge. And so, the first question is, if we apply the 
hierarchy of controls, can we eliminate this altogether? And there are prefab roof sections that will be 
built on the ground level, and then they're lifted into place by a crane. We use mechanical lifts in pre-
assembling components, and we're not asking the workers to get up there on the roof and install those 
pieces of plywood, right? 

Another method when we move to substitution is, do we build a scaffold around the house? And some 
areas, we're a little ways away from that, seeing that in Ontario, but it can be done. Doing work off of 
elevating work platforms to install the sheeting, so we're not putting that worker outside of a set of 
guardrails or on a safe platform to do the work. 

Now, if we can't do that, depending on what we're doing, installing guardrails. Now I'm not saying install 
guardrails on a slope roof, but we have to look at, could we put up scaffolding and have better work 
platforms around the perimeter of the roof as they build upwards so that we protect it and that we 
cover any openings or roof openings, skylights, that type of thing? 

When we get to this administrative side, we want to change the process, and we want to develop a 
written fall protection work plan so that workers are clear how they're going to access the roof, where 
they're going to tie off to, and how they're going to process the job from start to finish. And they will 
limit their area working near the edge as much as possible. 

Do they have the proper working at heights training that's required? And have they done a pre-task 
hazard assessment and figured out what pieces of equipment they're going to utilize, and then how to 
install them correctly as per the manufacturer's instructions? And then our last line is that PPE use. As a 
former instructor, what I see a lot of when I'm out there is that when they leave class, they know how to 
don all this equipment, they know how to set it up correctly. 

And then when I visit the site later on, I'm seeing the harness not worn properly. I'm seeing components 
that are missing from the system. And so, we need to go back to that training as one of the key things 
that we do to make sure that if we're going to use PPE, in this case, that we're using the harness 
correctly, the lanyards, the approved anchor, and that we inspect them before each use. 

Adam Carruthers: 

That's really good to know. And the way that you were talking about it makes me think of a task that 
everybody should be doing before we start working. And that's a job hazard assessment. So, doing a 
good deep dive. Would you be able to talk to us about what is a job hazard assessment and how it could 
be used to prevent an incident from occurring in the workplace? 

Scott Laing: 

Yeah. A job hazard analysis, it's also called job safety analysis, is a structured process in which we 
identify the hazards associated with the specific task, and then we determine the best way to perform 
them. So, we're going to break the job down into the step-by-step, and then we're going to analyze each 



step, looking for the potential hazards, and then identify the specific controls to eliminate the hazard of 
that step, bringing down the risk, per se. 

And this is one of the most important practical tools we can use to prevent incidents on construction 
sites. And so, when we typically do this using a checklist, or we have a document or a process is we take, 
and we break the job down into their steps. And as we're doing that, each step forces us to look at what 
hazards are taking... For example, we're taking the ladder off the truck, then we're setting it up against 
the building where we have to access an area where maybe we're doing some deficiencies. 

And so, we're breaking that down, and then we determine how do we get each one of these through the 
hierarchy control, the safest control using the hierarchy, eliminate, substitute, all the way down to PPE. 
And then we communicate this plan to the crew. We let them know what steps we have to do the 
process, what hazards have been identified, what controls we're going to use, and then we explain that 
to the crew. 

They might ask questions, maybe take some feedback from the crew. And these are... As we do job 
hazard analysis and we process what we do, and this could be just a single time, but it could be many of 
the tasks we do in construction, it's just a little different based on where we are, but it is the same task 
of setting up the ladder to do work, to build the scaffold, to excavate, to dig down, to connect to a sewer 
line, or repair. 

And so, we can keep these documents living and update them as regulations change, as newer 
technology comes into place. So, how this ultimately prevents incidents is it forces us to think before we 
act. We identify the known hazards or ones that by breaking it down into a step-by-step, we identify the 
hidden hazards that are there. 

And then we're ensuring controls are selected properly. And this hierarchy controls is not just PPE, 
right? We have to understand there are times where it would be more effective to eliminate the hazard, 
or substitute it, or throw up a guardrail or a trench box, lock it out completely. And one of the benefits 
we get is we get improved communication. 

