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A Practical Implementation Guide to
Occupational Health and Safety
Management Systems
This book provides a complete, practical guide to understanding and im-
plementing ISO 45001, the international standard for occupational health
and safety management systems. It explains every requirement clause by
clause, translates technical language into actionable implementation steps, and
provides a step-by-step roadmap for organizations of any size or industry.
Designed formanagers, safety professionals, consultants, auditors, and anyone
responsible for workplace safety, this guide combines authoritative informa-
tionwith practical strategies for building andmaintaining an effectivemanage-
ment system that genuinely protects workers while delivering organizational
benefits.



Introduction
Every day, more than six thousand people die from work-related accidents
and diseases. That is a death roughly every fifteen seconds, twenty-four
hours a day, across every continent and industry [1]. The International Labour
Organization estimates nearly three million annual fatalities globally, with
an additional 395 million workers sustaining non-fatal injuries each year [2].
These are not statistics to be skimmed past. Behind every number is a person
whowent to workwith the expectation of returning home safely to their family.

These numbers reveal a fundamental failure. Despite advances in tech-
nology, regulation, and knowledge, we have not yet solved the problem of
making work safe. Organizations around the world continue to operate in ways
that expose workers to preventable harm. The construction worker who falls
because guardrails were never installed. The factory employee who develops
lung disease from airborne chemicals. The warehouse worker pushed beyond
human limits by production pressures. Each represents not just an individual
tragedy but a systemic failure that could have been prevented.

This book exists because preventing workplace harm requires more than
good intentions, occasional training sessions, and hope that nothing goes
wrong. It requires a systematic approach that treats safety with the same seri-
ousness as financial performance, product quality, or regulatory compliance. It
requires structures, processes, accountability, and a willingness to continually
challenge whether we are doing enough.

ISO 45001 is a framework for that systematic approach. It is the inter-
national standard for occupational health and safety management systems,
published by the International Organization for Standardization in March 2018.
It provides a structured way for organizations to identify hazards, assess and
control risks, comply with legal requirements, engage workers in their own
safety, and continually improve their performance. Importantly, it applies to
organizations of any size, in any industry, anywhere in the world.

But ISO 45001 is not a magic bullet. Implementing the standard will not
automatically make your workplace safe. Certification will not guarantee that
workers go home unharmed every day. The standard provides a framework,
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not a substitute for leadership commitment, worker participation, or sound
safety judgment. I return to this distinction throughout the book because it
matters: the difference between an ISO 45001 system that genuinely protects
workers and one that is merely a paperwork exercise comes down to how the
organization uses it.

What this book covers

This book takes you through ISO 45001 in complete detail, from fundamen-
tal concepts to advanced implementation considerations. It is organized to
support both readers who are encountering occupational health and safety
management systems for the first time and experienced professionals who
need a thorough reference.

The early chapters establish context and foundations. You will learn why
workplace safety matters, what ISO 45001 is and is not, the concepts and
terminology that underpin the standard, and how it fits within the broader
landscape of management system standards. These chapters set the stage for
the detailed clause-by-clause explanations that follow.

Chapters five through thirteen walk through the ten clauses of ISO 45001
systematically. For each clause, I explain what the standard requires, why
that requirement exists, how organizations can implement it in practice, and
what common pitfalls to avoid. Where the standard uses technical language
or introduces new concepts, I translate those into clear, actionable guidance.
You will see how requirements connect to each other and how they build into
a coherent management system.

Chapter fourteen provides a complete implementation roadmap that takes
an organization from initial assessment through certification readiness. This is
a practical, sequential guide that addresses what to do first, what resources are
needed at each stage, what decisions must bemade, and how to avoid common
mistakes that derail implementation. Whether you are starting from scratch or
upgrading an existing system, this roadmap provides a structure you can adapt
to your situation.

Subsequent chapters address integration with other management systems
such as ISO 9001 and ISO 14001, the certification process andwhat auditors ex-
pect, practical challenges and how to overcome them, factors that distinguish
successful implementations from superficial ones, and a balanced assessment
of what ISO 45001 can and cannot achieve. The final chapters examine imple-
mentation across different organizational contexts, current developments in
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the standard, and the future of occupational health and safety management.

