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Video Time 

Stamps 

Blame: Part 2 

Person vs System Problems 

Getting Clear on Definitions: 
System Problem: 

Follows the _______ _ 

around. Unlike person problems, 

system problems persist no matter 

who is involved. If you have any 

group working with a tool, piece of 

equipment, or process, and they all 

encounter similar struggles, that's a 

system problem. These challenges 

are common across different people 

Key Point 

and reveal issues 

embedded in the 

system itself. 

People Problem: 

Follows the ________ _ 

around. Like the character "Pigpen" 

from Charlie Brown, person problems 

bring a "cloud" of negativity wherever 

the person goes within the 

organization. 

People problems include behaviors 

like bullying, chronic insubordination, 

or disruptive actions that make 

others feel uncomfortable or even 

fearful to work with them. 

A person problem follows 

the person around. 
Sorting Characteristics: 
Person Problem or System Problem? 

A system problem fol lows 

the system around. 
Decide if each characteristic below describes a Person Problem or a 
System Problem. Check the appropriate column: 

-

Characteristic 
Person System 
Problem Problem 

Follows the person around 

Impacts anyone working within the system 

Other team members are scared to work with this person 

Common struggle for multiple people 

Problem persists no matter who is involved 

Behavior misaligned with organizational values, like bullying 

Errors linked to complex systems or workflows 

Summary 0 
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Key Point 

Correctly distinguishing 

between 'system 

problems' and 'people 

problems' 

Three Strikes and You' re Out: 

Wasting Resources or Building Solutions? 

In a busy warehouse, forklift operators move thousands of 

products each week. Management enforces a "three strikes and 

you're out" policy to reduce incidents by tracking and disciplining 

drivers who hit objects, removing them from the role after three 
helps focus resources 

effectively and avoids 

misdirected efforts. 
strikes. Compare this person-focused approach with a 

system-focused one: 
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Person Problem Approach: 

"Who is responsible?" Focus on identifying 

"bad drivers." 

Introduce a "three strikes and you're out" 

policy, informing drivers of discipline if 

they hit three things. 

Implement a driver tracking system to 

"catch" drivers who hit objects, logging 

incidents for analysis. 

Identify and remove "bad drivers." 

Replace them with new drivers, expecting 

improved results. 

New drivers face unchanged conditions, 

leading to repeated incidents, training 

costs, and turnover. 

Ongoing resource drain, low morale, and 

limited safety improvement. 

System Problem Approach: 

"What is driving this outcome?" Focus on 

understanding operational challenges. 

Conduct operational learning sessions with 

drivers to identify daily challenges. 

Adopt drivers' recommendation to track what they 

hit, shifting focus from "who" caused issues to 

"where" improvements are needed. 

Learn from operators about systemic issues such 

as poor lighting, congestion, limited visibility due 

to blindspots and unclear traffic flow. 

Implement targeted local changes, such as better 

lighting, decluttering, and optimized traffic flow, to 

enhance safety and ease of navigation. 

Implement targeted global changes such as 

improved visibility features on forklifts. 

Safer, more efficient operations with empowered 

employees and sustained safety gains. 

Are there policies or practices in your operations that focus on fixing "people problems" 

rather than improving systems? 

How could shifting the perspective to a system-focused approach be a better use of 

resources and create more lasting and meaningful improvements? 







Continue exploring Human and Organizational Performance (HOP) with our suggeted list of additional 
resources. Whether you're looking to broaden your knowledge, find practical tools, or connect with a 
community of like-minded professionals, these resources can help. 

Good Reads: 

� 
� 
Pre .. Accident 
Investigations 

An Introduction to Organizational Safety 
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Todd Conklin 

Todd Conklin, PhD 
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Welcome to the Glossary! 

This section is your go-to guide for exploring the new vocabulary and concepts introduced throughout the 

course. Whenever you see words writen in this color across the workbook and elearning, you'll know they're 

explained here. Some words and people are referenced in the videos; those terms appear in the list as well. 

You'll also find explanations of industry-specific terms that may appear in the videos, helping you navigate 

concepts that might be unfamiliar depending on your role or industry. So if you don't know what a cardinal 

rule, a third shift worker, or a com bi lift is - have no fear, explanations are here! Click on the letter to jump to 

that section. 

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPORSTUVWXYZ 

Adaptation  

The ability of workers and 

systems to adjust to unexpected 

challenges and changing 

conditions to maintain safety 

and performance. Adaptation is 

essential in dynamic and 

complex environments. 

Bias back 

The preconceptions or 

predispositions that individuals 

bring to their understanding and 

decision-making processes. 

Eg: Hindsight Bias 

Blame back 

The act of attributing fault or 

responsibility to an individual or 

group without considering 

system factors. 

Attention activators  

Factors, equipment, or 

techniques that heighten 

awareness and focus in critical 

moments, such as brake lights 

in cars. 