We've been there, we've done that. We know the steps of the job, we know the risks and how we can 
get hurt, we understand our responsibilities as workers and as supervisors, and then we go get the 
required tools, PPE and ensure those controls are put in place so that everyone understands and we're 
not assuming people know what's going on and they maybe make a misstep and then we say, "Wow, 
how did this happen?" We've addressed all this in proper job hazard analysis. 

Adam Carruthers: 

And it cannot be stressed enough, a living document, something that you can update as site conditions 
change. I always encourage supervisors, JHSE committee members whenever they're coming for 
training. A job hazard assessment doesn't have to wait until you're on the project. You can start that 
when you start bidding on the project, identifying what potential hazards you might have, and then you 
start getting onto the site, getting those good walkthroughs, identifying the actual hazards that are 
there. 

And then we also talk about day-to-day, just something new, something changed, a new subtrade on 
site, something you didn't account for. So, that's good, and I appreciate those examples that you gave 



talking about that. Now, something we do have to talk about is technology is moving fast. Legislation is 
not able to keep up, let's just be honest about it, because there's always a new tool, a new piece of 
equipment, new something coming out. That's a negative, but it can also be a positive. How is 
technology improving our ability to recognize and control hazards that appear in construction? 

Scott Laing: 

I think we're seeing a real change in the industry as technology starts to transform construction safety. 
It's helping crews spot hazards earlier, respond faster. And what that leads to is preventing incidents 
more reliably. So, we know the outcomes, and they're not the ones that I got into beginning where we 
have 330 critical injuries and eight fatalities. It allows us to be smarter, more consistent, and proactive. 

So, what are we seeing? Well, we're seeing like real-time hazard recognition sensors. So, we've got gas 
detectors now that are sensitive enough that a worker can wear them in the confined space, and it can 
pick up the gases and alarm, and let the attendant know and the worker know that they're able to get 
out of the way. 

We've seen technology even change in our cars, like lane avoidance. You're coming out of the lane for 
some reason, and you get a little noise, or you get a little vibration, and we can use this kind of stuff in 
heavy equipment to allow us to know that a worker is in proximity. So, it'll alert the worker, it can alert 
the operator that they're getting too close. 

And even seeing things like heat stress. So, when we're in these very dangerous hot environments, 
we're able to track body temperature and heart rate and environmental conditions that if we identify 
them, we can instantly change what we're doing. I'm seeing the use of these AI-powered cameras and 
vision. 

So, they're actually, you know, they're watching the job, and they can identify missing PPE, workers 
getting into restricted zones that they shouldn't be in if we've got a heavy or critical lift, they're getting 
too close to unprotected edges, using ladders incorrectly, or not setting that scaffold up properly. They 
can actually assess how is our housekeeping and is it sliding a little bit which could lead to it. 

And this is just going to help the supervisors receive alerts, maybe a dashboard where they can check in 
using AI to say, "Okay, we still have to go check it out. We have to take all this with a grain of salt." It can 
just help us identify something might need further action and follow-up. We have been seeing, and 
we've used this even at IHSA, where we use drones to do site inspections, and they map the site 
conditions, do a roof inspection where the worker doesn't have to go get up on the roof, they can do 
structural checks, they can monitor depth and trench stability. 

They can map overhead, identifying us working near powerlines, and they can actually see the job 
progress, and we can see site congestion. So, maybe there's an area where we've just got too many 
materials, too many bodies, too many pieces of equipment, and so we're able to actually say, "Hey, 
we've got to move this," which leads to one that I've seen recently, and it's called BIM. 

And so, it's building information modelling, and this allows teams to visualize the project before the 
construction actually begins, and it's being used very effectively to identify where's our working at 
heights zones, what about material handling challenges, how are our trades going to overlay with each 



other? Are we going to need areas with very limited access, egress, ventilation, and then the traffic 
plans themselves, of when and how do we get equipment and materials in and out of the site? 

So, teams can use this to eliminate the hazards, but through engineering and design adjustments. And 
that's at the top tier of the hierarchy of controls because it's happening before the work starts, and 
we're able to stop some of these hazards actually showing up. One other thing I'm seeing, and I know 
you have it and IHSA has it, is we have apps. 

