Why Canadian Safety Leaders
Are Moving Beyond Lagging
Indicators

For years, many Canadian employers have treated safety
performance as a scoreboard. Lost-time injury frequency, total
recordable injury rates, first-aid cases, medical aids, days
lost, claims costs, and severity rates became the numbers
executives understood, boards reviewed, and safety departments
reported. Those numbers still matter, but they tell only part
of the story. They measure harm after it has already happened,
which means they can’t, on their own, prove that serious risk
is being controlled.

A workplace can have a low lost-time injury rate and still
have weak supervision, underreported hazards, unresolved
corrective actions, poor contractor controls, rushed
production practices, and workers who’ve learned not to speak
up. The absence of recorded injuries doesn’t always mean the
organization is managing risk well. Sometimes it means the
organization hasn’t looked closely enough, hasn’t listened
well enough, or hasn’t created the conditions where workers
are comfortable reporting what they see.

CCOHS describes leading indicators as proactive, preventive,
and predictive measures used to identify and eliminate hazards
before incidents occur. Unlike lagging indicators, they look
forward and help workplaces find issues before someone gets
injured. (CCOHS) That distinction matters in the Canadian OHS
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context because due diligence isn’t proven by a good-looking
incident chart. It’s proven by showing that the employer
identified foreseeable hazards, implemented <controls,
supervised the work, trained workers, corrected deficiencies,
and verified that controls were working.

A clean dashboard won’t help much if an investigation shows
that warning signs were available and ignored. The issue isn’t
whether the organization had numbers. The issue is whether
those numbers revealed risk and whether the employer acted
while there was still time to prevent harm.

The legal issue is what the employer knew
and what it did next

Canadian OHS law is built around prevention. The Canada Labour
Code Part II, provincial and territorial OHS statutes, and
their related regulations place employers under broad duties
to protect workers. The wording varies by jurisdiction, but
the core obligation is consistent: identify hazards, assess
risk, control exposure, train and supervise workers, and
respond when conditions change.

In federally regulated workplaces, Employment and Social
Development Canada states that accidents, occupational
diseases and other hazardous occurrences must be investigated
by a qualified person, with the goal of identifying causes so
the employer, working with the workplace health and safety
committee or representative, can take measures to prevent
recurrence. (Canada) That’'s a useful compliance principle for
Canadian safety leaders beyond federal jurisdiction as well.
OHS data isn’t simply a reporting artifact. It’'s evidence of
what the employer knew, when it knew it, and what it did next.

This is where lagging indicators fall short. A serious injury
investigation doesn’t usually stop at the event itself. It
looks backward. Were there previous similar incidents? Were
there near misses? Were workers raising concerns? Were
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inspections identifying the same hazards? Were corrective
actions overdue? Were supervisors documenting unsafe
conditions but not escalating them? If the answer is yes, the
data can become damaging because 1t helps establish
foreseeability.

That’s why predictive safety isn’t just a technology issue.
It's a legal defensibility issue. Once the employer has
information that points to risk, the organization needs a
reasonable, documented response. Otherwise, the data that
could’ve helped prevent the incident may become evidence that
the employer missed or ignored the warning.

The shift from counting injuries to
reading risk

A modern safety program still tracks incidents, but it doesn’t
stop there. It asks a better question: what signals show that
risk is increasing before someone gets hurt? Those signals
usually exist in ordinary safety activity. A workplace doesn’t
need an expensive artificial intelligence platform to start
seeing patterns. It needs better discipline around the data it
already collects.

If a warehouse sees a rise in near misses 1involving
pedestrians and powered mobile equipment, that’s a leading
indicator. If 1inspections repeatedly identify blocked
walkways, poor lighting, damaged racking, and rushed loading
procedures, that's a risk cluster. If corrective actions
remain open for weeks because maintenance 1is short-staffed,
that’s not just an administrative delay. It’s a control
failure developing in real time.

The same 1logic applies in construction, manufacturing,
transportation, health care, mining, utilities, municipal
work, and every other sector where hazards can build quietly
before harm occurs. Minor strains may increase before a major
musculoskeletal injury. Equipment damage may appear before a



serious struck-by incident. Informal workarounds may appear
before a procedural breakdown. Worker complaints about pace,
fatigue, or staffing may appear before errors become
incidents. A data-driven safety program turns those weak
signals into action.

What Canadian employers should measure
instead

The strongest safety analytics programs combine lagging
indicators, leading indicators, and control indicators.
Lagging indicators tell the employer what happened. Leading
indicators show what the organization 1is doing to prevent
harm. Control indicators answer the question many dashboards
miss: are the controls actually working?

That third category is often where employers are weakest. They
may count inspections, toolbox talks, safety meetings, or
training completions, but they don’'t always verify whether
those activities changed the work. A stronger dashboard would
track whether high-risk corrective actions are closed on time,
whether supervisors verify critical controls before work
starts, whether JHSC inspections identify recurring issues,
whether hazard reports receive timely feedback, and whether
near misses result in meaningful corrective action.

