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What an 
arrogant 
French 
title!!! 



The ‘normality of accidents’ 

Exactly thirty years ago, in 1984, Charles Perrow’s 
famous contention 



The ‘normality of accidents’ 

Technological determinism, strongly influenced by 

his experience of TMI 

Abandon  



The ‘normality of accidents’ 

With this thesis, Charles Perrow translates the 

spirit of the time, which was influenced by writers 

such as Jacques Ellul about ‘technology out of human 

control’ 



The ‘normality of accidents’ 

At the time, the thesis seemed prescient  

Tchernobyl, 1986. 
Challenger, 1986 

Piper 
alpha, 
1988 

Bophal, 
1986 

Port Edouard 
Herriot, 1987 

Exxon Valdez, 
1989 



The extended argument in the 90s  

This idea of ‘normality’ had a very profound impact 

on safety science, but the argument was extended, 

first, in graphical models ... 



The extended argument in the 90s  

And second, in empirical studies ...  

“this case extends Perrow’s notion 
of system to include aspects of 
both environment and organisation 
that affect the risk assessment 
process and decision making.” 

Diane Vaughan  



The extended argument  

What is important to keep in mind, is that Charles 
Perrow never subscribed to the classification of 
Chernobyl, Challenger or Bhopal as ‘normal 
accidents’  
 
According to him, none of these accidents can be 
explained through the lenses of a technological 
argument.  
 
In fact, Charles Perrow is a critical sociologist, 
targeting failure of elites and regulation. This is a 
second reading of the book ‘Normal Accident’ 



Against the technological determinism of NA 

In this respect, an author such as Andrew Hopkins 
shares Charles Perrow’s view. 
 
And Andrew Hopkins’ rejection of the technological 
determinism, along with other authors, is convincing. 
No accidents have really been ‘normal accident’ in the 
restricted sense of the initial formulation by Charles 
Perrow.  



A ‘dead end’ 

The argument sort of settled between two positions 
at the end of the 90s, early 2000 (e.g. Rijpma, 2003): 

Reckless companies 
create the 
conditions for 
“accidents waiting 
to happen”  

Accidents are bound 
to happen from time 

to time due to 
(technological & 

social) complexity 

The majority of accidents 
are predictable and 
preventable  

Some accidents are 
unpredictable and can’t 

be prevented  



Then, throughout the first decade of 

the 21st century ...  



A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ in early 21st century 

Deepwater 
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Erika 
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A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ in early 21st century 



Of course, one needs to be cautious about what could 
be concluded.  

 

Is this more a ‘subjective’ view than an ‘objective’ 
one?  

A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ 



‘Objectively’ ? 

A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ 

more platforms + more planes + more x … 
= more accidents  

And some  disasters (e.g. Fukushima Daïchi, 
DWH...) have less casualties than the 
accidents of the past… 



‘Subjectively’ ? 

A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ 

Accidents are under social 

scrutiny more than ever, they 

have a socially constructed 

side unrelated to their 

‘objective’ consequences  



These two series happened in a restricted period 

of time across high risk systems and they were 

symbolically strong.  

A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ 
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1. This repetition of disasters conveys a new 

meaning of the idea  that accidents are normal: 

their repetition makes them normal.   

----o---- 

2. What happened between the 80s and the 21st 

century? This type of question has not been part of 

the normal accident debate.  

A feeling of ‘déjà vu’ 

Two main aspects 
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What happened 
between the 80s 

and now?  

Globalisation  

What happened in between the 80s and now?  



o New economy and information technology 

o Cost and speed of transport 

o Increase of services in the ‘post-industrial’ 
society 

o Privatisation of companies and evolution of 
state regulations 

o A global world market (e.g. mergers) and 
financialisation of the economy 

o New social movements (feminism, ecology) 

What happened in between the 80s and now?  

Globalisation  



Yes, organisations have evolved as well as adapted to 
their new environments, here are some of theses 
changes: 

o sub-contracting,  

o outsourcing (subsidiaries), 

o matrix organisations (with ‘BU’, business units), 

o intensive use of IT (e.g. automation, communications, 
internet), 

o international standardisation of technology and management 
(formalisation and audits), accountability.  

What happened in between the 80s and now?  

Have companies been transformed as a result of 
these changes?  



Many companies have evolved from hierarchical 
structures to matrix type of structures:  

What happened in between the 80s and now?  



Many companies have evolved from centralised 
structures to decentralised structures:  

Centralised Decentralised 

What happened in between the 80s and now?  