Black Line 

The plan for completing work 

("Work as Imagined"), often 

unable to account for real-world 

variability. 

Blue Line 

The actual path taken to 

complete work ("Work as 

Done"), adapting to real-world 

challenges. 

 

 

Auditing to the black line  

A sense-making model that 

contrasts the ideal, imagined, or 

documented work process 

(black line) with how work is 

performed in reality (blue line). 

Black Line Blue Line 

A sense-making model that 

 

contrasts the ideal, imagined, or 

documented work process 

(black line) with how work is 

performed in reality (blue line). 

Brittle 

A system or process that lacks 

resilience, offering little 

capacity to absorb or adapt to 

variability or unexpected 

conditions. Brittle systems are 

prone to failure under stress. 
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Complex Adaptive System 

A dynamic network of 

interdependent variables that 

continuously adapt and evolve 

to changing environments. It 

often involves human interaction 

and requires ongoing 

adjustment to manage variability 

and change. Examples include 

organizations and industrial 

processes. 

Compliance 

Adherence to rules, regulations, 

and standards. In HOP, 

compliance is considered 

necessary but not sufficient to 

ensure safety or operational 

excellence. 

Synonym: autopilot 

Coupling of variability 

The interaction and 

amplification of different 

sources of variability within a 

system. 

Error 

An unintended action often 

leading to an unintended result. 

Flight plan 

A detailed sequence of 

maneuvers that outlines the 

load's trajectory, rigging 

configuration, and operational 

steps to ensure safe, efficient, 

and coordinated lifting and 

placement of heavy loads. 

back 

Complexity 

The interaction of numerous 

variables and dynamic 

conditions within a system, 

making outcomes unpredictable 

and emergent. 

Compliance mentality 

A mindset that prioritizes 

following rules and procedures 

above all else-often at the 

expense of learning, adaptability, 

or understanding real work. It 

assumes that rule-following 

alone will ensure safety and 

success. 

Cross-thread 

The misalignment of threaded 

parts during fastening that 

compromises the connection. 

Event 

An occurrence with potential 

safety, operational, or system 

implications. 

Fox in the hen house 

(idiom) Bob uses this term to 

describe employee sentiment 

about inspectors and auditors 

when they come into the 

workplace looking to identify 

and correct non-compliance 

(without understanding context). 

Complexity Science 

The study of how complex 

systems operate, adapt, and 

evolve. It focuses on 

understanding patterns, 

interdependencies, and 

emergent behavior in dynamic 

systems. 

Context 

The specific conditions and 

circumstances surrounding an 

event or situation, including both 

the physical environment and 

the less tangible factors that 

influence how work is done and 

decisions are made. 

Disciplinary action back 

(Discipline) 

Measures imposed on 

individuals who violate 

established rules or 

expectations. (From a HOP 

perspective, disciplinary action 

should be applied fairly and 

proportionately, taking into 

account underlying system 

factors that might influence 

behavior.) 

F.R. clothing 

PPE specifically for fire 

protection. 

Fundamental Attribution back 

Error 

A bias where we think others act 

a certain way because of their 

character or personality, not 

their situation. 

13 
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Hawthorne Effect  

The tendency for individuals to 

change their behavior simply 

because they are aware that they 

are being observed. 

Human and Operational 

Performance 

An operating philosophy that 

focuses on understanding how 

humans interact with their work 

environment and systems, and 

the need for resilient design. 

Learning session 

One session of a learning team. 

see: Learning team 

Mechanical system 

The tendency to perceive past 

events as having been more 

predictable than they actually 

were; seeing outcomes as 

having been obvious or 

inevitable after they have 

occurred, often leading to an 

oversimplified view of how 

events unfolded. 

 

Hollnagel, Erik 

A renowned Danish researcher 

and thought leader in safety 

science and resilience 

engineering, best known for 

developing the Safety-II 

approach and advancing our 

understanding of human and 

organizational performance. 

Leader standard work 

A structured set of daily routines 

and responsibilities that leaders 

follow to ensure operational 

consistency, maintain safety 

standards, and drive continuous 

improvement through regular 

performance checks and team 

engagement. 

Learning team  

A facilitated conversation with 

those who perform the work to 

understand how the work 

actually gets done. The goal is 

to learn first, then define the 

problems, and lastly to come up 

with ways to make things better. 

It is based on elevating the voice 

of the worker. 

Mistake 

An intended action leading to an 

un-intended outcome. 

HOP 

see: Human and Operational 

Performance 

LEAN 

An industrial philosophy and 

methodology focused on 

continuously eliminating waste, 

optimizing processes, and 

enhancing efficiency to maximize 

value and quality in production 

and operations. 

