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Abstract
Context and background: In France as in Québec, occupational health and
safety (OHS) has become a national priority. While organizations in these
two societies differ slightly, preventive measures are the same, and legislation
requires that the chosen approach to improving OHS be reduced to writing,
even in small and medium-sized enterprises. Prevention is managed through
existing structures within companies and is documented by the employer.
Such documentation is mandatory and allows the company to manage its
risks and to monitor the hazards associated its activities. The principal document used for this purpose is known as the “Document unique” in France
and the “Programme de prevention” in Québec. Motivation: The aim of this
concise review of the literature is to compare the “Document unique” and the
“Programme de prevention” and thereby help experts develop a universal
document that combines the best features of the French and Québécois versions. Methods: Differences between these two documents are noted.
Through comparative analysis, we explain how prevention, the regulatory
context and the field of application are defined in each case. We then discuss
the helpful features and the limitations inherent in both documents and conclude with a table of comparison. Results and conclusions: The advantages
and inconveniences appear to be similar for both documents. There are nevertheless opportunities to combine the best features of the Document unique

Mar. 7, 2019

22

Open Journal of Safety Science and Technology

C. Bignon, A. Badri

and the Programme de prévention in order to obtain an improved guide for
the writing of a complete accident prevention and OHS policy appreciated by
employers and employees alike.

Keywords
Occupational Health and Safety, Prevention, Document Unique, France,
Programme de Prévention, Québec

1. Introduction
Worker safety is essential for the success of any business. Small and medium-sized enterprises in particular face a variety of difficulties in their quest to
reduce or eliminate occupational risks, due in large part to their scale of operation and limited resources. In Europe, nearly 80% of workplace accidents leading
to more than three days of absence and nearly 88% of fatal accidents occur in
this business category [1]. In terms of economic and social costs, improving accident prevention represents major savings [2].
Worker wellbeing and physical health are essential for business longevity [3].
Occupational health and safety (OHS) is the discipline of preventing workplace
accidents and occupational illnesses through actions implemented in the work
environment. Risk management is one of the principal activities undertaken in
order to combat all types of occupational injury or illness [4].
According to article L.4121-1 of the French labor code, the workplace safety
imperative obliges all employers to implement measures designed to ensure the
safety and protect the health of their employees [5]. A key element of the approach to meeting this obligation is risk evaluation. In France, this approach is
reduced to writing in a framework entitled “Document unique” [6], the purpose
of which is to lessen or eliminate OHS risks by identifying them and implementing corrective actions.
Employers in Québec are required to do likewise using a framework entitled
“Programme de prévention” [7]. Like the Document unique, the aim of this
program is to list, monitor and eliminate potential hazards while proposing
concrete actions in order to ensure worker safety and health. The Programme de
prévention is intended as the principal tool to be used in order to achieve compliance with Québec occupational health and safety legislation [8]. Based on risk
identification and corrective measures, its goal is thus prevention, indeed elimination of work-related hazards.
In this article, some notable differences between these two documents are
brought to light. Through comparative analysis, we explain how prevention, the
regulatory context and the field of application are defined in each case. We then
discuss the helpful features and the limitations inherent in both documents and
conclude with a table of comparison.
The research problem is presented in Section 2, followed by the research meDOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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thodology in Section 3 and the detailed comparative analysis in Section 4. Our
intention is to help experts enrich these documents for application to prevent
work-related accidents and illnesses in small and medium-sized enterprises.

2. Research Problem
With regard to small and medium-sized enterprises, we note three recurrent
problems in the production and content of the in-house OHS documents currently in use. To begin with, depending on the business size and priority category, the Programme de prévention may or may not be mandatory. A program
should be required for nearly all businesses, since risks are present in several
sectors of activity not listed as high-priority in the legislation [8]. Each business
may create its own document, resulting in contents differing vastly in both form
and substance. The current legislation proposes no model, and each employer
writes as he or she sees fit [5] [9]. Risks and the associated preventive actions are
often described in generalities rather than in concrete terms that correspond to
workplace activities. Such documents can contribute little to effective management of accident prevention. And finally, although the creation of the document
should involve the workers, these employees are rarely well informed or trained
in the subject matter, and often consider the resulting content to be difficult to
implement.
The Programme de prévention generates documents that are a very complex
and often too theoretical, as well as lacking uniformity of presentation and richness of content. Our goal is to make the framework simpler, readily adaptable to
small and medium-sized industrial enterprises and designed to yield documents
that are more easily understood and provide concrete examples of feasible actions.
By comparing the contents of the principal OHS documents in France and
Québec, it should be possible to propose an enriched prevention document
framework for small industrial enterprises in Québec. Our intention is not to
propose specific solutions, but to compare French and Québec experiences with
prevention in the workplace, in order to move closer to the creation of a single
type of document that enables small and medium-sized enterprises to implement
effective actions more easily and thus eliminate hazards and improve their
productivity.