So, we're seeing the use of, "I want to know how to do something, but I need a little more information," 
so I can access job hazard analysis, I can get reports, I can get toolbox talks, real-time proper ways of 
doing things. And so, we're seeing some exciting changes in the use of safety apps for doing inspections, 
reporting, and job hazard analysis. 

And anytime we can work and identify hazards faster, we can instantaneously and quickly put those 
controls in place and shut them down so that they don't become a problem. The other thing we're 
seeing is wearable and smart PPE. There's helmets that detect if there's been an impact, vests that 
workers are wearing that have proximity alarms, fall arrest harnesses that if it gets a certain yank, it 
actually identifies and sends an alarm that a fall situation has occurred. 

We're seeing technologies that can be used for like working alone, and it would identify by touching it 
that you only have to touch it every now and then, but it makes when we work alone that the individual 
is keeping in touch, and if there's an issue, it would send off an emergency beacon indicating 
something's happened to the worker. 

So, we're seeing a lot of this. And then the one that I talked about is these analytics, that they're 
predictable, the human behaviours. When somebody was discussing with me, they identified through 
their analytics that accidents happen typically on the Friday before a long weekend. And when we drilled 
down on that, it was like, "Yeah, the analytics showed this throughout their organization," and it's 
probably because people are thinking about going away and what they need to be doing, and they're 
not focused in on the task at hand sometimes. 

And so, things like hours of work or weather conditions or near-miss reporting, frequency inspection can 
all help companies be proactive by targeting high-risk areas and incidents before they actually happen. 

Adam Carruthers: 

I like that, the idea of being predictive and utilizing that data so we can better identify what potentially 
could hurt somebody and what potentially could kill somebody and just be more proactive about it in 
the starting point. And then we also have to talk about workers. Workers play a big role in injury 
prevention in the workplace, but why is their involvement so critical in identifying the hazards that exist 
on the site? 

Scott Laing: 

For me, it's the firsthand knowledge. These individuals doing this job as they develop their experience 
and their knowledge, and their training, they understand the process. They understand the equipment, 
they understand the tasks involved. So, they can help really break down the hazards that may not be 
apparent to someone like myself, a safety person. 



Because while I'm aware of the task, I'm not actually doing it as a day-to-day operation. And when 
employees understand the context of their work, they can identify specific risks associated with those 
unique tasks, those unique pieces of equipment, and that just helps us come up with that one hazard 
identification to the proper controls. 

Workers give us that enhancement. They're the boots on the ground. Supervisors, I've met a lot of 
supervisors that don't spend every waking moment on the site. They have other meetings, they have 
other things to attend to. But when I have that worker with their increased awareness, they're engaged, 
they're identifying, and as hazards are raised, they're bringing them forward so that they can be 
proactively dealt with. 

Many workers approach things differently. So, getting insights from everybody about the potential 
hazard and controls, always, always important. And then we come to empowerment. If I feel that what 
I'm bringing is ownership of the company's safety, I can change the culture, and it empowers people to 
be more vigilant regarding safety practices. 

And that when I have that responsibility to myself and to the other workers, it promotes active 
participation in hazard recognition, and that I'm more likely to take responsibility for not only my own 
safety actions, but those of my peers. And that's going to build the thing we're all striving is a safety 
culture of accountability. And it always starts with that. 

And ways we do this is by encouraging open communication. So, management has to encourage. And 
sometimes workers will say to me, "Well, I don't want to say anything because I might get let go." And 
sometimes supervisors tell me, "Listen, I don't want to come down too hard because they might leave." 
And I call that the “ownerless problem”. 

One, if you bring something up collaboratively, I'm not going to let you go. And if you include me in 
some of the decision making and the feedback loops where you take my concerns, and you work on 
them, then I'm not going to leave the jobsite either. So, we can take something that is typically 
ownerless and drive change. 

And the last thing is, when we have to discuss it, is regulatory compliance. Both the constructor, the 
employer, the supervisor, and the worker have responsibilities under the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act to report what they're seeing, to put in controls in place. The supervisor and the employer 
have a duty to take every precaution reasonable in the circumstance to protect the worker, but it starts 
with the worker identifying and bringing forward any hazards that they might think are there or they 
actually know based on a regulatory compliance. 

