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The Messy World of Work
Identifying and closing the gaps between Work as Imagined, Work as 

Disclosed, and Work as Done

Gareth Lock, Owner/Founder The Human Diver
www.thehumandiver.com gareth.lock@thehumandiver.com
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What do these have in common?

“The more I looked for traditional culprits, the more I 

realized that this accident occurred not because 

something extraordinary had happened, but rather just 

the opposite… it was normal because it occurred as the 

result of normal people behaving in normal ways in 

normal organization.” Snook



We construct meaning. It does not objectively exist.

Perspectives
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Management Pressure 

towards efficiency

Management Pressure 

towards least effort

Boundary to 

Economic Failure

“We go bust/broke”

Boundary to 

Unacceptable Workload

“We can’t do the work”

Boundary of 

functionally 

acceptable 

performance

“We have an 

accident”

Perceived 

boundary of 

acceptable 

performance

“What we think 

is ‘safe’”

Error margin

Safety Campaigns

to reduce accidents

Cook. Rasmussen. ‘Going Solid’. 2005 
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“Look what you have left for me!”
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Work as Imagined/

Prescribed

Work as Done

Accumulations

Time

How we 

do stuff 

around 

here. 

‘Safety’

Innovation

Accident

Managing Drift

Capacity to Fail Safely

Learning Opportunities/

Hindsight

Modified Dekker, Conklin & Paradigm HP

Organisational Drift Model
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Work as Imagined/

Prescribed

Work as Done

Accumulations

Time

How we 

do stuff 

around 

here. 

‘Safety’

Innovation

Accident

Managing Drift

Capacity to Fail Safely

Learning Opportunities/

Hindsight

Modified Dekker, Conklin & Paradigm HP

Organisational Drift Model (Eng, Admin, Logs, …)

Work as Done

Work as Done
Work as Done



Adaptations and Workarounds are Normal



1. Human error is normal
2. Blame adds no value to learning
3. Context drives behaviour
4. How leaders respond matters
5. Learning is vital for improvement

Applying Human and Organisational Performance (HOP) Principles



Psychological Safety and Just Culture Are Different

Proactive Reactive
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Why a Just Culture is So Important

Just 

Culture

Learning 

Culture

Informed 

Culture

Resilience
Reporting 

Culture

Accountability – Tell an Account
Responsibility – Do Something
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Learning is Not Easy – Look Up and Out, Not Down and In



Numbers and Narratives

“…the incident-reporting scheme is not 
integrated into technicians’ practices and 
cultural frame and it does not seem to serve their 
interests. Storytelling, however, is an integral 
part of their practices… and it provides a way for 
the technicians to address risks…”  Sanne. 2008.
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Based on Argyris and Schön

Learning in Loops
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Parting thoughts

“The difference between a safe and an unsafe organisation lies not in how 

many incidents it has, but in how honestly it deals with the incidents that it 

does have.” – Dekker. Just Culture. 2017.

For learning, we have to understand the relationships within the system 

and how they influence behaviours and actions. Focusing on individual or 

organisational blame or attribution seriously limits learning. You can 

learn or blame, you can’t do both. Accountability should be forward-

looking (change), not backwards (blame).

“Cultures are thus determined as much, if not more, by what they ignore as 

by what they pay attention to and what they consider important and 

meaningful.” – Reiman & Rollenhagen. 2014.
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Questions?
Gareth Lock MSc MCIEHF

https://www.thehumandiver.com 

gareth.lock@thehumandiver.com

+44 7966 483832

“Knowledge is not enough, we must apply

Willing is not enough, we must do” 

– JW Goethe
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