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Breaking it Down – A brief guide to
creating effective operating procedures
Ensuring that all operating and maintenance procedures are easy to follow, accurate
and up to date can be a challenge, but it is essential for accomplishing safety critical
tasks and meeting corporate and regulatory expectations. To meet this challenge,
human factors best practice can be boiled down to help improve the usability of
procedures, resulting in fewer human errors and violations, and greater compliance.
COMMON PROBLEMS WITH
PROCEDURES

Although operating and maintenance
procedures may be developed by
operators with extensive experience,
the way in which procedures are
written may not always make
them easy to follow without error,
particularly in the case of new
operators. A common failing is that as
things change (e.g. new equipment is
introduced, roles and responsibilities
are re-assigned, etc.), the procedure
isn’t updated. In contrast, sometimes
procedures may be modified piecemeal over time by various individuals
until they no longer accurately
reflect the tasks in question. Other
commonly observed issues include:

·

Procedural steps are written as
lengthy paragraphs, containing
a mixture of instruction and
information
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·
·
·

Safety critical tasks are not clearly
identified
The operator responsible for
carrying out each step is not clear
Poor document control

Poorly written procedures increase
the potential for operators to make
errors. Even worse, if a procedure is
out of date and cannot be correctly
followed then shortcuts may be
taken.

E STA B L I S H I N G A N E F F E C T I V E
PROCESS

It is important that there is a robust
corporate procedure that lays out
the process to be followed for the
development and ongoing control
of operating procedures and work
instructions.

Key considerations include:

·
·
·

Assigning responsibilities for
procedure development and
management
Establishing a robust process
for determining whether the
procedure is safety critical or not
Setting and enforcing
requirements for procedure
checking, approval and periodic
review

D E S I G N I N G F O R U S A B I L I TY

When deciding procedure structure
and content, established human
factors guidance on usability should
be applied. Taking account of best
practice will reduce the potential for
human errors and procedural violations
and encourage compliant use. Some
examples of key points are:
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·
·
·
·
·
·
·

State the criticality level of
the activities covered by the
procedure, and summarise any key
risks at the front of the document
List any equipment or Personal
Protective Equipment (PPE) that is
required
Limit each step to a single
operator action
Use short, simple sentences, in
the present tense
Number all steps and make
appropriate use of check boxes to
help operators keep track of their
place in the task sequence
Clearly differentiate between task
instructions, warnings, cautions
and additional information
Consider additional sign-offs for
safety critical tasks

Once a procedure has been drafted, it
is important to pilot it with operators
who will be using it. Indeed, a key
requirement for the production of
effective procedures is to ensure
the involvement of all end-users
throughout the process.
THE BENEFITS OF HIERARCHICAL
TAS K A N A LYS I S

Another crucial requirement is that
the procedure’s steps must accurately
reflect the task as performed in
practice.
Hierarchical Task Analysis (HTA) is
a proven method for capturing and
describing a task or activity down
to a detailed level. Typically, HTA
is based on task observation or a
talk-through with the operator, and
involves systematically identifying
and sequencing task steps to enable
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Method Statement
Procedure: Make a cup of tea
Background: Follow these steps to make a perfect cup of tea safely.
CAUTION HOLD POINT:
Time for a pause and check.
(Examples: Verify adequate storage for scrap material; or stop to
allow scaffold access to be adjusted).
WARNING CRITICAL STEP:
Failure to adhere to instruction could result in catastrophic
failure, a major accident, serious injury or death.

Step
1

Instruction

1.1

Fill kettle with water

1.2

Put kettle on stove

1.3

Turn gas and light stove

1.4

Wait for kettle to boil

1.5

CAUTION HOLD POINT
Turn off gas

2

Empty teapot
Information: Make sure the teapot is empty
before continuing

3

Put tea leaves in pot
Information: One teaspoon of leaves per
person

4

WARNING CRITICAL STEP:
Take care, the water will be hot
Pour in boiling water

5

Wait 4 or 5 minutes

6

WARNING CRITICAL STEP:
Take care, the tea will be hot
Pour tea into cups

the accurate update of an existing
procedure or development of a new
one.
Software may be used by nonspecialists to support this, enabling
complex activities to be broken
down into their constituent steps
(see Figure 1). Safety critical steps
can be identified and warnings or
cautions assigned. Task steps can
then be transposed electronically into
procedure format (Figure 2). Once
agreed, the new or revised procedure
provides the ideal starting point for
Safety Critical Task Analysis (SCTA) or
Human Error Assessment (HEA).

Figure 2 –
Example operating
procedure format

·
·
·
·

Helping operators gain a clear
understanding of task steps and
sequencing, encouraging ‘buy in’
to the development process
Facilitating the involvement of
operators in developing accurate,
user-friendly procedures, quickly
and efficiently, providing the
starting point from which further
refinement can take place
Standardising the procedure
development process, structure
and format
Enabling details of tasks,
sequencing and supporting
information to be easily modified

Using such a tool has a number of
benefits, including:
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Export to Procedure

Export Excel Table

Make a cup of tea
Plan: Do subtasks in sequential order
1

Signature

Boil water

Boil Water
Plan: Do subtasks in sequential order
Fill kettle with water
1.1
Put kettle on stove
1.2
Turn on gas and light stove
1.3
Wait for kettle to boil
1.4
Turn off gas
1.5
Caution, hold point. Time for a pause and check.

2

Empty teapot

3

Information: Make sure the teapot is empty before continuing
Put tea leaves in pot

4

Information: One teaspoon of leaves per person
Pour in boiling water

5

Warning, critical step: Take care, the water will be hot
Wait 4 or 5 minutes

6

Pour tea into cup

Ensuring that procedures are
easy to follow, accurate and
up to date is essential for safe
working and more generally
minimising the potential for
error or non-compliance.
Applying human factors
knowledge, including the use of
HTA and associated tools, can
help ensure that procedures are
optimised and effective, and
that corporate and regulatory
expectations are met.

Warning, critical step: Take care, the tea will be hot

Figure 1 – Example Hierarchical Task Analysis
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