Throughout, I distinguish between what the standard actually requires and
what is guidance, interpretation, or industry practice. Where there is evidence
or authoritative information to support claims about benefits or outcomes, I
cite it. Where claims cannot be substantiated, I say so. The goal is to give you
information you can rely on.

How to use this book

You can read this book linearly from start to finish, which makes sense
if you are building your knowledge systematically. If you already have some
familiarity with ISO 45001 or management systems, you may prefer to use it as
a reference, dipping into specific chapters or sections as needed. The clause-
by-clause chapters are designed to stand on their own while fitting into the
overall structure.

If you are responsible for implementing ISO 45001 in your organization,
I recommend starting with the introduction and foundational chapters to
ensure you understand the concepts, then moving to the implementation
roadmap in chapter fourteen, and using the clause-by-clause chapters as
detailed references as you work through specific requirements.

If you are a consultant or auditor, you may find the clause explanations
and practical examples useful as a resource, and the chapters on challenges,
success factors, and certification expectations relevant to your work with
clients or audit activities.

A note on terminology and the standard itself

ISO 45001 uses specific terminology that has particular meaning within the
standard. I define terms when they first appear and maintain consistency with
the standard’s usage throughout. The standard uses “shall” to indicate re-
quirements and “should” to indicate recommendations. I follow this distinction
carefully. Where I use the word “requirement,” I mean something the standard
mandates. Where I use “guidance” or “recommendation,” I mean something
that is helpful or good practice but not a formal requirement.

The standard also uses the phrase “documented information” as an umbrella
term covering both documents and records. This was a deliberate choice
by ISO to avoid outdated distinctions between paper-based and electronic
information. I use this term as the standard does, though I acknowledge
that many practitioners continue to use terms like “documents,” “records,”
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“procedures,” and “work instructions” in their own systems. ISO 45001 allows
that flexibility.

This book reflects the current edition of the standard, ISO 45001:2018,
including Amendment 1:2024, which added requirements related to climate
change considerations to the standard. It also notes the revision that is cur-
rently underway and expected to result in a new edition around 2027. I identify
any guidance or references to related standards such as ISO 45004:2024 on
performance evaluation where relevant.

Why this matters

Let me return to the opening numbers because they are important. Nearly
three million deaths a year from work-related causes is not an unavoidable
burden of economic activity. It is ameasure of our collective failure to prioritize
human safety. ISO 45001 does not solve this problem on its own, but it provides
a proven framework that, when implemented effectively, helps organizations
identify and control risks, engage workers in their own protection, and build
cultures where safety is genuinely valued rather than merely proclaimed.

The book that follows explains how to use that framework. It explains what
the standard requires, how to implement it, what to watch out for, and what
outcomes you can reasonably expect. It also examines where the standard
falls short and warns against treating certification as an endpoint rather than a
milestone on a longer journey toward genuinely safe and healthy workplaces.

The challenge ahead is significant, but it is one worth undertaking. Every
organization that implements ISO 45001 seriously does so with the under-
standing that the people who show up to work every day deserve to return
home unharmed. That is not just a moral imperative. It is the foundation of
everything that follows.



Chapter 1: The Global Challenge of
Occupational Safety

The Human Cost of Unsafe Work

Work kills more people than war, natural disasters, and many of the diseases
we consider the gravest public health threats. Every day, an estimated 6,300
people die from occupational accidents or work-related diseases [3]. Over the
course of a year, that number approaches three million. If you were to place all
those deaths into a single city, it would be a metropolis of nearly one million
residents lost annually to the very work they do to support themselves and
their families.

The ILO’s 2024 report provides a breakdown that is both sobering and
instructive. Of these approximately 2.93 million deaths each year, roughly
2.6 million result from work-related diseases and approximately 330,000 from
occupational accidents [4]. The diseases are the silent majority. They develop
slowly over months or years of exposure, often only diagnosed long after the
worker has left the job or the harm is irreversible. The accidents are more
visible but represent a smaller portion of total fatalities.

