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How Students Can Safely Refuse Unsafe Work: 
 
Mature adults can find it intimidating to insist on safe conditions in the workplace, let alone students and young people. It is a difficult proposition for young people to ask hard questions, confront authority figures or refuse unsafe work place directives. 

By completing this activity, we hope you will learn strategies for refusing unsafe work in your own future jobs.  Read the following information and instructions then complete the activities at the end.
 
Step 1: Review 
 
Your Worker Rights 
 
· You have the right to know: Every worker must be made aware of work place dangers and receive workplace safety training and protective equipment. 
· You have the right to participate: Every employee has the right to participate in a workplace health and safety committee. Every worker has the right to bring safety concerns forward, and have those concerns addressed. 
· You have the right to refuse unsafe work: every worker has the right to refuse work or instructions they reasonably believe to be unsafe. 
· You have the right to be free from retaliation: it is against the law for employers to fire or punish you for refusing unsafe work or for submitting a complaint with WorkSafe. 
 
Step 2: Strategies for Refusing Unsafe Work 

Have you ever had a part time job? If you have, you may have found it difficult sometimes to complain to your boss or supervisor about something that is bothering you at work. For many people, young and old, it is difficult to complain or bring something to the attention of their boss that is bothering them.  Lots of people are afraid of getting in trouble, or being perceived as “lazy”.  Yet it is important to find a way to approach your supervisor about safety issues, and refuse to carry out unsafe work.  Afterall, nothing is more important than your life and safety.  This can be intimidating, so below are some strategies meant to make refusing unsafe work easier:
 	
· Ask Questions: Ask questions or phrase your concern in the form of a question. Be polite and civil, and if possible, even friendly, in your tone. Most employers prefer it when new and young employees ask questions to make sure they are doing things correctly. This is a good way of voicing a safety concern without seeming confrontational. In addition, most employers want to keep their work places safe and are open to having work place hazards pointed out. 
 
Some examples of what to say:  "Is this safe to do?" or "What can I do to make sure I won't fall?" or "How heavy is that?” Oh, do you think I might need someone else to help me lift it?" or "Can you show me how to do this safely?" 
 
· Voice Concerns Using "I Feel" Statements: If something in the workplace seems unsafe it is your responsibility to bring forward your concern. Sometimes employers disagree with employees over what is safe and unsafe. If this worries you, when you bring forward your concerns or complaints phrase it with "I feel..." For example: "I feel that it is too dangerous to work on this conveyor belt right now. The emergency kill switch isn't working properly." Someone can argue about whether something is safe or not, but it's very difficult to argue about a person's feelings. No one can tell you that you don't feel unsafe. 
 
· Get Help: There is strength in numbers. Voice concerns with other employees who are also worried. Or you can go for help with your concerns to your Health and Safety Representative or your shop steward/union representative. If you have a buddy or two with you, or if the supervisor knows others in the workplace are equally concerned as you, it may make getting your safety concerns addressed easier. If you are afraid your supervisor or employer won't listen to you, voice your concerns to the Health and Safety Committee, or to your union who can advocate on your behalf. If all else fails, you can always submit a complaint to WorkSafeBC. 
  
· Standing Your Ground: If you have tried some or all the above strategies and your supervisor is not listening or insisting you participate in unsafe work, you must stand your ground and refuse unsafe work. DO NOT comply and hope to get it fixed later. You must always refuse unsafe work. 
 
This can be difficult for a young person to do You may fear losing their job, or retaliation, or being looked down on by your employer. Just remember, the law is on your side, your employer is not allowed to retaliate for your refusal, and even if they do, no job, part time or otherwise, is worth your safety and personal wellbeing. Politely, civilly, but firmly, stand your ground and refuse the unsafe work. It is your right! An example of a polite refusal is, "Look, I really would like to help you out with this, but I feel quite strongly this is unsafe. I'm afraid that is too heavy for me to safely maneuver. I'm sorry, but I can't do it." 
 


Questions on next page…









 Step 3: Questions

Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Which is a better way to refuse unsafe work?  Explain your answer:

“I think this is unsafe to do.  This equipment still needs to be repaired…”

Or

“I feel this is unsafe.  This equipment still needs to be repaired…”








2. If an employer doesn’t approve of your refusal of work on safety grounds can he fire or discipline you?  Why or why not?






3. Who are some of the people, other than your immediate supervisor, who can help you with safety concerns in the workplace?







4. [bookmark: _GoBack]Look at the file or handout labelled “Unsafe Work Scenarios” now.  Your teacher will have assigned you one of these scenarios.  Read your assigned scenario.  

Put yourself in the shoes of the worker from your scenario who is worried about their safety in the workplace.  How should they refuse this unsafe work?  Think of a way they can refuse using the strategies you have learned, and in a hundred words or less, write your suggested response below.
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