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By Ginger Janda 

There are many reasons to document the work you do with procedures or work 

instructions. Maybe your small business or corporate department wants to make 

training new hires a little easier. Maybe you want to ensure that processes are 

followed consistently by creating written instructions for important tasks. Or maybe 

your company is implementing an ISO standard such as 9001 or 14001. Whatever 

the reason, when you start writing down what should be done, when, how, and who 

should be doing it, you're creating a procedure or a work instruction. 

Which is it? Procedure or work instruction? Does it matter? 

Which is it?Which is it?Which is it?Which is it? 

The answer may depend on who you ask. The terms procedure and work instruction 

are sometimes confused or used interchangeably. Both terms have been applied to 

any type of document that explains what steps should be followed or how to 

complete a task. But procedures and work instructions are two different types of 

documents that play different roles in a multi-level document system.  

Procedure or work instruction?Procedure or work instruction?Procedure or work instruction?Procedure or work instruction? 

To determine which you need to write, consider what information the document will 

contain. Will it explain what should be done, when it should be done, and who should 

be doing it? Or will it be a step by step How To document? 

Typically: 

• A procedure describes a process--what should be done, when it should be 

done, and who is responsible for completing the process. 

• A work instruction explains how to complete a particular task or tasks. 

In a multi-level document system procedures are written for important processes, 

and work instructions are created as needed to add more detailed information for a 

task or group of tasks that make up a process. For example, the billing process may 

be explained in a procedure, but work instructions may be created for individual 

billing tasks such as posting charges to accounts and creating invoices. But if the 
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process is simple enough that one document can describe what, when, and who, and 

also explain how, then a procedure may be all you need to write. 

Does it matter?Does it matter?Does it matter?Does it matter? 

Again, that depends. To get the answer that’s best for you, consider the why. Why are 

you documenting the work you do? 

If you're creating documentation to make training new hires easier and ensure that 

tasks are performed in a consistent manner, then one document per task may be all 

that is required. Call it a procedure and include all of the information you want 

colleagues or employees to know. 

If your company has or wants to develop a multi-level documentation system, 

whether to document a more complex sequence of operations, or to document a 

management system (such as an ISO 9001 Quality Management System or ISO 

14001 Environmental Management System for example), then a combination of 

procedures and work instructions provides the framework for conveying the right 

amount of information to the personnel that need it, without forcing them to skim 

through additional content to find what they need. 

 

 

 

 

 


