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The Unprepared Frontline: Why Industry is Failing
its Maintenance Supervisors — And What It Costs
Your Business

Industry faces a reliability crisis due to the chronic neglect of frontline Maintenance Supervisors. Shifting from reactive chaos to
proactive reliability hinges on empowering this pivotal role. Supervisors must be rigorously defined with a dual mandate:
guarantee safe, timely, quality maintenance and provide immediate technical intelligence on asset risks.

True reliability demands supervisors champion disciplined strategies, curb emergency interventions by driving a continuous
planning pipeline, and foster preventive/condition-based maintenance through mentorship. Mastering workflows and leading
continuous improvement, the Supervisor is essential to mitigating risk and ensuring asset lifecycles.

Commentary on Appendices 1 and 2:

Both appendices o this document detail "how-to" frameworks yet differ in focus: Appendix 1 ("Governance Blueprint”)
emphasises structural and systemic components (clear definition, formal appointment, mandated accountability). Appendix 2
("Rigorous Governance Model") focuses on cultural and developmental aspects (leadership support, continuous learning,

succession planning). They are complementary: the "Governance Blueprint” sets the compliance foundation while the
"Rigorous Governance Model" empowers supervisors through the human element and leadership support.
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For Master Class Attendees

Introduction

The maintenance frontline supervisor is often called the most critical player in operational excellence.
They are expected to be the linchpin that delivers safe, quality work on time. Yet, across vast swathes
of industry, this vital role is neglected, defined poorly, and fundamentally under-resourced. This
neglect is not a small oversight; it is a systemic organisational failure with a direct impact on your
balance sheet, perpetuating a crippling "breakdown culture" that costs your business dearly.

This paper provides insights derived for our Masterclass, challenging entrenched mindsets and
offering a clear framework for turning your unprepared frontline into the true unsung heroes of your
operations.

1. The Financial Fallout of Failure

The costs associated with neglecting supervisory capability extend far beyond rework and missed
deadlines. They are locked into inefficiency and systemic risk:

A Culture of Reactive Chaos

When leadership fails to define and equip supervisors, maintenance teams fall into constant crisis
mode. Supervisors spend their days running from one emergency to the next, responding to urgent
requests. While immediate response to faults is necessary, good practice requires urgent work to be
rare because teams should proactively manage risks.

The Missing Link: Knowledge and Data Integrity

Supervisors are the primary source of equipment knowledge and risk intelligence. However,
organisational systems often fail because people are not properly trained in using their maintenance
information systems (EAMS/CMMS). When they are inefficient in the system, they fail to provide the
essential feedback needed for continuous improvement.

For example, when a job finishes, the supervisor must ensure that essential feedback, such as actual
labour hours, condition codes, and detailed comments, is accurately captured in the Work Order
history. Without this discipline, you lack the information necessary to track asset health, stop repeat
failures, or justify future investments.

Compromised Safety and Compliance

Poorly planned work is fundamentally unsafe work. Supervisors are accountable for ensuring assets
are safe and legally compliant. Supervisors must enforce quality execution. When they tolerate
substandard documentation and ineffective safety instructions, they expose the organisation to
significant risk. Their role is to ensure people understand why they must be safe, not just that they
must comply.
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Leadership in Work Management

2. Redefining the Supervisor: Leader, Triage Officer, Coach

The supervisor is not merely a task manager; they are a leader, advocate, and problem solver. They
sit at the centre of the work management system, coordinating crucial workflows.

The supervisor is the front-line technical expert who understands the risks in the plant. Therefore, they
must triage or assess urgent work before an immediate response is approved. This ensures that
maximum work can be planned in advance, ideally starting a few weeks after being raised, improving
efficiency for the planning team. They must classify new requests—determining if the work is valid,
non-urgent, or an immediate crisis—and provide clear scoping information to planners. They
maximise the use of planning and scheduling support by carefully judging the required response.

