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Competency
Why Relying on Experience and Training Isn’t Enough

Nicole Orr, CRSP
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About Me
• 26 years as a health and safety 

practitioner

• Instructor for many educational 
institutions

• Depth of experience in investigations

• Program assessment and 
development

• Training design and delivery
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What we will discuss…
▪ Understand what makes someone competent in their role 

(specifically supervisors and safety people) 

▪ Identify ways to determine competency and ensure personnel 
are suitable for the role that they are filling

▪ Review investigation findings to understand where 
organizations have missed critical competencies that are 
required
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What is Competent?
▪ Qualified

▪ Trained

▪ Sufficient Experience 

certificate

ticket

Trade qualification

degree
orientation

internal training

OHSMS training
performance reviews

observations
specific
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Pilot Example
PILOT A PILOT B PILOT C

10,000 Hours in 
simulator

No simulator hours 5000 Hours in 
Simulator

Written the training 
courses for others

Never taken any 
training, goes on 
instinct

Training in checklists 
and manufacturer 
requirements

Never actually flown a 
plane

10,000 hours flying 
time, never had a crash

5000 hours of flying 
time as captain, 
incident free
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So that’s it?
▪ Technical skills (training, qualifications, 

safety knowledge)

▪ Behavioural

▪ Communication skills (verbal, written)

▪ Conflict management

▪ Ability to coach/mentor

▪ Problem Solving

▪ Leadership (collaboration, respect, integrity)
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Experience
▪ Having years in a role does not equal competency in a 

supervisory or management role.

▪ How will they deal with interpersonal conflict with someone 
they used to work with? Do they know how to deal with this?

▪ Once you are “experienced”, are you always experienced? Are 
you always competent?



8

Self-Awareness….it’s important
▪ Supervisors & HSE people must 

hold responsibility for the health 

and safety of those that report to 

them 

▪ Have you seen the “hangover 
effect” of boom cycles in Alberta?

▪ Safety is a big area of practice 
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What do you think?
▪ Does the absence of incidents 

show competency?

▪ Does stating something with 
confidence make it true?
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The Dunning-Kruger Affect

▪ A cognitive bias that causes people to overestimate their abilities

▪ Can hold talented people back from reaching their full potential

▪ It can also lead to people who are poor performers pursuing 
leadership roles

▪ When people with the Dunning-Kruger effect share information, 
others may be more likely to believe them
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The Dunning-Kruger Affect
Incompetent people tend to:

• Overestimate their skill levels

• Fail to recognize the genuine skill and expertise of other people

• Fail to recognize their own mistakes and lack of skill
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Recent Supervisor Convictions (AB)
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Criminal Prosecutions
▪ Ontario supervisor sentenced to five years in prison for 

workplace fatality (Milton Urgiles, February 18, 2025)

▪ "As examples of these criminal negligence cases mount, a common 
theme emerges: poorly trained, ill-prepared people put into 
supervisory roles with disastrous results—for both their workers 
and themselves.“ 

▪ (Graeme Hooper, Mitha Law Group)
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Investigation Findings
▪ Fraud

▪ “Industry”

▪ Anyone can be a contractor 
or consultant, or a 
supervisor in some cases

▪ Job Descriptions
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Fraud
▪ Fake designations

▪ Fake training certificates

▪ Fake diplomas/degrees

▪ Fabricated work experience

FAKE

REAL
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“Industry”
▪ They’ve been in “industry” for 20 

years!

▪ Two people holding the same or 
similar titles at different 
organizations may be 
responsible for, and have 
experience in, vastly different 
things.
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Ooo Ooo, Pick Me!
▪ Anyone can start a business and 

say they are experienced

▪ Using subcontractors doesn’t 
necessarily limit liability

▪ There are many 
contractors/consultants that 
have no business being in 
business
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Job Descriptions
▪ OHS asks for job descriptions during investigations

▪ Many organizations don’t have these, or they are outdated

▪ Outline the required knowledge, skills, abilities, and behaviors

▪ Improve hiring decisions & set expectations

▪ Inform performance reviews
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Interview Employees, Consultants & Contractors
▪ Specifically crafted questions by 

people who understand the 
work.

▪ Reference Checks (more than 
one).

▪ Understand designations and 
education.
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How to Verify Competency
▪ It is multi-layered

▪ Verify education

▪ Probationary periods are a good thing

▪ Observations and follow up

▪ Mentor/buddy system for integration 
period

▪ Performance reviews (360° is best)
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Everyone Needs Professional Development
▪ Competency is dynamic and 

requires attention as it can 
become stagnant 

▪ Practices, technology and 
processes change
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Competency is Complicated
▪ Competency is multi-faceted

▪ It’s not just training; it’s 
understanding organizational 
requirements and expectations

▪ It’s not static

▪ It takes work to determine, it’s 
an investment in good people
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Now What?
▪ Look at your hiring process

▪ Look at job descriptions

▪ How are new hires / consultants 
/ contractors hired and 
monitored?

▪ How is performance measured?
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Thank You!
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