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Foreword

[image: ]




Seeing What Was Always There

Most workplace incidents don’t happen because someone woke up that morning intending to make a bad decision.

They happen because, in that moment, the decision made sense.

This idea can feel uncomfortable when you’re new to safety. Many of us enter the profession believing that incidents are the result of carelessness, complacency, or people not following the rules. After all, that’s often how incidents are explained to us - “they rushed,” “they weren’t paying attention,” “they should have known better.”

But spend enough time investigating incidents, and a different picture starts to emerge.

People are not randomly unsafe.

They don’t switch off their brains at the gate.

They don’t suddenly forget years of training for no reason.

Instead, people respond - often very rationally - to the signals around them.

Those signals are the invisible forces this book is about.

Why This Book Exists

This book exists because many incident investigations still stop too early.

They stop at behaviour.

They stop at rule breaches.

They stop at “human error.”

And when that happens, we miss the real story.

If you’ve ever sat through an investigation debrief where the conclusion was “retraining required,” yet you knew that retraining wouldn’t change anything - this book is for you.

If you’ve ever interviewed a worker and quietly thought, “Honestly, I can see why they did that,” but struggled to articulate why - this book is for you.

And if you’re early in your safety career and wondering why incidents keep repeating despite more procedures, more controls, and more toolbox talks - this book is definitely for you.

The truth is, incidents are rarely caused by a single decision made in isolation. They are shaped long before the incident occurs, by expectations, pressures, priorities, habits, and cues that quietly influence how work is done every day.

One of the most powerful - and least discussed - of these influences is priming.

The Problem With “Common Sense” Safety

Safety is often framed as common sense.

“Just stop and think.”

“Follow the procedure.”

“Take five.”

These messages sound reasonable. They’re well-intentioned. But they assume that people always approach work with a blank slate - calmly weighing risks, unaffected by their environment, workload, or organisational expectations.

That’s not how humans work.

Decades of research in psychology, human factors, and systems safety show that human decision-making is heavily influenced by context. We don’t evaluate every situation from scratch. Instead, our brains are constantly taking shortcuts - drawing on patterns, expectations, and cues to decide what matters most right now.

This is not a flaw. It’s how we survive in complex environments.

In the workplace, however, these shortcuts can be quietly shaped by the organisation itself.

Deadlines.

Production targets.

Staffing levels.

Language used by leaders.

What gets praised.

What gets ignored.

What happens when things go wrong.

All of these elements send signals. Over time, those signals prime people to act in certain ways - often without conscious awareness.

And when something goes wrong, we tend to look at the final action, not the invisible buildup that made that action feel reasonable.

What Do We Mean by “Priming”?

Priming is not about manipulation. It’s not about tricking people. And it’s not about blaming leaders for every mistake.

Priming is simply the process by which prior experiences, cues, and expectations influence behaviour - often automatically.

In everyday life, we experience priming constantly:


	We drive differently when we’re late.

	We skim instructions when we believe a task is routine.

	We take more risks when speed is praised and delays are punished.



In workplaces, priming shows up in subtle but powerful ways:


	When “getting the job done” is consistently rewarded more than “doing the job safely”

	When shortcuts become normalised because “that’s how it’s always been done”

	When procedures exist but are quietly treated as optional

	When workers learn, through experience, which rules matter and which ones don’t



None of this requires bad intent. In fact, most of it happens in organisations that genuinely care about safety.

That’s what makes priming so dangerous - and so important to understand.

Why Traditional Investigations Miss It

Many investigation approaches focus heavily on the event sequence:

What happened?

Who did what?

Which rule was broken?

These questions are not wrong - but they are incomplete.

They tend to focus attention on the end of the story rather than the beginning. By the time an incident occurs, most of the influential decisions have already been made - not by the worker, but by the system.

Priming lives upstream.

It lives in:


	Organisational priorities

	Work design

	Resource allocation

	Cultural norms

	Leadership behaviours

	Past experiences of “what happens if...”



