
GUI0150/01/06.11

Safety supervision 
Supervising workers with specialist knowledge or skills
This guidance note should be read in conjunction with the guidance note  
Safety supervision – creating an environment for effective supervision.

June 2011

Background

Supervision plays a key role in reducing the number  
of injuries and fatalities associated with maintenance  
and non-production tasks such as repair or cleaning.

However, the effectiveness of safety supervision may  
be impacted by the work environment.

In order to effectively supervise all workers, including 
labour hire employees and independent contractors,  
it is crucial to define what is meant by supervision. 
Supervision is not necessarily telling someone what  
to do and how to do it.

Safety supervision is a legal obligation under occupational 
health and safety laws. Supervision is to ensure workers 
are following safety instruction and working safely.

Individuals responsible for safety supervision need to  
work within a clearly defined safety supervisory role.  
They also need to:

• understand OHS legislation and be trained  
to perform their role

• be empowered to act promptly on health and  
safety issues

• be aware of the tasks they are supervising and  
can assess the level of supervision required.

Effective supervision

Effective supervision includes being able to assess  
a situation to identify hazards and risks and take  
action to remove or reduce them.

Communication

Communication is an essential component of supervision. 
Communicating and consulting with workers may help 
determine what level of supervision is required. It is a 
common mistake to assume specialist skills equates  
to safe work.

The following points have been identified by industry 
as essential elements of good communication. Good 
communication can be achieved when supervisors:

• have a positive working relationship with all workers 
(including contractors) which supports open lines  
of communication

• are readily available for workers and contractors to 
raise concerns or ask questions and are involved during 
high risk activities or when new machinery or work 
processes are introduced at the workplace

• regularly explain workplace policies and procedures  
and include OHS in their ‘toolbox’ meetings as  
a standing agenda item

• provide regular updates on OHS committee  
meetings and other OHS issues of concern

• consult workers on how tasks will be performed safely 
prior to any new work starting. This includes ensuring  
safe work practices are followed.

• consult workers on a process for addressing unforeseen 
circumstances that prevent tasks from being  
performed safely

• encourage workers to raise health and safety concerns 
immediately so action can be taken to address them

• consult with higher levels of management to  
resolve OHS issues.

Hazard identification

Being able to identify hazards is crucial in ensuring tasks 
are carried out safely. Some supervisors rely on past 
experience to identify hazards, but most utilise the skills 
and knowledge of those around them.

Supervisors can identify hazards by:

• consulting with workers, including contractors, who will 
be performing the tasks to identify potential hazards

• receiving prior notification from workers of high risk 
activities, work with new machinery or new work 
processes

• familiarising themselves with hazards associated  
with tasks they supervise
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Supervisors should:

• ensure all OHS issues raised are actioned and recorded

• keep records of all work practice inspections and audits

• document all risk control measures implemented

• keep records of all discussion with workers, contractors 
and management regarding OHS issues.

Identify supervision requirements

The level of supervision required will depend on a number 
of factors. The employer’s duty to supervise is increased  
as a result of higher levels of risks which are associated 
with the following examples:

• at the start of contracted works and/or when  
a new contractor starts at the workplace

• when higher risk work is being performed  
(including when people are working alone or at night)

• when work is complex (eg a specialist skill  
or knowledge is required)

• when new machinery, equipment or systems  
of work are introduced

• when safety is delivered via systems of work,  
rather than engineering controls.

• identifying the need for, and support the engagement 
of, skilled and qualified persons to identify hazards  
if those skills are not available in the workplace

• taking action to resolve OHS issues as soon as  
possible (including escalating the issue to senior 
management if necessary).

Risk control

Once hazards have been identified, the risks need  
to be controlled. Supervisors can control risks by:

• consulting with workers (including contractors)  
to help identify the most appropriate risk control  
for tasks performed

• being aware of, and understanding, the risk control 
measures associated with tasks they supervise

• ensuring all risk controls are in place prior  
to work starting

• implementing interim controls, including preventing  
work from being undertaken, while an issue is  
escalated to senior management

• regularly monitoring and reviewing risk controls to 
ensure they are appropriate for the task  
being performed

• encouraging continuous improvement by investigating 
new risks controls to determine if they could be  
applied to the tasks they supervise.

Supervising workplace activity

Supervision of workers is a key element of ensuring 
workplace safety. Supervisors should:

• lead by example by always following the rules  
applied to the workers being supervised

• regularly observe work practices (scheduled or 
unplanned) and ensure all workers, regardless  
of experience, are following procedures

• ensure safety equipment necessary is available  
and used

• ensure safe work practices are followed and stop or 
correct unsafe work practices when they are observed

• determine any causes of unsafe work practices and 
address them.

Record keeping

Record keeping is a key component of effective 
supervision. Records can provide proof that something has 
been done to an acceptable level or that something more 
complex is being worked through.

This is crucial as it allows others to continue with activities, 
eg when there is a staff change.

Further information
Contact the WorkSafe Victoria Advisory Service  
on 1800 136 089 or go to worksafe.vic.gov.au

Related WorkSafe publications
Guidance Note – Safety Supervision, creating an 
environment for effective supervision.

Guidance Note – Working on energised plant.

Guidance Note – Isolating plant.

Guidance Note – Contractor Management.

Note: The information presented in this Guidance Note is intended for 
general use only. It should not be viewed as a definitive guide to the law  
or standard industry practice in this area. Whilst every effort has been 
made to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the Guidance Note,  
the advice contained herein may not apply in every circumstance.  
You should always check any applicable legislation and make your own 
judgment about what action you may need to take to ensure you have 
complied with the law. Accordingly, the Victorian WorkCover Authority 
cannot be held responsible and extends no warranties as to the suitability 
of the information for any particular purpose; or actions taken by third 
parties as a result of information contained in the Guidance Note. ©2011   
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