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• HOP Principles

• Human Error

• Drift Vs Error

• Witness Interviews



Why Investigate?
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• To extract learning and prevent recurrence?

• To understand what went wrong and why?

• To find evidence for a prosecution by us?

• To defend against a prosecution (Criminal, Regulatory or 
personal)?

• To support an insurance claim?

• To identify evidence for a disciplinary hearing?

Reasons to investigate
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• What are we investigating?

• Why are we going to investigate?  What do we want as an outcome?

• Will an investigation benefit the organisation?  If so, how?

• What will we do with the information we gather?

• How will we use this information to improve and prevent recurrence?

• How will we share what we learn?

Initial Questions to ask!
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Mind your Biases



Hindsight Bias

“The tendency for people to perceive 
events that have already occurred as 
having been more predictable than 
they actually were before the events 
took place.”

• knew-it-all-along phenomenon

• creeping determinism,



Confirmation Bias 

• Failure to seek out objective facts

• Interpret information to support your existing beliefs

• Only remember details that support your point of view

• Ignore information that challenges your point of view 



Outcome Bias

“The more severe the outcome, the more 
harshly we judge the event or those 
involved.”
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Anchoring Bias

• To much importance is based on the 
initial piece of information offered 
("anchor")  

• Once the anchor is set, all future 
discussions are compared to the 
anchor.
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Reaction to Incidents – Hindsight Bias

HOP Approach – we need to determine why it made sense for the worker to do what they did                  

Overcome Hindsight Bias



Organisational Drift



Workers minding the gap

Organisational Drift Model
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Time* Adapted from Dekker, S. (2007), The Field Guide to Understanding Human Error.

Work as Imagined

DRIFT

Innovation?

Work as Done
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Unwanted Outcomes are a Team Effort



HOP Principles
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The 5 Principles of Human & Organisational Performance

1. Humans are fallible and even the best people make mistakes

2. Error-likely situations are predictable, manageable and preventable

3. Individual behaviour is influenced by organisational processes and 

values

4. People achieve high levels of performance based largely on the 
encouragement and reinforcement received from leaders, peers and 
subordinates

5. Events can be avoided by understanding the reasons mistakes occur 
and applying the lessons learned from the past events



Human Error



What is Human Error?

An unintended deviation from a preferred behaviour

Something that I didn’t intend to do



How does knowing this help us?

If human errors really are

“things that our workers don’t intend to do”

Should we change how we respond to them? 
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Investigating Human Error

• Traditional view - events and accidents caused by shortcomings in human 
competence, attention, or attitude. 

• New view - human error is not the cause of failure, but a symptom of failure.

• Human error is not the chief threat to system safety.

• Latent organisational conditions set the stage for error and determine the severity 
of the consequences
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Drift vs Error



The difference between Drift and Error?

Something that I didn’t 
intend to do

Something that I did 
intend to do

DRIFT ERROR

INTENT
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Human Failures

Errors

Violations

Unintended
Belief that rules are followed

Routine
Violation is normal

Situational
Unable to do job following Rules

Reckless
No thought or care for consequence

Learning Opportunities Slips of Action
Action not intended

Lapses of Memory
Forgetting to do something

Mistakes
Doing the wrong thing, thinking its right

The Case for Moving from Error to Drift
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Drift

Human Failures

Errors

Violations

Unintended
Belief that rules are followed
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Witness Interviews



OUR PEOPLE ARE 
NOT CRIMINALS -

WHY TREAT 
THEM LIKE THEY 

ARE?
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Whats the difference?

Traditional Approach

• Interview people after studying the 
requirements and after becoming very 
familiar with the details of the event. 

• Hindsight predisposes the investigator to 
search for information that confirms the 
individual’s apparent shortcomings.

• Facts are crucial, context is not considered.

• Human error is a root cause and the end of 
the investigation.

Human Performance Approach

• Interview people before acquiring detailed 
knowledge of the event. 

• Recreate the mindsets of those involved in 
the accident or incident scenario. “why did 
the actions taken seem appropriate at the 
time?”

• Context is crucial, facts are important.

• Latent organisational weaknesses are root 
causes and human error is a symptom of 
these.
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During the Interview

• Debrief the participants.

• Use questions. 

• Review the job-site conditions.

• Identify knowledge, focus of attention, and goals.

• Identify activities associated with initiating action.

• Identify the defences or barriers that failed.

• Identify job-site conditions.

• Trace organisational process or cultural contributors. 
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Avoid these

• Learning too much about the event before debriefing 

• Failing to debrief all individuals involved

• Failing to ask all the questions needed 

• Failing to adequately reconstruct the sequence of events

• Assuming the system is sound

• Ignoring the results of the investigation in the analysis

• Concluding the cause of the event was people failing to act 
reasonably but not identifying why.
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Avoid these

• Introductions

• Establish rapport

• Explain the process

• “Tell me what happened”

• Listen!

• “Is there anything else?”

• When the interviewee stops talking, clarify any points of confusion

• Confirm what you have heard by reversing backwards through the 
sequence of events:

• “What happened immediately before that?”



Any Questions?