Masters of the Blue Line 

Frontline workers who, operating 

within complex adaptive 

systems, possess intimate day-

to-day operational knowledge 

around procedural adherence 

and necessary adaptations in 

real-world situations. 

Near miss 

A potential perfect storm where 

a worker adapted and changed 

before the negative outcome 

came about, or an element of 

luck reduced the severity of the 

outcome. 

14 
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Opaque system Operational challenge/ back Operational fidelity 

A system in which internal struggle The degree to which a rule or 

processes and decision-making 

are not readily visible or 

understandable, making 

troubleshooting, risk 

assessment, and optimization 

The difficulties or challenges 

encountered during the 

execution of operational tasks 

or processes. 

procedure is practical, makes 

sense for the end user, and aligns 

with how work is actually done 

(Blue Line); the rules and 

procedures make sense in a day 

more challenging. to day operation. 

Operational learning back Operational learning team Operational upset 

The process of acquiring, A small group of workers and An unexpected or disruptive 
adapting, and applying knowledge leaders who come together to event that deviates from normal 
and insights gained from understand how work really operational conditions and can 
operational experiences to 

improve performance, enhance 

safety, and optimize processes by 

learning from both successes and 

failures, and continuously refining 

practices based on real-world 

happens, share insights from 

experience, and identify ways to 

improve safety, performance, 

and systems by learning from 

both challenges and successes. 

affect efficiency, or 

effectiveness of processes. 

experience and feedback. 

Operator Ordered system Perfect storm 

Individuals who executes work A structured, predictable A swirl of many conditions 

on specific processes or environment where operations coming together at the same 

machines. follow clear, repeatable rules or time. 

laws (Like the laws of physics), 

and failures are typically 

straightforward with identifiable, 

single causes that experts can 

diagnose and fix. 

Person problem back Pressure Procedures 

An issue that follows the person see: Production pressure Documented, standardized 

around, regardless of team or steps that guide workers in 

department; if the person is performing tasks safely and 

replaced the problem goes efficiently, ensuring consistency, 

away. regulatory compliance, and 

quality across operations. 

15 
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Production 

The systematic process of 

transforming raw materials into 

finished products through 

standardized operations that 

prioritize efficiency, quality, and 

safety. 

Reliability 

 

The consistent performance of a 

system over time, recognizing 

that while machines can 

maintain steady outputs, human 

operators often exhibit variability 

-especially during repetitive

tasks-which can lead to errors

and requires systems designed

to accommodate these inherent

limitations.

Rule 

A formal directive intended to 

ensure safe, consistent 

operations in industrial settings. 

Solution sets back 

Collections of viable remedial 

actions or strategies designed to 

address operational challenges, 

improve system performance, 

and enhance safety by offering 

multiple options that can be 

tailored to specific conditions 

and constraints. 

Production pressure 

The drive to meet output targets 

and deadlines sometimes 

leading to compromises in 

safety and often showing 

system brittleness. 

Robot test  

A procedural evaluation method 

where a task is executed in a 

step-by-step, algorithmic manner 

-as if by a robot-to assess

whether the written procedure is

clear, complete, and robust

enough to be followed without

ambiguity.

Sense-making model 

A tool or framework that helps 

people or teams make sense of 

information, observations, or 

situations. 

Standard Operating 

Procedures (SOP) 

Documented, step-by-step 

instructions designed to 

standardize routine tasks and 

processes, ensuring consistent, 

safe, and efficient performance. 

Red line 

The ever present inherent risk in 

work. 

Root cause 

Fundamental underlying system 

or process deficiency that, when 

addressed, prevents the 

recurrence of a defect or 

incident. 

Six Sigma 

A data-driven methodology 

aimed at reducing process 

variability and defects to near­

perfection. 

Standard work 

Documented, repeatable method 

for executing tasks in an 

industrial setting, designed to 

ensure consistent quality, safety, 

and efficiency while serving as a 

baseline for continuous 

improvement and adaptability. 

16 
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Stop work 

An industrial safety protocol 

empowering workers to 

immediately halt operations 

when they identify an 

unmitigated hazard or 

procedural deviation. 

System weakness 

An inherent vulnerability or flaw 

in an industrial process, design, 

or infrastructure that can 

compromise performance and 

safety. 

Weaponize 

To deliberately use established 

procedures as tools of control or 

punishment. 

System improvement System problem back 

The process of enhancing the An inherent flaw or weakness in 

efficiency, effectiveness, organizational structures, 

reliability, and overall processes, or technology that 

performance of a system or creates conditions for error and 

process. adverse outcomes, emphasizing 

that issues are rooted in the 

system rather than in individual 

performance. 

Traffic flow Turn around 

The organized movement of A planned period of downtime in 

personnel, forklifts, and materials industrial operations, typically 

throughout the facility. for maintenance, inspection, and 

repair of equipment and 

facilities. 
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