3. Research Methodology
This research was conducted in two phases (Figure 1). The subject of the present
article is the findings of our review of the literature (the first phase). The proposal of a universal document for the prevention of workplace accidents and
work-related illnesses (the second phase) will be covered in a future article.

3.1. Literature Review
Publications containing references to Document unique and Programme de
prevention were identified by searching the Internet using Google and searching
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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Phase 1
Review of the literature
Comparison of the Document unique (France) and the Programme de prévention (Québec)

Phase 2
Proposal of a universal prevention document for small and medium-sized enterprises

Figure 1. The phases of the research methodology.

in the following databases: Commission des normes, de l'équité, de la santé et de
la sécurité du travail (CNESST, Québec), Institut de recherche Robert-Sauvé en
santé et en sécurité du travail (IRSST, Québec) and Institut national de recherche
et de sécurité (INRS, France). Among the documents thus retrieved, the following types were examined: articles in magazines and scientific journals, technical
reports, standards, regulations and laws.
It should be noted that the search was conducted in French only, since only
francophone organisations use the two OHS frameworks being compared. Furthermore, the documents were retrieved only from the literature published in
French and therefore include relatively few scientific articles. The various
searches nevertheless retrieved a sufficient number of articles to allow a comparative analysis. Relevant publications were assessed for the clarity of their objectives and results. We analyzed the titles, keywords and abstracts of more than
60 publications. We were able to extract definitions and fields of application as
well as advantages and limitations associated with each of the two national OHS
models. The helpful features and inconveniences of these frameworks are summarized in a table presented below.

3.2. Development of a Universal Prevention Program
A future goal of this research is to propose a model of the Programme de
prévention enriched with elements drawn from the Document unique in order
to obtain a framework better adapted to the needs of small and medium-sized
enterprises in Québec.
This new framework will be developed in steps, the first of which will be compilation of the information gathered from the comparative analysis. In the
second step, the advantageous features of the Document unique and the Pro-

gramme de prevention approaches will be combined in order to produce an
enriched, adaptable and user-friendly universal prevention program for small
and medium-sized industrial enterprises. Risks will be grouped into industrial
categories to allow businesses to determine quickly whether or not a risk or catDOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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egory of risks and the associated recommendations are applicable to their situation.