Driving Quality and Proactive Work

A central component of effective supervision is driving proactive maintenance, not just responding to
failures. This involves:

* Quality Assurance: Supervisors must measure job quality and ensure standards are met.
They audit work for adherence to task lists and ensure safety permits and isolations are in
place. Underperformance must have consequences, such as re-work and coaching.

* Mentorship: They must operate in a mentoring-based supervision mode, focusing on
developing the skills and competencies of their team members, rather than fixing everything
themselves.

* Feeding the Pipeline: Supervisors are critical in providing the information necessary to
create and manage the forward pipeline of work. This process requires them to continually
challenge simplistic tasks (like generic "check something" PMs) and feedback insights so that
work strategies can be improved.
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Role of Supervisor in Continuous Improvement

3. The Solution: Developing Capability and Leadership

To transition your team from liability to competence requires deliberate focus on two key areas:
technical systems discipline and leadership skills.

Mastering Systems and Discipline

Supervisors must be formally trained in their organisation’s workflow and how the maintenance
information system enables it. They need to acquire the capability to use modern information systems
to manage work and report on asset risk. This includes:

1. Enforcing Feedback: Continually reinforcing the critical nature of closing out Work Orders
with precise data, ensuring time confirmations are recorded (including final confirmations by
the last resource).

2. Using Metrics: Utilising reports on performance measures (KPIs) such as breakdown rates,
schedule compliance, and backlog size, and using these metrics as a leadership tool to coach
teams and set targets for continuous improvement.

3. Collaborating with Experts: Working effectively with Reliability Engineers, especially
leveraging their expertise to analyse data, identify systemic issues, and convert
recommendations into actionable improvement plans and scheduled work.

The Essential Soft Skills Gap
Technical expertise is not enough. The major capability gap often lies in what is called “soft skills” but
are indeed necessary “core skills”"—empathy, conflict resolution, communication, and emotional

intelligence.

»  Supervisors must embrace leadership by painting a clear picture of the future goal (having a
vision).

* They must be passionate and show people they care, making it clear when non-compliance is
unacceptable, but working the problem calmly.

* Yelling does not fix anything; remaining calm and being kind is key, using correction sparingly
to ensure people understand consequences.

The Unprepared Frontline Page 5 of 10



COVARIS

«  Effective supervision depends on their ability to mentor the next generation, recognising that
leadership is a skill that must be developed and coached, often requiring learning time from a
mentor.

The Supervising Process

Determine/ Allocate
Tasking/ Work

Is the Work/ Task
Requirement Clear?

Do | have the skills &
knowledge to succeed’

Do | have the resources

succeed? Y-pt  Perform Work/ Tasking

N————— | Request Help/ Assistance [¢—N

A4

Doing Work - Requirement, Skills, Resources
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Appendix 1

The Governance Blueprint for Supervisory Excellence

The detailed structure mandated for Statutory Positions—such as those required for mine
operations—offers a powerful blueprint for how all supervisory roles should be defined, managed, and
held accountable within your organisation. If we truly believe the frontline supervisor is the most
critical asset on your team, we must govern the role with the same rigor the law applies to safety and
compliance.

The failure of the "Unprepared Frontline" often stems from a lack of governance, where supervisors
are forced to "self-determine their approach”. By adopting the foundational principles of statutory
accountability, we transition the supervisor from an organisational void to a cornerstone of your Asset
Management System (AMS).

Clear Definition and Classification

Statutory positions are explicitly defined by legislation, dictating their specific functions, obligations,
and necessary levels of knowledge and experience.

The Standard We Must Adopt: Your maintenance supervisory roles must be defined by the clarity of
their purpose within the workflow.

* Formal Role Documentation: The organisation must create a top-level statement defining
the key teams and their roles in asset management. This prevents "duplication and
misalignment" which creates waste.

+ Defined Accountability: The definition must clarify who is Accountable (the owner of the
outcome) and who is Responsible (the doer) within key processes like work planning,
scheduling, and reliability support, ensuring functions are allocated and accountability for
delivery is clear.

