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1. When I make a mistake at work, I tell my team 
leader so we can learn from it

2. Errors are useful for improving the work 
processes

3. My managers frequently ask us what makes it 

difficult to follow the rules and procedures

4. My managers are honestly interested in 

what’s behind non-compliance

5. My managers welcome when people admit 

non-conformance

HOW WOULD YOUR PEOPLE ANSWER?

Agree Disagree



FROM REACTIVE TO PROACTIVE…



• Few learning opportunities

• Lagging indicators are not helpful

• Focusing on unsafe behaviors is no longer 
sufficient to further reduce risk

• Frustrating repeat accidents
TIME
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LEARNING FROM INCIDENTS:
IMPORTANT BUT LIMITING
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LEARNING FROM NORMAL WORK 

• Only a very small percentage of all activities result in an undesired event.

• Does it mean that all other work was executed flawlessly? 

• If not, could we learn about the issues and challenges that could, but did not, result in an 
accident? 
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All work

Accidents



THINGS GO WRONG FOR THE VERY SAME REASONS 
THAT THINGS GO RIGHT 

EuroControl, “Systems Thinking for Safety: Ten Principles A White Paper. Moving towards Safety-II,” 2014.

Failure Success 

Incident

No Incident

SOMETHING WENT WRONG

NOTHING WENT WRONG
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Success looks a lot like 
failure 



WHAT IS (LEARNING FROM) NORMAL WORK? 

‘Normal work’ is about how people adapt to changing 

conditions and challenges as part of their job. 

For example, using a crane to lift a load. Every time an 

operator does it, there may be something different about 

the situation, for example:

• Less time available than planned

• Additional people in the area

• One person being off work

• Correct tools not available, e.g. lifting slings

Adapting to overcome the various challenges is part of 

what needs to be done. It’s ‘normal work’. 



INDUSTRY EFFORTS
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SPECTRUM OF LFNW TOOLS

Quick, less insight

Structured, more insight

Conversation Conversational
WTTT 

Form-based
WTTT 

Integration 
with Risk 

Assessment

Procedure 
walk-through

Learning Teams

Pre-, Post-job 
briefings

Procedure 
walk-through

+
Cross-

departmental 
Learning Team



PEOPLE MAKE 
MISTAKES



ERROR TRAPS / CONSTRAINTS

– Every time a task is performed, there is a 
possibility of human error. 

– This probability of error may be higher 
or lower depending on the so-called 
Error Traps. 

– An error trap is any condition that makes 
it more likely that people will make 
mistakes when carrying out their work.

Error Traps vs Hazards



ERROR TRAPS VS HAZARDS



CONTEXT 
DRIVES 

BEHAVIOR



ADAPTIVE BEHAVIORS

1. Buttons get stuck during operations

2. Remote is losing signal

3. Missing lifting tools

4. Missing information about the 
center of gravity

5. Needed sketches not available in 
the docs but refers to sketches 
located in other locations.

ACTIVITY

1. For each of these constraints discuss 

how people could adapt to finish the job 

on time

CONTEXT: There is 30 min to complete the 
job



ERROR TRAPS / CONSTRAINTS

• Procedure/Work Instruction
• Information
• Training & Onboarding
• Time available
• Tools for the job
• Planning and preparation
• Stress & Fatigue
• Equipment Design
• Tool Design
• Change
• Supervision
• Site Leadership
• Communication
• Work Environment (noise, light, 

temperature etc.

ACTIVITY

1. Pick 3 constraints and develop short but realistic 

scenarios showing how they could contribute to the 

situation.

2. Articulate in what way the behavior from the 

video makes sense to the person doing the job. 



CONSTRAINTS

Constraint Example

The crane has only wired controllers, which restrict the movement and visibility of the operator 
preventing them to see how much space there is between the load and other equipment

Limited Space

Limited Time

Tools Not Available

Personnel Not Available

Cost Implications

Skills Limitations

Informant Not Available Due To 
Procedure

A customer called today and informed us that the equipment will have to be released 3 day earlier.

Lifting slings of a certain size are being used by a different team

A lifting operation should be handled by three people: one crane operator and two spotters 
(banksmen), but one spotter was called to a different job and is not available.