The leading causes of work-related deaths are primarily diseases: circula-
tory diseases account for approximately one-fifth of all work-related deaths,
followed by cancers linked to occupational carcinogens, chronic respiratory
diseases from dust and chemical exposure, injuries from accidents, neurolog-
ical conditions, and musculoskeletal disorders [5]. The connection between
these conditions and work is not always obvious to the individual suffering
from them. A factory worker who develops silicosis from twenty years of
breathing silica dust may not connect the diagnosis to their employment. An
office worker whose chronic stress and excessive workload contribute to a
heart attack may not realize their job was a factor. This gap in recognition is
itself a problem that systematic management systems are designed to address.

Geographic distribution reveals another stark reality. The Asia-Pacific
region accounts for more than sixty percent of all work-related fatalities
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globally [6]. Low- andmiddle-income countries bear the overwhelming burden
of workplace deaths, even though these countries often have less stringent
regulations, weaker enforcement, fewer resources for worker protection, and
large informal economies where occupational safety is virtually absent. In
many developing countries, the statistics are incomplete or unreliable because
reporting systems do not exist or do not capture informal workers, who
represent a substantial proportion of the workforce.

Economic Burden on Organizations and Society

The economic cost of unsafe work extends far beyond the direct costs of
compensation, insurance premiums, and legal liability. The World Bank and
other organizations have estimated that workplace injuries and diseases cost
the global economy hundreds of billions of dollars annually in lost productivity,
healthcare expenditures, and other consequences [7]. At the organizational
level, the costs include direct and indirect components that are frequently
underestimated.

Direct costs are visible and typically tracked: workers’ compensation claims,
insurance premiums, medical expenses for injuredworkers, fines and penalties
from regulatory agencies, and legal settlements. Indirect costs are less visible
but often larger: lost production time due to accidents, overtime to replace
absent workers, costs of hiring and training replacements, investigation time,
equipment damage, increased insurance rates, and the intangible costs of
low morale and reduced productivity [8]. Industry experience suggests that
indirect costs can be three to ten times greater than direct costs, though the
exact ratio varies by incident type and organization.

A single serious workplace incident can have financial and operational
consequences that ripple through an organization for years. The closure of a
production line following an accident. The loss of a key employee to injury. The
reputational damage that makes it harder to recruit workers or win contracts.
These are costs that no spreadsheet captures fully but that every organization
experiences.

At the societal level, the economic burden is even more significant. Health-
care systems absorb the cost of treating occupational injuries and diseases,
many of which result in chronic conditions that require lifelong care. Social
safety nets support families whose breadwinners are killed or disabled at
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work. Communities bear the social costs of workplace tragedy. These are
externalized costs that do not appear on the balance sheet of the organization
where they originated but that society pays anyway.

Evolution of Occupational Safety Regulation

The development of occupational health and safety regulation reflects the
gradual recognition that market forces alone do not protect workers. In
many countries, modern regulatory frameworks emerged from disasters and
campaigns that exposed the inadequacy of relying on employer goodwill or
worker vigilance alone.

The International Labour Organization, established in 1919, was one of the
first international organizations to address occupational safety and health
systematically. Over the decades, it has developed more than one hundred
conventions and recommendations related to occupational safety and health,
covering everything from general occupational safety principles to specific
hazards and industries [9]. These conventions provide a framework that has
influenced national legislation around the world.

In individual countries, the evolution has followed similar patterns. In the
United States, the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970 established
the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and created a federal
regulatory framework for workplace safety that remains the foundation of U.S.
occupational safety law. In the United Kingdom, the Health and Safety at
Work Act of 1974 created a broadly similar framework. Other countries have
developed their own systems, with varying degrees of comprehensiveness and
enforcement capacity.

These regulatory frameworks have achieved significant improvements in
workplace safety in many countries. Fatality rates have declined in high-risk
industries. Hazardous practices have been eliminated or reduced. Workers
have gained rights to information, training, and protection. But regulation
alone has not eliminated the problem. Regulatory frameworks tend to be
reactive, responding to incidents and hazards that have already been identified.
They set minimum standards, not best practices. They require compliance but
not continuous improvement. And they can be difficult to enforce effectively,
particularly in countries with limited regulatory resources.
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From Reactive to Systematic Safety Management

The recognition that regulation alone is insufficient has driven the develop-
ment of systematic approaches to occupational health and safetymanagement.
These approaches treat safety not as a set of rules to follow but as an integral
part of organizational management, comparable to financial management,
quality management, or environmental management.