The dashboard should also track the quality of reporting. A
sudden drop in near-miss reports may look positive, but it can
signal fear, fatigue, distrust, or a reporting system workers
no longer believe in. In many workplaces, an initial rise in
near-miss reporting 1is a good sign because it means workers
are finally surfacing risk. CCOHS emphasizes that workers
should report actual or potential health and safety hazards
immediately and don’t need to wait for an inspection team or
an injury. It also notes that workers can report hazards to
supervisors, health and safety committees, representatives, or
unions. (CCOHS)
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That's a crucial point for employers. Reporting 1isn’t
bureaucracy. It’s participation. If the organization treats
worker reporting as an administrative nuisance, it loses one
of the most important sources of early risk intelligence.

Near misses are not minor events

Near misses are often treated as almost-incidents, but that
framing weakens their value. A near miss doesn’t mean “nothing
happened.” It means something happened, but the consequence
was avoided because of timing, 1luck, distance, or
intervention. CCOHS has described near misses and the
investigations that follow as valuable indicators of safety in
the work environment, and notes that workplaces should
encourage reporting and maintain a thorough investigation
process. (CCOHS)

That makes near-miss reporting one of the most important
predictive tools available to Canadian employers. A falling
object that narrowly misses a worker is not a paperwork issue.
It’s a dropped-object event with injury potential. A forklift
that clips a rack but doesn’t hit a pedestrian is not a lucky
break to be forgotten. It’s a traffic management warning. A
worker who nearly contacts live electrical equipment is not
evidence that “everyone was fine.” It’'s a sign that isolation,
training, supervision, planning, or procedure may be failing.

The strongest safety leaders don’t wait for the injury version
of the same event. They treat high-potential near misses as
warnings that the system has already produced the conditions
for harm and needs correction before the next worker is less
fortunate.

The boardroom problem

Many organizations still report safety to senior leadership in
a way that encourages false comfort. The monthly report says
there were no lost-time injuries, the graph is green, and the
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meeting moves on. But if the same month also included 17 near
misses, 42 overdue corrective actions, three repeat inspection
findings, two unresolved worker refusals or complaints, and a
major increase in overtime, the real safety picture is not
green. It’s a warning.

This is why OHS leaders need to change the conversation with
executives. The goal isn’t to overwhelm leadership with
operational data. It’s to translate risk signals into business
language. Instead of saying, “We had 17 near misses,” a
stronger report would say, “We have a recurring mobile
equipment separation issue in shipping, and three of the last
five near misses had the same root cause. We need capital
approval for barrier improvements and a revised traffic plan.”

The same applies to corrective action reporting. Instead of
saying, “Corrective actions are overdue,” the OHS leader
should say, “Thirty percent of high-risk corrective actions
are beyond target date. That means we’re knowingly operating
with unresolved controls in areas already identified as
hazardous.” That kind of reporting supports decision-making
because it connects safety data to operational risk, resource
allocation, and legal exposure.

The Canadian due diligence connection

In Canadian OHS prosecutions, the due diligence defence
usually turns on whether the employer had a functioning system
and whether it took all reasonable steps in the circumstances.
Data helps prove that, but only when it shows action. A safety
program that captures hazards but doesn’t respond to them is
not defensible. A near-miss system that produces reports but
no corrective action is not mature. A dashboard that
highlights risk but doesn’t influence supervision, training,
staffing, maintenance, or procurement is just decoration.

Data-driven safety requires a closed loop. The employer
captures the signal, classifies the risk, investigates the



cause, assigns corrective action, verifies completion, checks
whether the control actually reduced risk, and shares the
lesson with the people exposed to the hazard. That loop is
what regulators, investigators, and courts expect to see after
a serious event. The employer doesn’t need perfection, but it
needs evidence of reasonable, proactive, documented
prevention.

For most employers, the best first step isn’t buying software.
It’'s cleaning up the basics. Incident and near-miss categories
should be standardized so the organization can compare events
across departments and sites. Potential severity should be
separated from actual severity so a no-injury event with fatal
potential receives the attention it deserves. Corrective
action quality should be tracked so “remind workers to be
careful” isn’t treated as equivalent to redesigning a traffic
route, guarding equipment, changing a procedure, or retraining
supervisors.

Predictive safety 1s disciplined
prevention

The phrase “predictive analytics” can sound more complicated
than it needs to be. At its core, 1t means using the
information already available to make better decisions before
someone gets hurt. Canadian safety leaders don’t need to
predict every incident. They need to identify where risk 1is
building, act before harm occurs, and document the steps
taken.

That's the future of defensible safety performance. It’s not
just fewer injuries. It’s better intelligence, faster
response, stronger controls, and clearer evidence that the
employer understood the risk and acted before harm made the
problem impossible to ignore.