Rental equipment – using a large crane has been agreed for 5 hours and there are financial 
penalties associated with a delay.
Workers received generic, off the shelf training on lifting, and are then assumed to be competent 
by management. They were asked to manage a complex lift requiring techniques not covered by 
the training.
Lift parameters not available due to outdated lifting plan.



WHAT DOES PROCEDURAL VIOLATION 
MEAN?

Unintentional Intentional

• Intentional violation vs sabotage?

• What increases the chances of intentional violation?

• What does the word “violation” imply? 

• Does it help us to discover what’s behind it?

What’s the “intent” (goal) 
in intentional violation?

Sabotage
What’s the “intent” (goal) 
behind sabotage?



PROCEDURES – WHY PEOPLE
DON’T FOLLOW THEM

Procedures are not used because: % Respondents Agreeing

Accuracy
They are inaccurate 21%

They are out of date 45%

Practicality

They are unworkable in practice 40%

They make it more difficult to do the work 42%

They are too restrictive 48%

Too time consuming 44%

If they were followed to the letter, they could not get done in time 62%

Optimization
People usually find a better way to do the job 42%

They do not describe the best wary to carry out the job 48%

Presentation

It is difficult to know which is the right procedure 32%

They are too complex and difficult to use 42%

It is difficult to find the information you need in the procedure 48%

Accessibility
It is difficult to locate the right procedure 50%

People are not aware that a procedure exists for the job they are doing 57%

Policy
People do not understand why they are necessary 40%

No clear policy on when they should be used 37%

Usage

Experienced people don’t need them 19%

People resent being told on how to do their job 34%

People prefer to rely on their own skills and experience 72%

People assume they know what is in the procedure 70%

How did the 

organisation 

“allowed” for the 

procedure to be ‘out 

of date’ or 

‘unworkable in 

practice’?



WORKAROUNDS

• To overcome limited functionality of a tool

This tool doesn’t fit and I have only 20 mins 
left before they close the site. I know a 

workaround.

No problem! He’s a good guy,
flexible and resourceful

They use shortcuts because they are lazy or 
don’t see the risk

Problem! He violated our rules and should face the 
consequences

• To bypass or overcome obstacles

• To substitute for unavailable or inadequate resources



LEARNING IS 
VITAL



AVOIDING THE WHY QUESTION - 
PRACTICE

After making a mistake, imagine your boss asking you these questions:

1. Why did you do this?

2. Tell me what happened?

Which question made you feel more at ease?

Which question made you feel you have to explain or defend yourself?



TEDS
Tell me about the problems with this machine

Explain to me what makes this job difficult

Describe the difference between the procedure and 
the equipment

Show me how you do this step

ACTIVITY

1. Did you drive to work?

2. How did you come to work?

3. Describe your journey from home to work.

What difference in responses did you notice?

Typically, the answer to the “Describe” question is the 
most detailed.



HOW TO TALK SO EMPLOYEES 
WILL OPEN UP

Q’s that open people up
Unspoken belief: 
They know better

• “Help me to understand your task”

• “What makes this job difficult?”
• “How would you improve this process?”

Q’s that close people down

Unspoken belief: I know better

• “I noticed you used a wrong tool”

• “Did you follow the procedure?”

• “Why did you make this mistake?”



LET’S PLAY – IN PAIRS

WHY question –  0 points
Closed question –  1 point
Open question (Where, When..) 5 points
TEDS –   10 points

Person 1: 
Ask 10 questions about a situation when your 
partner didn’t follow safety rules and get max 
points.

Person 2: 
• write down the question type, 
• add scores
• Indicate feeling – comfortable to open up vs 

uncomfortable to open up

Tell me more…
10 points…
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What makes this job difficult? Think error traps.HOW DOES IT MAKE SENSE

• Procedure/Work Instruction
• Information
• Training & Onboarding
• Time available
• Tools for the job
• Planning and preparation
• Stress & Fatigue
• Equipment Design
• Tool Design
• Change
• Supervision
• Site Leadership
• Communication
• Work Environment (noise, light, 

temperature etc.



LEADERSHIP 

CONVERSATIONS



NEW CONVERSATIONS

• What is getting in a way of completing this task safely and efficiently?

• What makes this job difficult?

• What do you need to be set up for success?

• What do you need to complete this work safely and efficiently?

• What is the advantage of doing it this way? 

• Tell me about situations when you need to deviate from procedures / processes to complete the 

job. 
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www.learningfromnormalwork.com
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