Systematic safety management is built on several principles. First, it
assumes thatmost incidents are preventable through proper identification and
control of hazards, rather than the result of inevitable bad luck or individual
negligence. Second, it emphasizes proactive identification of risks before they
result in harm, rather than reactive response after incidents occur. Third, it
integrates safety management into everyday operations and decision-making,
rather than treating it as a separate function. Fourth, it involves workers at all
levels, recognizing that those closest to thework are best positioned to identify
hazards and suggest controls. Fifth, it commits to continual improvement,
recognizing that no system is perfect and that there is always room to get
better.

These principles are reflected in the development of occupational health
and safety management system standards, which provide frameworks that
organizations can use to implement systematic approaches. The most promi-
nent of these, before ISO 45001, was OHSAS 18001, developed in 1999 and
subsequently revised in 2007. OHSAS 18001 becamewidely adopted around the
world and is estimated to have had over two hundred thousand certifications
at the time of its withdrawal [10].

OHSAS 18001 achieved much. It provided a common language for oc-
cupational health and safety management. It demonstrated that systematic
approaches could be applied successfully by organizations of different sizes,
industries, and countries. It raised awareness of the importance of leadership
commitment, worker participation, risk assessment, and continual improve-
ment. But it also had limitations that the development of ISO 45001 was
designed to address.

The limitations included a relatively narrow focus on the workplace and
immediate operational hazards, limited requirements for leadership engage-
ment, less emphasis on understanding the broader organizational context, less
structured requirements for worker participation, and no alignment with the
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Annex SL high-level structure that had become the standard framework for
modern ISO management system standards. These limitations did not mean
OHSAS 18001 was ineffective. Organizations that implemented it seriously
achieved genuine improvements in safety performance. But they indicated op-
portunities for a more comprehensive, more integrated, andmore strategically
oriented standard.

ISO 45001 is the result of the effort to create thatmore comprehensive stan-
dard. Developed by ISO/TC 283 with input from more than seventy countries
and extensive stakeholder consultation, it was published in March 2018 with
a three-year transition period for organizations certified to OHSAS 18001 [11].
It built on the strengths of OHSAS 18001 while addressing its limitations and
aligning with the broader ecosystem of ISO management system standards.

The Case for a Management System Approach

Why adopt a formal management system for occupational health and safety
when an organization already has safety rules, training programs, and regula-
tory compliance in place? The case rests on several arguments that are both
practical and strategic.

First, complexity demands structure. Modern organizations face complex
operational environments with multiple types of hazards, numerous regula-
tory requirements, diverse workforces, complex supply chains, and constant
change. Ad hoc approaches to safety that worked when an organization was
smaller or operations were simpler become inadequate as complexity grows.
A management system provides a structure for managing that complexity in a
coherent and consistent way.

Second, sustainability requires embedding. Safety initiatives that depend
on individual champions or periodic awareness campaigns tend to fade when
attention shifts elsewhere. A management system embeds safety into the
organizational structure, processes, and culture in ways that are more resilient
to changes in personnel, priorities, or circumstances.

Third, integration creates efficiency. Organizations that already use man-
agement systems for quality, environmental management, or other purposes
find that the high-level structure shared bymodern ISO standards allows them
to integrate safety management with existing systems rather than creating
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parallel structures. This reduces duplication, simplifies processes, and makes
better use of resources.

Fourth, accountability drives performance. A management system makes
explicit who is responsible for what, establishes measurable objectives, re-
quires monitoring and evaluation of performance, and creates mechanisms
for review and improvement. This accountability structure is absent in many
organizations that rely on informal or fragmented safety approaches.

Fifth, evidence-based practice. The management system approach, with
its emphasis on risk assessment, data collection, and continual improvement,
moves organizations away from intuition-based or tradition-based safety prac-
tices toward practices that are grounded in actual evidence about where the
hazards are and what controls are effective.

None of thismeans that amanagement system is sufficient. Awell-designed
management system that is poorly implemented achieves little. A system that
is treated as a box-ticking exercise rather than a tool for genuine improvement
may create an illusion of safety without reducing actual risk. The effectiveness
of a management system depends on the commitment of leadership, the
engagement of workers, and the willingness to do the work that the system
requires. But when those conditions are met, a management system provides
a powerful framework for protecting workers and improving organizational
performance.