4. Results
4.1. Occupational Health and Safety in Small and Medium-Sized
Enterprises
The small and medium-sized enterprises category may be characterized as “human-sized”. It generates a major portion of the national wealth and provides
much of the employment [2] [10] [11]. The size of a business is defined primarily in terms of the number of employees and its annual sales. The exact definition
may change from one country to the next [12]. In France, the small to medium-sized category refers to private companies employing no more than 250
individuals. Companies employing 10 to 50 individuals and generating annual
sales not exceeding 10 million euros or employing 50 to 250 individuals and generating annual sales not exceeding 50 million euros are in this category [12].
The European commission recommends defining the category also in terms of
social and financial characteristics [13]. In Canada, a small to medium-sized
business employs no more than 500 individuals and has assets not exceeding 50
million dollars, of which no more than 25% are the property of a large company
[14].
The small to medium-sized category thus includes a wide diversity of business
models each requiring specific managerial methods. Depending on the sector of
activity, such companies may face numerous risks in the workplace setting. If
these are not reduced, occupational injuries, illnesses and infirmities will reduce
worker efficiency and hence the productivity of the enterprise. Proper management of prevention is therefore fundamental for the success of a small or medium-sized business [15].
Fatal accidents are up to eight times more frequent in small enterprises than
in large ones [16]. In Europe, 82% of workplace accidents and 90% of those
causing death occur in small enterprises. The tools of accident prevention must
be adapted to the size of the business and to its industrial setting. Business size of
course has a major influence on the availability of financial resources for such
tools [17], cost being one of the main obstacles to improving prevention. Small
companies cannot afford to manage OHS using the means available to large
corporations [2]. Paperwork, time constraints and lack of staff are among the
factors that contribute to their poorer management of OHS. According to a
study based on over 200 interviews, 9 out of 10 directors of such companies have
insufficient knowledge in accident prevention and its integration into operations
[17]. While large companies often have specialized staff dedicated to OHS risk
management and accident prevention, such personnel are usually non-existent
in small companies. OHS-related information is communicated rarely, the director or CEO often being the only person who does this [2] [17].
Obstacles associated with managers must also be taken into consideration.
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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Most managers lack the skills needed to manage OHS in collaboration with
company directors [17]. Quite often workers and employers alike are too preoccupied with production to spend time on accident prevention. Lack of training
and lack of time appear to be obstacles for about 30% of the directors interviewed [17].
In a more recent study of the factors associated with inefficient management
of OHS in smaller businesses, human conditions and economic uncertainty were
found to play a significant role, followed by lack of sensitization of directors [2].
Managers and directors often simply lack the OHS reflex, creating barriers to the
integration of OHS principles into workplace design and operations. In some
businesses, OHS management continues to be regarded as optional and not essential for smooth operation and sustainable productivity. Finally, since the
managers of such companies are not well informed on the subject, they often
view the creation of a prevention document as an overly technical, constraining,
expensive and ultimately unproductive effort.
Integration of OHS generally involves the development of a rigorous approach
to prevention. A prevention program is indispensible if work-related infirmity is
to be reduced and increases in productivity are to be sustainable in smaller enterprises. However, managers of these enterprises do not always appreciate the
connection between OHS and operational efficiency [2] [11].

4.2. Prevention Documents in France and in Québec
4.2.1. The Document Unique in France
An effective approach to prevention is one that ensures the health and safety of
employees in their workplace. The employer must therefore root out hazards
associated with the work and reduce or eliminate these by implementing concrete actions.
In the French system, the State and its ministerial staff have direct control
over OHS, unlike in Québec, where the role of managing prevention in the small
to medium-sized business category is delegated to independent agencies. Two
ministries thus work in close collaboration: the ministry of labor and the ministry of health. The general directorate of labor is responsible for preventive aspects while the directorate of social security ensures worker compensation and
participates in guiding prevention policy. The State does consult some external
organizations [18].
The Document unique has been the principal reference in matters of prevention in France since November 2001. In accordance with article R230-1 of
French OHS legislation, employers are required to use this document to transcribe the results of their OHS risk evaluations [19]. This allows them to list and
rank all risks that could pose threats to worker health and safety in the work environment. The production of this document is mandatory for businesses and
associations having more than one salaried employee. It must combine, on a
single support, the identification of occupational risks, a record of the approach
taken to evaluate these risks, and planning of short-term, medium-term and
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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long-term preventive actions. It takes into account the inherent characteristics of
the business operations such as the number of salaried workers exposed to each
risk (exposure) or the frequency with which the risk arises. These indicators are
indispensible for improving accident prevention within a company [6].
The Document unique represents the application of articles L4121-2 and
L4121-3 of the French labor code, as per decree number 2001-1016 issued on
November 5, 2001 [5] and requiring all employers to reduce their risk evaluation
to writing for compliance with the labor code [6]. However, the legislation sets
forth only the minimal requirements and does not propose a model document.
The employer can therefore choose the format best adapted to his enterprise.
Although no rule has been issued for dating or signing, dating of updates is
recommended in order to ensure the traceability of amendments [6].
The Document unique is not to be produced solely for compliance with regulations. It is designed to evolve and to be used as a tool in support of implementation of preventive measures or actions for the purpose of improving OHS. Article L4121-2 of the labor code specifies that the employer must base the implementation of such measures or actions on “the general principles of prevention”,
summarized in Table 1.
According to decree 2001-1016, updating of the Document unique is mandatory and indispensible in order to allow it to evolve along with the business [21].
The document must be updated at least once a year as well as after each
workplace accident report. It should also be reviewed each time a work task or
activity is modified. It must be allowed to adapt to changes to the company and
its enterprises. French inspectors are saddled with the task of verifying that enterprises are compliant with their legal and regulatory frameworks as well as the
terms of labor agreements.
In order to create a Document unique, an employer may use previous in-house
documents. Written reports describing the sanitary, safety and working conditions overall may be used as references [22]. The employer may also enlist any
person wishing to get involved in the company OHS and prevention initiative.
In addition to contributions from employees, help from the sanitary, safety and
working conditions committee (CHSCT), workplace health services committee
or consulting and training organizations also may be sought [23]. Numerous
consulting firms offer the service of writing the Document unique according to
the specific needs of small businesses. Workplace medical doctors can also help
with the writing. In any case, the employer remains responsible for the document.
The Document unique is to be used also as a base for writing the annual prevention program, a more general document that combines technical, organizational and human aspects with reference to the nine general principles of prevention listed in Table 1.
4.2.2. The Programme de Prévention in Québec
The Québec equivalent to the French Document unique is the Programme de

