
By-the-Book  vs  In-the-Field:
Bridging the Gap Between Policy
and Practice Meeting Kit

WHAT’S AT STAKE
Most workplaces have solid safety policies written down somewhere.
The problem isn’t the policy. It’s the space between what the
policy  says  and  what  happens  on  the  floor.  Workers  learn
workarounds. Supervisors look the other way when the schedule is
tight. Procedures get bent just enough that nobody calls it a
violation, but also not enough that they match the written rule.
This gap is invisible most of the time. But it’s active.

WHAT’S THE DANGER
A few specific patterns account for most of the distance between
policy and practice.

Normalization of Deviance

When a shortcut gets used over and over without an incident, it
stops feeling like a shortcut. It becomes ‘how we do it here.’
This process has a name: normalization of deviance. It’s been
identified as a contributing factor in some of the most serious
industrial  accidents  on  record.  The  danger  isn’t  any  single
deviation. It’s the gradual loss of the sense that the rule
matters.

Procedures That Were Never Field-Tested

A procedure written in an office without input from the people
doing the job often doesn’t account for the reality of the floor.
Layout constraints, equipment quirks, timing pressures, crew sizes
that differ from the assumed standard. Workers must improvise to
get  the  job  done.  That  improvisation  becomes  the  unwritten
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standard,  and  the  written  procedure  becomes  the  thing  nobody
follows.

The Silence That Lets the Gap Grow

When raising a mismatch between a procedure and the real job is
seen as troublemaking, workers stay quiet and keep improvising.
Several things make that silence more likely:

Past reports went nowhere and nothing changed
The supervisor enforces rules inconsistently, so workers
wait to see who’s watching
The concern feels too small to raise formally but too real
to ignore
Workers worry about being blamed for the gap rather than
thanked for flagging it

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF
Follow First, Then Flag It

If a procedure doesn’t fit field conditions, the right move is to
follow it and then raise the mismatch through the right channel.
Improvising  in  the  moment  puts  you  at  risk  physically  and
professionally.  Raising  it  after  the  shift,  through  your
supervisor or a safety observation, is how you fix it without
carrying the risk alone.

Document When You Have to Deviate

If you’re ever in a situation were following the procedure exactly
is genuinely impossible, write it down and report it. Don’t let it
become  a  habit  that  silently  replaces  the  written  rule.  A
documented deviation is a trigger for a procedure review. An
undocumented one is just a shortcut waiting to become a standard.

Push for Procedures That Reflect Reality

Workers who have done a job hundreds of times hold knowledge that
procedure writers often don’t. Use it:



Raise specific mismatches at safety meetings or in one-on-
ones with your supervisor
Use any formal suggestion or observation process your site
has for updating procedures
Ask your supervisor to walk through the procedure with you
in the actual work environment, not just on paper

Ask Why the Rule Exists

A rule you understand is much easier to follow and much harder to
rationalize around. When a procedure step doesn’t seem to make
sense  given  what  you’re  actually  doing,  find  out  what  it’s
protecting against. That context doesn’t just make you more likely
to follow it. It makes you better at flagging when it stops
applying.

Raise Gaps at the Pre-Task Briefing

The moment before a task starts is the best time to name a
mismatch  between  the  procedure  and  the  real  conditions.  If
something about today’s setup doesn’t match what the procedure
assumes, say it during the briefing. That’s the moment when the
whole crew is paying attention, the supervisor is present, and
changing the plan is still easy. Raising it mid-task, or after
something goes wrong, is much harder.

Get Involved When Procedures Are Being Updated

Most sites have a process for reviewing and updating procedures.
If yours does, participate in it. You don’t need to be an expert
or a supervisor to have useful input. Your experience of what the
job actually looks like from the floor is exactly what procedure
writers need and often don’t have. When workers are involved in
writing the rules they’re expected to follow, those rules tend to
be better. They also tend to get followed.

FINAL WORD
A policy that nobody follows isn’t protecting anyone. And a worker
who improvises without naming the gap is carrying a risk that



should be shared with the whole team.

 

 


