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Professional practice
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Non technical skills

Psychology
Human performance
Expertise & excellence
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How safe is healthcare?
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Aviation Safety & Healthcare

• Strong appeal

• High face validity



"They were in a heated discussion over 
airline policy and they lost situational 
awareness," the US National 
Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) 
explained.

Ground controllers lost contact with the 
pilots just before 7pm and radio contact 
was not re-established for more than an 
hour. 

The Federal Aviation Administration 
notified the military, which put fighter 
jets on alert at two locations.



A trip on my budget airline…..





Conventional Wisdom?
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Taking a history



Attention loop & shared decision making
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• 83% radiologists did 
not see the gorilla

• Gorilla = 48X size of 
nodule on a CT scan

• Don’t see what you 
are not expecting to 
see

Drew, Vo and Wolfe (2012)

Inattentional
blindness



Planning the journey



Rational versus Intuitive Decisions



Factors affecting the transition between systems I 
and II
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PERFORMANCE
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Work as imagined – describes the ‘legal space’ with 
boundaries defined by policy and regulations

Real life – work as done – is the Messy Reality 
(‘illegal normal’) of everyday workarounds performed 
by staff to get things done

Gradual extension of this practice can allow us to slip 
closer to the final boundary beyond which patient 
harm can arise.  

This is often followed by a response of recalibration
which takes staff back to the safe space, but over 
time they will often begin to drift again and forget 
where edge of cliff is.





Optimal working environments?

• Often healthcare settings described as ‘ergonomic 
nightmares’

• Noise

• Distraction

• Layout

• Clutter and cables













The law of unintended 
consequences















FINISHED FILES ARE THE RE-

SULT OF YEARS OF SCIENTIF-

IC STUDY COMBINED WITH THE

EXPERIENCE OF MANY YEARS.











Purpose – Design – Implementation – Integration – Outcomes



Factors within 
the healthcare 

system that could 
potentially lead 

to harm 

Staff act as 
harm absorbers
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HOW FULL ARE YOUR BUCKETS? 
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Effective 

team?

Good risk 

management?







Individual & Organisational Resilience
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