prévention, which contains the details of all actions (organizational and operational)
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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Table 1. The nine general principles of prevention [20].
No.

Principle

1

Avoiding risk

2

Evaluating unavoidable
risks

3

Tackling risks at the source

Integrating prevention as early as possible, in the design of the
workplace, equipment and tasks

4

Adapting work to people

Designing workstations and choosing equipment and methods
that minimize the monotony, drudgery and cadence of tasks

5

Allowing techniques
to evolve

6
7

8

9

Meaning
Eliminating the hazard or exposure to it
Appreciating their nature and importance in order to
determine actions that ensure worker health and safety

Watching for opportunities to install preventive means in
phase with technical and organizational evolution

Replacing hazardous means Eliminating dangerous products or processes when the same
with safer ones
result is obtainable using less hazardous means
Planning prevention

Integrating work technique, structure and conditions, social
relations and the environment into a coherent unit

Giving priority to collective protection means, using personal
Implementing measures of
protective devices only to enhance collective protection (not to
collective protection
compensate for inadequate collective means)
Giving appropriate
instructions to workers

Giving employees the information necessary to perform their
tasks under conditions of optimal safety

planned and implemented in the continued effort to improve OHS in a business
establishment [7].
The Programme de prévention is the principal tool of reference for the purposes of OHS legislation (LSST) in Québec [8] [9]. Its aim is to prevent, indeed
to eliminate hazards in the workplace. This program proposes a list of potential
hazards and concrete actions for limiting them. These risks and hazards are
based on work-related injuries and infirmities compiled by the CNESST [24].
Within the rather elaborate Québec regulatory framework, employers are obliged to identify, monitor and eliminate hazards that could affect their workers
[8]. They must also verify that their workers are aware of and apply the preventive measures that ensure a safe and healthy work environment. Writing the

Programme de prévention is an obligation for any establishment subject to this
regulation, including small businesses. The criteria that determine who is subject
to the regulation include the number of salaried employees and the presence of
high-priority activities (high-risk jobs).
Devised in 2001, the occupational health and safety regulation (RSST) defines
the workplace and task-related requirements and obligations with which employers must comply [25]. It establishes standards and provides clear guidelines
for organizing accident prevention programs. All organizations subject to OHS
legislation use this regulation as their principal reference. It is divided into several sections, including arrangement of work areas, emergency safety measures,
work environment quality, combustible dust and dry matter, radiation, noise,
lighting, procedures regarding dangerous substances, machinery and equipment,
personal safety devices, collective protective means and so on.
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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The Programme de prevention must be updated annually [9], must reflect
changes and evolution within the business establishment and must include an
evaluation of compliance with in-house standards from the previous year. The
updating process thus provides proof that the document is dynamic and evolving. The writing of this document is mandatory for all business establishments
subject to the Programme de prévention [8] [9]. Establishments active only in
non-listed categories are certainly not discouraged from being proactive in this
regard.
The CNESST thus highly recommends implementing a prevention program.
As is the case for the Document unique, the employer is responsible for the Pro-

gramme de prévention and may seek the assistance of consultants and agencies.
Guides designed specifically for small enterprises propose a simple and practical
approach to reducing the most common OHS hazards [26].
The principal steps to be followed in order to create a document suitable for
the purposes of the Programme de prévention are shown in Figure 2.