The rest of this book is about how to build and use such a system according
to ISO 45001. Before we examine the requirements in detail, the next chapter
provides a comprehensive overview of what ISO 45001 is, its history and status,
its scope and relationship to other standards, and what certification actually
means. Understanding these fundamentals is essential before diving into the
clause-by-clause requirements that follow.
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ISO and the International Standardization Movement

ISO 45001 is a product of the International Organization for Standardization,
one of the most influential but least understood organizations in the global
economy. Founded in 1947, ISO is an independent, non-governmental orga-
nization with member bodies representing national standards organizations
from more than one hundred sixty countries. The most active member is
the British Standards Institution. The American National Standards Institute
serves as the U.S. member.

ISO develops and publishes international standards through a consensus-
based process involving technical committees of experts from member coun-
tries, industry, government, consumer organizations, and other stakeholders.
The standards cover virtually every sector, from technology andmanufacturing
to health, food safety, and management systems. Some ISO standards are
widely adopted. ISO 9001, the quality management standard, has more than
one million certificates globally. Others are used in more specialized contexts.

It is important to understandwhat ISO is not. ISO does not enforce its stan-
dards. It does not issue certifications. It does not conduct audits. It develops
standards that organizations can choose to use and that certification bodies
can choose to audit against. The decision to adopt an ISO standard is voluntary,
though in practice many standards become de facto requirements through
customer expectations, supply chain requirements, regulatory references, or
competitive pressure.

ISO’s management system standards occupy a special place within its
portfolio. Unlike technical standards that specify requirements for products,
materials, or processes, management system standards provide frameworks
that organizations use to manage their operations more effectively. ISO
9001 addresses quality management. ISO 14001 addresses environmental
management. ISO 27001 addresses information security management. ISO
45001 addresses occupational health and safety management. These standards
share a common structure, common terminology, and a common approach to
management system design that makes them compatible and integrable.
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ISO 45001: Status, History, and Current Edition

ISO 45001 is formally titled “Occupational health and safety management
systems – Requirements with guidance for use.” It was published on March
12, 2018, as ISO 45001:2018. The current edition remains ISO 45001:2018, which
was reviewed and confirmed in 2024 without substantive revision [12].

The standard has one amendment: Amendment 1:2024, published in Febru-
ary 2024, which added climate action considerations to the standard. This
amendment modified Clauses 4.1 and 4.2 to require organizations to determine
whether climate change is relevant to their occupational health and safety
management system and to consider whether interested parties have require-
ments related to climate change and its potential impacts on worker safety and
health [13]. This was part of an ISO-wide initiative that amended thirty-one
management system standards to incorporate climate change considerations.

A revision of ISO 45001 is currently underway. The revision process began
in May 2024 and is expected to result in a new edition of the standard around
2027 [14]. The revision is currently at the Draft International Standard stage,
meaning that ISO member countries are reviewing and providing feedback
before finalization. Organizations implementing ISO 45001 now should not
delay waiting for the revised edition. The current edition will remain valid
and certifiable until the new edition is published and a transition period is
established.

The development of ISO 45001 was a long and complex process that in-
volved extensive consultation and debate. Work began on an international
occupational health and safety management standard more than two decades
before its publication. A preliminary draft circulated in 1997, but the projectwas
suspended and later resumed as a new technical committee, ISO/TC 283, was
established [15]. Final approval required consensus from national members.
The final vote saw sixty-two countries in favor, with nine abstentions and
four against (France, India, Spain, and Turkey) [16]. The dissenting countries
raised concerns about whether an international standard was appropriate for
occupational health and safety, which they argued should remain within the
domain of national regulation.

The development process used existing standards and practices as starting
points. OHSAS 18001, the widely adopted British-based standard that ISO
45001 replaced, served as a significant reference. ILO conventions and rec-
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ommendations provided important input. National standards and practices
from member countries, including the United States, Japan, Australia, and
others, influenced the final standard. The result was a standard that reflects
a global consensus on what constitutes an effective occupational health and
safetymanagement system, while leaving sufficient flexibility for organizations
to adapt implementation to their specific context.

