
12    Vol. 22 Issue 1                                   IHSA.ca Magazine

As a CORTM consultant for IHSA, Maren Gamble has spent 
the past four years helping businesses develop their 
Occupational Health and Safety Management Systems 
(OHSMS). When talking about the Plan, Do, Check, Act 
(PDCA) model —a fundamental component of CORTM — 
Gamble compares it to baking a cake.

“You have a bunch of ingredients, but you can’t just toss 
them in a bowl and call it a day,” she says. “What you 
need is a recipe, a plan. Then you follow the recipe—that’s 
the do stage—and check whether it’s worked by tasting 
it. If it hasn’t turned out the way you wanted, you act to 
make the recipe better, and then try again.”

For companies aiming to achieve the Certificate of 
Recognition (CORTM), PDCA can be extremely helpful 
in continuously improving workplace health and safety. 
CORTM asks companies to reconsider what health 
and safety looks like. It’s no longer a set of individual 
programs to decrease risks, but rather a complete system 
that’s part of every business decision. Or in Gamble’s 
words, it’s where you shift from baking a cake to catering 
a whole event.

PDCA is systematic, efficient, and 
repeatable 
Ivan Rodriguez, IHSA’s Manager of Strategic Programs, 
says whether an employer is designing a full 
Occupational Health and Safety Management System or 
is focused on specific hazard controls, they can apply 
the PDCA cycle to all the elements of a CORTM audit. “In 
doing so, the employer is able to confirm that what was 
implemented is actually working in compliance with the 
audit requirements and producing the desired positive 
effects,” he says. 

PDCA is also a requirement of participants in the WSIB’s 
Health and Safety Excellence program (HSEp). In order 
to qualify for HSEp rebates and recognition, you need to 
document and “show your work.”

IHSA used PDCA as part of its own recent achievement 
of CORTM 2020 certification. Systematic, efficient, and 
repeatable, the model was used to improve document 
control procedures, IHSA’s contractor management 
program, and more. It was particularly valuable when it 

Plan, Do, Check, Act
How this systematic, efficient, and repeatable approach can 
help improve health and safety at your company.
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came to updating IHSA’s emergency preparedness plan 
in light of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

“We started by asking lots of questions, like what did 
we want to accomplish, what were staff expectations, 
and who needed to be consulted in order to assess 
hazards and develop procedures that would be relevant 
to everyone at the organization,” says Andrea Robertson, 
IHSA’s Health and Safety Coordinator.

Based on that consultation, procedures were written and 
reviewed by senior management and IHSA’s Joint Health 
and Safety Committee (JHSC), before being shared with 
staff. Since then, they’ve been revised many times—based 
on employee feedback, updated guidance from health 
authorities, and other factors.

“And as the situation continues to change, with vaccine 
booster shots, for example, or the lifting of capacity 
limits, these things can be accounted for in a new PDCA 
cycle and integrated into the Occupational Health 
and Safety Management System going forward,” says 
Robertson. 

The importance of employee engagement
While a range of factors can influence the time and 
resources an organization devotes to each stage of 
PDCA, Robertson notes that all four stages are equally 
important:

• A plan must first be carefully crafted to address the root 
causes of problems and support your organization’s 
specific health and safety goals. 

• The do stage can require significant training and change, 
which can seem like a lot for businesses that are new to 
the process. 

• When it comes time to check, careful analysis and 
evaluation among all stakeholders is needed. 

• And act requires coordination and attention to ensure 
that desirable improvements are made.

• Each stage builds upon the last and informs what comes 
next. But the keys to success at any stage of the cycle 
are communication and engagement. 

Once management starts a PDCA cycle—perhaps in 
response to a safety concern raised by an employee—
it’s vital to identify relevant workers and involve them in 
planning and implementation. After all, it’s workers who 
best understand the risks and hazards associated with their 
jobs. In most cases, they’re also best positioned to give 
feedback on whatever tool or process has been put in place. 

“When you clearly communicate your plans, and clearly 
communicate that worker input is both encouraged and 
valued, it reinforces a culture of engagement and problem 
solving,” says Rodriguez. “And it sets your PDCA process up 
for success.”

The four stages of continuous improvement

PLAN
•  Analyze the problem
•  Set goals and establish priorities
•  Assign responsibilities
•  Decide how performance will be measured

DO
•  Implement plans and procedures
•  Communicate goals
•  Train staff, if necessary

CHECK
•  Monitor and measure data
•  Collect and assess worker feedback
•  Document and report results

ACT
•  Review findings
•  Use new knowledge to make improvements

PDCA