4.3. Advantages and Drawbacks of Prevention Documents
4.3.1. The Document Unique in France
The Document unique is a tool that employers use to record and evaluate initiatives undertaken to reduce risks faced by their employees. It thus constitutes at
the same time an inventory of risks present in the workplace and a plan of action
designed to reduce or eliminate them. Using the Document unique to monitor
risks makes a company’s commitment to OHS more credible [6]. A statistical
follow-up may be implemented in order to monitor the success of prevention initiatives.
By decreasing work-related hazards, the employer improves operations, utilizes know-how and reinforces social protection. Expenses due to workplace accidents and absenteeism decrease and productivity increases. Annual updating
provides indicators of effectiveness and thereby contributes to the dynamism of
the document and of the business [21].
However, it is the employer who must write the Document unique, which is
often perceived as making an already heavy workload insurmountable. This task
therefore must not be left to the company director but rather should be a participative effort involving workers and specialized organizations. The legislation
currently does not propose any model for the document, and the employer may
use the support (paper, spreadsheet or dedicated software) best suited to company needs and resources [23].
The advantages and drawbacks of two types of software support are listed in
Table 2.
4.3.2. The Programme de Prévention in Québec
The Programme de prévention proposes actions in order to prevent or eliminate
hazards present in the workplace. This OHS document is very complete and
contains a large amount of data, combining a list of the principal hazards
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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Figure 2. The 7 steps of the creation of an OHS plan based on the Programme de prévention [27].
Table 2. Advantages and drawbacks of using spreadsheets or dedicated software for producing the Document unique [28].
Support

Advantages

Drawbacks

Dedicated
software

- Considerable masses of data are
processed, sorted and ranked.
- The criticality calculation system is
usually automatic.
- The evolution of the document is saved
and archived.
- Generates other prevention tools: plan
of action, analysis of accidents, etc.
- Access is controllable; two or more
users may work simultaneously.

- Training of users is lengthy and
constraining.
- Expensive.
- The client needs to be accompanied
(file set-up and client service).
- Sensitive to computer system bugs.

- Use is simple and flexible.
- Inexpensive.
- Databases are accessible and easily
integrated into other systems.

- Time required for modeling, set-up
and construction of indicators and
methods of calculation.
- Manual updating of data requires
rigor and concentration (tedious).
- Sensitive to computer system bugs.

Spreadsheet

encountered as well as regulations and standards to be met in responding to
them. It also lists personal safety devices and protective equipment. Employers
and workers participate in the production of this document [26]. Writing the

Programme de prévention thus favors the commitment of company directors
and staff. This improves wellbeing in the workplace, allowing workers to feel safer and valued by their employer [29].
The Programme de prévention is used as a base for building an overall OHS
management system, thus allowing the employer to gather all information that
the company might need for the purposes of prevention. It constitutes evidence
of company organization, rigor and commitment regarding the challenge of improving OHS.
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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An annual update must be filed with the CNESST as a sign that company is
active and dynamic in its approach. The document thus reflects the evolution of
the business and its prevention initiative [26] [27]. These benefits lead to satisfaction with the Programme de prévention among employers and workers alike.
By ensuring worker wellbeing, the company improves its work climate and thereby decreases absenteeism and improves its productivity [29].
Since it is known that OHS is fundamental for the proper functioning and
productivity of a business, a prevention program should be an obligation for all
enterprises. However, the legislation requires it only for a few categories considered as high priority [9]. The Programme de prevention currently protects only
about 26% of the Québec labor force [30]. Many small and medium-sized enterprises are not subject to the requirements of the Programme de prévention. The
risks present in several sectors not listed as high priority by the LSST are therefore receiving less attention [9] [26].
Although workers are involved in the management of accident prevention in
their workplace, few are sufficiently informed with regard to the Programme de
prévention. The employer therefore must work constantly to maintain or increase their participation in prevention initiatives [31]. Some workers find the
document “too theoretical” or “impractical”, especially where machinery safety
is concerned, often expressing the opinion that the regulation is not adapted to
the reality of machinery [32]. Since writing the Programme de prevention is the
employer’s responsibility, the actual ability of the company directors to produce
by themselves an exhaustive list of the risks may be questioned, as may be their
ability to propose feasible actions [33].
As in the case of the French document, no model is predefined in the legislation for writing the Programme de prévention, and the resulting document differs from one company to the next. It is not clear what constitutes a compliant
document or who is certified to help the employer produce it. The only guide
provided by the CNESST is general and rather vague on these questions [26].
The Programme de prévention nevertheless contains a large amount of detailed information, which must be written by the employer and read by employees, who may find the program to be tedious and confusing [2] [11], depending on their education, experience and other factors. Some of the helpful
features and inconveniences of the French and Québec versions of the principal
document used inenterprises for OHS management are listed in Table 3.
We found the advantageous features and inconveniences to be quite similar
for both documents. There are nevertheless opportunities to combine the best
features of the Document unique and the Programme de prévention in order to
obtain an improved guide for the writing of a complete accident prevention and
OHS policy appreciated by employers and employees alike.

