PPE Doesn’t Replace Thinking: Human
Behaviour AND Gear Meeting Kit
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WHAT'S AT STAKE

Personal protective equipment is one of the most visible safety tools on any job
site. Hard hats, gloves, safety glasses, hearing protection, they’re everywhere, and
they do real work. But PPE sits at the very end of the hazard control chain. It’'s the
last line of defense, not the first. PPE is designed to reduce how bad an injury is
when contact happens. It is not designed to stop the contact from happening. When
workers or organizations start treating PPE as the whole answer, the thinking that
identifies and controls hazards stops happening.

WHAT'S THE DANGER

When PPE becomes a substitute for thinking, here’s what actually happens on the
floor:

e Workers skip the hazard assessment because they figure the gear covers it, so
unrecognized hazards go uncontrolled

e Gear gets used outside its rated limits because nobody checked what those limits
actually are

e PPE that'’'s worn incorrectly, damaged, or past its service life gives a false
sense of protection while providing very little actual protection

e Engineering controls and procedural controls get skipped because PPE feels like
a simpler solution

e Near-misses go unreported because the gear took the hit, even though the real
hazard is still sitting there

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF

Use PPE as the Last Layer, Not the Only Layer

Before reaching for your PPE, ask whether the hazard has been addressed at a higher
level first. Can it be eliminated? Can a design change, a substitution, or a physical
guard reduce the risk before it reaches you? PPE works best when it’s backing up a
system that has already been thought through, not compensating for one that hasn’'t
been.

Know What Your PPE Is Actually Rated For

Every piece of PPE has limits, and those limits matter. A hard hat rated for falling
objects is not rated for electrical contact. Cut-resistant gloves vary widely in the
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cut level they protect against. Safety glasses are not goggles. Using the wrong
protection for a hazard is not protection. It’'s a false sense of security with real
consequences. If you’'re not sure what your gear is rated for, ask before the job
starts, not during it.

Inspect It Before Every Shift

PPE that'’s been damaged, exposed to chemicals, or pushed past its service life
doesn’t protect the way it’s supposed to. Before you put anything on:

Check for cracks, tears, deformation, or signs of an impact that would weaken
the gear

Check that straps, seals, and closures work and fit correctly

Check the date on any time-sensitive gear like hard hats, respirator cartridges,
and fall-arrest harnesses

If it looks wrong or feels wrong, pull it and replace it before the job starts

Don’'t Let the Gear Replace the Hazard Check

Before any task, take a moment to think through what could actually go wrong, not
just what you’ll be wearing. PPE decisions belong at the end of that conversation,
after you've identified the real hazards and asked whether any of them can be
controlled further up the chain. A hazard check that ends with ‘put on gloves and
glasses’ without asking whether the task can be made safer isn’t really a hazard
check. It's a checkbox.

Report PPE Failures So They Become Data

If a piece of PPE was struck, saturated, torn, or otherwise compromised during a
task, report it and take it out of service. Don’t keep using a hard hat that took an
impact because it looks intact on the outside. Don’'t re-use a respirator cartridge
past its rated life because replacements are hard to get. These failures also matter
as information: they tell your safety team what hazards workers are actually running
into, which is how the controls get better over time.

FINAL WORD

PPE is a good tool in the right place. The right place is last in a chain of
controls, not first and only. Think through the hazard before you reach for the gear.