Globalisation, including finance,  international 

competition and technology (IT, transport),  has 

created opportunities for a particular form of 

organisations to take shape.  

The notion of networked, modular or fragmented 

organisations have been used to describe these new 

configurations. 

What happened in between the 80s and now?  

Have companies been transformed as a result of 
these changes?  



o petrochemical industry (refineries, storage, 
offshore platform, transport) 

o nuclear industry (production, wastes)  

o chemical industry (batch, continuous) 

o gaz (storage, transport, production) 

o transport (aviation, railways, maritime) 

Of course, these changes have taken place in many 
ways and paces in safety critical industries 

What happened in between the 80s and now?  



An interesting illustration ... 

BP  



Texas City 

Deep Water Horizon 

Prudhoe bay 

BP, an illustration  

Between 2005 and 2010: a series of several important 
accidents 

2005 

2006 

2010 



What happened to BP? 
  

Is it bad luck several accidents in 5 years?  

Or is it the product of specific organisational, 

strategic choices & sociotechnological dynamic?  

BP, an illustration  



The purpose of this illustration is not to go into the 

details of each of these disasters but to step back 

instead 

BP, an illustration  



Many reports and books have been written, but what is 

interesting is to locate BP in this new era of 

globalisation and the advent of networked 

organisations in the past 30 years 

BP, an illustration  



BP’s strategy, in the 90s, was to create a 
networked and decentralised model of organisation 
in order to: 

o Reduce the cost of 
centralised safety functions in 
favour of a decentralised 
expertise 

o Increase the speed of 
decision making for business 
units (BU) based on local 
tradeoffs  

o Subcontract activities and 
outsource expertise (a 
fragmented/networked system) Decentralising and fragmenting 

the organisation model 

BP, an illustration  



This decentralising strategy was implemented along 
with:  

Strong cost 
cutting policy in 
the company  

Inadequate safety 
indicators based on 
occupational and 
health safety not 
process safety  

Lack of 
safety 
incentives 
at top levels  

BP, an illustration  



A decentralised and 
networked model  

Cost cutting 
Lack of 
process 

indicators 

Inadequate 
incentives 

BP, an illustration  



BP’s example of going beyond the limits of a 

decentralised and networked system is a good 

example of how accidents occur in global new 

context shaping new opportunities (and risks) 

for companies 



1. Accident can be seen as normal because of 
their repetition, whether one thinks that they 
can (in theory) be prevented or not, and 

2. Companies evolve under globalised contexts 
which create new type of constraints, and 
consequently, new contexts for accidents.  

 

Can we, from here, attempt to reformulate 
the Normal Accident thesis?  

So ... what? 



Can we reformulate Normal Accident?  

A proposition, in four steps (1/4) 

In a globalised world, high-risk systems face strong internal 

and external constraints and pressures (e.g. technological, 

social, political and economical), and, as result, operators, 

engineers, managers, executives and regulators interact and 

deal with a wide range of uncertainties, leading to innumerate, 

local and simultaneous decisions across (sometimes 

fragmented) organisations  



Can we reformulate Normal Accident?  

Because of the complexity of these interactions within these 

socio-technological systems (and networks), no one can predict 

with certainty their behaviour , no one can pretend to produce 

the big picture that would help to entirely describe these 

interactions in order to obtain full control of them; and the 

imperfections of organisations have become accepted (and 

expected) by many. 

A proposition, in four steps (2/4) 



As a consequence, the boundary between operating safely 

and operating unsafely is probably more ambiguous that 

many (from private companies to regulators) are often 

willing to publicly admit in a world that promotes 

technological, managerial and financial innovations 

translated in (sometimes) ambitious company strategies.  

 

Can we reformulate Normal Accident?  

A proposition, in four steps (3/4) 



Whether one favours a critical, power and tool view of 

organisations or prefers a more neutral approach emphasising 

the weight of uncertainties, cultural and institutional 

influences, one’s appreciation of managerial, executive and 

regulatory implications and degree of failure (and of 

responsibility) will differ.  

Can we reformulate Normal Accident?  

A proposition, in four steps (4/4) 



Empirical studies should try 

to show how new operating 

constraints influence the 

safety ‘envelopes’ .  

Models should be explicit 

about key dimensions of 

dynamical systems, including 

strategies of companies  in 

relation to safety.  

Implications for safety science  
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Charles Perrow was right, accidents are normal, but 

for the wrong reason, they are not unexpected 

products of technological determinism but products 

of a forever imperfect, globalised, complex and 

uncertain sociotechnological world.   



Thank you for your attention  


