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Safety Learning from Normal Work
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SAFEMODE is all about 
Maritime & Aviation 
learning from each other 
in the safety and human 
factors domains
It has a focus on design, 

and learning lessons 
from safety-related 
events
This is seen as good 

safety culture
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Original Aim: There needs to be a Just Culture framework put in
place in Maritime to facilitate reporting, and thus learning. Guidance
should be based on leading edge work ongoing in the aviation domain
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Interview ApproachSeafarers

Investigators

Unions

Regulatory Bodies

1. Investigation

2. Reporting

3. Near-Miss Reporting

4. Understanding the Human Element

5. What keeps ships safe?

6. Safety Management Systems (SMS)

7. Just Culture

8. Safety Learning



Confidential
Online
60-90 minutes
Semi-structured question format
2-3 interviewers
Written record
Transcripts & draft report verified by 
interviewees
Content analysed & mined for quotes and 
themes
Generally high agreement
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Interview Approach



Interviews, Focus Groups, Presentations
19 Interviewees: 17 male, 2 female 
Seafarers: 

 Master / Captain (6) 
 Chief Officer (1)
 Chief Engineer (2)
 Rating (1)

Maritime segment (seafarers) 
 cargo 8 (4 chemical tankers, 4 containers) 2 passenger 

/ cruise ships
Geography – countries represented:

 Seafarers – Mexico, Denmark, Romania, Netherlands, 
France, India, Sweden, UK

 Investigators – USA, UK, Malta, Spain, Portugal, 
Denmark, Italy

EMSA, IMO, Unions, Training organization
MCA (HEAG), IMarEST, STABS 2021



What the interviewees said 
about investigation, 
reporting, Just Culture and 
learning



Chapter 2 captures what they said
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Investigators Seafarers
‘The investigator creates a narrative, then the judiciary 
creates a different one, sometimes conflictual with the 
investigatory one. There is a judiciary sense that Justice 
must be served.’

‘Reporting is what seafarers try to avoid at all 
costs. It is always “Blame the ship.”’ That is the 
first reflex of some companies.’

‘For management, safety is really a technical concern, 
they don’t think they are part of the accident chain.’

‘There is a lack of empathy and trust from 
onshore personnel, even when they have offshore 
experience.’

‘Seafarers look after each other, they take actions they 
were not supposed to take to save the day.’

‘The Master’s leadership attitude and the 
standards he sets on ship will improve safety.’

With the COVID pandemics, some chartering bodies have 
opted for revised contracts with no crew change as there is 
too much time impact. This is almost certainly illegal under 
IMO regulations yet this is happening.’

‘Violations of rest hours and fake reporting 
are well known. Companies just do not want to 
hear about it.’
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Is legalization of Just Culture a 
good idea?

• ‘If we could eliminate criminal & civil case proceedings, it would really help. Stop 
criminalizing seafarers! Sometimes they are used as scapegoats.’

• ‘Maritime may not be ready for it yet. Ships are manned by ship owners via a 
cascade of sub-contracting parties and manning agents. Most crews are on 6-
month contracts. They know that if they report something they will not get another 
contract. Blacklisting is a reality...’

• ‘You need to send the message: we’re not blaming you, but we need to learn.’
• ‘Most HR have no marine background. They are defensive as they could end up 

in industrial tribunal trying to defend the company.’
• ‘The term Just Culture is not what is important. Better to talk about Learning 

Culture.’



A Course Correction

Just Culture Learning Culture

Safety Culture

Reporting Culture

Culture of Care
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The SAFEMODE Safety Learning Cycle

Data Capture
Any events, incidents, accidents and near 

misses are reported and investigated using 
effective systems, language and processes.

Operation & 
Maintenance

Normal and abnormal operations are 
monitored constantly for 

performance variations and safety 
exceedances

Data Analysis
Data are analysed to determine 
causes, contributions, and remedial 
measures to prevent recurrence

Safety Learning
Specific and generic lessons are drawn  to 
improve safety, including via job and interface 
design, automation, and improved risk assurance 
processes

Risk-Informed Design / Deep 
Learning
Designers and risk assessors are able to use the 
lessons learned to make future airport systems 
more resilient. Organisational and systemic 
Human Element issues are addressed.
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Ten Safety Learning Approaches

Data Capture
1. Common Language 

(Taxonomy)
2. Investigating Differently

Operation & Maintenance
Translate Learning into Practice
Better Understanding between 

Onshore and Ship
Continuous Learning

Data Analysis
3. Evidence Base / Learning Platform
4. Ten Most Wanted

Safety Learning
5. Group Learning Review
6. Deep Dives
7. Safety Intelligence Sharing
8. Safety Alliances

Deep Learning
9. Reverse Swiss Cheese Theory
10. Human Factors Toolkit



Taxonomy & Database (SHIELD)
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Environment 
(physical)

Equipment and 
workplace

Communications

Teamwork

PRECONDITIONS

Physical or Mental

Competence or Skills

Perception



SUPERVISION & 
WORK AS DONE

Deviations from 
Procedures

Planned inappropriate 
operations

Inadequate Supervision

Known problem 
not corrected

ORGANISATIONAL
FACTORS

Culture / Climate

Resources

Economy & Business



Safety Alliances, Safety Intelligence Sharing



Ten Most Wanted…
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Safety Deep Dives
Explore a specific accident or incident trend
Examine the basis for safety 
Which barriers are still working?
Which barriers are no longer working?
What are the key Human Factors involved (both positive 
and negative?)
Have any external factors changed?
Have internal factors changed (staffing, competency, etc.)?
Are the procedures still fit for purpose?
What are the deep systemic factors?
Where are the hotspots in the fleet?
Where are there best practices in the fleet?
What can be shared across the fleet?
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Providence (luck)

Organisation
Strategy & Policy

Resources
Communications

Culture
Safety Management & Learning

Regulatory Compliance 

Fleet Support
Crewing & Certification
Training & Procedures

Safety Management System
Investigation & Learning

Maintenance Planning System
Defect Reporting & Management 

Design
Concept Requirements

Naval Architecture
Standards

Human Factors & Ergonomics
Safety Margins

Operational Feedback 

Vessel Operations
Master’s Leadership

Professionalism
Teamwork

Speaking Up / Just Culture
Health & Wellbeing / Fitness for Duty

Onshore-Onboard Collaboration

Reverse Swiss Cheese –
Maritime

Economy, Pressures, Laws, 
Regulations, Societal Trends 

Upstream

Downstream



The Way Forward
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05

Deep Dives +

Reverse Swiss 

Cheese

04

Human Factors 

Toolkit

03

Taxonomy + 

Database / 

Learning 

Platform +

Ten Most Wanted

02

Investigating 

Differently + 

Group Learning 

Reviews

01

Safety Intelligence 

Sharing + Safety 

Alliances



Conclusions

 Safety Learning Culture is 
seen as the most promising 
destination for Shipping.

 Six use cases from the 
industry show that Shipping 
is already on the way.

 Adopting safety learning 
practices will help transform 
the industry into a safety 
learning culture.
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Thank you for your attention
Barry Kirwan |

https://safemodeproject.eu/

barry.kirwan@eurocontrol.int
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