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Recently there have been articles and discus-
sions about a “new” approach to safety called 
Human and Organizational Performance 

or HOP. It has its foundation in the work of Sidney 
Dekker and James Reason and focuses on the human 
element of safety. It starts with the assumption that 
human error is inevitable and that error is a symp-
tom of problems within organizational systems. This 
approach proposes (among other things) using leading 

Human error is behavior. 
Human performance is 
behavior. Preventing or 
minimizing error requires 
understanding behavior.

– Judy Agnew
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indicators, minimizing negative consequenc-
es and other strategies that drive underreport-
ing of incidents and near misses, and includ-
ing the people who do the work in identifying 
safety solutions. I have long been a fan of Rea-
son and Dekker. Their insistence that blame 
and punishment are destructive in safety is 
very much in keeping with the proven behav-
ioral approach to which I have dedicated my 
professional life. Furthermore, the belief on 
the part of Dekker, Reason and others that 
solutions to safety challenges can be found 
by understanding the organizational systems 
within which people work, also aligns with a 
behavioral approach. In fact, in our book Safe 
by Accident, Aubrey Daniels and I reference 
the work of Dekker and Reason and note the 
complementary nature of their approach.

While I agree with the tenets of HOP, 
what concerns me is that there have been 
some supporters of HOP who bill it as anti-

Behavior-Based Safety (BBS). This rhetoric is 
either a marketing ploy by consultants trying 
to capitalize on anti-BBS sentiment or a fun-
damental misunderstanding of a behavioral 
approach to safety. I may not be able to do 
anything about the former, but I can address 
the latter.

Behavior-based safety, also commonly 
referred to as behavioral safety, is so named 
because it has its foundations in the science of 
behavior: a scientific field of study called Be-
havior Analysis. Behavior Analy-
sis seeks to understand behavior 
by looking at the environmental 
contingencies that influence be-
havior, past and present. Said dif-
ferently, behavior is understood 
by looking at the context within 
which behavior happens—in this 
case the workplace. Behavior 
Analysis is very much a systems 
approach because it is under-
stood that the influencers of behavior (ante-
cedents and consequences) come from not 
just people (e.g., managers, peers), but the 
physical environment (e.g., equipment, layout 
of workspace), and organizational processes 
(e.g., incentives, measurement systems). In 
short, all organizational systems have the po-
tential to influence safe and at-risk behavior. 
Once all of the variables that influence be-
havior are understood, adjustments can be 
made to make it easier for workers to make 
safe choices. 

It is important to note that it is not just 
the frontline workers who make safe or at-risk 
choices.  Effective BBS programs include a fo-
cus on management behavior, not just front-
line behavior. Management creates and main-
tains the systems within which people work so 
their behavior (creating and maintaining sys-
tems that support safety) is an important focus 

Behavior is 
understood by 
looking at the 
context within 
which behavior 
happens. 

– Judy Agnew



IS  HUMAN AND ORGANIZATIONAL PERFORMANCE (HOP)  A  NEW APPROACH TO SAFETY?

© 2016  AUBREY DANIELS  INTERNATIONAL   |   WWW.AUBREYDANIELS.COM   |   PAGE  3

of a good behavioral approach. A behavioral 
approach also helps us see the dangers in 
blaming frontline workers for at-risk behav-
ior. Blaming workers for systems they don’t 
control is unjust. Furthermore, the inevitable 
punishment that accompanies blame leads to 
workers keeping quiet about near misses, at-
risk behaviors, and conditions that could lead 
to improved safety. As Dekker notes, blame 
stifles organizational learning.

Unfortunately, when BBS became popu-
lar, BBS consultants and BBS processes pro-
liferated. Some of these were clearly subpar. 
In the worst cases, some programs were not 
based on the science of behavior at all and 
ended up being interpreted as “blame the 
worker,” where a very narrow idea of behavior 
and its causes was proposed. These programs 
were not designed by those fluent in the sci-
ence of behavior and thus failed to take the 
broader systems perspective. In addition they 
included some other fatal flaws like a focus 
on at-risk behavior and corrective feedback 
rather than a focus on strengthening safe 
behavior through positive strategies. Other 

programs, while not “blame the worker,” 
were nonetheless designed with a superficial 
knowledge of behavior and were less effective 
than they could have been. 

Unfortunately, but understandably, these 
subpar programs resulted in the rise of anti-
BBS sentiment in some organizations. But to 
reject a behavioral approach to safety because 
some people misapplied it is like rejecting an-
tibiotics because some people don’t take them 
correctly. Antibiotic medicines are based in 
science and have been proven extremely ef-
fective. However, if you don’t take the cor-
rect dosage or fail to complete the full course, 
they won’t work or won’t work well. Similarly, 
behavioral safety is based in science and has 
been proven extremely effective. However, if 
it isn’t implemented properly it won’t work or 
won’t work well.

Sustained safety improvement requires 
changing behavior (i.e., human perfor-
mance). It requires changing the behavior 
of executives, managers, supervisors and 
frontline employees alike: behaviors related 
to hazard identification and remediation, 
behaviors related to modifying incentive sys-
tems so they don’t encourage underreport-
ing, behaviors related to developing near miss 
reporting systems that truly encourage report-
ing, and behaviors related to following rules and 
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procedures. It is all behavior. Behavior is how 
we accomplish all of the things we need to ac-
complish in safety. To be anti-BBS is to ignore 
the proven science of behavior—the science 
that provides the strategies to motivate all the 
behaviors we need to create and sustain a safe 
workplace. That is akin to a drug company 
deciding to be anti-chemistry.

Safety practices evolve—they must in or-
der to keep pace with changing workplaces. 
We must all continuously improve. There are 
many elements of the HOP movement that 
add to our understanding and management 
of the human element of safety. Particularly 
helpful is the call for a philosophical shift to 
accepting human error as inevitable and look-
ing to systems to minimize error. Also helpful 
is promoting the fact that setting up rule af-
ter rule, procedure after procedure, and then 
punishing those who don’t follow them only 
serves to decrease organizational learning. 
These ideas are good AND they are aligned 
with BBS; they are not in opposition to it. Hu-
man error is behavior. Human performance 
is behavior. Preventing or minimizing error 
requires understanding behavior. Let’s not 
confuse people by saying that human perfor-

mance is something different from human 
behavior. It is not. 

We all have the same goal—to create safer 
workplaces and minimize human suffer-
ing. That requires change on the part of the 
humans within the organization. People are 
always looking for a quick fix that will solve 
all our complex safety problems. There are no 
quick fixes. What we do have is the science 
of behavior and it provides us with a frame-
work to understand human performance. 
That framework helps us design strategies to 
make the necessary systems changes to sup-
port productive, safe performance. When it 
comes to Human and Organizational Per-
formance (HOP) and Behavior-Based Safety 
(BBS), it’s not an either/or. Let’s keep work-
ing together, building on what we collectively 
have learned, and keeping the science of be-
havior as our foundation.
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