So, it's really important. And I've seen those sites that have strong safety culture, it just works. The site is 
more productive. The site is safer. The workers are happier. So, bringing people in is a really important 
first step of changing the culture. And I think we can do a lot with that. 

Adam Carruthers: 

I really like that you talk a lot about culture in the workplace and how that can help foster and build a 
good, strong occupational health and safety management system (OHSMS). So, a lot of these details 
goes back to the IRS, the internal responsibility system, talking about the different duties, the roles, the 
responsibilities that each workplace party has. 



So, it's always important to remember that everybody works together when we have this. Now, when 
we look at the hierarchy controls, I think we already know the answer to this, but are we relying too 
much on PPE, and are there any common misconceptions about its effectiveness? 

Scott Laing: 

Yeah. PPE plays a crucial role in protecting individuals. There's all the way across the board. However, 
we have to, as we change culture, think about several dimensions to consider regarding its reliance and 
its effectiveness. Many times workers, when they're wearing that harness, they have this false sense of 
security. That they believe the PPE will protect them. 

And what they miss is the fact that yes, they're tied off, but the lifeline is too long. And if you calculate 
your fall clearance distance, you'd actually... If you fell, you might strike the ground. So, we need to start 
to look at that and change it. We'll rely on PPE to overlook administrative and engineered solutions to 
mitigate the risks. 

The issue is that we have in the hierarchy controls the source, the path, the worker. And the worker is at 
the PPE level, and we have to do better in ventilation systems and proper training and actually looking at 
the cost of an engineered solution to mitigate a hazard as a more effective way to just solely using PPE. 

And what we know is not all PPE is equal. We had this with COVID, respirators, and cloth masks. So, a 
cloth mask versus an N95 respirator being able to properly filter. So, not all PPE... There's the good, 
there's the better, and then there's the best. And that PPE is not sufficient alone. It's just one part of the 
strategy. 

And so, we have to be more mindful where we can do an engineered control or an administrative way of 
doing it that we're moving towards that and not, again, relying solely on PPE to reduce our risk. And we 
also have to remember, and we're seeing this as we have more female construction workers coming into 
the organization, is PPE one size doesn't fit all. 

So, we have to understand that we have different requirements for PPE, from gloves, to harnesses, to 
safety glasses, to vests. And so we have to understand that there's not a one-size solution for all of this. 
And you have to be careful when you're procuring it, and what is the actual need and who's going to be 
wearing it? 

And then other things I've seen is you have to be careful is we don't maintain our equipment. There's 
this common misconception that when I pull it out of the trailer or out of the bag, it's ready to go. And in 
reality, it requires regular inspection, it requires cleaning. And in some cases, we actually have to replace 
it to maintain its effectiveness because without the proper filter or the proper cleaning, it's not going to 
be effective. 

And then, the final comment on this is training. The worker is handed the harness, is handed the piece 
of equipment, and go, "Here you go." And it requires proper training on its use, on its disposal, on its 
care, on its storage. And we recently saw this with larger self-retractable lanyards. And I was with a 
distributor, and they actually make two of them, and they look the same, but one costs considerably 
more than the other. 



And the reason being is one is used as a self-retracting unit inside of a building only. And the other one is 
for outside conditions. And when workers are just handed one of them, and when someone buys it and 
says, "Well, I'm just going to save $1,000 and I'm going to take the one that's designed for inside use and 
use it outside," I'm violating the manufacturer's instructions and we've had tragedies occur because it's 
inadequately trained and it's the misuse of the piece of equipment. 

And that is one of the big reasons why it's essential that yes, PPE is always part of our safety controls, 
but we have to maximize the effectiveness of the other strategies, the eliminate, the substitute, the 
engineer as our first line of defense, and not become over-reliant because the misconception is it can 
lead to a lot of bad things happening. 