+ Classification by Function: Supervisors must be classified based on their role in the Asset
Management Framework (e.g., Triage Gatekeeper, Quality Manager, Mentor). This ensures
that people know how their role fits in with other teams, allowing clear objectives to be set.

Formal Appointment and Accountability

Statutory positions require formal appointment by the mine operator, with only one person appointed
to a key position at a time (though alternates are specified).

The Standard We Must Adopt: Supervisory appointments must be accompanied by a clear mandate
of authority, responsibility, and formal delegation.

+ Mandated Authority: Appointment grants the authority to execute critical functions, such as
reviewing and approving requests for corrective maintenance, ensuring the work is
"necessary, appropriate, and funded" before it proceeds.

« Accountability is Mandatory: The supervisor is the critical individual who ensures
compliance with the rules set by the manager. This means they are accountable for ensuring
their team drives performance and influences peers to achieve shared objectives. A clear
organisational structure ensures that major functions, such as maintenance execution control,
are allocated and accountable.

+ Alternates and Contingency: Just as statutory roles require alternates, organisations must
define alternates or support structures (like a Coordinator) for non-statutory supervisors to
ensure continuity when the primary leader is absent.
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Competency and Certification

Eligibility for statutory roles is based on stringent requirements, including formal qualifications,
legislation examinations, approved WHS risk management units, and defined minimum experience.
This ensures the person is proven to be competent for the risk they manage.

The Standard We Must Adopt: Supervisory competency must move beyond mere time served and
be formally assessed across both technical knowledge and essential leadership skills.

+ Measured Competence: Competency management processes must be established for asset
management. Training must address technical aspects (workflow, EAMS use, planning
process) and the critical "soft skills" (aka core skills) (leadership, coaching, emotional
intelligence, and communication) which are essential for effective performance.

* Training and Development: Competencies are built on internal or external training courses.
Organisations should establish clear training pathways (e.g., Supervisors School) that split
development into technical skills and leadership competencies to properly equip this group.

* Risk-Based Skill Set: Supervisors must be risk-conscious in their decision-making and
possess the skills to correctly "triage work" to determine what tasks are urgent and what can
wait to be planned properly.

Formal Acceptance and Discipline

A person must formally accept a statutory appointment in writing before commencing work. This
acknowledges the gravity of the legal duties.

The Standard We Must Adopt: Formal commitment to the role ensures discipline and buy-in,
transforming passive compliance into active participation.

+ Commitment to Documentation: Every supervisor must understand and agree to adhere to
the organisation's governing documents (policies, procedures, standards). This assures
consistency and reliability of outcomes.

+ Discipline in Systems: Supervisors must commit to the required discipline in using asset
management systems, ensuring accurate job close-outs and providing quality feedback. If the
organisation commits to improvement, the supervisor must commit to continually reaffirming
roles and clarifying what is expected of their teams.

* Accountability in Action: Acceptance means confirming expectations and making people
accountable for their quality of work, recognising that failure to hold individuals accountable
leads to negativity and ineffectiveness in the whole team.
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Appendix 2

Adopting a Rigorous Governance and Preparation Model for Supervisors: Cultivating
Excellence Through Leadership Support

The extensive research into statutory supervision underscores a fundamental principle: the key to
preventing catastrophic failures and fostering resilient, high-performing organisations lies in rigorous
external governance, meticulous preparation, continuous competency development, and proactive
succession planning for supervisory personnel. This model suggests that future supervisors should be
identified early and given time and opportunity to understand the organisation and develop leadership
traits and skills, so they are prepared when the moment comes to elevate them. In addition to training
and development, success also hinges on creating an environment where supervisors are supported
by company leadership, are respected for their roles, and are entrusted with the authority necessary
to execute their responsibilities. Whether in high-risk environments such as mining, electrical work, or
social services, the frameworks underpinning statutory roles exemplify best practices that must be
universally adopted across all supervisory functions, regardless of industry.

