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The trouble with the first story explanation 

 
▪  It points to individual actions while masking context and 

complexity 
▪  It often refers to decisions that made sense at the time 
▪  It places the whole burden on the individual at the sharp end 
▪  ‘Human error’ often cited as the cause  



But how you see ‘human error’ depends on 
your perspective 
Déformation professionnelle   
 

▪  The	Psychologist:	Inten<ons,	expecta<ons	
▪  The	Ergonomist:	Ar<facts,	interac<ons	
▪  The	Designer	or	Engineer:	Design	norms,	instruc<ons	
▪  The	Safety	Specialist:	Procedures,	standards	
▪  The	Judiciary:	Laws,	‘best	prac<ces’,	procedures,	
‘Reasonable	Person’,	…?	

http://bit.ly/CIEHFShorrock 
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Retributive Just 
Culture 

Which rule is broken? 
Who did it? 

How bad was the 
breach? 

What should the 
consequences be? 

Who gets to decide 
this? 

Restorative Just 
Culture 
Who is hurt? 
What do they need? 
Whose obligation is it 
to meet that need? 

How do you involve the 
community in this 
conversation? 





Three Charges 
 

against Brian Cullinan, PricewaterhouseCoopers 

1.  Cullinan gave the wrong envelope 

2.  Cullinan posted a photo of Emma Stone to his twitter account 
just before the mistake 

3.  Cullinan did not immediately correct the mistake 



Retributive Justice & Just Culture [Theory] 

Honest mistake 

Risk-taking 

Negligence 



Ask yourself 

§  Did design, management & context make it: 
§  easy to do the right thing?  
§  hard to do the wrong thing? 
§  very hard to do a disastrous thing? 



“We have to make 
sure that when we 
reach into our 
briefcase that we 
hand the right one.  
At the end of the 
show, I have,  
roughly speaking, 12 
envelopes in my 
briefcase…It’s not 
rocket science, but 
with all the things 
going on, you do have 
to pay attention.” 
latimes.com 



“A more minimalist red 
affair, with the all-
important category 
labels in lower 
contrast gold printing, 
was brought in 
instead, which could 
have been difficult to 
read in the low 
lighting 
backstagemistake.” 

telegraph.co.uk 

“In earlier years, cream-colored envelopes had the 
category written on the back in black, so presenters 
could see it quite clearly as they prepared to open in.” 
latimes.com 

Envelope from 2004 Oscars (Anacleto Rapping / Los Angeles Times) 



“Friedland’s envelopes 
were gold, affixed with 

large ecru labels 
stating the categories 

in a proprietary 
typeface that provided 

contrast and 
legibility.” 

latimes.com 



“A more minimalist red 
affair, with the all-
important category 
labels in lower 
contrast gold printing, 
was brought in 
instead, which could 
have been difficult to 
read in the low 
lighting.” 
telegraph.co.uk 



“You are on television with millions of people around 
the world watching. You are a little nervous, and you 
have to read a card. You will most likely read it from 
top to bottom without questioning whether the card 
is right.”            
vox.com 

Reconstruction of the card that Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway received © benjamin bannister 



“Our sources also say 
Brian's use of social 

media was approved 
and actually 

encouraged by the 
Academy.” 

tmz.com 
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Society, as a whole, has a 
deeply contradictory attitude to 
failure. Even as we find excuses 
for our own failings, we are 
quick to blame others who 
mess up.

“
”



Failure is rich in learning 
opportunities for a simple 
reason: in many of its guises, it 
represents a violation of 
expectation. It is showing us 
that the world is in some sense 
different from the way we 
imagined it to be.