Scope: What the Standard Covers and Excludes

The scope of ISO 45001, as defined in Clause 1 of the standard, states that
it specifies requirements for an occupational health and safety management
systemand gives guidance for its use. The stated purpose is to enable organiza-
tions to provide safe and healthy workplaces by preventing work-related injury
and ill health, as well as by proactively improving their occupational health and
safety performance.

The standard is applicable to any organization regardless of its size, type, or
nature, and regardless of its activities, products, or services. This is a deliber-
ately broad scope that allows the standard to be used bymanufacturers, service
providers, construction firms, healthcare organizations, government entities,
small businesses, multinational corporations, and essentially any organization
that has workers or other persons under its influence in the context of work.

Within this broad applicability, it is important to understand what the
standard specifically requires and what it does not address. ISO 45001 requires
organizations to establish, implement, maintain, and continually improve an
occupational health and safety management system. It sets requirements for
leadership, planning, support, operational controls, performance evaluation,
and improvement. It focuses on the management system itself, not on specific
occupational health and safety performance criteria or outcomes.

This distinction matters. ISO 45001 does not specify what level of safety
performance an organization must achieve. It does not set acceptable in-
jury rates, exposure limits, or other quantitative performance targets. It
requires organizations to identify hazards, assess risks, implement controls,
and continually improve, but it leaves the specific performance expectations
to regulatory requirements, industry standards, and organizational decisions.
An organization can be ISO 45001 certified while having high injury rates if it
has a functioningmanagement system that meets the standard’s requirements.
This is one of the limitations that practitioners need to understand.
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The standard also does not replace regulatory requirements. ISO 45001
explicitly requires organizations to identify and comply with applicable legal
requirements related to occupational health and safety. In many jurisdictions,
the regulatory framework sets minimum standards for things like equipment
safety, exposure limits, training requirements, incident reporting, and other
specific aspects of workplace safety. ISO 45001 builds on those requirements
by requiring a systematic management approach, but it does not supersede
them.

In terms of what workers and persons are covered, ISO 45001 requires
organizations to protect not only their own employees but also other work-
ers under their control, including contractors, agency workers, visitors, and
anyone else whose work is influenced by the organization. The standard uses
the term “workers” broadly to include all persons who perform work under the
organization’s control or influence.

Relationship to OHSAS 18001 and Other Standards

OHSAS 18001, the Occupational Health and Safety Assessment Series standard
developed by the British Standards Institution, was the predecessor to ISO
45001. First published in 1999 and revised in 2007, OHSAS 18001 becamewidely
adopted around the world as the primary standard for occupational health
and safety management systems. At the time ISO 45001 was published, an
estimated two hundred thousand organizations worldwide held OHSAS 18001
certification [17].

The transition from OHSAS 18001 to ISO 45001 was managed through a
three-year transition period following the publication of ISO 45001 in March
2018. The original deadline wasMarch 2021, which was extended to September
11, 2021, due to disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [18]. After the
transition period, OHSAS 18001 was formally withdrawn, and organizations
needed to be certified to ISO 45001 if they wanted to maintain their occupa-
tional health and safety management system certification.

ISO 45001 builds on the foundation established by OHSAS 18001 but in-
troduces significant changes. The most important structural change is the
adoption of the Annex SL high-level structure, which aligns ISO 45001 with
ISO 9001:2015, ISO 14001:2015, and other modern management system stan-
dards. This alignment facilitates integration of occupational health and safety
management with quality and environmental management systems.
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Substantively, ISO 45001 places greater emphasis on leadership commit-
ment and accountability than OHSAS 18001 did. It requires top management to
demonstrate active engagement rather than passive support. It includes more
explicit and detailed requirements for worker participation and consultation.
It requires organizations to understand the context in which they operate,
including internal and external issues that may affect their occupational health
and safety management system. It emphasizes risk-based thinking and the
management of both risks and opportunities. It includes specific requirements
for managing change, which was identified as a significant source of workplace
hazards.

ISO 45001 is also more explicit about the hierarchy of controls, which
prioritizes elimination of hazards over other risk control measures. This
hierarchy, which runs from elimination, substitution, engineering controls,
administrative controls, to personal protective equipment, is awell-established
principle in occupational safety that ISO 45001 incorporates more formally
than OHSAS 18001 did.

