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Nine pages. Three-hole punched. Sitting in a binder on a shelf in the break room since the day you
handed it out. You know the one. Everyone signed the acknowledgment sheet, and nobody has
opened it since. That's not a worker problem. It's a design problem, and it’s a lot more common
than most managers want to admit. People skip safety manuals for the same reasons they skip
terms of service: the document wasn’t built for the person who has to use it. It was built for the
person who hasto prove it exists.

Here' sthe fix in one sentence: treat the manual like something a human has to read under pressure,
not something a lawyer has to approve. Most companies do the second and wonder why the first
never happens. A modern ehs management system helps, but software alone won't save a
document nobody wants to open. The habits behind it matter more than the tool.

What actually makes people stop reading

Watch someone pick up your manual for the first time. Not you, not the safety director. Pick the
newest hire on the floor, the one who started three weeks ago and still asks where the eye wash
station is. Hand them the binder and time how long they stay with it. I’ ve done this exercise with a
few teams. The pattern is ailmost always the same. Page one gets a skim. Page two gets a glance.
By page three, the phone comes out. Not because the reader is lazy, but because the document
stopped matching their job somewhere around the second section.

Three things tend to break a manual:

¢ |t's organized by regulation, not by task. The reader wants to know what to do before climbing
into a confined space, not which subpart the rule lives under.

¢ |t's written in the passive voice of a court filing. “Employees shall ensure that PPE is donned
prior to entry” is a sentence built to survive litigation, not a sentence built to be understood at 6
am.

¢ |t'stoo long between the table of contents and the answer. If someone has to flip through six tabs
to find out which respirator they need, they’ll guess instead.

None of these are about the reader. All of them are about how the document got written.

The binder test
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Here' sarule | came up with after watching too many binders collect dust: if a new hire can’t find
the answer to their most common question in under thirty seconds, the manual fails.

That’s the whole test. No scoring rubric, no audit committee. Y ou open the manual cold, no
context, and see if the thing you actually need is findable before your patience runs out.

I’ve run this test on manuals that looked impressive and manuals that looked almost
embarrassingly plain. The plain ones won every time. They had a one-page quick reference at the
front. They had bold headers that named the task (“Lockout steps for the press line”). They had
pictures of the actual equipment, not stock photos of a generic worker in ahard hat.

Start with the task, not the regulation. Y our reader is not studying for a compliance exam. They’'re
trying to finish a shift without getting hurt, and they want the shortest path between “1’m not sure”
and “| know what to do.”

If that sounds like a small thing, remember that the stakes are real. According to baseline data from
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, worker injuries and illnesses remain a
persistent cost to employers across every sector, and the agency has long treated clear, accessible
training materials as a core part of prevention. A manual nobody reads is amanual that never trains
anyone.

How to rewrite a manual people will actually open

You don’'t need a novelist. You need about two days and someone who's willing to be blunt.
Here' sthe processI'd use:

1. Pull the five questions people actually ask. Ask your floor supervisors, not the safety committee.
They hear the real questions daily, and the real questions are almost never the ones in the current
manual .

2. Put the answers on page one. A quick reference card, one page, no cross-references. If someone
asks “which gloves for the chemical mix,” the answer should be therein plain words.

3. Rewrite the body in second person. “Put on your gloves before you open the drum.” Short
sentences. Active verbs. Name the actual equipment in the building.

4. Add photos of your own equipment. Not stock images. The actual respirator cabinet, the actual
shutoff valve, the actual hazard label on your chemical shelf. People recognize their own
workplace faster than they recognize an abstract diagram.

5. Cut anything that doesn’t answer a question. If a paragraph exists only to restate a regulation,
move it to an appendix and link it from the relevant section. Y our readers can go there when they
need to, and they won’t have to wade through it when they don't.

Two days of work, and suddenly the manual has a chance of being read during an actual shift
instead of signed and shelved.

Why paper alone won't fix it

Here'swhere I’'ll commit to a stance: rewriting the manual is necessary but not sufficient. Paper
has a shelf life measured in weeks in most workplaces. Procedures change. Equipment gets
swapped. A new hazard shows up in the process, and the manual sits there describing a world that
no longer exists.
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That’s why the teams I’ ve seen do this well run their manual through a digital system and treat the
paper version as a backup. Not a replacement. A backup. The digital version can be updated in
minutes, searched by keyword on a phone, and sent to a new hire' s inbox on their first morning.
The binder can’t do any of that. The catch isthat a digital system only helpsif the content inside it
is worth reading. Software won't rescue a manual that reads like alegal brief. It just puts a worse-
written document behind a better-looking portal.

There’'s a demographic argument here too. According to Bureau of Labor Statistics data, the
American workforce skews younger than it did a generation ago, and younger workers
overwhelmingly expect to find information on a screen rather than in a binder. That’s not a
generational complaint. It’s just how they were trained to look things up.

What to track once the manual is live

Once you’ ve rewritten the document, the work shifts from writing to watching. Y ou want to know
which pages people actually open, and you want to know which questions keep coming up despite
the manual answering them.

Three signals are worth checking every quarter:

¢ Repeat questions. If three people ask the same thing in a month, the manual didn’t answer it
clearly enough.

e Search terms that return nothing. In adigital system, you'll see what people type into the search
bar. The gapstell you what’s missing.

¢ Near-miss reports that reference a procedure. When someone mentions the manual in a near-
miss, read it carefully. It usually means the procedure was unclear, or worse, wrong.

You'll notice none of these involve counting how many people signed the acknowledgment sheet.
That number has never told you whether anyone read a word.

The manual is a tool, not a trophy

Every team I’ ve seen fix this started with the same small admission: the manual was written for the
auditor, not the worker. Once you say that out loud, the rest gets easier. You rewrite it around
tasks, you put the answers up front, and you keep it current with something better than a binder.

The next time you walk past that shelf in the break room, pull the binder down and try the binder
test yourself. Thirty seconds, cold. If you can't find the answer, neither can the person who needs it
most at 6 am. on a Tuesday. What' s the first question you’ d put on page one?
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You can follow any responses to this entry through the Comments (RSS) feed. You can leave a
response, or trackback from your own site.
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