“
”



Work-as-Done 
messy | improvised | degraded resources | time pressured 

efficiency-first 
 

  

Work-as-Imagined 
orderly | well-planned | properly-resourced | time available 

‘safety-first’ 
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Retributive Justice & Just Culture [Theory] 
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Retributive Justice & Just Culture [Practice] 

Honest mistake 

Risk-taking 

Negligence 

‘Human Error’ 



Sabotage 

Reckless violation 

Negligent rule breaking 

Negligent error 

System-induced violation 

Routine rule breaking 

…‘Honest mistake’ (finish line) 

Organisation-induced violation 







The Trouble  
with  

‘Human Error’ 



What is ‘human error’ anyway?  
 
 

“‘the commission or omission of a human action, or a 
psychological state or activity, which is inappropriate in 
light of  
▪  personal expectations, and/or 
▪  intended behaviours/states, and/or  
▪  prescribed written or unwritten rules or norms, and/or  
▪  potential or actual outcomes and/or  
▪  others’ evaluations.” 

http://bit.ly/2zojoR2 



What is ‘human error’ anyway?  

Or: 
  

 

“‘Someone did something that 
they were not supposed to do 
according to someone" 

http://bit.ly/2zojoR2 



Possible Questions for Lawyers  
From Recommendations of The Ladbroke Grove Rail Inquiry: Part 1 
The Rt Hon Lord Cullen PC 

1.  Has ergonomics/human factors been appropriately 
considered in design (of equipment, infrastructure, 
procedures…)? (p. 230, 237) 

2.  Have risk assessments been undertaken concerning 
tasks and changes to tasks and infrastructure to 
identify and assess errors? (p. 226, 228) 

3.  Is there a presumption of driver error as a sole or 
primary cause in investigation? (p. 231) 

4.  Can information be communicated without fear of 
recrimination? (p. 229) 

5.  Is human factors incorporated in (driver) training? (p. 
229) 

6.  Are investigators trained in human factors? (p.231, 236) 

http://bit.ly/LadbrokePart1 



Useful questions on human performance  
Information What were you seeing at that time? 

What did you notice? 
What were you hearing?  

Expectations What did you expect to happen? 
What did you think would happen next? 
What did you expect the pilot/equipment/etc. to do? 
Was the pilot/equipment/etc. performing as you expected? 

Goals What were you trying to achieve? 
What other goals did you have? 
What did you have in mind to do next? 
Was there any unfinished business that you knew you had to come 
back to? 

Interpretation If you had to describe the situation to your colleague at that point, 
what would you have told him or her?  

Pressures What pressures were you experiencing at the time? 
How much time pressure was this at this point? 
What kinds of pressures were there from others at the time? 

Adapted from Dekker, S. (2014). The Field Guide to Understanding ‘Human Error’. Ashgate. 



Useful questions on human performance   

Knowledge How did your previous experience help or hinder you in this situation? 
Had you ever experienced anything like this before? 
Can you tell me about any training you’ve had to deal with this sort of 
situation?  

Procedures What procedures apply to this sort of situation? How well do they fit? 
How consistent are the procedures? 

Trade-offs What kinds of trade-offs or compromises did you have to make at this 
point?  

Taking action What options did you consider at this point? 
Did anything get in the way of what you wanted to do? 

Outcomes What outcome did you expect? 
How did you have to revise your actions in line with what was 
unfolding?  

Adapted from Dekker, S. (2014). The Field Guide to Understanding ‘Human Error’. Ashgate. 



Summary of Implications for Just Culture 
from Research on ‘Honest Mistakes’ 

1.  They are inevitable and predictable   
2.  They are inextricably linked to context  
3.  They can reflect basic human limitations and adaptive 

behaviour  
4.  The organisation must consider the risk of error in design 

and operations, and mitigate appropriately 
5.  They are not ‘causes’ of accidents  
6.  They need to be understood from point of view of the 

person at that time   
7.  Our mindsets, assumptions & language affect our 

judgements after-the-fact 



Further reading 

http://bit.ly/HindSightMagazine http://bit.ly/SAFETY-II 



http://bit.ly/ST4SAFETYcards   http://bit.ly/ST4SAFETY  

Further reading 
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