Why External Governance Matters

Statutory supervision operates within a strict, externally governed framework characterised by clear
eligibility criteria, formal certification, and accountability mechanisms. Essential elements include:

¢ Practising Certificates & Ongoing Education: These ensure supervisors maintain current
technical skills and safety knowledge, fostering a culture of continuous learning.

o Defined Roles & Responsibilities: Clear delineation of statutory functions promotes
accountability, coordination, and role clarity.

¢ Rigorous Risk Management: Mandatory training in risk assessment and planning
safeguards against systemic failures, emphasising proactive rather than reactive safety
approaches.

e Accountability & Data Integrity: Supervisors hold responsibility for accurate records, data
governance, and ensuring knowledge flows efficiently—critical for ongoing safety and
operational excellence. This governance model is designed not merely for legal compliance
but to embed a culture of diligence, high standards, and proactive risk management—
elements crucial for any organisation seeking to minimise financial fallout and safeguard
assets. In this model, supervisors do not come from nowhere. They are carefully identified
early and mentored to gradually groom them for the future role

Translating Statutory Principles to All Supervisory Roles

The core mechanisms of external governance—strict eligibility, continuous competency,
accountability, systematic risk management, and a developmental growth strategy—offer a blueprint
for elevating supervisory standards universally:

e Structured Certification & Training: Implement tiered competency programs that
encompass technical expertise, leadership, and soft skills like psychological safety. Regular
refresher courses ensure supervisors stay abreast of best practices.

e Ongoing Development & Reflection: Just as statutory roles require periodic renewal,
supervisors across industries should engage in regular training and performance reviews.
These promote adaptive leadership and continuous improvement.

o Formal Risk and Data Management: Like statutory roles that mandate risk assessments
and detailed documentation, all supervisors should embed structured risk identification,
communication, and data integrity within their routines.
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o Clear Accountability & Governance: Defining supervisory roles and expectations ensures
responsibility for safety, quality, and systemic knowledge is shared and upheld consistently.

Company Leadership's Role in Empowering Supervisors

Creating a Supportive Culture: It is the role of the senior company leadership to promote an
environment in which supervisors feel trusted, respected, and supported, rather than scapegoated
through rigid and unforgiving statutory supervision. A safety net encourages diligent planning.

Trust-Based Accountability: The robust preparation of supervisors should be viewed not from the
lens of fear or retribution, but from trust and empowerment. When supervisors are thoroughly trained,
they are given the tools and agency to succeed, which is more effective than an attitude of blame.

Detailed Planning and Development: Effective leadership understands the importance of extensive
preparation, mentoring, and skill development, and dedicates the necessary resources. This
investment creates supervisors who are confident and respected by their teams.

Using all avenues: Companies are to utilise all avenues to support the supervisors. That involves
regular meetings, training and creating an internal support and mentorship programs. Also, there
needs to be more support from their own team.

Succession as a Development Pathway:

o Early Identification: Develop an early identification program for suitable supervisory
candidates within the organisation. Assess leadership traits like communication, integrity, and
decision-making skills early on.

¢ Mentorship and Grooming: The selected candidates should be provided mentorship from
current supervisors and opportunities to understand the supervisory role gradually. These can
include small assignments, shadowing current supervisors, and participating in training
programs focused on leadership skills.

o Gradual elevation: The elevation to a supervisory role should not be a "big bang" but rather
a gradual increase in responsibilities, ensuring they are prepared and comfortable in the new
role.

Why This Matters

Adopting this rigorous governance framework and gradual elevation process transforms supervisory
capability from reactive oversight into a proactive, growth-oriented discipline. Properly prepared
supervisors become the linchpins of safety, efficiency, and data integrity, effectively closing
knowledge gaps and preventing the systemic failures that lead to financial and reputational fallout.

By embracing these principles—rooted in statutory best practices—organisations acquire a resilient
foundation that not only safeguards lives and assets but also enhances operational excellence and
financial stability. All supervisory roles, regardless of industry, should be elevated to this standard,
ensuring a future characterised by diligence, accountability, continuous learning, proactive succession
planning, and unwavering leadership support.
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