Adam Carruthers: 

I think it's important to mention. So, one of the things that I talk about in the supervisor programs, the 
JHSC programs, any course that I teach, and I talk about PPE, it is the last line of defense. PPE generally 
isn't designed to prevent an incident from occurring. PPE is designed to minimize or mitigate the 
severity of the injury if something were to happen. 

If you fall from heights, the PPE is designed to keep you from getting killed. It is still going to hurt. It is 
going to hurt a lot. You could dislocate something, you could break something, you could have a lot of 
things happen. What's safer is to eliminate the need to work at heights altogether. That's the most 
effective thing that we can do. 

Unfortunately, in construction, that's not always possible. So, we need to work through our hierarchy 
controls. Is there something better that we can do? And when we look at our job hazard assessments, 
our JHAs or JSAs or FLRAs, whatever you want to call them, there is always something better that we can 
do. And that is my experience investigating incidents for 20-some years. Something could have been 
done better to prevent it from happening. 

Now, Scott, I'm going to leave it up to you. What's one thing in your years of experience that you would 
want to say not just to safety professionals in the workplace, but even your everyday worker about 
implementing the hierarchy of controls? 

Scott Laing: 

It's really easy, and it's such a simple thing to do, and we have to do more of it. If you see something, 
you say something. And this is an IHSA campaign that holds near and dear to my heart from a mantra of 
if you see something out there, and if we're going to apply the hierarchy of controls and identify 
hazards, there's always something going on these jobsites each and every day. 

And when we see things, we have to feel comfortable enough to say something. And what we might find 
out is it's okay, but thank you for checking in. And I'll give you my one example that I've got time for is 
that when I'm driving with my wife, I never get upset when she says, "Hey Scott, did you see that?" I 
don't get offended, I don't get mad, I don't get snippy. I go, "Thank you, Dear. I did." 

And we have this, I never get mad. If she sees something, she says something. And sometimes in my 
mind, I'm like, "I did see that. " But twice, Adam, twice I didn't, and twice she saved us because she said 



something when she saw something. So, I'd encourage people to not look the other way, and this would 
be, we're all each other's keepers, we're all on this jobsite together. 

And we take a moment, and we gut-check the visceral reaction of maybe wanting to say something, "I 
got this, I knew this," and maybe you'd use some other bad words, but to say, "Thank you. I actually am 
tied off." "Thank you. I have my safety glasses," or "You know what? I forgot, and let me grab that safety 
glasses," or "Let me click in..." Our See Something, Say Something campaign is built off of unfortunate 
tragedies in which we know of fatalities. 

And when they were investigated, workers came out and said, "You know? I saw that worker incorrectly 
tied off, but I didn't feel it was my place to say something." And as a result of that, the worker fell and 
was fatally injured, and then were left with all this aftermath, where if someone had adjust... When they 
saw that, they said something, maybe they could have stopped it. 

It's not perfect, but I'd encourage everyone, as we identify hazards, as we use hierarchy controls, and as 
we build out job hazard analysis, that we are saying it's okay to bring things up. And I would encourage 
workers in highly functioning organizations, "You don't get laid off." And supervisors and employers, the 
workers don't leave when you're trying to help them go home at the end of every day. It's really 
important that everyone, as you said, through the internal responsibility, embraces that we all go home 
at the end of the day, the way we walked in. 

Adam Carruthers: 

See something, say something. You never know, it could actually save somebody's life at the end of the 
day. That brings us to the end of today's episode, a huge thank you to Scott Laing for sharing his 
experience, his passion, and his heart for keeping workers safe. Scott's dedication reminds us that safety 
isn't just a checklist, it's a mindset, and it starts with understanding the hierarchy controls. 

From eliminating hazards wherever possible to engineering and administrative controls and right down 
to PPE, each layer matters. The hierarchy controls is the roadmap that helps us make smarter, safer 
choices every single day. Thanks for tuning in. If you would like to get in touch with us at the IHSA Safety 
Podcast or have any topic ideas, please reach out to us at podcast@ihsa.ca. I've been your host, Adam 
Carruthers, and remember, safety culture isn't just something you have, it's something you live. 

Announcer: 

The IHSA Safety Podcast. For more episodes, tips, and all things safety, go to ihsasafetypodcast.ca. 
Thanks for listening. 

 

 


