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Jens Rasmussen (b. 1926)
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Powerful head of the Electronics Department 
Atomenergikomissionens Forsøgsanlæg Risø
/ Risø National Laboratory
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The work of Jens Rasmussen over the course of the 
last half century represents some of the most 
influential contributions to the field of human factors, 
safety science, human error and accident research. 
His work has influenced researchers and practitioners 
in a number of fields including psychology, 
engineering, sociology and human factors . 
In more recent years, a large amount of research has 
been inspired by theoretical and practical aspects of 
Rasmussen’s work including his models of the 
boundaries of safe operation and performance and 
methods such as Cognitive Work Analysis and 
graphical support for accident investigation such as 
AcciMaps. 
E.g., his work on the Risk Management Framework 
has been cited over 1000 times since its original 
publication in 1997. 
In 2013, Jens Rasmussen was elected a member of 
the US National Academy of Engineering

Adapted from call text of the Legacy conference: 
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From Sanderson 2014
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1950:  M.Sc. degree with honors, Technical University of Denmark 
(DTU) 1950
1956: Atomic Energy Commission's Research Establishment Risø (later 
Risø National Laboratory). 
1962-1987: head of the Electronics Department. 
1962: elected member of the Danish Academy of Technical Sciences; 
1979-1981: chairman of group of experts on human error analysis 
under CSNI, the Committee on Safety of Nuclear Installations of OECD.
1981-1983: member of NATO Special Program Panel on Human 
Factors; 
1982-1983: visiting professor at "Center for Man-Machine Systems 
Research", Department of Industrial Engineering, Georgia Institute of 
Technology; 
From 1983,  expert panels on human-machine interaction and human 
error issues under National Research Council Washington
1987-1992: professor of cognitive engineering at Risø National 
Laboratory and the Technical University of Denmark.
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Major themes and insights

• Human operator performance results from behaviour-
shaping constraints that we can identify and model

• The human operator is a flexible and adaptive element 
who ”completes the design of the technical system (and 
compensates for its shortcomings)

• Human operators cope with complexity by applying mental 
models and modes of performance (eg SKR … )

• Risk management requires an understanding of the socio-
technical context of work

• Strong graphical modeling approach
[after Sanderson 2014; Cook  2014]
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After Sanderson 2014
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Sanderson 2014
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From Sanderson: 2014
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Names of major contributions (often 
coauthored, sometimes inspirator)

• Skills-Rule-Knowledge model of human performance
• Means-End Hierarchy – Cognitive Work Analysis
• Intergrated interface displays 
• Ecological Interface Design (with Kim Vicente)
• Boundaries of human performance
• AcciMaps

[Contributors at Legacy conference]
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Models, representations, diagrams …. 
SKR framework
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Models, 
representations, 
diagrams: 
Decision ladder
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Models, 
representations, 
diagrams: 
Abstraction 
hierarchy
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Models, representations, diagrams: 
Boundary of safe performance 
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Models, 
representations, 
diagrams: 
Socio-technical
system 
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AcciMaps



13

25 DTU Management Engineering, 
Technical University of Denmark

26 DTU Management Engineering, 
Technical University of Denmark

Colleagues and collaborators

• Morten Lind
• Erik Hollnagel
• Berndt Brehmer
• Keith Duncan
• James Reason
• Jacque Leplat
• ..... 
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Colleagues and collaborators
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Impact and collaborations

Bob Wears and Shawna J Perry:  Citation analysis
• Google scholar

– limit to > 3 citations
– eliminate same name papers, combine report → paper

• 197 works with 17,226 citations
– 51 papers with ≥ 51 citations (h index)
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Web of Science (Wears & Perry 2014)
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> 1,000 citations

Rasmussen, J. (1986). Information 
Processing and Human-Machine 
Interaction:  An Approach to Cognitive 
Engineering. Amsterdam: North 
Holland.

Rasmussen, J. (1983). Skills, rules and 
knowledge; signals, signs and symbols 
and other distinctions in human 
performance models. IEEE 
Transactions on Systems, Man, and 
Cybernetics, 13(3), 257 - 266. 

Rasmussen, J., Pejtersen, A. M., & 
Goodstein, L. P. (1994). Cognitive 
Systems Engineering. New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Rasmussen, J. (1997). Risk management 
in a dynamic society:  a modelling 
problem. Safety Science, 27(2/3), 183 
- 213. 
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Jens awarded an 
honorary doctorate at 
University of Toronto 
(1999)

Jens at the terrace of 
his nursing romm flat 
where he moved in in  
2014 after prolonged 
illness
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More information on
www.odam2014.org/legacy

and more to follow, including all 
published works by Jens Rasmussen