In addition to OHSAS 18001, several other standards and guidelines relate
to ISO 45001. ILO Occupational Safety and Health Management Systems
Guidelines provide a framework that shares many concepts with ISO 45001.
Various national standards in countries such as the United States (ANSI Z10),
Australia (AS/NZS 4801, now superseded by ISO 45001), and others have
influenced or been replaced by ISO 45001.

The ISO 45000 family includes related guidance standards that complement
ISO 45001. ISO 45004:2024 provides guidance on performance evaluation,
including the development and use of indicators for assessing occupational
health and safety performance [19]. ISO 45002, which is under development,
will provide general guidelines for the application of ISO 45001. These guidance
documents can be useful resources for organizations implementing ISO 45001
but are not requirements in their own right.

Certification versus Implementation

A critical distinction that must be made early in any discussion of ISO 45001 is
the difference between implementing the standard and obtaining certification
to the standard. These are related but fundamentally different things.

Implementing ISO 45001 means establishing, documenting, operating, and
continually improving an occupational health and safety management system
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that meets the requirements of the standard. This can be done entirely within
an organization without any external involvement. The organization identifies
the requirements, develops the necessary processes, trains its people, and op-
erates the system as part of its normal management activities. Implementation
is primarily about building capability and improving performance.

Certification is an external verification process conducted by an indepen-
dent certification body that assesses whether an organization’s management
system meets the requirements of the standard. Certification results in a cer-
tificate that the organization can use to demonstrate to customers, regulators,
stakeholders, and others that its management system has been independently
verified. Certification is primarily about external assurance and credibility.

An organization can implement ISO 45001 without seeking certification.
Some organizations choose this path because they want the benefits of a
systematic approach to safety management without the cost and effort of the
certification process. Others may implement to ISO 45001 requirements as
part of meeting customer requirements that do not require formal certifica-
tion. Still others may pursue certification later after gaining experience with
the standard.

An organization can also have certification without having an effectively
implemented system. Certification is a point-in-time assessment that verifies
conformity to the standard at the moment of the audit. A certification body
checks whether the organization has the required elements in place and
whether there is evidence that they are being used. The audit typically takes
a few days for an average organization and relies on sampling of processes,
documents, and records. It cannot assess every aspect of the system or
predict future performance. Organizations that focus excessively on passing
the audit rather than genuinely improving their safetymanagement can achieve
certification while having a system that is more appearance than reality.

This distinction matters because it speaks directly to the central question
of whether ISO 45001 actually makes workplaces safer. The answer depends on
what an organization does with the standard. An organization that treats ISO
45001 as ameaningful framework for improving its safetymanagement and that
implements it with genuine commitment is likely to achieve real improvements.
An organization that treats it as a box-ticking exercise aimed at obtaining a
certificate is unlikely to see the same results.

The certification process, when done properly by an accredited certifica-
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tion body, provides a useful level of external assurance and accountability.
It requires organizations to establish the basic elements of a functioning
management system and to maintain them over time through surveillance
audits. But certification is not a guarantee of safety performance. It is an
assurance that the organization has a system in place that, if used effectively,
can contribute to better safety outcomes.

For most organizations, the decision about whether to seek certification
depends on several factors. If customers, regulators, or other stakehold-
ers require or expect certification, pursuing it is straightforward. If the
organization operates in a high-risk industry or a regulated environment,
certification may provide valuable external credibility. If the organization
already has management system certifications for quality or environmental
management, adding ISO 45001 certification may be efficient and practical
through integrated audits.

If the organization does not face external pressure for certification but still
wants to improve its occupational health and safety management, implement-
ing ISO 45001without certification is a perfectly valid approach. The standard’s
requirements are designed to deliver benefits regardless of whether they are
externally verified. The key is implementation quality, not certification status.

The chapters that follow explain ISO 45001 in detail, from the foundational
concepts and terminology through every requirement clause and into practical
implementation strategies. Understanding the standard itself is the essential
foundation for making decisions about implementation, certification, and the
role ISO 45001 should play in your organization’s approach to occupational
health and safety.
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