If investigations don’t deliberately look for these influences, they remain invisible. And when they remain invisible, they remain unchanged.

This is why systems-based investigation approaches matter - not because they are complex, but because they force us to ask better questions.

Not “Why did they do that?”

But “Why did that make sense at the time?”

Seeing Work as It Is, Not as Imagined

One of the biggest shifts new safety professionals must make is learning to distinguish between:


	
Work as imagined - how tasks are supposed to be done


	
Work as done - how tasks are actually performed under real conditions




Priming exists almost entirely in the gap between the two.

Procedures may say one thing, but the signals people receive every day may say something else entirely.

When workers consistently meet deadlines by bending rules - and nothing bad happens - the system teaches them something. When raising safety concerns slows work down - and is quietly discouraged - the system teaches them something else.

Over time, these lessons shape behaviour far more effectively than any induction or refresher training.

This book is not about catching people out for doing work “wrong.” It’s about understanding how work actually happens - and why.

Why This Matters for New Safety Professionals

If you’re new to safety, you’re in a tough position.

You’re often expected to:


	Prevent incidents

	Investigate incidents

	Influence leaders

	Support workers

	Enforce rules

	Improve culture



All at once.

And you’re often doing this while still learning how complex organisations really are.

It’s tempting, especially early on, to rely on rules, procedures, and compliance because they feel concrete and defensible. But if that’s all you focus on, you’ll spend your career chasing symptoms instead of causes.

Understanding priming gives you a different lens.

It helps you:


	Ask better questions during investigations

	Avoid blaming individuals

	Identify organisational signals that increase risk

	Design controls that actually change behaviour

	Explain incidents in a way leaders can’t ignore



Most importantly, it helps you learn from incidents rather than simply documenting them.

How This Book Is Structured

This book is written to be practical, not academic.

You won’t find heavy theory or abstract models for their own sake. What you will find are ideas grounded in decades of research, translated into language that makes sense on the job.

Each chapter builds on the idea that incidents emerge from systems - and that priming is one of the most powerful forces shaping those systems.

Throughout the book, you’ll see a consistent emphasis on:


	Context over character

	Systems over individuals

	Learning over blame



You’ll also see how priming fits naturally within structured investigation thinking - particularly approaches that look at organisational, task, environmental, individual, and defensive factors together rather than in isolation.

A Quiet Challenge

This book makes a quiet but important challenge to the way safety is often practiced.

It challenges the idea that more rules automatically lead to safer outcomes.

It challenges the belief that people just need to “care more.”

And it challenges investigations that stop once a behaviour has been identified.

Instead, it asks you to look deeper - not to excuse unsafe acts, but to understand them well enough to prevent them from happening again.

That’s not always comfortable. It requires curiosity, humility, and a willingness to question long-held assumptions.

But it’s also where meaningful safety improvement begins.

Final Thoughts Before You Begin

If there’s one idea to hold onto as you read this book, it’s this:

People are not the problem to be fixed - they are the solution to be understood.

Priming helps explain why good people, doing their best, sometimes end up in situations they never intended to be in.

When you learn to see those invisible forces clearly, you don’t just become a better investigator - you become a better safety professional.

And that’s exactly what this book is here to support. 
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Chapter 1 - Primed for Action: Why Behaviour Is Never Random
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If you’re new to safety, it’s easy to believe that incidents are caused by poor choices.

Someone chose to rush.

Someone chose not to follow the procedure.

Someone chose to take a shortcut.

On the surface, that explanation feels neat and logical. There was a choice, after all. You can point to it. You can document it. You can even write a corrective action against it.

But here’s the problem:

choices don’t happen in a vacuum.

Every decision a person makes at work is influenced - often heavily - by what happened before that moment. By the time an unsafe act occurs, the outcome has usually been shaped by hours, days, weeks, or even years of signals, experiences, and expectations.
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