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Reducing error and influencing behaviour (HSG48) is
the key document in understanding HSE’'s approach
to human factors. It gives a simple introduction to ge-
neric industry guidance on human factors, which it
defines as:

“Human factors refer to environmental, organisation-
al and job factors, and human and individual char-
acteristics, which influence b haviour at work in a
way which can affect health and safety”

This definition includes three interrelated aspects that
must be considered: the job, the individual and the
organisation:

The job

- including areas such as the nature of the task, work-
load, the working environment, the design of displays
and conftrols, and the role of procedures.

Tasks should be designed in accordance with ergo-
nomic principles to take account of both human lim-
itations and strengths. This includes matching the job
to the physical and the mental strengths and limita-
tions of people. Mental aspects would include per-
ceptual, attentional and decision making require-
ments.

The individual

- including his/her competence, skills, personality, at-
fitude, and risk perception. Individual characteristics
influence behaviour in complex ways. Some charac-
teristics such as personality are fixed; others such as
skills and afttitudes may be changed or enhanced.
The organisation:

- including work patterns, the culture of the work-
place, resources, communications, leadership and
so on. Such factors are often overlooked during the
design of jobs but have a significant influence on in-
dividual and group behaviour.

In other words, human factors is concerned with what
people are being asked to do (the task and its char-
acteristics), who is doing it (the individual and their
competence) and where they are working (the or-
ganisation and its attributes), all of which are influ-
enced by the wider societal concern, both local and
national. Human factors interventions will not be ef-
fective if they consider these aspects in isolation. The
scope of what we mean by human factors includes
organisational systems and is considerably broader
than traditional views of human factors/ergonomics.
Human factors can, and should, be included within
a good safety management system and so can be
examined in a similar way to any other risk control sys-
tem.
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Human Factors: The Business Benefits

If you think safety’s expensive, try having an acci-
dent... Managing human failures is essential to pre-
vent major accidents, occupational accidents and il
health, all of which can cost businesses money, repu-
tation and potentially their continued existence.
Successful businesses achieve high productivity and
quality while ensuring health and safety. Good tech-
nology combined with the best work systems can
help to achieve these goals. The best work systems
are based on having a skilled workforce, with well de-
signed jobs that are appropriate to individuals' abil-
ifies.

The influence of biological, psychological and or-
ganisational factors on an individual at work can aof-
fect their health and safety, but it also affects their
efficiency and productivity. For example, if:

* Someone needs to exert a large proportion of their
strength to complete a task they are more likely to
sufferinjury and carry out the task inefficiently possibly
causing damage fo the product and tools; or

* The mental demands of a task are too high, per-
haps involving diagnosing faults under significant time
pressures then there can be both a health issue for
the employee but also a quality, and possibly safety
issue for the production line, process and plant; or

* Individuals have very limited scope for determin-
ing how to do their job then they may lack motivation
and job satisfaction and be less effective at work.
Individuals have a wide range of abilities and limita-
tions. A Human Factors (or Ergonomics) approach fo-
cuses on how to make the best use of these capabili-
fies by designing jobs and equipment which are fit for
people. This not only improves their health and safety
but often ensures a better managed, more effective
organisation.

Further resources
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https://www.hse.gov.uk/humanfactors/resources/index.htm