5. Conclusions
In France and in Quebec, numerous actors play important roles in protecting
worker health and safety. In both societies, responsibility for OHS in the
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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Table 3. Document unique and Programme de prévention: helpful features and inconveniences.
Document unique

Support

- Mandatory for all employers, in
accordance with labor code article
R4121-1.
- The results of the occupational risk
prevention initiative are transcribed
into a single document.
- Is updated annually; is dynamic and
evolves in pace with changes in the
company.
Helpful features - Makes possible the statistical
monitoring of risk and risk
reduction.
- Promotes decreases in work-related
hazards, and thus less absenteeism,
less expense due to workplace
accidents and work stoppages,
hence a more productive business.
- Is written by the employer with
participation of workers.

-

-

Inconveniences -

-

Programme de prévention
- The document is complete; its
required content is specified in the
regulation.
- Proposes concrete actions and
measures focused on eliminating
work-related hazards.
- Is updated annually: is dynamic and
evolves in pace with changes
in the company.
- Lists and categorizes the principal
work-related hazards.
- Contains the regulations and
standards applicable to reducing
hazards.
- Promotes decreases in work-related
hazards, and thus less absenteeism,
less expense due to workplace
accidents and work stoppages, hence
a more productive business.
- Is written by the employer with
participation of workers.

- Is mandatory only for enterprises in
certain high-priority groups defined
The business owner does most of the
in the legislation.
writing; the workload is often
- There is little research or study on the
onerous.
effectiveness of this program in small
The legislation does not propose a
and medium-sized enterprises.
model; the employer must sort and
- Is dependent on occupational health
weigh the criteria for choosing a
and safety committees, which are not
support.
always effective.
No exhaustive list of the risks or
- Little information is available on how
categories is proposed in the
to write the document.
legislation; the employer creates his
- Writing of the document is difficult
own referential.
for employers, who must sort and
In many companies, the document is
weigh the criteria for choosing a
poorly written, does not reflect
support.
reality, is incomplete and used rarely
- Employers and workers find the
if ever.
document too theoretical and of little
practical value.

workplace lies primarily with the employer. It is up to the employer to evaluate
risks, to reduce them and to eliminate them wherever possible, by applying the
formal and systematic approaches set forth in the Document unique (France) or
the Programme de prévention (Québec).
The frameworks provided by legislation both in France and Québec contain
several helpful features as well as notable inconveniences. The present article
does not propose solutions, but provides a basis for comparing the Document
unique and Programme de prévention in order to create an improved framework that draws upon French and Québécois experience with OHS in small and
medium-sized industrial enterprises. In order for in-house OHS management
DOI: 10.4236/ojsst.2019.91003
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based on a single universal document to work as legislators intend and taxpayers
expect, the documentation procedure must be made easier and especially more
accessible to workers, and the preventive actions must be made both easier to
implement and better grounded in workplace reality. The goals must be to improve accident prevention processes and eliminate workplace hazards, and thereby increase business productivity and viability.
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