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A RECENT trend in safety research 
has been to look beyond the obvi-
ous causes of accidents and to 
see where interventions could have 
halted the train of events. Nobody 
would deny that major accidents 
have helped shape safety legisla-
tion, but have we learned from those 
accidents? This is the fundamental 
question this book asks.

The book is divided up into a 
series of essays on each of the nine 
authors’ disciplines. The contribu-
tors’ backgrounds range from ergo-
nomics to engineering, but all are 
experts in their field and have been 
involved in analysing human behav-
iour in the workplace. Each uses a 
case study to look at how high-risk 
environments positively affect work-
ers’ approach to controlling risk and 
reducing harm or damage. As such, 
the book could be described as a 
study of risk management in both 
theory and practice. 

The book sets out to identify 
system vulnerabilities when carrying 
out incident investigations; to find out 
how fallible systems can be made 
more reliable; and to enhance good 
working practices in risky environ-
ments. But the book doesn’t meet all 
of these aims, in my opinion. 

The first section has four chap-
ters, one of which is given over to the 
investigation into a Norwegian train 
crash in 2000. The author sums up 
by saying that hindsight always plays 
a part in any investigation and so 
he could not be certain his conclu-
sions on the cause of the accident  
were correct. 

Another chapter is an interesting 
reflection on how work in a neonatal 
unit can be reduced to numbers on 
a chart. It has a completely different 
feel from the other chapters, following 
a day in the life of the unit, showing 
how quickly staff can make decisions 
and what action they take. 
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This is followed by a study of a 
French medical emergency centre, 
where the abilities of both call takers 
and physicians can affect the outcome 
of patients’ care. It describes how ac-
tors were asked to play the roles of call 
takers or physicians while watched by 
both groups who were then invited to 
comment. Some spotted inbuilt errors, 
others didn’t. But the study found that, 
despite various personal shortcomings, 

the teams of call takers and physi-
cians performed better together 
than they did as individuals. The 
conclusion seems to be that good 
team work assists safety. 

Enhancing good working prac-
tices in risky environments is tackled 
in the third section. One of the au-
thors writes about High-3 environ-
ments, by which she means high 
technology, high intensity and high 
reliability. She points out that shar-
ing experiences with colleagues is 
an effective way to spread good 
practice, even if that means admit-
ting to one’s mistakes so others can 
learn from them. 

This is a difficult book to read as 
it is written by so many authors and 
in so many different styles. Those of 
us in the practical safety world might 
think that much of what the authors 

say is just theory, but what they think 
today will almost certainly have an influ-
ence on how we work tomorrow. Would 
I buy it? Not at that price. 
Tom Gillanders

Risky Work Environments: Reap-
praising Human Work Within Fallible 
Systems (ISBN 978-0-7546-7609-6) 
costs £55 and is available from www 
.ashgatepublishing.com
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CARDINUS has a three-pronged ap-
proach to helping you tackle stress at 
work. The first two elements are part of 
the Managing Stress at Work course, 
consisting of an e-learning module and 
a risk assessment aimed at helping 
managers to understand how to rec-
ognise stress in others and what to do 
about it. The third element is the Stress 
Indicator Tool, which lets employees 
measure their stress susceptibility.

The e-learning course covers 
understanding and recognising stress, 
the legal and moral duty of care, and 
dealing with the causes of stress. 

Though there are some universal 
factors, the right approach to dealing 
with stress depends on the individual. 
Cardinus takes account of this by ask-
ing the user to create a virtual team. 
If they treat a team member well, the 
employee’s stress level (reported as 
a percentage) decreases. If the user 
selects the wrong answer, the team 
member’s stress level increases, and if 
it reaches 100%, they go home sick.

The course asks questions about 
team management and stress. I was 
asked to order 10 life events in order 
of stressfulness, with no reference to 
the context. Personally, I think having 
a new family member is more stressful 
than getting married, yet I was told this 
was not the “right” solution. The great 
feature of the Cardinus training is its 
individual-specific approach, but here I 
think it lost a little of the advantage.

The final test consists of 10 multi-
ple-choice questions. The training takes 
between 30 minutes and an hour to 
complete, depending on whether you 
read all the text, and the risk assess-
ment took me less than five minutes.

Provided the training administrator 
has configured the risk assessment 
correctly in PACE (the learning man-
agement system), the manager will 
receive a User Action Report (UAR) 
identifying problems and suggesting 
possible remedial action. 

Cardinus’ Stress Indicator Tool 
is based on the HSE Indicator Tool 
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(see www.hse.gov 
.uk/stress/standards). 
But while the HSE has 
deliberately mixed up 
the questions, Cardinus 
has grouped them by 
stress management 
standard area. The 
scoring system is also 
different, as the HSE 
uses 1 for high risk to 
5 for low risk, but the 
Cardinus tool uses 0 
for low risk to 10 for 
high risk.

The PACE system 
manages the results from all Cardinus 
training and assessment modules. 
Before users work through the risk 
assessment and Stress Indicator 
Tool, the administrator (with help from 
Cardinus) sets up remedial tasks for 
each non-conformant answer. Where 
users indicate they don’t know about 
a company policy, for example, it 
can give directions on where to find  
that policy.

Once the user has worked through 
Managing Stress at Work and the 
Stress Indicator Tool, the administrator 
has a chance to review both statistical 
information and more detailed answers 
from the virtual team exercises.

Overall usability is good, with well 
labelled screens and clear navigation 
at each stage. Cardinus provides a 
novel approach to stress training, 
allowing users to think about manag-
ing individual stress rather than the 
stress of employees as a uniform 
group. Combined with PACE, this 
helps employers to fulfil their stress 
management obligations.
Bridget Leathley

Managing Stress at Work costs from 
£20 per user. For more information, 
see www.cardinus.com or visit www 
.sme.cardinus.com (for companies 
with up to 200 employees).

Learning curve: a graph shows team stress levels
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